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    For Jodi,
My favorite travel companion, co-pilot, adventure partner, and best friend.
Thank you for saying "yes" to the journey.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The destination gives us a place to go. The journey gives us a story to tell."

      

    

Subscribe to Wander Wiseley 

and follow along in our adventures!

https://www.youtube.com/@WanderWiseley
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​Preface
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There comes a point in life when the routine stops feeling comfortable and starts feeling heavy.

For us, that moment didn’t happen all at once. It happened slowly, in traffic lights, work schedules, crowded calendars, and the strange feeling that time was moving faster than we were living it. We realized we were spending more time planning life than actually experiencing it.

So one day, we decided to change the script.

Not because we were running away from life, but because we wanted to run toward it.

Vanlife wasn’t really about the van. It wasn’t about hashtags, campgrounds, or perfectly edited sunset photos. It was about freedom. It was about waking up somewhere new and remembering that the world is still full of surprises. It was about trading routines for stories.

When Jodi and I bought our first RV, we didn’t have some master plan to become travel creators or YouTubers. We just wanted adventure back in our lives. We wanted to see America through a windshield instead of through a screen.

And I’m aware that I use vanlife and RV life interchangeably...just go with it folks. I do realize that there are subtle differences.

What started as weekend trips quickly turned into something much bigger.

We found ourselves parked beside oceans, hidden in forests, camping near racetracks, wandering through small towns we’d never heard of, and meeting strangers who somehow felt like old friends within minutes. Every mile taught us something. Sometimes it was something beautiful. Sometimes it was something difficult. Usually, it was both.

The YouTube channel,Wander Wiseley, became our way of sharing those moments, the victories, the disasters, the breakdowns, the laughter, the wrong turns, and the little discoveries that made the journey unforgettable. The camera didn’t just document the adventure. It gave us a way to relive it.

Some people think vanlife is about escaping responsibility. For us, it was the opposite. It reminded us to pay attention. To each other. To the road. To the moment we were actually standing in instead of the next thing waiting on a calendar.

And sometimes we didn’t even use the van. Sometimes wonderful things are just a few minutes away. 

This book is a collection of special moments. Some of those moments happened during vanlife, while others were memorable in completely different ways. In fact, the first story didn’t even include Jodi, or an RV, but it’s still a great story!

Some of our adventures are funny. Some are chaotic. Some probably should have stayed off camera. But every story inside these pages is real, and every mile changed us in some way.

We didn’t start this journey because we had everything figured out.

We started because we realized life is shorter than we think, and adventure doesn’t wait forever. So we finally started living the stories we used to only daydream about.

​

​
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​Flying to Catalina
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Watch the video version of this adventure on Wander Wiseley’s Youtube channel.

https://youtu.be/ee7Gyt8wUp4
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There’s something magical about filming YouTube videos that people don’t always see on the screen. Sure, viewers catch the scenery, the laughs, and the polished highlights, but what they miss are the little moments in between, the nervous anticipation, the random conversations, the old memories that come flooding back when you revisit a place from your past, and the friendships that somehow survive the chaos of life and time.

This adventure started with a simple plan. We fly to Catalina Island with my old friend Jason and grab lunch at the famous Airport in the Sky.

Simple enough...assuming Jason didn’t decide to do any loop-de-loops in the airplane and make me throw up halfway across Southern California.

The day began in Riverside, California, one of my old stomping grounds. Driving through Riverside felt like stepping into a time machine. Some places change so much over the years that they become unrecognizable, but Riverside wasn’t one of them. The industrial buildings, the roads, the shopping centers, it all looked almost exactly the same as I remembered.

That kind of nostalgia messes with your head a little.

Jason met me near the airport, grinning like a kid who knew he was about to have some fun at my expense.

“We’re flying in a Diamond Star DA40,” he said proudly.

I nodded like I knew exactly what that meant.

Apparently, it’s a sleek little airplane with enough payload capacity for two grown men and, more importantly, enough room for a big lunch afterward.

The flight to Catalina would only take about forty minutes, depending on air traffic around John Wayne Airport. Long enough to get some incredible aerial footage. Short enough that I hopefully wouldn’t lose my breakfast.

As we drove toward the airport, we talked about Catalina Island, its history, the Wrigley family, the old Cubs spring training days, and the famous bison roaming the island. Jason mentioned the legendary bison burgers at the airport café, which somehow made eating a buffalo feel strangely patriotic.

Eventually we pulled up to the small airport, where the adventure officially began. There’s something cool about tiny regional airports. They feel frozen in time, like relics from another era of travel when flying still felt adventurous instead of exhausting.

Before takeoff, Jason walked me through the airplane pre-flight inspection. Watching a pilot inspect a plane is both reassuring and mildly terrifying because you suddenly realize how many things could potentially go wrong.

He drained fuel samples checking for water contamination, inspected the oil, checked the wings, and explained how birds, squirrels, bees, and even wasps sometimes decide airplanes make excellent homes.

That was comforting.

Meanwhile, I contributed to the process mostly by standing nearby and trying not to touch anything expensive.

Once we finally climbed into the plane, the nerves disappeared almost instantly. The moment the wheels left the runway, Southern California unfolded beneath us like a giant living map. Freeways became tiny gray veins stretching endlessly across the landscape. Houses looked like Monopoly pieces. The Pacific Ocean shimmered in the distance.

For someone who spends his life filming adventures, moments like that never really get old.

The closer we got to Catalina, the more surreal everything felt. The island rose out of the ocean like something from another world, rugged cliffs, deep blue water, and sunlight reflecting off the hillsides.

Then came the landing at the famous Airport in the Sky.

Despite the dramatic name, it’s exactly what it sounds like: an airport sitting high above Catalina Island, surrounded by rolling hills and wandering bison. Pilots pay a landing fee that helps maintain the runway, and after seeing the place, it felt worth every penny.

The airport itself has an old-school charm that’s impossible to fake. Murals and artwork celebrate Catalina’s history, including the story of how the island’s bison were originally brought over for movie productions decades ago. Somehow, the bison stayed while the movie crews left.

That’s Hollywood in a nutshell.

Jason explained that the island carefully controls the bison population to protect the ecosystem. Naturally, our conversation somehow spiraled into Jurassic Park references and philosophical debates about whether life always finds a way.

Because that’s apparently what middle-aged guys talk about while standing near an airport café on Catalina Island.

Lunch was exactly what you’d hope for after flying across the ocean in a tiny airplane, greasy, delicious, and completely worth it.

We ordered the famous bison burger. Massive. Juicy. Slightly intimidating.

To make ourselves feel healthier, we also ordered salads.

Balance.

That’s the lie adults tell themselves before eating giant burgers and fries.

After lunch, we wandered around the airport grounds filming, taking photos, and soaking in the atmosphere. At one point Jason pointed out what’s known as a “buffalo chip” sitting near a sign.

He told me about tricking his son into holding one when he was younger because, apparently, embarrassing your children is one of the great joys of fatherhood.

He wasn’t wrong.

Eventually, the sun started dropping lower in the sky, and it was time to head back. We climbed into the little Diamond Star again, surrounded by the fading golden light of Catalina Island, and lifted off into the air one last time.

As the island disappeared behind us, I remember thinking about how strange and beautiful this YouTube journey had become.

One day you’re filming silly videos with your friends.

The next day, you’re flying to an island in the Pacific Ocean, eating bison burgers, filming airplanes, and realizing these random adventures are slowly becoming the story of your life.

And maybe that’s the real reason I started making videos in the first place.

Not just to capture places.

But to capture moments that would’ve otherwise disappeared forever.

​
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​The Flower Fields
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Watch the video version of this adventure on Wander Wiseley’s Youtube channel.

https://youtu.be/LIIxciHaZ_Q
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Southern California has a funny way of hiding things from the people who live there. You spend years driving past places everyone else flies across the country to see, always telling yourself you’ll get around to visiting someday. Someday turns into next year. Next year turns into never.

For Jodi, the Flower Fields in Carlsbad were one of those places.

She had lived in Southern California for nearly eighteen years and had somehow never made the trip. Tourists from Australia had probably seen them before she had. That became part of the joke as we drove south toward the coast that morning, coffee in hand, cameras rolling, and the excitement level somewhere between “casual day trip” and “Vegas trip.”

The Flower Fields only bloom for a short time every year, from March through May, and during peak season the place turns into a colorful pilgrimage for flower lovers, photographers, families, influencers, and people like us who simply wanted an excuse to go somewhere beautiful.

By the time we arrived, the parking attendants were already directing traffic like air traffic controllers.

“Online tickets only,” they told us.

Apparently the crowds had gotten so big that visitors now had scheduled arrival times just to keep the fields from overflowing with people. We laughed about it while inching through the parking lot looking for our section.

“Everyone’s rushing to flowers like it’s Disneyland,” I said.

In truth, it kind of was.

The moment we stepped out and saw the hillsides, the joking stopped for a second.

Fifty acres of ranunculus flowers stretched out in every direction like someone had spilled an entire rainbow across the earth. Rows of red, orange, yellow, pink, and purple rolled toward the Pacific Ocean in perfect stripes. Even from a distance it looked unreal, like somebody had boosted the saturation levels on reality itself.

Jodi just stared.

“I feel a certain way,” she said.

“What way?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have the words.”

“Adjectives,” I reminded her. “They’re our friends.”

That became one of those little travel moments we still laugh about years later.

The Flower Fields had been there for decades. Before the flowers, the land had produced dry crops like lima beans. Later came poinsettias. Eventually the farmers switched to ranunculus, a member of the buttercup family, and somehow transformed a coastal hillside into one of the most photographed spots in California.

The deeper we walked into the fields, the more surreal it became.

A soft ocean breeze rolled in from the Pacific just beyond the flowers. Antique tractors sat along the paths like museum pieces from another era. Families posed for photos. Couples wandered slowly through the rows holding hands. Everywhere you looked, somebody was smiling.

That was one of the first things we started noticing during our travels. People are happier outside.

Maybe it’s the fresh air. Maybe it’s the break from routine. Maybe people just need reminders that the world is still beautiful.

Whatever the reason, places like this had a way of resetting something inside you.

Of course, because this was a Wander Wiseley adventure, things couldn’t stay peaceful forever.

At the far end of the property sat the Sweet Pea Maze.

Now, for context, “Sweet Pea” is Jodi’s son’s nickname, so Jodi immediately decided we had to go in.

Before entering, I confidently informed her that more than 2,000 people got lost in the maze every year and were never heard from again.

She told viewers they should probably fact-check me.

A few minutes later, we were hopelessly turned around anyway.

“Right or left?” she asked.

“Choose wisely,” I answered, proud of myself for working the channel name into normal conversation.

We wandered through twisting hedge walls pretending we knew where we were going until somehow we exited through the same entrance we had started from.

Neither of us could explain how.

But technically, we survived.

By late afternoon we were sunburned, hungry, and completely content. We sat for a while overlooking the flowers and the ocean beyond them, trying to soak in the last few moments before heading off in search of lunch.

That trip wasn’t some massive cross-country expedition. There were no mechanical breakdowns, no epic storms, no dramatic life-changing revelations.

And that’s exactly why it mattered.

Adventure doesn’t always arrive with fireworks.

Sometimes it looks like flowers blooming on a hillside once a year.

Sometimes it’s finally visiting the place nearby that you always ignored.

Sometimes it’s just getting out of the house with the person you love and letting the day surprise you.

And sometimes, if you’re lucky, you accidentally find yourself in a maze, laughing because you’re completely lost together.

​
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​The World’s Greatest Zoo
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Watch the video version of this adventure on Wander Wiseley’s Youtube channel.

https://youtu.be/YOleNxJQmVA
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There are certain places in California that almost don’t feel real.

The San Diego Zoo is one of them.

You hear about it your entire life. People call it “the world’s greatest zoo” so often that eventually it starts sounding less like advertising and more like an accepted scientific fact. So one beautiful Southern California morning, Jodi and I pointed the van south and decided it was finally our turn to see what all the hype was about.

Of course, before we could even get through the gate, things were already getting weird.

I had apparently stepped in something sticky in the parking lot and was walking with the kind of limp usually associated with old western movies or sports injuries.

“Did you step in something?”

“No.”

“You’re walking funny.”

“I always walk like this.”

This was not entirely untrue.

Back then, the zoo required online reservations and health screenings before entering, so there was an entire system of lines, checkpoints, and waiting areas just to get inside. The world was still cautiously figuring out how to function again, and oddly enough, that made the whole day feel even more special. People weren’t taking experiences for granted anymore.

The weather was absolutely perfect, cool enough to walk comfortably, sunny enough to feel like a California postcard.

“This is perfect zoo weather,” Jodi said at one point.

And she was right.

Once we entered the zoo, it immediately felt less like a park and more like a giant living world tour. Every path curved into another habitat. Every corner had something new moving, climbing, flying, or staring directly at us like we were the exhibit.

The flamingos greeted us first.

Jodi informed everyone that flamingos are actually born white before turning pink later in life. I contributed absolutely nothing useful to the educational experience except pointing out a few birds that looked suspiciously different from the others.

As we wandered deeper into the jungle exhibits, things became more chaotic.

At one enclosure, a group of silvered leaf langurs swung effortlessly overhead while nearby tourists repeatedly called them monkeys. Jodi quickly corrected everyone within hearing distance.

“Those are not monkeys.”

I appreciated her commitment to scientific accuracy.

Meanwhile, one of the langurs wrapped its tail perfectly around a rope and posed like it knew it was being filmed.

But nothing tested our courage quite like the aviary.

Now, for reasons nobody fully understands, Jodi has a legitimate fear of birds. Not a mild discomfort. An actual fear. Apparently she had once been attacked in an aviary before this trip, which somehow made entering another giant enclosed bird habitat seem like a perfectly reasonable idea.

“This is for the viewers,” she announced dramatically before walking inside like someone entering a war zone.

The goals were simple: survive, and find a toucan.

The problem with aviaries is that birds know you’re nervous. They sense weakness. Somewhere deep inside their tiny prehistoric brains, they know exactly who to mess with.

At one point, a toucan locked eyes with me in what can only be described as an act of psychological warfare.

“This is the video where John gets attacked by a bird,” Jodi whispered while zooming the camera in dramatically.

Thankfully, no attacks occurred.

Emotionally, however, we may never fully recover.

The zoo itself felt endless. Orangutans lounged like retired celebrities. Hippos floated beside monkeys in bizarrely peaceful harmony. Gorillas casually displayed hands the size of dinner plates. Every exhibit somehow managed to be both educational and slightly absurd at the same time.

And then there were the bonobos.

Let’s just say nature documentaries tend to leave certain details out.

At one exhibit we stood quietly watching a pair of bonobos behaving in a way that immediately made us realize this was no longer a family-friendly Disney movie moment.

“I don’t think the kids should be watching this,” someone muttered.

Neither bonobo seemed concerned.

We moved on quickly.

Eventually we made our way toward the sky tram, which, unfortunately for Jodi, combined two of her least favorite things: heights and trusting machinery maintained by strangers.

As the tram lifted high above the zoo, the views became incredible. You could see nearly the entire park stretched out below us, elephants, trees, winding paths, tiny crowds moving like ants far beneath the cables.


Meanwhile, Jodi was quietly spiraling into existential panic.


“I always wonder when they last checked this line,” she said while staring nervously at the cables overhead. “Is it rusty? Was the guy having a bad day during the safety inspection?”

These are apparently the thoughts that live rent-free inside her mind.

But somewhere over the middle of the zoo, suspended above the trees with the entire city spread out around us, I realized something important about these trips.

The memories were rarely about the destinations alone.

Years later, I don’t just remember the animals.

I remember the jokes.

The awkward conversations.

The irrational fears.

The random snacks.

The way we laughed at absolutely nothing while walking from exhibit to exhibit.

That’s what travel started becoming for us.

Not just sightseeing.

Story collecting.

Every trip added another chapter. Another inside joke. Another memory we’d eventually retell around campfires, in videos, or now, inside these pages.

And somewhere between the flamingos, the toucans, and the near-death experience on the sky tram, another Wander Wiseley adventure quietly became part of our story.
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​Escaping the Rock
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Watch the video version of this adventure on Wander Wiseley’s Youtube channel.

https://youtu.be/me3-fVOWOWM
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Some places carry a reputation so large that you feel it before you even arrive.

Alcatraz Island is one of those places.

Even from the ferry, you can feel it sitting there in the middle of the bay, cold, gray, isolated, and somehow heavier than the water surrounding it. The city skyline sparkles in the distance, but the island itself feels frozen in another era entirely.

Naturally, the first thing we did after arriving was talk about clam chowder.

To be fair, San Francisco has a way of making you think about food constantly. But somewhere between the ferry ride and the prison tour, our conversation spiraled into complete nonsense.

“I think my favorite thing was the clam chowder,” someone said.

“There was no clam chowder here.”

“You weren’t supposed to eat that.”

That pretty much set the tone for the entire day.

As we climbed the steep pathways toward the prison buildings, the island immediately felt more intimidating than expected. Everything on Alcatraz points upward, staircases, ramps, guard towers, like the island itself is designed to exhaust you before you even reach the top.

At one point we stopped near an old water tower while I enthusiastically explained how the area made a perfect level in a Tony Hawk skateboarding game I used to play.

“You start at the water tower, hit the hill, grind the rail, break through the window...”

Apparently prison islands and skateboarding parks are separated by a very thin line in my brain.

The deeper we moved into the prison, the stranger the atmosphere became.

Spiral staircases twisted upward everywhere. Narrow corridors echoed with footsteps. Tiny cells lined both sides of the hallways like metal filing cabinets for human beings. Even empty, the place still felt crowded somehow.

And the cells themselves?

Shockingly small.

Four feet by eight feet of concrete, steel, and isolation.

You stand inside one for just a few seconds and immediately start imagining what years inside that space must have felt like. Not days. Not weeks. Years.

That’s when Alcatraz stops feeling like a tourist attraction and starts feeling real.

The audio tour made everything even more eerie. Former guards and inmates described escape attempts, riots, lockdowns, and daily prison life through crackling headphones while we wandered the same hallways they once walked.

At one point we passed the solitary confinement cells, the place reserved for what Jodi referred to as “the really bad boys.”

Nobody argued with her assessment.

Oddly enough, the creepiest part of Alcatraz wasn’t the prison itself.

It was how beautiful the island was.

That surprised all of us.

The gardens were filled with flowers. Sea birds circled overhead. The views of the San Francisco skyline were incredible. In some places, if you ignored the bars and guard towers, it almost felt peaceful.

Which somehow made the history even darker.

Because no matter how beautiful the sunsets were, the people sent here couldn’t leave.

And the cold...

The wind on Alcatraz is different. It doesn’t just hit you. It cuts through you.

We visited in April, and even then the air coming off the bay felt like somebody opening a freezer door directly into your soul. Standing near the edge of the island, staring out toward San Francisco, it became painfully obvious why escape attempts were so desperate, and so deadly.

At one point, I launched the drone for a few scenic shots.

Within seconds, a swarm of angry birds appeared like something out of an Alfred Hitchcock movie.

“We’re bringing the drone down,” Jodi announced immediately.

Probably the smartest decision made all day.

As the afternoon faded, we wandered toward the industrial side of the island where inmates once worked making clothes and supplies. Rusted buildings sat abandoned against the cliffs while old equipment and emergency vehicles remained frozen in time like movie props waiting for another film crew to arrive.

Eventually, after one last walk through the prison yard and one final look at the skyline, we realized we were almost too late for the ferry back.

“We are literally the last people getting on the boat,” Jodi said.

Nobody wants to accidentally spend the night on Alcatraz.

As the ferry pulled away from the island, I kept thinking about how strange travel can be sometimes.

One weekend you’re standing in flower fields beside the ocean and the next, you’re walking through one of the most infamous prisons in American history.

That contrast became part of what made our travels so addictive. Every destination had its own personality. Its own mood. Its own stories, still hanging in the air waiting to be discovered.

And that’s really what Wander Wiseley became for us.

Not just a travel channel.

A collection of moments we never would’ve experienced if we’d stayed home.

​
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