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Underway 2019
Counterclockwise around the country
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Camping Under Palms
the one where we tow through Los Angeles
For our last day in Monterey, we decide to celebrate with old favorites — breakfast and
a stroll in Pacific Grove, followed by sunset at Point Lobos State Park near Carmel. The weather
is perfect for sitting on the porch of The Red House, sipping coffee, and people watching. The
food is excellent too. Dessert is of course a long walk along the rec trail. At Lover’s Point I spy
a new bird, black with a red bill — later identified as an “oystercatcher.”
Today is also the day that the plumber is working on furnace pipes at the house in
State College. The security cameras are busy chirping at us all day as the plumber goes about
his work. Our cameras also have microphones — so when it looks like maybe he is having
trouble finding something, we ‘speak to him.’ There is no gentle way to be a voice from a dark
corner — but Charlie says we didn’t scare him, too badly. Now those leaks are stopped and
the system is up and ready to heat the house — controlled by an app on our phones!

At four in the afternoon we drive south to Point Lobos. It is still busy but we do find a
spot to park. By shear luck, we are near a cove whose angle is catching the late sun. The
pelicans seem to be flying in a giant eddy, a swirling vortex of wing, flapping south a short
distance from shore, banking high, and then swooping down to skim the rolling waves along
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the rocky coast, searching northward for dinner nibbles. I think the golden cliffs of the bay will
make a great backdrop for photographing the birds. Dave walks up the coast to pick a spot
for his sunset landscapes. In just under four hours, I take 1,351 photos! I’m using my 400mm
lens, hand held, so I know between birds in motion and regular camera shake in low light, I
am going to have a lot of trash, but I am hoping for a few victories. We both stay up
waaaaaaay too late looking through photos.
This morning we are set to get underway again, bound for Paso Robles, wine country.
Dave has chosen a Harvest Host at Bon Niche Vineyard. Their views get rave reviews. Our
route takes us out the Salinas Valley where dozens of fields are churning with the activity of
harvesting lettuce, acres of artichokes are ripening, and tractors are raising choking clouds of
drifting dust in preparation for planting the next crop. No fallow or weedy fields here! Every
scrap of earth is working. The last half of the journey is down Route 101. Flat green and black
fields give way to golden, grass covered, low hills skirted with trellises of grape vines. Soon
the steeper slopes are gridded with a patchwork of vine works as well, speckled in various
stages of autumn color change. Fruit and nut orchards the size of small counties claim the flat
ground, intermittently replacing the plantings of grapes.
After turning off the main road, Dave guides us through a challenging slalom course,
twisting its way over short steep grades on a more or less paved road between elaborately
gated vineyards to reach Bon Niche Cellars. Now we are faced with an eight foot high livestock fence and a gate parallel to the one-and-a-half lane wide road. There is a Harvest Host
sign, so we have the right spot. But making the right hand turn in, up the bank, and missing
the goats in the pen as you straighten out is possibly the most challenging maneuver for a
campsite we have had to do since our very first trip! We clear a gate post on one side by half
an inch, and are quite proud of ourselves for having figured it out (a lot of angles and
geometry!) and safely landing on a bluff with a commanding view of the wine valley.
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The short night caught up with me and I took a nap at 4. Dave still keyed up went off
to the tasting room to find the owner. Well, it seems they had a fine time getting to know each
other! I am startled awake by the sound of the door opening and a cheery “Hello! We have
company!” Melani, the vineyard owner is a Navy Veteran. She worked as a nurse for over 15
years, and then decided she wanted to do something different. She is using her GI benefits to
go to school — naturally California universities have certification programs for vintners! We
had a fine time swapping stories, and probably could have made a meal of it, but we had
someplace to be before sunset.
Months ago, I saw an article in an art magazine I subscribe to, about a special outdoor
art installation, a field of light, that would be on exhibition in Paso Robles while we were in
California. We put a pin in the map for our route planning, just in case. Through the magic of
Facebook, I have reconnected with high school and college friends, a few who now live in CA.
Terri from FDR High School and I were trying hard to find a date in common to meet up and
even see the show together. In the end it didn’t work out, but it was worth trying!
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The show, “Sensario,” is a ten minute drive from our camp site. Californians really know
how to enjoy an outdoor exhibit! There is a gourmet taco truck and a vintage Airstream with
burgers and such to source your picnic dinner. Naturally there is a wine and beer tent to
supply you with something to sip as you stroll the grounds. It has been a scorching hot day,
but cooler now, it is perfect T-shirt weather to wander in. I don’t think I will try and describe
the exhibit to you, except to say the photos will say it best, but even they are a mere hint of
what it was like to walk through a landscape, surrounded at once by black night and millions
of glowing points of light softly shifting their colors. Almost as if the night sky was upside
down and you were walking among the stars, the dark earth above your head. The organizers
gate the attendees in hourly waves. The first thirty minutes are a mad house as everyone (me
too) tries to line up the perfect photo. But soon, they have their phone photo and leave. So
now it is easier for myself and the two other people with actual cameras to start to play! I
happily wander until closing time at 9pm.
Thursday is a big drive day. It can’t be put off any longer — Los Angeles here we come!
We study the gate carefully, and make it out, using every available space to make it by
unscathed. East on 46 to pick up I-5 South. Plan A for gas turns into a bit of a dud — their one
diesel pump is broken. They are more of a nut house attempting to be a roadside attraction. A
larger-than-life poster cutout of James Dean leans against the price sign at the intersection
corner, proclaiming the site to be the “Last Stop of James Dean.” Inside are aisles of kitsch, a
50’s style diner with red leather booths and stools along a curved counter. One half of the
massive building is dedicated to shelves of jams, jellies, and flavored almonds and pistachios.
I was hoping to find unroasted but shelled pistachios to restock my supply for cherry biscotti,
but everything was still in the shells and flavored with options like hot wings, bbq, and tequila
lime. So on to Plan B.
Plan B is a true truck stop. Dave fills the tank
and I scrub bugs off the windows. Then we picnic lunch
in the rig, and head for The Grapevine. According to
Google, locals refer to a stretch of I-5 at the north end
of Santa Clarita Valley as the Grapevine. In particular, a
five mile stretch of road with a 5% grade that climbs
from sea level to 4,000+ feet, known to be a problem
in the winter, and often closed by the CHP in bad
weather. Apparently, the true “Grapevine” is on I-5
closer to Fort Tejon in the San Joaquin Valley. All we
know, is that ascent up the 5% grade took 1/4 tank of fuel!
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Eventually we leave the fields behind and re-enter civilization. By that I mean 12 lanes
of drivers wishing they were anywhere other than I-5! There are definitely some displays of
truly stupendous driving stupidity in front of us, but Dave holds his own and we proceed
down 5 to the 710 through the heart of LA, and down to Long Beach. The campground is at
the foot of the exit ramp! We are parked and connected by 4:30. Gee, is it hot! The truck
thermometer registered 104 degrees out on the road, and we are seeing 98 on the rig’s
sensors. But we have made it in time for a rendezvous. Nephew Matt lives in northern LA and
is joining us for dinner. We follow a paved bike path as it winds it way from the campground,
around the marina berths for the Catalina Ferry, the Aquarium of the Pacific, over to some
water side restaurants with views of the permanently docked Queen Mary cruise ship. It is
perfect weather for sharing a meal on the outside deck and catching up! Thanks for making
the drive down to see us Matt!
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Friday is a work day for Dave. The reason we changed our camping plans to come to
Long Beach. He spends the first half of the day meeting with the leader and senior staff of the
Aquarium of the Pacific. Just after lunch I join Dave and one of the senior officers for a behind
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the scenes tour of the aquarium. What a treat!! We had the chance to speak with six of the
volunteer divers that feed the fish and keep the tanks clean and presentable. A remarkably
experienced group! Part of the newest exhibit, Pacific Visions, has a movie introduction. The
technology department is working hard to find ways to make the exhibits more accessible —
and are currently evaluating technology that would enable captions for the movie (as a place
to start) to be displayed on glasses like a heads-up display for pilots — and they let me test a
pair! I missed some of the movie, I was so focused on the technology and what would be
useful feedback. Eventually, they see the captions available in any of the foreign languages
their visitors speak. Very cool! I really appreciate that they allowed me the chance to
contribute. Our guide is from the development (fund raising) arm of the aquarium, but her
background and passion is in the education side and her enthusiasm shines through on our
tour. But she does have a day job, and so we are left on our own to explore and take pictures
to our hearts content. A very special day indeed.
Saturday is another move day — back to our originally scheduled program. The drive
to San Diego is more stressful than the trip through LA, but we do finally arrive at the Admiral
Baker RV park. The winds pick up in the evening, and usher in cooler weather, and morning
clouds.
Sunday morning’s adventure is finding cheap diesel, and groceries. Then preps for
company! It is a treat to catch up with our Navy buddies Claudia and Bill from the Old Days,
talking way past proper school night bed-times!
Monday morning and it is time to add the pictures and send this out! Dave is off
getting the truck serviced. The sun is out and it looks like a perfect California day outside.
So, until next week Mom, Love ya!
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Dave’s long exposure capture of the surf in the setting sun at Pt. Lobos
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a view of the main tank from above
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Dave’s capture of a cheeky penguin

one of the rays thinks it is hilarious to splash visitors!
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I loved watching the kids at the touch pool!!
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tank decorated for the holiday

our diver buddies in feeding the fish
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Green-Naped Lorikeets
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