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	Mountain Times

	Travel and Life in the West

	HP Hanson

	 

	What is the “west”? I think of it as North America’s Mountain West, between and including the Sierras/Cascades and the Rockies. My travel and life in the Mountain West, some of which are recounted here, have been largely in the eastern parts of it, so that’s a good place to begin. I’ve also strayed to other parts of the country as well, and so this narrative will stray occasionally, too.

	Generally speaking, the Rocky Mountains lie at longitudes greater than 104.5° west1, which is reasonably well described as a line running between the North and South Poles through Trinidad, Colorado and Roswell, New Mexico. The only real exceptions are the foothills east of Interstate 25 (including Raton Pass) between Trinidad and Raton, New Mexico. Notably, Denver and its suburbs, Boulder, and Santa Fe are all farther to the west. Nearly three-quarters of my adult life has been spent west of this meridian, and the older I become, the more grateful I am for that privilege. 

	When I was growing up and attending college in Central Illinois, I knew nothing about this part of the country beyond what I’d dreamt about based on outdoors magazines, movies, and television. My first real visit here, in my mid-twenties, was an eye-opener, as I’ll describe. When I was able to move here after several more years, the new world of which I’d seen only glimpses during that and subsequent visits blossomed into a place where I knew I would be staying.

	Twenty-four years later, in my mid-fifties, I made a career move back to South Florida, one that proved ultimately to be a capstone for my forty years of scientific research, management, and administration. During my eight years in that role, I travelled to the Mountain West often for vacations, and then I was able to retire and return for good, this time to the small town of Estes Park, Colorado. Yes, the Florida winters were quite nice, thank you very much, but something was missing down there in the sub-tropics on the fringe of the Everglades.

	The mountains.

	Nowadays, from my home in the south Denver suburbs, I have a panoramic view of Mount Blue Sky (the fourteener shown as Mount Evans on older maps) and its neighbors on every trip to the grocery store. Despite the generic nature of suburbs everywhere, it’s impossible for me to forget that I’m living in the land of my dreams.

	Of course, it’s not merely where you live but also what you do there that makes or breaks a particular location. What I’ve done in the Mountain West during my nearly four decades out here is the subject of this memoir. For me, the most memorable of those things have been travel-related, and the content here reflects that. Various other comments related to my personal life and scientific career are included as well.

	During my time in Estes Park, I was honored to be on the editorial board of the local paper, the Estes Park Trail-Gazette. As the publisher/editor, Mike Romero2, got to know me, he began to appreciate the letters and occasional contributed opinion columns that I submitted to him. Ultimately, he asked me to write a regular column and gave me the freedom to choose my topics. As a result, I spent almost three years writing twice-monthly columns on whatever came to mind. Many of those were my observations about various places in Colorado and surrounding states that I’d visited; others concerned my perspective as a retired research scientist on matters of the day; a few were feeble attempts at humor. Some of the sections of what follows are based on these columns, suitably organized, updated, and expanded. Other material is original in this volume.

	I’m grateful to Mike for that opportunity, because it’s made me realize, after seven and a half decades, that I’m a writer. This isn’t meant to imply that writing is my job, or ever has been, in the sense that I make, or ever have made, a living at it. Nor is it to suggest that I’m particularly good at it. That’s obviously for others to say.

	It’s just that, over the course of my working life, I’ve done a tremendous amount of writing. For example, my professional career comprised some 40 years of weather and climate research. But an integral part of that work was writing and publishing in journals and other venues a variety of short pieces including highly technical papers—I have 115 listed in my curriculum vita, over half of them refereed contributions—plus other technical articles and letters, as well as such things as proposals and reviews of both proposals and other people’s technical papers. I’ve come to believe that it is reasonable to think of a research scientist as a writer who does highly specialized and technical research that provides the subject material for his or her writing, in fact.

	At about age fifty, I wrote my first novel. This was motivated by extensive business travel, during which I read paperback books, generally from the mystery racks, I picked up in airport bookstores.3 Some of those books, published by the familiar, big-time publishing houses, were so lousy that I thought to myself “I can write better than this dreck.”

	That turned into a presonal challenge, so I wrote and published The Dean’s Murders: A Four Corners Mystery. To date, there are fifteen more Four Corners Mysteries plus a stand-alone novel, Enrichment. All of them are available as Kindle e-books at Amazon. The first seven appeared at first as trade-sized paperbacks as well, but I eventually decided to save trees and began to stick exclusively with e-books.

	Add all this to those newspaper columns and other pieces, and it seems that I’ve written and published over 2½ million words over the past fifty or so years. Surely, that makes me a writer despite the the fact that I’ve never made a living at it. 

	This isn’t to say that I don’t make any money from writing. After all, Amazon sends me quarterly royalty checks running into four figures. Unfortunately, there’s always a decimal point smack in the middle of those four figures. I’m a writer, not a marketing genius.

	In fact, I’m quite marketing-averse. Whatever you call it—marketing, selling, advertsing—I find it to be contemptible. Yes, it serves a purpose, one of providing (usually hyperbolic) information. And, of course, it must be respectable because Colleges of Business all over the country offer Ph.D.s in marketing or some variant.

	However, it adds no intrinsic value whatsoever to the product that is being advertised. No doubt people in those those Ph.D. programs have devised arguments to the contrary, but, considering the origin of those arguments, that’s just more marketing—marketing that’s marketing the concept of marketing.

	Tragically, when conflated with the First Amendment’s Free Speech clause, marketing has become the bane of trustworthy information in our society. It pervades every aspect of our lives, and, in the process, causes the cost of goods and services to be hugely inflated. Think of beer: if it were not for all the beer commercials aired during televised sporting events, how much less expensive would it be? And I’ve wondered for a long time: What fraction of the manufacturer’s suggested retail price of an automobile is required to cover its advertising budget? The same question applies to everything from prescription drugs to movies to potato chips.

	This raises the related question of whether working as hard on marketing my novels as I did when writing them would move that decimal point over to the right one or even two places. After all, some of the best-sellers I’ve read suggest that marketing trumps writing quality in the publishing game.

	Consequently, I’m very glad that I had a professional career that involved writing but didn’t depend on marketing for its success.

	That success was grounded on my graduate education, which began shortly before my first real trip to the Mountain West, the one during which I began to appreciate the place.

	 

	 

	 

	A Long, Strange Trip

	 

	He was born in the summer

	           of his twenty-seventh year,

	coming home to a place

	            he’d never been before.

	                                             John Denver

	 

	That opening line of John Denver’s biggest hit song perfectly describes my first extended visit to the Mountain West except for one detail—it was my 24th year. It sure did feel like coming home, though.

	John Denver (born in Roswell, NM as Henry John Deutschendorf Jr.) wrote “Rocky Mountain High” after moving to Aspen in 1969 and then included it on his album of the same name three years later. The song is something of a guilty pleasure for me. I recall it as having been hugely popular in the early ’70s before becoming something of a tired cliché for many years. Then, in 2007, the Colorado General Assembly resurrected it by declaring it one of Colorado’s two State Songs.

	Recently, a satellite radio channel I listen to in the car put it on their playlist again. Whenever they play it and I’m alone in the car, I crank up the volume and sing along, even though it’s in the wrong key for me and I can’t reach the high notes. I also have to work hard not to get choked up—I guess I’m getting sentimental as I age.

	At the time of that first summer, which was spent mostly in Boulder, I was a first-year graduate student at the University of Miami, living in Coconut Grove on one of the higher elevation parts of the coast, on the Atlantic Coastal Ridge all of twenty feet or so above mean sea level. Now long gone, the art-deco apartment building in which a fellow student and I had found something we could afford was right across Bayshore Drive from Monty Trainer’s Raw Bar. Monty’s was something of a dive at the time, and we appreciated the cheap pitchers of beer at their outdoor tiki bar. Over the years the dining room has become upscale to match the neighborhood as it is now, but tiki bar was still its funky self the last time I was there a few years ago—and they still served the best fried grouper sandwich on the coast. Sadly, the pitchers of beer were no longer cheap.

	Having moved to Coconut Grove the previous fall from Central Illinois, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. That first winter, during my daily commute by bicycle the three miles across town to UM’s main campus in Coral Gables, I’d actually work up a sweat. In January. It was like living in a fantasy world for me, and I thought that I’d stay there forever.

	But I did well enough that first year to be offered a summer fellowship at the National Center for Atmospheric Research, and that changed everything. As much as I liked Coconut Grove, I could feel myself leaving yesterday behind with every new day. Simply riding up to the Mesa Lab to work—I’d shipped my bicycle out—was eye-opening. And when I had the opportunity to go hiking in the Indian Peaks Wilderness up around Brainard Lake with a couple of other NCAR summer visitors—one the author of a textbook we’d used in a dynamic meteorology course and the other the scientist who discovered the “butterfly effect”—there was no other place I was interested in. I capped off the summer with a week-long raft trip down the Green River through the Canyon of Lodore and Dinosaur National Monument, which provided me with an introduction to a completely different Colorado, one with its own spectacular attractions, the canyons.

	It took several more years for me to get the sand out of my shoes and make it to the Mountain West for a career, but it was always my destination of choice despite the lure of South Florida. Canoe expeditions deep into the Everglades, extended sailboat cruises to the Florida Keys and the Bahamas, windsurfing adventures on Biscayne Bay, a sequence of torrid romances—nothing could shake the mountains out of my system. Fortunately, after I earned my graduate degree I found a position at CU-Boulder and was able to move west and begin living my dream.

	As much as I liked living in Colorado, career opportunities eventually intervened, and as a result, sixteen years later my wife and I moved to Santa Fe to seize one. After eight years there, we decided that Santa Fe is better thought of as a great place to visit, something we still believe and act on at every opportunity.

	Then I tried to recapture my blissful graduate-school experience by returning to South Florida, this time Boca Raton. But something had changed—whether it was me or the place still isn’t clear. So that entire eight years in Florida were spent longing for the mountains. We eventually took early retirement and returned, to Estes Park this time. We’ve now moved away from the brutal winters and the summertime crowds up there and live comfortably in the Denver metro area.

	After this long, strange trip, and having spent well more than half of my adult life here, I can say with confidence that the yesterdays of the Midwest and South Florida have been left behind forever. If home is where the heart is, well, I’m home out here in the Mountain West.

	 

	I suspect that I feel so at home here partly because my wife Claire and I met in Boulder, where we both worked at CU. We got married and lived there during the ‘80s and 90’s, and then we started moving around for career opportunities. 

	It was in October, 1997 that we moved to Santa Fe. A couple of years later, a so-called “controlled burn” in the Jemez Mountains blew up into a huge wildfire, destroyed a hundred or so homes in the town of Los Alamos, and closed down the Los Alamos National Laboratory, where I worked, for a couple of weeks. Living in Santa Fe, we weren’t affected beyond an unexpected vacation for me.

	Then in late September, 2005 we moved to Boca Raton. Three weeks later, Hurricane Wilma blew through that part of Florida, and the power was out for about ten days. Our house suffered no damage, but we lost about ten trees including a magnificent Royal Palm. The university where I worked got hit hard and had to close for a month or so, another enforced vacation.

	It was July, 2013 when we moved to Estes Park. A few weeks later, when we were in Santa Fe for a visit, a big thunderstorm complex parked itself over that part of Northern Colorado and dumped rain for several days, causing the 2013 flood. The whole town closed down for a month or so, and we couldn’t flush our toilets because the sewer main got washed out. No vacation this time, as we were retired, but we moved up to my brother’s house near Fraser for the duration. It took about six weeks for the sewer line to be rebuilt.

	And finally4, just as we were about to close on our current house in the south Denver suburbs and move there, the area got hit by a tornado. It missed the house we were buying, but the neighborhood took some damage to its trees.

	That made it all feel like hitting for the cycle in baseball – a wildfire, a hurricane, a flood, and a tornado.

	The irony here is that I earned a Ph.D. in atmospheric science and worked as a research meteorologist (as documented in my CV5) for forty years.

	 

	 

	 

	Science Perspectives

	 

	Forty years is long enough to acquire perspective on your activities and the culture in which you’re immersed. Mine all began with education. Although it’s quite cynical, I’ve come to understand the wisdom of the adage that, in a progression of diplomas from High School to Bachelor’s to Master’s to Ph.D., one learns more and more about less and less until one knows everything about nothing. Sometimes I feel this way about my own education.

	I cannot, however, blame the educational system for this—it’s all on me. Throughout my years in high school and college, I worked hard to avoid the topics that a liberal-arts education comprises, sticking with technical subjects instead as much as I could manage. Now and then, in the years since, I’ve tried to remedy this deficiency, and have successfully become reasonably well acquainted with classical music and fine art. And several years ago I even bit the bullet and, at age sixty-two, accomplished something that most of my peer group, age-wise, accomplished nearly a half-century before I did.

	I finally read Moby Dick.

	It took a while—a couple of months—because I got distracted by other pressing matters, including several other books, in the middle of it. But, yep, I finally finished it. And [spoiler alert] everyone but the storyteller and, maybe, the title character dies. I’m not sure how I’d fare on a test of the material though—there are lots of details, among them allegory piled on allegory as deep as the ocean itself, and I can’t say how much of it all I recall at this point.

	It seems that most folks my age had to read this Greatest American Novel, as it’s called by just about everyone literary, in high school, as an English literature assignment. I didn’t, because I was in an honors class that read other stuff—none of which titles I can remember at this point, but there was some Steinbeck in there, I think, and maybe some of the more obscure contributions of Mark Twain. Perhaps some of that dreary English guy, Thomas Hardy. I do remember being a bit smug when listening while all my friends, immersed in salt water and whale guts, spent a lot of time bitching about their assignment.

	What got me going on this particular task was discovering Gutenberg.org, the group that translates out-of-copyright classics into e-books. I was browsing there one day and ran across Melville; it occurred to me that I really should make the effort to read his most famous novel, the one that tortured almost everyone else of my generation so long ago. Because I’ve written several novels—and, in the process, read scads of “how to” books and so on—it just seemed appropriate that I should find out what made that whale story so famous. And I had a new tablet computer with the Android version of Kindle installed. I was on vacation, so I had time to finish it. The stars got all aligned. I had no more excuses.

	In reading classics such as this, of course, it’s important to make some allowances. Writing styles, for example, have evolved significantly in the past century and three-quarters, and common protocols for such things as punctuation are quite different now. Vocabulary has evolved. Pace is much quicker in novels these days—long, long interludes about material that’s not directly contributing to advancement of the plot are strongly discouraged by competent editors. For the most part, we’re used to believable characters, at least in literary novels that aren’t part of the science-fiction/fantasy or thriller genres.

	Even so. Even with all of the allowances I could summon up. Goodness. What can I say?

	Almost 45 years after graduating from high school, I finally read Moby Dick. And I’m truly sorry to all the English Lit majors out there to have to say this, but for me, it was really awful.

	Really.

	Awful.

	 

	But, having read it, I now feel that I’ve paid my dues and can indulge in allegory myself. Allegory is, of course, fraught with peril, and I certainly don’t expect mine to have the legs of the famous ones like Moby Dick. On the positive side, neither will it be as long and so full of obscure, fishy references. So, brace yourself.

	*  *  *  *  *

	Cruising to Disaster

	The cruise-ship passengers awoke one morning to discover that, overnight, the entire crew had mysteriously deserted them, shutting down and disabling the ship’s engines, except for the electrical generators: the crew were at least polite enough to leave the air-conditioning running. Worse, they took all the lifeboats in the process. It was inconvenient not to have stewards available to serve food and liquor, but because there was plenty available, even cold beer, the hardship was minimal. The passengers quickly learned how to serve themselves.

	Later that morning, one of the more adventurous passengers went exploring and discovered, to his horror, a leak. Water was pouring into the engine room. He dashed back to the main salon, where most everyone was gathered to discuss what to do about dinner (formal or casual clothes?) to inform his fellow passengers.

	Some refused to listen and just poured themselves another drink. Some called him a liar and threatened to throw him overboard. Some, of course, freaked out and ran around screaming that everyone was going to die.

	But there was also a large group who asked questions (how big a leak?) and began to think about the problem and exchange ideas about what to do. Many didn’t want to do anything, and they drifted off to join the drinkers. But others had ideas, lots of ideas.

	“We don’t know how to work the pumps, so we need to form a bucket brigade and start bailing!” one exclaimed.

	That produced grumbling about the work involved, but many saw the value of such an approach.

	“But what if the leak gets bigger, too big to keep up with?”

	“Well, then we all learn to swim.”

	And a small group split off to discuss this strategy of how to adapt to the situation.

	“We need to find some way to plug up the leak, to fix it!”

	This, of course, was hard to argue with, until the question of how to fix the leak was considered. Whatever was suggested, it sounded like too much trouble, or beyond the skill-set of the group, or it would be too dirty and greasy to get involved with anyway. Despite its common-sense approach, this strategy of mitigating the problem at its source was not very popular.

	One of the passengers had been off to one side, alone, scribbling equations and diagrams on a tablecloth and muttering to himself. He finally came to life.

	“I’ve got it! We gather up all of the life vests—there’s a zillion of them, I’ve seen them—sew them together and rig them on the underside of the hull! That’ll provide enough flotation to save us no matter how big the leak gets.” Sewing sounded to most to be less work and dirt than messing around in greasy water in the engine room, and this approach of re-engineering the ship’s flotation began to gain traction.

	“But, well, if it doesn’t work, we won’t have any life vests, will we?” A small voice started everyone thinking about unintended consequences.

	As afternoon became evening, discussions and arguments continued, with the denial group shouting ever more vehement slurs and threats, and the freaked-out crowd shouting ever more dire warnings. It got noisy in that salon.

	And, like the setting Sun, the ship settled ever lower into the sea, while the debate dragged on and on.

	*  *  *  *  *

	Now, scientists—and I’m one, according to my credentials and contributions—have identified much of the basis for all sorts of problems facing society, despite having become the target of well-paid, professional mudslingers, and discussions have moved on to what to do. Depending on the issue, prevention, adaptation, and mitigation are all on the table. And each approach has its issues. For some problems, it’s not clear that there will be a perfect solution, ever, and stretching out the debate is to the financial advantage of certain groups, especially those mudslingers.

	 

	Pondering the future of humanity, whether by allegory or by assimilating the news, has the potential to turn into a terribly depressing and frustrating exercise in futility. For one thing, there is little evidence that it accomplishes, or ever has accomplished, anything constructive, indeed, anything beyond spreading the depression and frustration to others. This, of course, merely motivates the audience to cover its ears and sing “La-la-la, I can’t hear you.” For another, there is a universal tendency to punish the messenger, insofar as much of the news is bad, and there are plenty of people, many with vested financial interests in suppressing the bad news, who are true professionals at administering such punishment.

	But despite the potential futility, there is still value in the exercise. All except true misanthropes take a certain amount of pride in the progress human society has made over the past several millennia and share a fundamental desire for our species to succeed in the future. Although what defines “success” in this context is not something all agree upon, the notion of sustainability is part and parcel of the discussion.

	One way to help with future success, however it’s defined, is to attempt to foresee challenges that we will face, to act as bow-rail lookouts on the Titanic of society, watching for icebergs. Perhaps most of the passengers would rather continue their revelry uninterrupted, and the crew might well be too busy emptying ashtrays to do anything about bigger issues. But there is also the possibility that some will listen and together pass the message along in time to forestall catastrophe.

	Unfortunately, there are many icebergs out there, some close, some farther away. Perhaps a useful way in which to chart them is by the time scales on which they need to be dodged.

	For example, most immediately, on time scales of a year or less, the various ongoing international conflicts need solutions. Whether motivated primarily by religious issues (the Middle East), political ones (western Asia), or economics (east Asia), these conflicts have the potential to spread. If they cannot be resolved immediately, they need to be carefully contained.

	On time scales from a year to a decade,  pandemics appear to be potentially very dangerous for society, given the ease with which they can spread via air-travel passengers. Both viruses (ebola; new and evolving influenza strains, including Covid-19 variants) and bacterial infections (e.g. MERS) need increased attention.

	Notwithstanding its politicization in the U.S., anthropogenic climate change—meaning global warming and its regional manifestations—is a serious issue on time scales of a decade to a century, and beyond, for that matter. Although a warmer Earth will present direct problems, such as sea-level rise and increases in heat-stroke-related health problems, secondary effects, particularly those associated with water, may be even more challenging. Fresh water—in the right amounts in the right places—seems especially vexing.

	Finally, on time scales longer than a century, the over-riding challenge to society is society itself, its magnitude in particular. This is the population problem. It is at the root of the others above, and it is by far the most difficult. The literature on the subject, all gloomy at best, ties together the threads here quite neatly. But it’s a Gordian Knot for which no solution is apparent.

	Now, except perhaps for the first and most immediate of these problems—wars big and small—history has shown that our civilization can be incredibly creative, particularly when technology is involved, at solving problems of this nature. Medical science has succeeded in dealing with highly communicable diseases (polio; smallpox; bacterial infections) in the past. There is no lack of research into new technologies for energy sources and carbon sequestration. The Green Revolution averted a food crisis associated with increased population in the last century.

	In the long term, however, it will become obvious that Earth is simply too full of people. If we manage to stave off mass fatalities from war, disease, or other causes, as is to be hoped, we need to find another approach to halting, and even reversing, population growth. It’s a long-time-scale problem, but it’s not going to be solved by technology alone. Instead, it involves cultural issues this time around, which makes the problem much harder, much less tractable to a purely technological solution.

	We really do need to get started on it.

	 

	Of course, before any problem facing society can be tackled, it must be recognized, and recognized widely, as a problem, especially by those who hold political and financial power. As one who, though fully retired, sometimes becomes involved in discussions of past career roles, now and then I find myself facing the question “Do you believe in climate change?” (The question has variants: for “climate change,” you can substitute “global warming” or any number of other catch phrases.) Almost always, I seem to be asked this in the context of someone who has studied the phenomenon and therefore ought to know something about it. And I do.

	But do I “believe” in it? Well, not exactly. You see, the question isn’t posed properly for me.

	According to the Oxford Dictionary of English …

	believe: verb  1 [with obj. ] accept that (something) is true, especially without proof; 2 [with clause] hold (something) as an opinion; think.

	Merriam-Webster draws finer distinctions:

	believe: verb  1 to have faith or confidence in the existence or worth of; 2  to accept as true; 3 to accept the word of; 4 to hold an opinion.

	And the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language draws even more:

	believe: verb (tr) 1 to accept (something) as true or real; 2 to consider (someone) to be truthful or accurate in what they are saying; 3 to expect or suppose; think; verb (intr.) 1 to have religious faith; 2 to have faith, confidence, or trust; 3 to consider something to be important, worthwhile, or valuable.

	These definitions have in common the notions of acceptance and faith—but acceptance and faith are not how science works. Scientists don’t “believe” in a heliocentric solar system; they don’t “believe” in evolution as a biological process; and they don’t “believe” in climate change. Rather, scientists examine the various bits and pieces of evidence related to a given proposition and, based on the weight of that evidence, conclude either in favor of or against that proposition. It’s not a matter of acceptance or faith—or belief; it’s a matter of how the evidence leads to logical conclusions.

	What is commonly discussed these days as “climate change” (or “global warming”) can be stated more formally as a proposition: Measurements show that society’s combustion of fossil fuels has increased the carbon-dioxide concentration of the atmosphere, which has led to an increase in the atmospheric greenhouse effect and therefore the global-averaged temperature. (Yes, there are other greenhouse gasses and additional effects of the processes involved, but this is the most fundamental way to state the proposition.)

	The evidence related to this proposition is based on theoretical, observational, and computational studies, and the results of these studies converge to support it in a manner so overwhelming that it brooks no argument. People—including scientists—who refuse to recognize climate change as a problem either have not studied the evidence (and the science behind it) sufficiently, or they are blinded by a conflict of interest of some kind. Political conflicts are common; financial conflicts motivate the community of professional climate “deniers.”

	Now, the fundamental proposition I’ve posed here, of course, barely scratches the surface of the full problem. As more and more details are added to any discussion of the problem, the more complex the evidence becomes and, in some cases, the less overwhelming it becomes. Some aspects of the problem remain obscure and are the subject of intense, ongoing investigation. Notwithstanding the lack of sufficient evidence to draw conclusions in some cases, many groups, often politically motivated, speak of undecided issues as having been decided. This politicization of climate change, while unfortunate, is inevitable in the world we live in. And climate change isn’t the only problem out there. It wasn’t too many years ago that we confronted another one, a short time-scale problem, that caused no end of controversy: the virus that caused Covid-19.

	 

	In addition to the disease itself, this raised the issue of the extent to which government, at any level, should take steps to protect people from their own folly. This question and the degree to which people cross swords about its answer, lie, I believe, at the root of many of today’s divisive issues. A good example was government’s role in urging the wearing of face coverings to help mitigate the spread of the COVID-19 virus.

	Simple answers aligned with political persuasion, it would seem. Conservatives, especially those with a strong libertarian bent, would answer “not much of an extent at all.” Liberals would lean more toward “quite a bit.” Each side, however, would very likely reject the extreme of its position – hardly anyone in the Red camp would say “zero,” for example, nor would much of anyone in the Blue camp argue for “as much as possible.”

	The mandate (in North America) to drive on the right side of the road is government protection, after all, without which “folly” would be remarkable understatement. And the failed experiment of Prohibition shows that some level of folly is acceptable to our society. Indeed, the increasingly widespread relaxation of cannabis prohibitions suggests that the acceptable level of folly is also on the increase – ironically, to the greatest extent in Blue states, for the most part.

	One secondary question that arises in trying to answer the primary one posed above is: To what extent does the folly in question affect others? If a good case can be made that one’s own folly is one’s own business, the counterargument also has merit, that folly ceases to be one’s own business when it affects others, especially adversely.

	However, just about anything affects everyone in some fashion. For example, it can be argued that a lack of mandatory motorcycle helmet legislation leads to a greater number of traumatic head injuries, which winds up increasing health-care costs for everyone. Some states still shun such common-sense (according to some) legislation in favor of avoiding this particular form of government protection. (Colorado requires them only for people under 18 and passengers. Drivers over 18 are on their own.)

	The question, therefore, becomes: To what extent does the degree to which a particular personal folly affects (or might affect) others justify government involvement? Obviously, the politics of “might affect” are crucial here and have led in the past to considerable legislative foot-dragging, especially when there are big-money financial considerations. The number of years that it took after proof of clear medical links between tobacco smoke and respiratory diseases, including lung cancer, to implement second-hand smoke legislation provides a clear example of this. And legislative foot-dragging, in the case of doing something about anthropogenic climate change, is more aptly described as digging in of heels.

	 

	I find it interesting that the U.S. Constitution uses a form of the word “republic” only once, in Article IV Section 4, which begins by stating that “The United States shall guarantee to every State in this Union a Republican Form of Government…”, and the Amendments not at all. Even so, this unequivocal statement sets the stage for our representative democracy. The powers of government ultimately lie with the people and their elected representatives, not with monarchs or other self-appointed autocrats.

	Such a form of government implies that decisions about public policy—including how far to go when trying to protect people from their own folly—are ultimately the purview of elected officials at all levels of government. While government employees or contractors who are appointed to their positions are expected to offer advice about public policy, it is the elected officials who bear its responsibility. When this paradigm is disregarded, the consequences. can be far-ranging.

	For example, over the past several years, a significant amount of the Covid-19-related divisiveness we saw across the country was associated with public-policy decisions and pronouncements made by appointed or contracted government employees. These included, for example, policies enacted by Tri-County Health in the south and east Denver metro area. The cognizant elected officials in those three counties, in many cases, initially dodged responsibility for Tri-County’s decisions and pronouncements by remaining silent or, at best, deferring blindly to them. Then they withdrew their counties from Tri-County and it collapsed. This state of affairs had nothing to do with the nature of Tri-County’s decisions and pronouncements or the validity of their decrees in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic.

	There are, of course, some circumstances in which the elected officials have stepped in to reverse the decisions made by the employees and contractors—and these reversals also have nothing to do with their validity. Again, the Tri-County situation provided a good example. County commissions eventually stepped in to reverse the agency’s perfectly sensible public-health measures. Other examples from around the country show that places where elected officials have not stepped in have become hot-spots for divisiveness.

	Ultimately, it’s all just politics, a timely example of how democracy can be so messy.

	My perspective on this is shaped by my 40-year career in academic research investigating and reporting my findings on various matters related to the behavior of the climate system and the processes that control it. I was part of a large, diverse, international community devoted to this effort, and I believe that it is fair to say that more progress was made in those 40 years than before or since. (I’m not taking credit here—I was a miniscule cog in a very large machine.) Two colleagues who ultimately received the Nobel Prize for Physics were leaders in that progress, and a few years ago the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to the many authors of one of the reports by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.

	Some of my colleagues have become strong advocates of public policy to implement many of the findings of this wealth of research, something that it is certainly their right to do. I, however, am relieved that my extended research community was never delegated the authority to implement such public policy in the way that segments of the scientific community that include public health agencies have.

	If we had been given such authority, there would probably have been put in place various measures (some of which are still being considered, such as a carbon tax) that would have created a world-wide public uproar. Whether such measures would have had the intended effect (that is, mitigating the global warming that we’re now experiencing) is a matter of speculation. It is less speculative to suggest that many of those measures would by now have been countermanded by those with real authority—in this country, the elected officials—and that this would have happened regardless of the sensibility or effectiveness of those measures.

	This is exactly the situation with the example of Tri-County Health and Covid-19. Sensible and effective measures put in place by a contracted organization were countermanded by elected officials for political reasons. I’m glad my research community isn’t in this awkward position, and I empathize with the scientists who are.

	At the same time, I’m also glad that my country is a representative democracy, messy, and overly politicized as it is. It certainly isn’t perfect, but it’s the best thing going.

	 

	As the Covid-19 pandemic waxed and waned – and at its peak it seemed to have become waxed to a mirror-like sheen – there were more and more stories of healthcare workers who became burned out and of those who simply gave up. For some of those folks, the overwhelming work load was the main cause; for others, it was the degree to which the disease has become politicized and their efforts denigrated. If the public doesn’t care, they decided, why should I?

	There were also disturbing stories such as the one out of Florida during the pandemic, in which a Covid-19 data expert had her home raided by state officers with guns drawn for possibly having sent messages to colleagues using state computers without permission. The message that got her door kicked in and her children threatened with semi-automatic weapons? That Covid-19 was a big problem not to be trifled with, which was contrary to the Florida governor’s head-in-the-sand position. 

	And we all heard of the issues that shop-keepers had with maintaining such simple standards as having everyone on their premises wear face coverings. Some were even shot for their efforts. Similar stories involving service and government workers in contact with the public, as well as, of course, teachers, abounded.

	It seemed that advocating for and trying to implement measures to mitigate the spread of the pandemic – which infected over fifteen million people in this U.S. alone – was a risky business in and of itself. The cure became worse than the disease.

	I sympathized on a personal level with all of these folks and felt nothing but awe and respect for those who forged ahead with their public-health efforts in the face of such wide-spread contempt. I sympathized because I’ve had a similar experience, one that partly motivated my early retirement and withdrawal from being active in my professional community.

	My career was devoted to scientific research into improving our understanding of how our world works. I published, in refereed scientific journals, dozens of technical papers on a wide variety of topics in meteorology, oceanography, climate science, and renewable energy over forty years. Unlike many of my colleagues, I was never comfortable with advocacy, so my contributions were limited to rather obscurely published explanations rather than popular-press exhortations.

	Throughout it all, I, along with my entire professional community, found myself subjected to the worst sort of disrespect for doing what I was being paid to do—to figure things out and make my findings public. Even the most simple and obvious conclusions—on the level of how gravity works—were greeted with derision. Perhaps my tolerance for such disrespect is lower than it might be, but I eventually got fed up and retired. If the public doesn’t care that they’re ruining the planet for future generations, well, why should I?

	I think it’s fair to say that none of us—not me, not my professional colleagues, not the health-care community, either—is looking for high praise and extravagant accolades. We’d be content to do our jobs in relative anonymity if only there weren’t this public disrespect and derision aimed at us and our work. That it’s been reinforced—indeed, instigated—by the individual holding the highest public office in the land certainly hasn’t helped matters.

	Anyway, I understand why so many of those involved in the battle against the Covid-19 pandemic were throwing in the towel. And—here’s the difference  between my own experience and those folks of whom I’m in such awe—I worry what we’ll do without them. I promise that the world will be fine without my continued research about how it works, but I wonder how we’ll be able to get along without all the doctors and nurses we’re losing. Back to age of medieval medicine, bloodletting and leeches included, is not, I think, where we need to be headed.

	 

	The old conundrum about chickens and eggs applies to many other topics, including weather and climate. It’s especially relevant recently because of the record-breaking heat waves we’ve seen not only here in Colorado but world-wide as well. News reports of the phenomena almost universally blame these extreme heat waves on the changing climate.

	But isn’t climate is simply the averaged behavior of the weather? To suggest that changes in weather behavior are caused by the changing climate is therefore circular and leads nowhere. 

	Perhaps this is simply a matter of semantics. A way to make sense of it is by viewing it from a different perspective, one that involves the physical processes that control the climate.

	Begin with the Earth as a whole and consider the single number that defines its overall climate, the time- and global-averaged surface (or near-surface) temperature. Earth’s temperature in this sense is determined by essentially four things: how hot the Sun is and how far from it the Earth is (which together determine how much sunlight Earth intercepts); Earth’s color (which determines how much of that intercepted sunlight Earth absorbs); and the effectiveness with which Earth re-radiates that absorbed heat back to space, i.e., the Earth’s emissivity—how efficiently the Earth is able to cool itself.

	While the first two of these factors are astronomical in nature, the latter two are both determined by conditions on Earth itself. Both Earth’s color and emissivity depend strongly on the geographic distribution of land and sea, the temporal and geographic distributions of temperature, and, importantly, the composition of the atmosphere, including clouds.

	To the extent that this whole-Earth temperature, then, is increasing due to changes in one of the factors that determine it, the atmospheric composition, it’s easy to see how the temperature at a particular time and place could increase amidst the chaotic variability of weather events. If the baseline is increasing, the peaks of the variations around that baseline will increase as well.

	The same line of reasoning applies to wind events, although it’s necessary to look at the next level of complexity in the climate to follow it, variations with latitude. Fundamentally, wind events outside of the tropics are governed by the behavior of the two Jet Streams, which are wavy (in the north/south sense) bands of generally west-to-east winds several miles up in both hemispheres. These are caused by additional factors, primarily the temperature difference between the equatorial and polar regions and how fast the Earth rotates (that is, the length of the day). The waviness depends partly on how high, and where, mountain ranges are and, again, on the land/sea distribution. Of these factors, the equator-pole temperature difference is the one that is changing. The basic speed of the Jet Streams vary in proportion to this temperature difference—the larger the temperature difference, the faster the winds up there. A wintertime Jet Steam is faster than a summertime one, in general.

	In the polar regions, the color of the surface changes—to darker—when snow and ice melt as the global temperature increases, causing those regions to absorb more sunlight and warm faster than the equatorial regions. Consequently, the equator-pole temperature difference decreases, and the Jet Streams slow down on average. This allows the N/S wavy patterns on the Jet Streams to amplify into large meanders that carry cold temperatures farther equatorward and warm temperatures farther poleward. The disturbances that can form on these large meanders also spawn extreme weather events such as severe winter storms and large thunderstorm complexes with tornadoes—and heat waves as well.

	Understanding the physical processes that determine climate on very large spatial scales in this fashion provides a means to outline a seasonal climate envelope within which weather events occur. As the climate envelope changes due to changes in large-scale physical processes—in particular, decreasing the emissivity of the planet, due to increased carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, combined with various positive feedbacks—the behavior of weather events within that envelope also changes.

	Ultimately, daily measurements of weather variables such as temperature and wind provide, when averaged over time and space, an observational picture of that same climate envelope, validating the process-oriented perspective and the theory it provides.

	This means that the apparent chicken-and-egg conundrum of the averaged weather defining the climate and the climate steering the weather derives from a limited perspective. By bringing in process-oriented theory, the whole matter can be resolved.

	It is this combination of different perspectives that makes climate scientists so confident of their projections for the future.

	 

	Not too long ago, I had a dream—a borderline nightmare, I guess—in which I had agreed to give a talk at a large and prestigious scientific conference on the topic of Earth’s climate from the emergence of humanity (a couple of million or so years ago) to now and to include remarks about the future, all in fifteen minutes (and be sure to leave time for questions).

	As things tend to go in dreams, the time for the talk was only a few minutes away; I hadn’t prepared any material let alone the usual fancy visuals that are standard for such talks; and the other talks in that morning’s session were running forty-five minutes behind schedule—lunch was already getting cold. Also, the conference hall was a considerable distance away but I didn’t know exactly where, plus the hallway floors were covered in cold, ankle-deep molasses.

	At least I seemed to be reasonably well dressed.

	In the dream, as I was trudging desperately through the molasses to get to who-knew-where, I was considering what I should talk about and how to get my audience to lunch as soon as possible. I decided to be brief and, after referring them to various textbooks for the history of the climate, to give them a little pep talk based the old pseudo-Latin advice: “illegitimi non carborundum.”

	Unfortunately, I’ll never know how the talk went over, because, naturally, I woke up first.

	Now, the role of scientists in our society, in general, is to study, understand, and explain how things work. Astrophysicists’ thing is the large-scale structure of the universe and what’s in it, microbiologists’ thing is very small life-forms, and so on. The things that interest my colleagues and me are Earth’s weather and climate. We scientists do what we do via well-established methodologies plus the all-too-occasional brilliant flash of intuition.

	Conversely, the “illegitimi” in this case are those who prostitute themselves to special interests by intentionally misleading the public and its policy-makers to benefit their clientele. Historian of science Naomi Oreskes, in her book Merchants of Doubt, documented how regulation of tobacco was delayed by decades due to the efforts of prominent World War II era physicists who, out of work, sold themselves to the cigarette companies. She also pointed out how some of those very same individuals turned their attention to climate change, when it first became a public issue, and sold themselves to the petroleum lobby.

	To be sure, calling these illlegitimi and their disciples “prostitutes” is probably unfair—to prostitutes. Ladies of the night, after all, provide their clients with satisfaction, often at significant personal risk, without doing truly significant, long-term damage to society at large. While those who formulate and promulgate climate denial may satisfy their clientele, the damage they have done and continue to do to society is enormous. This is because the delays they are causing in society’s taking steps to counteract climate change are compounding the problem (and making it ever more expensive to fix) and will have continuing impacts for decades and centuries to come.

	In recent years, the climate-denial community has evolved its tactics, from disputing the data—that is, the measurements of climatic variables such as temperature and humidity—and the physical explanations of that data, to arguing about counter-measures that might be taken. This follows the playbook established in the cigarette case sixty-plus years ago. Their overall strategy is not to seek the truth of the matter but rather to prolong foot-dragging over action for as long as possible, which will allow their clientele to continue to enrich itself at the expense of society at large.

	In the face of such well-funded venality, the legitimate scientific community continues to labor at improving what we know about how the climate on our planet works and what its sensitivities are. Compared to the state of knowledge a half-century ago, when I began my studies, we now have a far more complete understanding of climate. Yet some of the basics that were first discussed even long before my time still apply, such as control of the planetary temperature by greenhouse gases and the potential for warming should they increase. Nonetheless, we continue to pour greenhouse gases into our atmosphere in the combustion products of fossil fuels.

	Generations from now, people will marvel, in a disgusted sort of way, at how the knowledge we now have about climate did not motivate taking action. And the climate they will be living with will be a real-life nightmare.

	Meanwhile, ladies and gentlemen of the climate community: illegitimi non carborundum!

	 

	Although almost everyone is exposed in school to the process known as the scientific method, there seems to be a broad lack of understanding about how science actually works in practice. In particular, terms such as “my science” and “your science” are bandied about in arguments over just about anything controversial these days. Such arguments often hinge on whose science should be believed.

	But, as I’ve discussed, science is not a matter of belief. Rather, it’s a matter of credible evidence. This takes a variety of forms that can be grouped into categories such as theory, experiment, observation, and simulation. In general, the more evidence, and the more forms of evidence, concerning a particular assertion that agree, the more credible that evidence.

	Take, for example, the Newtonian theory of gravitational acceleration—that matter attracts matter with a force proportional to the product of the masses involved and inversely proportional to the square of the distance between them. This agrees to high precision in nonrelativistic circumstances with both experiments and observations, so much so that it is used to good effect in successful predictions of all sorts of phenomena from rocket trajectories to weather behavior. Anyone who believes that this is someone else’s science of gravity, and that his own science of gravity is better, is invited to do an experiment: make a trip into our nearby foothills, climb atop a large boulder, step off into the air, and see what happens.

	What will happen, of course, is that such an individual will experience yet another phenomenon well-described by Newton’s theories, that of the force required to change the velocity (caused predictably by that pesky gravitational acceleration) of a moving object.

	This is not to suggest that all matters of science are associated with evidence that is sufficiently credible to create universal consensus. A favorite adjective these days when science is involved in something controversial is “settled,” as in “this is settled science.” Use of such terminology is almost always intended to shut down argument in favor of whoever uses the phrase first. As a result, whenever I hear it used, my BS meter jumps into the red zone, despite the fact that I’ve probably used the phrase myself on occasion.

	The thing is, science is never truly “settled.” In the late nineteenth century, Newton’s descriptions of the behavior of the physical world were thought to be settled. Then along came Einstein, Schrödinger, Bohr, and others, who discovered, by using careful thinking or by observations and experiments, that there are exceptional circumstances in which Newtonian physics does not apply. Their work led to what is known as general relativity and quantum mechanics, both of which now have extremely credible evidence as validation. These developments have been fine-tuned and extended over the past century or so to become what is called the Standard Model—and even this is not truly “settled.”

	When time is of the essence, science can disappoint. After all, physics has continued to evolve ever since Newton developed his ideas nearly 300 years ago. This is because the process of doing science involves many individuals, often in big teams these days, and because their work is checked and re-checked almost endlessly. Indeed, one of the benchmarks of credible scientific evidence is its reproducibility—if someone else cannot reproduce your results, those results are questionable and lack credibility.

	A good example of this was the flurry of interest in the process of “cold fusion” that was “discovered” by electrochemists from England and the U.S. around 1990. Its potential was so compelling that almost everyone outside the physics community jumped onto its bandwagon. Even my geoscience colleagues at CU-Boulder, where I worked at the time, were so bedazzled by the promise of cold fusion that they provided funding for one of our own to test one of its component  assertions. (That test failed.) Ultimately, when cold fusion could not be duplicated by anyone outside the original group, it fell into the science trash-heap, where it remains.6

	So if science needs an owner, it’s not you or me or him or her, it’s everybody—or it just isn’t science. Nor will any credible example of everybody’s science ever be completely settled.

	Those who think otherwise should go try the boulder experiment.

	 

	Proclaiming some aspect or other science to be “settled” is a debate tactic designed to shut off discussion. It’s not the only such tactic—others also come into play more often than is really productive.

	When, in a contentious discussion that has consequences for both sides, one side finds itself unable to be persuasive based on the facts and logic, it has several tactics that can be used to divert the discussion. These have all become familiar to those who follow discussions about the reality of global climate change associated with emission of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere because of fossil-fuel combustion. But this latest example of this tactics isn’t new—they were all used extravagantly during the political debate about the question of whether tobacco smoking causes lung cancer. And, just like now, they worked as delaying tactics then. Frankly, it’s getting old.

	But if you find yourself short on facts, you can always resort to:

	Division to conquer: Separate one scientific approach from others and attack it in isolation. For example, in the climate-change discussion, separate numerical simulation studies from other scientific investigations, and attack them in isolation. Claiming unspecified “model inadequacies” is a favored tactic in this case, despite the fact that those models largely agree with both observations and theory. Similar examples exist for both theoretical studies and observational programs.

	Obfuscation:  Discuss an already complicated topic in language that makes it seem even more opaque than it really is, then wonder innocently how anyone could possibly claim to understand it.

	Nitpicking: Focus on the small things that have not yet been addressed fully and ignore the big picture that has it right.

	Blurring hindsight: Raise old, settled topics but misrepresent the outcome of related investigations to favor a false narrative.

	Name-calling: A personal attack on the other side, also known by its Latin argumentum ad hominem, is always a good diversion, especially if done in a covert fashion. It can rattle the opponent into making mistakes or titillate the audience into forgetting the actual topic being discussed.

	From a scientific-integrity perspective, these tactics are reprehensible, of course. But, then, these debates always have politics in some guise at their heart, and in politics anything goes. Integrity is out the window.

	When becoming a victim of these unscrupulous tactics, perhaps the best counter is to point out that the tactic is in use, most likely because the side using it is short on facts and logic, and therefore has no case to be made. This may well defuse their approach and move the discussion back to more productive ground.

	Or, given the lack of integrity they’ve already exhibited, it may just produce a descent into more chaos, in which retiring from the entire affair may be in order.

	 

	“It is unequivocal that human influence

	has warmed the atmosphere, ocean and land.”

	 

	This first of many findings in the sixth report by the Physical Science Working Group (Working Group I, or WGI) of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) built on, using stronger language, similar findings of the previous five reports, the first of was released in 1990. The science of our changing climate is a model of consistency as its knowledge base has expanded.

	Periodically, the IPCC assembles a large, international group of active scientists to write an Assessment Report based on the peer-reviewed scientific literature. The recently released sixth such report (AR6) is most comprehensive yet, running to nearly 4,000 pages in its first volume alone.

	Because participation in WGI is a voluntary activity, and because the task involves so much work, the reports are written by different people each time—so this is not the same-old findings by the same-old group of scientists. Nor are the conclusions in these reports particularly original—as, essentially, a literature review, each Assessment Report reflects the cumulative findings of the entire worldwide climate science community as reported in their vast bibliography of scientific publications (full disclosure: including, in the past, at least one of mine).

	Because the language employed to state the primary conclusions through the years has escalated (replace “unequivocal” with “certain”, “highly certain”, “very highly certain” and you get a sense of this progression), what small space for dissenting argument there remains has become scientifically indefensible.

	Still, this newest report has generated controversy, most of it manufactured by professional climate skeptics, people who make their livings as shills for various segments of the fossil fuel industry.

	Like those before them, such as the professional shills for the tobacco industry who marketed doubt about the unequivocal links between smoking and lung cancer in the 1950s and 1960s, the fossil-fuel shills seek to delay action so that their sponsors can continue to profit—all the while contributing to the ongoing warming of the planet.

	People will continue to ask questions like “do you believe in global warming?”, but that is the wrong question. Scientific findings such as those in AR6 are not a matter of belief, of faith, but rather of the weight of the evidence. And as documented in the nearly 4,000 pages of AR6, that evidence is overwhelming in showing that global warming is happening and is caused by the activities of our global society, especially the burning of fossil fuels.

	Like those who believe that the Covid-19 vaccines are clandestine vectors for nefarious nanorobots, some will cling to their faith in the climate falsehoods of liars and scoundrels. It is up to the rest of us to persuade policy-makers to attend to the evidence.

	 

	Science fiction Grand Master—and, in his later years, Grand Curmudgeon—Robert A. Heinlein (Starship Troopers & Stranger in a Strange Land, among many others) enjoyed reminding his readers of the old saying that “there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch.” Some of his characters even went so far as to use the acronym “tanstaafl” in conversation.

	Perhaps nowhere does this aphorism apply more fully than it does to the concept of a carbon footprint; that is, the sum total of all carbon-dioxide-equivalent emissions (in terms of their greenhouse-gas potential) caused by something. For us humans, this includes mere breathing—even our simplest existence has a carbon footprint.

	From the perspective of getting greenhouse-gas emissions under control, the issue is how to minimize carbon footprints for anything and everything. Indeed, given the trajectory of the atmosphere’s carbon inventory, what’s really needed is to find ways to create negative carbon footprints for as many things as possible. Various groups are working on that very thing, which remains elusive. Carbon capture, as it’s called, can be done, but it’s hugely energy intensive—and generating that energy has its own carbon footprint, of course.

	To the extent that we as individuals have any control of this, it all starts at home. What can we do to minimize our personal carbon footprint? Unfortunately, the answers to this question are neither simple nor, in many cases, comfortable.

	The answers to “what can we do...?” are not simple because of what economists call “negative externalities,” or hidden costs. For example, the carbon footprint of an internal-combustion-engine automobile obviously includes the emissions from its lifetime fuel consumption. But there are also hidden costs associated with manufacturing processes and production of raw materials for those processes, as well as with end-of-life decommissioning. All these add up to so-called “cradle-to-grave” costs, and they all contribute to the vehicle’s total carbon footprint.

	Electric vehicles have smaller carbon footprints than traditional ICE vehicles, emissions-wise, because large-scale electricity production is more efficient per unit of energy than are small internal-combustion engines. Yet the cradle-to-grave costs of EVs, in terms of a carbon-footprint calculation, are surprisingly high—those big batteries are expensive in this regard. Similarly, solar-energy and wind-energy production of electricity, despite their lack of direct emissions, have significant carbon footprints from the manufacturing and materials acquisition processes associated with making, installing, and eventually decommissioning photo-voltaic arrays and those huge turbines. Adding up all these hidden, cradle-to-grave costs for any particular case is a nontrivial exercise.

	The answers are uncomfortable because, in some cases, they involve behavioral changes that are well outside our cultural norms, possibly even aberrant in some cultures. Perhaps the best example is this: A few years ago, peer-reviewed research published in the scientific journal Environmental Science Letters showed that by far the single most effective lifestyle choice that an individual can make to reduce his or her own personal carbon footprint is to be childless. Other highly touted carbon-reduction strategies—avoiding air travel, using only public transportation and bicycles, switching to a vegan diet, etc.—pale by comparison. And the low-hanging fruit of personal carbon-footprint reduction such as comprehensive recycling, LED lightbulbs, reusable grocery bags and so on are at least ten times less effective yet.

	This result has proven to be as controversial as it is uncomfortable, and as a strategy for reducing global carbon emissions it is clearly unsustainable from a demographic perspective. The future of society, after all, is in the hands of future generations.

	So what can we do? Perhaps the best answer is “the best we can” with respect to all of the less effective strategies we can think of and, at the same time, to work as expeditiously as possible toward implementing alternatives such as cleaner sources of energy and new technologies such as carbon capture. And, as much as the concept scares me, I believe we should invest in research on topics such as solar geoengineering (that is, ways to reduce the amount of sunlight Earth absorbs) so that we can understand its effectiveness and identify its potential pitfalls. In the meantime, learning to adapt to the realities of a warming climate and all its implications seems prudent.

	There is one bit of good news, at least: As far as your personal carbon footprint is concerned, your breathing is well down in the noise level. This is a good thing, because stopping, while it would virtually eliminate your personal carbon footprint, has its own issues.

	Tanstaafl.

	 

	The admonition to “take nothing but memories; leave nothing but footprints,” attributed to Chief Seattle (after whom the city was named) some two centuries ago, is often cited as a core principle of responsible travel into the backcountry. I first heard it many years ago in connection with backpacking, and over time its meaning has escalated from being sure to pack out everything you pack in to minimizing any sign that you’ve visited a particular place. Purists now scorn even footprints.

	These days, however, we speak of carbon footprints, and it’s not only the backcountry that’s in the mix but everywhere else as well. The responsible thing to do is to minimize your carbon footprint anywhere you go. However, as I noted above, there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch when it comes to carbon footprints. What, then, is responsible in the way of motorized travel in this day and age?

	It’s interesting that a calculation comparing (passenger-jet) air travel and travel by (internal-combustion-engine) automobile yields approximately the same carbon footprints, in terms of carbon-dioxide emissions per traveler-mile, assuming two people in the car and long trips. For short trips, cars eke out a win due to the greater overhead of air travel (taxiways, take-offs, climbing to cruising altitude, etc.). With more passengers, cars take a strong lead—four people in the car cuts the per-person footprint to half that of air travel. Such a calculation cannot be truly precise, of course, due to uncertainties such as car mileage and aircraft load factor, but reasonable assumptions of 25 mpg and 65% of seats full on a 600-mile flight give identical footprints to within better than one percent, per passenger-mile. (Three people in the car and a full flight gives a similar result.)

	This may seem counterintuitive, because airplane fuel consumption is more reasonably discussed as gallons-per-mile rather than mpg. But, as here, using miles-per-gallon-per-seat actually puts airplanes on par with—and, in many cases, well ahead of—automobiles.

	But this equivalence is valid only for emissions per unit distance. Important here are the total emissions, meaning that the per-passenger-mile footprint numbers have to be multiplied by the distance involved. And it’s almost always the case that travel by air involves longer distances, often much longer distances.

	For example, a road trip from, say, Estes Park to Kansas City is about 600 miles farther than a trip to the Denver airport, so for two people, driving or flying to see the Broncos tilt at that particular windmill is about even, footprint-wise. Flying to Honolulu and back is ten times that, meaning, for two people, ten times the per-person emissions as a trip to KC. Anchorage is over eleven times the emissions. Europe is even more.

	As responsible travel goes, then, one- or two-day road trips around Colorado and neighboring states, to which I will direct my attention shortly, do well compared to vacations in Europe, in terms of direct emissions from fossil fuel combustion. If you can figure out how to keep a battery-electric vehicle charged up out there in the sticks, such road trips do quite well indeed. As I’ve said before, the widespread availability of quick-charge stations can’t come soon enough, emphasis on both “widespread” and “quick-charge.” It appears that the Tesla Supercharger technology is on its way to becoming the industry standard, so maybe there’s hope.

	If every gas station had such chargers, the owners could both make money and help the environment by encouraging greater market penetration of EVs. They would also have a jump on long-term sustainability from a business perspective, because “gas” stations will no doubt transition to “energy” stations over the next few decades. Owners who drag their feet on replacing petroleum pumps with chargers will eventually go the way of the dodo.

	Vacation or other pleasure travel, the focus here, is only a small part of the overall problem, of course. Commuting to work and other business travel are also problematic from a carbon footprint perspective; these lend themselves to incentives rather than altruism as paths toward footprint reduction. And large-scale transport associated with commerce in general has a huge carbon footprint, the full cost of which is generally ignored. Building that cost into pricing schedules, whether in the form of a carbon tax or other mechanism, represents a political hurdle of daunting proportions but one that needs to be implemented.

	There may be no free lunch when it comes to carbon footprints, but perhaps we can figure out how to keep the cost as low as possible.

	 

	Although winter weather along the Front Range is generally tolerable, every year there are cold snaps, with temperatures below zero Fahrenheit. Several years ago, the same sort of thing happened in Texas. Frigid air from the Canadian Arctic spilled all the way south to the Gulf of Mexico, and the resulting cold snap bent the Texas power grid completely out of shape. winter weather also includes nor’easters that wreak havoc along the east coast and bring freezing temperatures deep into the southeast states. Even Havana, Cuba got down nearly to freezing during one of them. Other such extreme weather events seem to be increasingly common these days.

	But if Earth is warming up due to an enhanced atmospheric greenhouse effect, how can this happen? Although the science behind extreme events such as these is an active topic of research, a simple physical analogy, although imperfect, might be helpful to understanding what’s going on. It came to mind as I was flyfishing in the Moraine Park reach of the Big Thompson late one summer.

	During the spring runoff in such low-gradient streams and rivers, high flows plunge straight down the streambed in a fast current, with rocks and other bottom structures creating, in large enough rivers, the whitewater that rafters and kayakers love to play in. There’s lots of turbulence, and eddies are swept downstream quickly and so don’t linger at one location. Nor do meanders have the opportunity to grow in place and extend across the channel before they’re swept away.

	Later in the summer and early fall, when the current is much slower, there’s still turbulence but it’s neither so violent nor so quick. The main seams of the current tend toward large, lazy, bank-to-bank meanders, and eddies linger instead of being swept instantly downstream. These bank-to-bank meanders and lingering eddies are not able to set up during the high, fast flows of the spring runoff.

	So.

	One of the earliest and now most well-established findings of greenhouse-effect research on global scales—this is a convergence of theory, simulations, and observations—is that global warming is associated with a larger increase of temperatures in the polar regions than in the equatorial regions. Both regions are warming, but the polar regions are warming faster. This implies that the equator-to-pole temperature difference is decreasing—again, something confirmed by temperature measurements.

	Now, a fundamental relationship in dynamic meteorology—the physics of atmospheric motions; that is, the science of the winds—equates the increase with height of the speed of the west wind to the poleward decrease of the temperature on large spatial scales. This is called the “thermal wind equation.” It means that the speed of the Jet Stream, that west-to-east, circumpolar river of air high in the atmosphere, depends directly on the magnitude of the equator-to-pole temperature difference. Because that temperature difference is decreasing, so is the speed of the Jet Stream.

	Meanders and eddies, the Jet Stream waviness caused by instabilities and mountain ranges and ocean-continent contrasts, are therefore tending to behave more like the meanders and eddies in low-gradient rivers during times of lower flow—they’re larger and more lingering. Because they bring polar air equatorward and tropical air poleward, the larger, slower meanders and eddies in the atmosphere are responsible for both cold snaps and heat waves. And, because they are larger and slower, these weather events are more extreme in both magnitude and duration.

	Paradoxically, then, global warming is responsible for colder cold snaps farther equatorward than we’ve been accustomed to in the past. And despite what some have asserted, these cold snaps are not in any way evidence that refutes global warming; quite the contrary, in fact.

	Like most analogies, this one is not perfect, because the dynamical processes involved in the two phenomena are not at all identical. Earth’s rotation is critical to the Jet Stream while the slope of the bottom is a controlling factor in the river flow rate. On the other hand, rivers, on the scale of people standing in them and watching the current, aren’t affected significantly by Earth’s rotation, and the Jet Stream doesn’t flow downhill. Further, the key word in all this is “tending,” because the seasonal effect in a river is much more pronounced than what’s happening with the Jet Stream. Other factors, such as humidity, are not considered here, either.

	Nonetheless, this analogy provides a simple depiction on the human scale of a phenomenon too large and obscure to observe easily, one that seems counterintuitive at first. And it also emphasizes how our alterations of the incredibly complex global climate system can be far-reaching and even subtle, not to say unanticipated.

	 

	A second analogy involving stream flows is, while imperfect, useful in understanding another weather phenomenon, limits of predictability. This was first discussed in detail by Ed Lorenz based on results from very early computer experiments. He found that minute differences in the starting point of a calculation could have a profound influence on the end-point result. His discovery has been popularized as the “butterfly effect,” wherein the flap of a butterfly’s wings in, say, Brazil, could affect the future weather in New York City.

	Now, meteorologists, whether the behind-the-scenes scientists at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration or your local TV weather reporter (who most likely uses the NOAA forecasts with, perhaps, fancied-up computer graphics), take a lot of guff for imprecise weather forecasts. It rains when what they’ve told you to expect that it wouldn’t. It’s colder (or warmer) than they said it would be. And, especially, their long-range forecast just suck.

	Still, what is known as forecast skill, a technical concept with a typically complex definition, has improved steadily over the past several decades, improved to the point that it’s beginning to reach its theoretical limit. That limit has to do with the fact that the atmosphere is a turbulent fluid, and turbulence is simply not predictable past a certain point. This can be illustrated with an on-stream experiment.

	The next time you are standing in a trout stream—one with a moderate flow rate and some underwater structure (rocks and the like)—and the fish are sulking instead of biting, try this: find (or make) some twigs about half the size of a kitchen match, pick a likely looking spot, and drop them onto the water spaced a couple of seconds apart. And drop them in as close to the same spot with as close to the same orientation as you can manage.

	What you’ll probably observe is that those little twigs, as they float downstream, don’t follow exactly the same path. The turbulence of the current disperses them, and the more turbulent the flow, the more quickly they disperse. So predicting the precise path of an individual twig isn’t possible, and the error of any prediction you might make about a particular twig’s path will increase over time and its distance downstream.

	A long-time colleague of mine—I’ve known him since I was a graduate student and he was one of my professors—once talked about a useful rule of thumb for how much lead time is possible for forecasting a turbulent flow: about two lifetimes of the turbulent events or structures that characterize the flow. The winter storms on the atmosphere’s Jet Stream, for example, the ones that bring weather to North America, have a lifetime of a week or so, and weather forecasters know well that there is no hope of forecast skill beyond about two weeks (and, in practice, the skill is bad enough at about eight days that there’s no point in forecasting beyond that anyway, despite what your local TV person may suggest). Individual summertime thunderstorms over the Great Plains, the ones that spawn so many tornados, have lifetimes of perhaps twelve hours—and specific forecasts of such storms a day in advance are hopeless as well. While clusters of these storms last longer, their predictability is also limited to about a day or so.

	That little experiment with twigs in the trout stream illustrates this limitation of predictability quite nicely.

	So, if weather is unpredictable after some relatively short time period, how is it that scientists think that they can predict climate? In looking ahead to how the climate is responding to changes in what makes it tick—increased concentrations of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, in particular—scientists do not attempt to forecast individual weather events. Rather, they look at the averages of these events. It’s often said that climate is just the averaged weather, after all, and global climate models do a great job of calculating that average. Such models also calculate additional statistics that compose the average, the spread of the weather events’ behavior, in particular. A graph of Earth’s future temperature that includes this spread displays an envelope of the climate’s expected behavior. And a critical question is whether that spread—the width of the envelope—will become greater as the climate warms up. If so, it implies that there may well be more frequent and extreme weather events associated with climate change.

	The width of the future climate envelope and its relationship to extreme weather events continues to be an important research topic.

	 

	There is no end of blather about…how air can “hold” more water vapor at high temperatures than at low temperatures.

	Craig Bohren

	Distinguished Professor Emeritus

	Pennsylvania State University

	 

	Like everyone else, I have a birthday each year—and it’s beginning to feel like those years are really beginning to add up—so maybe I’m having a “get off my lawn” moment here. I suppose I should just learn to live with the small but annoying semantic slips that have crept into common usage. The one I’m griping about here, after all, is far from unique. And there are other examples—early-season snow doesn’t “stick” when surfaces finally get cold enough, it accumulates. And “greenhouse effect” is a slip that I often use myself, in fact, much to my chagrin. 

	The thing is, using “greenhouse effect” to describe the change in Earth’s radiation budget due to increased concentrations of certain atmospheric gases is actually reasonably accurate, physically, as long as the roof of the greenhouse is assumed to be above the level of convective heat transfer (meaning above all the clouds—which, of course, would be one tall greenhouse). Nothing similar can be said about the physical implication of saying that higher temperatures let air “hold” more water vapor.

	However, to expunge this usage from our vocabulary would no doubt be a Sisyphean task. This is because it has become almost a daily mantra used by broadcast meteorologists to discuss one of the effects of climate change (which, of course, is being caused by that pesky greenhouse effect...) on hydrology. And it does make for a nice, concise description of the empirical effect of rising temperatures on atmospheric water, despite being physically wrong. Still, it would be even nicer to get it right.

	At least this isn’t as egregious as the fellow on one of the Denver TV stations who keeps saying winds blow from high pressure to low. That would get him an “F” in any beginning meteorology course.

	Whether I am able to wind up with better syntax than having air “hold” water vapor remains to be seen—like beauty, it’s going to depend on the eye of the beholder. But it seems worth a shot.

	The main problem with having air “hold” water vapor is that it implies that air is some sort of container. So let’s review.

	What we (English-speakers) call air, rather than being a container, actually fills containers. Air, after all, is a gaseous fluid, a mixture of gas molecules, mostly nitrogen with some oxygen followed by trace gases (each at less than 1% of the total number of molecules) such as argon, carbon dioxide, etc. And water vapor. In fact, it’s possible to imagine another planet with an atmosphere consisting of “air” that’s pure water vapor. This would involve an odd and inhospitable combination of temperature and pressure, to be sure, but it’s possible.

	 To say that air can hold water vapor, then, is to say that something can hold itself—not only semantically awkward but meaningless.

	What really happens as temperature increases, when pressure is held constant, is that the number of water vapor molecules in a given volume can increase before they begin to stick together and form little droplets of liquid—that is, to condense. This happens regardless of the other gas molecules in that volume.

	The simplest correct language, then, would be to say that “warmer air can include a greater fraction of water vapor than colder air” rather than “…can hold…” Another usage that works would be “…can consist of…” To be precise about it, the qualification of constant pressure ought to be included as well, but that’s probably too much to hope for.

	My use of “can” here is intentional, because warmer air is not necessarily more humid, in the sense that it always includes more water vapor molecules. At a fixed relative humidity, warmer air is indeed more humid in this sense. This is because saturation vapor pressure—which provides the reference for the “relative” in relative humidity—increases with temperature. At a fixed relative humidity, then, as the global temperature rises, the water vapor content of the atmosphere will also rise, increasing the greenhouse effect even further because water vapor is a strong greenhouse gas. This is an example of positive feedback in the climate system.

	This is not, however, because warmer air “holds” more water vapor. It’s because warmer air, that mixture of gas molecules, can include more gaseous water than colder air without the water’s condensing.

	Now then, about my lawn...

	 

	Speaking of feedback, perhaps a review of that phenomenon would be useful.

	Just about everyone is familiar with the phenomenon of the accidental electronic feedback loop that sometimes happens with poorly managed public address systems. If the gain on the amplifier is turned up too high and the speakers are too close to the microphone, any noise the microphone picks up is amplified in an out-of-control fashion until the overdriven system distorts. Squaaawk! Modern PA systems have built-in limiters so that this doesn’t happen as much as it did decades ago, but now and then you still get to experience it, lucky you.

	But feedback loops aren’t limited to electronic systems—they also occur in nature, notably in Earth’s climate system. A “signal” of some kind can be amplified by a set of processes until it becomes out of control. For example, snow on the ground is maintained by cold temperatures. Snow reflects sunlight, keeping things cold. If a patch of bare ground appears, or if someone sprinkles soot on the snow, that absorbs sunlight, heats up, and helps melt the snow, increasing the size of the bare spot and the temperature—and eventually the snow is gone and it warms up even more.

	More properly, this example of snow and sunlight is a positive feedback loop, the amplifying, unstable kind, as with the PA system.

	There are also examples of negative, stabilizing, feedback loops in the climate system. The strongest, and the one that makes Earth habitable, is associated with the fundamental property of matter that it emits thermal energy at temperatures greater than absolute zero. Further, the higher the temperature, the greater the thermal emission—indeed, the emission increases approximately as the fourth power of the temperature. This means that, around freezing, a 1% increase in absolute temperature (about 5ºF) results in a 4% increase in thermal emission. If something should happen to warm the Earth up—such as a brighter Sun—then the increased thermal emission would tend to limit the temperature increase and lead to a new equilibrium.

	Myriad processes within the climate system involve feedback loops, and the fate of the climate in response to what’s making it change these days—largely carbon dioxide from fossil-fuel combustion—depends on the net balance of the positive and negative feedback loop processes.

	Much of my own research involved feedback processes associated with clouds, which, depending on their altitude and composition, can exert either positive or negative feedback. Low, marine stratus clouds (which I studied extensively) reflect sunlight and occur over relatively cool, coastal ocean water such as that off the coast by San Diego. If that water warms for some reason and those clouds break apart, they’ll reflect less sunlight and the ocean will warm further—positive feedback. This, in fact, happens.

	On the other hand, high, ice-particle clouds—cirrus clouds—can transmit much of the incident sunlight but trap the Earth’s thermal radiation as greenhouse gases do. If they become less extensive as Earth warms, they will trap less thermal energy, allowing the planet to cool, and so exert negative feedback. In this complicated fashion, by exerting feedback that is sometimes positive and sometimes negative, clouds earn their nickname as the wild cards of the climate system. More recent research is suggesting that, taken altogether, the net effect of clouds is a positive feedback.

	The list of feedback loops in the climate system is far too long to attempt here. A recent summary in the peer-reviewed journal One Earth discussed 41 of them, of which 27 exert positive feedback. Many are not fully understood, especially those involving the biosphere.

	The immense complexity of the entire climate system is what makes global climate simulation using supercomputers the preferred tool for projecting future climate as influenced by ongoing greenhouse gas emissions. As more and more feedback loop processes are included in simulations with increasing sophistication and fidelity, such projections become more and more accurate.

	Still, it’s important to emphasize that the most sophisticated contemporary simulations now are projecting just about the same overall response to greenhouse gas increases as much simpler models projected over fifty years ago. No matter how many new feedback processes are included, and no matter the fidelity, the fundamental result has been solid.

	Climate change is happening, we know why, and we know what to do about it. Whether there exists the political will to take action, however, is something we don’t know – and, so far, the outlook is not very encouraging.

	 

	A topic related to feedback that has received considerable attention in recent years, perhaps more in the popular press than in scientific journals, is the notion of tipping points. These are worth examining because the term is often used to introduce melodrama—in some cases melodrama worthy of Chicken Little—into the discussion of the climate’s trajectory.

	Tipping points can be discussed from a technical perspective as switches from one phase state to another in complex, nonlinear systems—and the climate is a prime example of such a system—but it’s far easier to draw on a common experience, maybe the basis for the name, that just about everyone has had or at least has seen. You decide that sitting upright in a straight-back chair is too, well, upright, so you lean back on the chair’s back legs (perhaps getting admonished for potentially damaging the chair) but lean back too far and—whoops!—over you go. You’ve switched from the sitting-up phase state to the lying-on-the-floor (and maybe hurting) phase state, and you’ve done so quickly and, without some scrambling around and embarrassment, irreversibly.

	The questions are whether the climate can do something of this nature, how much it would hurt, and what scrambling around would be required to reverse the switch; in particular, whether humanity is pushing the climate toward a tipping point of some kind (and the nature of that kind) by continuing to inject carbon dioxide into the atmosphere by burning fossil fuels. Because it’s easy to induce tipping-point behavior in both simple climate models and full-blown climate simulations, all this has generated considerable interest.

	Tipping points are related to feedback processes because, in general, it’s through positive feedback that models and simulations exhibit tipping points.

	An example of this in simple climate model calculations, the first of which were published over fifty years ago, comparing behavior with and without feedback from snow and ice, has been dubbed “snowball Earth.” Beginning from a state that resembles the present Earth, the model Sun’s brightness is decreased by a small amount, which cools the model planet. The positive feedback between snow on the ground and cold temperatures causes the snow extent to expand equatorward much farther than it would in the absence of the feedback. As the model Sun’s brightness is decreased further in the case with feedback, the snow extent eventually reaches a “tipping-point latitude,” after which only a slight additional decrease in the Sun’s brightness is needed for snow to cover the planet completely. Recovering from this new snow-covered state to the original state that resembled the present is, depending on the model, difficult to impossible—it takes a large increase in sunlight to begin to melt the snow. Even if the model Sun is returned to its original brightness, the planet remains snow-covered—a “snowball Earth.”

	In some such simple models, the opposite can happen as well—if the Sun’s brightness is increased in the case with feedback, the snow-line retreats poleward, creating more surface absorption of sunlight and further heating things up. Eventually the snow is completely absent and stays absent even if the Sun’s brightness is decreased to its original amount.

	The relevance of simple models such as this to the real Earth is, of course, questionable because of the many important processes and feedbacks that are not included. Still, because there are so many poorly understood feedback processes in the climate system, even full-physics climate simulations may be missing positive feedbacks that could lead to tipping points. In particular, processes that occur on very small spatial scales, such as the fracturing of ice sheets, are not well-represented in these simulations. Nor are thunderstorms, despite how big they look to us from the ground. And a variety of oceanic processes are poorly represented or completely neglected as well.

	The existence of such tipping points in models and simulations does not mean they exist in nature—the jury is still out on this—but it does emphasize the importance of both improving the fidelity of such tools as well as continuing to investigate the details of processes on all scales that affect the climate.

	In the meantime, it’s also worth keeping in mind that references to tipping points, whether those seen in models or hypothesized in nature, and hyperbolic melodrama often go hand-in-hand. This is especially the case when the potential for generating more clicks or likes or re-tweets is involved. In these cases, a healthy dose of skepticism is not a bad thing.

	 

	During my forty years or so as an active research scientist, I published, as author or co-author, dozens of technical articles on topics in meteorology and oceanography. More than half of my contributions appeared in the refereed literature, the gold standard for scientific papers, and I was first or sole author on over two-thirds of that half—a statistic I mention to document my leadership responsibility for the bulk of my work. I should also say that none of these contributions should be called “groundbreaking”; rather, I view them as more of the crossing T’s and dotting I’s variety.

	While this would seem to be a respectable output, I can name several colleagues with many times more contributions including a number of groundbreaking ones—these are people of whom I’ve always been in awe for their brilliance and work ethic. Still, a body of work such as mine is what supports the progress of science—those T’s and I’s have to be crossed and dotted (respectively!) to ensure that future work stays on track.

	During my career, meteorology and oceanography always enjoyed solid financial support from public sources—notably federal agencies—and frequently involved controversy. The financial support was justified by economic concerns (weather forecasting more than pays for itself) and national security (the Navy’s support for oceanography, for example). The controversies arose when technology’s unexpected consequences became apparent—the effect of the proposed fleet of supersonic airliners in the stratosphere on the ozone layer, and the impact of fluorocarbon (e.g., Freon) chemistry on Antarctic Ozone Hole are perhaps the two most prominent examples.

	Actually, it is probably more accurate to say that those are the two most prominent examples of the twentieth century, as climate change has now taken center stage in a most compelling way. Not only is climate change more controversial than any previous such issue, it is also more far-reaching—although it is not too far-fetched to suggest that complete destruction of the stratosphere’s ozone layer could well be catastrophic to both human-kind and the climate as well.

	One outcome of these controversies is the increasingly strident voices demanding that scientists become involved in public advocacy—that is, in politics. Between religious evangelists and hired-gun lobbyists, the argument goes, there is an overwhelming amount of anti-science obfuscation and mendacity, and the science side needs representation in the public sphere. Indeed, it is often asserted that scientists have a responsibility to participate in public advocacy as well as to advance their particular scientific specialty. And the counter-argument that such advocacy could imperil the objectivity of participating scientists is simply not persuasive to those strident voices, despite its truth—after all, it’s certainly the case that the hired-gun scientists who advocate against well-established scientific findings are not viewed as objective, at least within the scientific community.

	Before I retired, I was careful to avoid advocacy because I valued the credibility that accompanies objectivity. The attempts recently by the federal administration to cancel funding for the National Center for Atmospheric Research cannot be traced directly to advocacy by NCAR scientists—there are a number of other issues involved—but part of the justification had to do with “climate alarmism” at the Center. Perhaps this will help those strident voices calm down in the future.

	Although I retired fully—unlike many of the scientists in the generation ahead of me and many of those in my generation, too, who continue as consultants or in similar roles after an initial retirement—I still retain an interest in the success of the weather and climate community. Like any such enterprise, it has its pendulum swings, and those in the wrong direction are always depressing. But I can’t help but believe (and I use that word intentionally, having no real evidence) that the truths uncovered by the process of science will carry the day eventually.

	Whether that day will come soon enough to prevent a climate catastrophe for our human society is, unfortunately, not at all clear.

	 

	 

	 

	Wild Memories

	 

	I doubt that I would be as smitten with the Mountain West as I am if I’d grown up in, say, an apartment in Manhattan. Rather, I credit that to where and how I was brought up.

	Until I was about age 15, we lived in a subdivision on the edge of the Illinois River Valley right at the point where the upland farm fields transition to the wooded gullies that flow into the drainages of the river. With the bucolic name of Shady Knolls, our subdivision was isolated by its location between two of the local towns, which meant that trips for groceries, or to church or school, required quite a drive, at least for those days.

	But it also meant that growing up there allowed for considerable exploration in the gullies and the woods as well as for a cohesive gang of children who played all sorts of games together, from traditional hide and seek to disorganized baseball and completely ad hoc football.

	What I remember most, though, is the woods. From an early age—probably much earlier than would be allowed for children today—I wandered those woods with friends and alone, explored to my heart’s content, very quickly learned which plants, such as poison ivy and the nettles, presented risk, and managed to keep my mother’s washing machine busy with all the mud my clothes accumulated. Although bicycles on the Shady Knolls streets—Oak Park Drive, Maple Lane, Bittersweet Court, Rustic Road—were our utility transportation, the paths we made through the woodlands to each other’s houses were our preferred routes. And it was always a new adventure to go just a little farther, following “animal trails” real or imaginary, exploring unknown territory.

	Of course, none of that territory was virgin wilderness, having been logged and hunted over for decades, sliced and diced by various roads, and, along its edges, cultivated. But, like the streetwalker who befriends the lonely sailor in a foreign port of call, those hardwood-covered hillsides seemed unsullied to me, fresh, untrodden. Never mind that the little, mostly seasonal stream was kept flowing in late summer by septic-tank drain fields. Never mind that behind the older houses were trash middens flowing down the hillside, avalanches of rusty cans and old, broken liquor bottles mixed with bedsprings and all sorts of other enticing stuff, all waiting to maim a curious eight-year-old.

	Between searching for crayfish—we called them “crawdads”—nourished, no doubt, by those septic tank drains, building dams in the creek, swinging on vines across it, and jumping down and climbing up the little slumps where the creek had eroded a high bank (a major reason for that mud, as I recall), I managed to while away many summers and day upon day after school in Tom-Sawyer-like bliss. In an era before hyper-organized youth sports leagues, it was what there was to do, and it shaped my appreciation for nature in ways that have stayed with me.

	And maybe all that early exploration also accounts for my better than average sense of direction and my confidence off-trail. For years, I was positively fearless, and even now I’m inclined, when rambling around the backcountry, to say “let’s go over there and see what we can see” when it’s time to take a break for lunch.7

	Sometimes that side trip winds up being more than just a few hundred yards, and sometimes the people I’m with get all turned around with respect to the trail we left behind. “How do we get back?” they want to know. That’s when I trot out a favorite line from an old movie, Robert Redford’s answer to that very question as posed by Jane Fonda: “The same way you got here, only backwards.”

	I just can’t understand why they don’t find it as amusing as I do.

	 

	Now, that childhood exploration never strayed too far from home, and certainly never lasted overnight. That came later. When I was younger—45 years ago younger—and less finicky about creature comforts, I was an avid backpacker, but that’s changed over the years. Sleeping on the ground got old, and I decided that I just don’t like having to do in the woods what bears do there. But, still, there are times when I miss it. Backcountry day hikes require more careful scheduling, after all: when you find a perfect spot to linger, oft-times you just can’t because of the timing of the hike out.

	I first went backpacking as a graduate student, when I lived in Coconut Grove. The local Sierra Club chapter sponsored trips into the pine woods of the South Florida uplands (meaning a couple dozen feet above sea level) as well as into the Everglades, either slogging on foot or in canoes—which is just like backpacking except you don’t carry the pack on your back. That was all fine, but, well, it was damp and seriously buggy. And the reptiles were interesting, especially the seven-footers who lived in the water.8 It was when I moved to Boulder that I really began backpacking in earnest, up in the Indian Peaks Wilderness, for the most part—where, of course, it’s often damp and buggy. But there are the mountains as compensation.

	I’m not sure where the motivation came from—as a Boy Scout growing up in Central Illinois, I did both car camping and Boy Scout Camp weeks with the troop, but we never backpacked.9 And, in earlier years, my Dad was a car camping wizard, something that got to be a tad ridiculous as time passed, because of all the gear we took with us.

	Now that I think of it, maybe all that gear is where my urge to backpack came from—go light, young man, go light. Instead of a car and a canoe and a trailer full of stuff, trim it down to what you want to carry (not what you can carry, but what you want to carry).

	In any case, those years in Boulder provided easy access to the Indian Peaks Wilderness and its myriad trails, lakes, and other destinations. And because this was before the camping permits were required, it was possible to zip up there for a weekend overnight on the spur of the moment, or even two nights by starting on Friday afternoon after work. It was probably because permits weren’t required that I did most all of my backpacking in the wilderness area instead of in nearby Rocky Mountain National Park.

	I’d drive up to the Hesse trailhead—this was when it was still possible to find parking there—and head off toward the Continental Divide up one of the valleys, to the terrain around Woodland Lake or Jasper Lake. Or maybe drive a little farther, to Camp Dick, above Peaceful Valley, and head up to Red Deer Lake. I think the best, though, was to drive over to Monarch Lake on the west side and walk up to Crater Lake, with its shimmering reflection of Lone Eagle Peak’s spire.

	 

	Although I gave up backpacking due to lack of creature comforts some time ago, I didn’t lose interest in the outdoors. During my years in the Mountain West, I’ve managed to take advantage of opportunities to enjoy a variety of outdoor activities here, including skiing and snowshoeing, backpacking and day hiking, and flyfishing.

	But as I enter my fourth quarter-century, I find I’ve cut back on all of these compared to earlier decades and completely abandoned two, skiing and backpacking, my knees having made compelling arguments in favor of this sad decision. Even my snowshoeing and hiking are restricted to less demanding terrain these days, and I’ve come to be very careful about wading in trout streams—I stay in shallower water with slower currents than I used to.

	Although I didn’t take up the winter sports until my early thirties, I became involved with the others in my middle childhood, back in central Illinois. Camping, if not backpacking, and hiking were courtesy of the Boy Scouts; flyfishing was something I taught myself (from which flawed education I still retain a couple of annoyingly bad habits) on a farm pond at my grandfather’s place in Iowa. The camping and hiking were fun mainly for the comradery; the flyfishing was fun for the catching—even such master flyfishers as the late John Gierach have written about what a blast panfish on a fly rod can be. Nowadays, I think of flyfishing as fun for the time spent standing in a stream in the woods somewhere, with the catching part secondary.

	Back then, in the flatlands of the Midwest, I thought of skiing as something well out of my  reach, something for wealthy daredevils or Olympians. If someone had predicted for me the things I’ve done and places where I’ve done these things in the sixty-five years since, I would not have believed it. Such a prediction would have generated a list10 that would include all sorts of places, none of which I would have recognized.

	
Much of my time in the Mountain West has been in Colorado, as those lists suggest, but about a quarter of it has been in New Mexico, living in Santa Fe. There, having already learned to ski, I took telemark lessons and spent many days practicing, happily riding up the short lifts and skiing down the short runs at Ski Santa Fe. That may be where my knees first began their habit of complaining. The rest of our outdoor recreation while we lived in New Mexico was largely in Colorado, just a short drive to the north from Santa Fe.

	To be fair, during my times in Florida, I did Florida-type things. In addition to the backpacking and canoeing, these included water skiing (which I first tried after I had learned to snow ski and quickly decided it wasn’t for me), diving (both free and scuba), windsurfing, and, best of all, sailing. When I was in my twenties, I had a friend who lived aboard a sailboat, and I would help him with maintenance in exchange for lots of time on the water, turning into a pretty good first mate after a while. I also learned, despite his self-maintenance and my help with it, the truth of the old saying that “a sailboat is a hole in the ocean into which you pour money.”

	 

	It’s the my years in the mountains, though, that really stick with me and provide me with a sense of satisfaction and gratitude. Not only would I not have believed those lists in the endnote; in my wildest dreams, I’d never have imagined anything like them.

	All of those activities might make it seem as I’m some sort of renaissance man. Not so. I’m more of a jack of all trades sort, especially the master-of-none part. That also goes back to my childhood.

	A long, long time ago, I attended a K-8 elementary school, and in my last couple of years there I played on the basketball team. It was great fun, even if the rules were more formal than our daily games of pick-up ball in the driveway.

	When I matriculated at the local high school, though, I just wasn’t good enough. This was all for the better in the long run, as I didn’t grow to the stature of those boys who did make the team. Basketball, even in high school, is a sport for people taller than I.

	But I did stick with band, despite a similar setback. As something of a star at the elementary level, I was a bit taken aback to find myself in the last chair in the ranks of clarinetists in the high-school band. Our director, though, had a great suggestion: I should quit worrying about the competition among the two dozen or so B♭ clarinet players and take up the bass clarinet, the parts for which, in transcribed band music, were most often patterned after the oompah-pah of the tubas or the low drone of the bass viols and cellos.

	There were exceptions, however, such as the bass-clarinet riff that survived transcription from the original orchestral score of George Gershwin’s “American in Paris.” I got to play that in several concerts, a blessedly short solo that was almost impossible to screw up. And very cool. There were a couple of other such showcase riffs as well, although I don’t remember specifics.

	All-in-all, high-school band, as one of two bass clarinetists, was much more fun than basketball—not so sweaty, and it included girls! Even the marching band. And there’s no doubt that my lifelong appreciation of classical music was nurtured by that experience.

	In many ways, these two examples from so long ago have turned out to set the tone for much of the rest of my life. My career progression as well as my hobbies have all seemed to fall into this same overall pattern. I get involved in something, figure it out just enough to persuade myself that “Yeah, I can do this” and then move on to something else.

	This explains the rather wide variety of subject areas touched on in my dozens of publications in professional technical journals. These range from cloud processes and upper-ocean physics; to both weather and climate variations, including El Niño, anthropogenic climate change, and geoengineering as a remedy; to wildfire behavior; to renewable energy from the oceans.

	My fiction writing has been somewhat more focused on murder mysteries, but it has explored the variety of the mystery sub-genres without really having settled into any one of them. And, as I said, when I was writing newspaper columns, they were all over the map. I think that it’s appropriate for me to put my abilities as a writer into the jack-of-all-trades category as well, rather than pretend to any mastery.

	Outdoors, in addition to what I’ve already mentioned, I’ve done technical climbing, golf, cycling, photography, fly tying, and a host of other pursuits. Put them all together and I’ve sure had lots of fun along the way. Indoors, I was a fair-to-middlin’ piano player in high school, I’m pretty handy around the house, in a journeyman sort of fashion, and I quite enjoy cooking, although I doubt I would ever be called “chef” anywhere.

	Many parents, it seems, so want their offspring to succeed at something that they force the issue. Childhood music lessons have always been one example of that forcing, and, in recent decades, individual and team sports both provide others—gymnastics and figure skating come to mind. The question, then, is how do those young people mature? Are they satisfied with having been specialists all their lives? Do they realize all the other pursuits that they’ve missed?

	Of course, mastering something during childhood means that you have the rest of your life to try out other interesting things. There are time constraints, though. During my technical climbing phase, in my twenties, I was fearless. Maturity has led to caution, and being tied to a rope while dangling off a cliff just isn’t that appealing to me now. And, as I’ve noted, my knees have explained to me repeatedly that skiing isn’t something they’ll tolerate any longer. They much prefer their role in pursuits such as reading.

	Mostly, though, it’s all the fun I’ve had that makes me think that specializing too young isn’t the way to go. And you don’t have to truly master something to enjoy doing it.

	All the duffers we see on our walks around the neighborhood golf course are evidence of that.

	 

	 

	 

	New Addresses

	 

	Before we decided we needed better health-care options and therefore moved to the Denver suburbs, we were fortunate to have lived in various places that many people consider to be bucket-list vacation destinations: Boulder, Santa Fe, Boca Raton, Estes Park. During our first stop in Colorado—sixteen years of all-around outdoors bliss—we began taking short, overnight car trips on weekends. When we moved to Santa Fe, we continued that habit, but strangely—or perhaps not—we found ourselves getting away northward a lot, back to Colorado. Oh, we explored various parts of the Land of Enchantment to the east, south, and west of Santa Fe, but some irresistible force drew us northward much of the time.

	Florida was a different matter, and neither short nor long road trips worked particularly well for us. Even I, a rank amateur, could have played the places we visited down there for laughs. But writers like Dave Barry and Carl Hiassen are the true experts at Sunshine State satire, so I leave it to them. Suffice it to say that we were delighted to move back to Colorado, especially as the move was to Estes Park. Naturally, we resumed our road trips to the rest of the state with gusto and enjoyed revisiting some of the same old places. Our new location south of Denver turns out to be an even better base for these short trips.

	“Stock Show weather” is the local term for the cold, snow, and gloom that tends to pervade middle January in this part of the world. With cabin fever setting in, this is also the time for planning trips to take when better travel weather returns. We think of our road trips as mostly a three-season activity with only the occasional one in the winter. Having given up skiing because of aged knees, what winter trips we do make are mostly to locations warmer than ski resorts. But spring, summer, and especially fall, all offer their own reasons to hit the road. We’re also partial to points west and south—it’s mountains and deserts for us, for the most part—but a few exceptions are also discussed here.

	At least three things are different now from how it was in the ’80s and ’90s. Because we’re retired, we no longer have to make these little expeditions on weekends, which helps both with scheduling and with avoiding crowds. Routing is much easier now, because Google Maps didn’t exist back then. And the services now offered by agencies such as Airbnb and Vrbo were either nonexistent or very primitive in the last century. Nowadays, because we always seek to stay in places with kitchens, these agencies have become indispensable to us. We can find not only what we want in the way of accommodations but we can find them in locations we didn’t know existed, along with how to get there.

	Of course, there are road trips and then there are Road Trips, the latter involving more miles and, for the most part, more days on the road. A day trip to, say,  Boulder to have the car serviced is neither, nor were our overnight trips to Centennial for Thanksgiving for the years we lived in Estes Park. Even our Christmastime visits to the Fraser Valley, which, in winter, can involve over two hours of sometimes white-knuckle driving, might qualify in the lower-case sense, although perhaps barely. To earn the capital letters, the destination ought to involve more than a single day on the road.

	One advantage of living in Santa Fe was that a trip to the Grand Canyon was but an easy day’s drive. From the Front Range, we have always stopped overnight somewhere—sometimes Santa Fe and sometimes Durango—and so that’s a Road Trip.

	What’s especially nice now is that, from home, the interesting parts of Colorado and even some places in adjacent states are accessible by road trips. Santa Fe is in this category. So are Taos and Moab. In Colorado, both Telluride and Durango, at over seven hours to either, make for long days of driving, but they still don’t quite earn those capital letters. In fact, we can get just about anywhere in Colorado within a day.

	And that’s just fine, because the lower-case road trips are relatively easy. They require less planning and allow more flexibility than the big ones. Because of this, they also offer more in the way of instant gratification, even better than Amazon Prime.

	Most of those Colorado ski areas, at which I did my un-masterly skiing while having loads of fun, listed in that long endnote are fairly close to the Front Range. The New Mexico ones are with a short drive of Santa Fe (ski Santa Fe was twenty minutes up the hill from home!). The Utah resorts are close to Salt Lake City, where I had several scientific meetings that I added extra vacation days onto; this is also how I got to Crystal Mountain near Mount Rainer. This is by way of saying that all of my years of skiing, with the exception of trips to Steamboat, Monarch Mountain, and Wolf Creek Pass, involved day-skiing trips rather than destination-skiing trips for the most part: leave bright (or, actually, dark) and early and return that evening, tired and elated. Such places as Aspen, Telluride, Crested Butte, and Purgatory therefore aren’t listed.

	This, however, is not meant to suggest that I have spent my decades in the Mountain West at home. On the contrary, one of my great pleasures during that entire time has been road trips—and especially Road Trips—to all sorts of locations, many of the long-weekend variety and others more extended. Some were voluntary and pleasures indeed and some were necessary and more like chores. Even so, those have had their rewards. Those necessary ones were often associated with relocating to live somewhere else.

	 

	Coconut Grove

	My first such relocation Road Trip was the drive from Central Illinois to Coconut Grove in late August, 1972 on my way to graduate school. I had all my belongings, what there were of them, in the back of the smallest U-Haul truck I could find—and there was still plenty of room left over, even bare spots where the floor showed through. But that was fine, because the truck was towing my  two-seat roadster, too, and there were the southern Appalachians to cross on the way to South Florida. If the truck had been full, I don’t know if those hills would have worked.

	The Road Trip from Central Illinois to Coconut Grove took (if I remember correctly) three days, and somewhere in there I managed to rip the front bumper half off the car—I discovered this when I noticed my little red Sunbeam Alpine in the mirror. It was trying to swing out and pass me. Oops.

	That Sunbeam, underpowered and on its last legs, with a leaky top that didn't quite fit right, was more fun than I deserved during my first semester as a graduate student at the University of Miami. When it died, I wasn't surprised, but I never replaced it—for the next eight years, all through graduate school and an extended post-doctoral appointment, I lived down there with a bicycle instead, the ultimate in top-down transportation.

	 

	A few years later, I was renting a house that had been built on a quarter-acre of an old avocado grove. There were perhaps a dozen of the original trees in the yard, all still producing.

	These were not the small, wrinkly (Hass) avocados you find in the grocery store; rather, they were big, smooth (probably Fuerte) avocados about the size of grapefruit. Now, they were very good to eat. But, really, how many avocados does a guy need? A dozen well-producing trees worth? When they all set on together?

	The squirrels sure liked them, though. They’d wait until the fruit ripened just so and then scamper along a branch and take a bite out of one. This would make it fall to the ground. As a result, there was at least a wheel-barrow full per week of fallen avocados, each with a big bite out of it, rotting on the ground. Being a good tenant, I’d go around and scoop them into that wheel-barrow—there was one, which was the basis for my measurement—and leave them for the weekly trash pickup. It was rather like having several Great Danes in the yard and picking up after them, only less smelly.

	On top of producing, those trees grew. Fast. They needed tending. One spring day, I was climbing around in one of them with a pruning saw, and, in an awkward position, I slipped and pulled what the athletic world calls “a groin.” Being an immortal twenty-something, I would have toughed it out except that my only transportation was via that bicycle—a road-racing bike with one of those skinny, hard-leather seats. Ouch. Also, I was concerned about a possible hernia.

	So, after a couple of days of painful trips to work (about a ten-mile bike ride), I went to see a doctor. He checked me out, including the “turn your head and cough” part, and found nothing. Whew! However, as I was getting dressed, he said “I think it’s just a strain, and you’ll be fine. But what’s that lump on your neck?”

	It turned out to be a tumor—thyroid cancer.

	In retrospect, it’s hard to see how I hadn’t noticed it myself, given that I watched myself shaving in the mirror each morning. My best guess is that immortal twenty-somethings are very good at not noticing such things.

	In any case, it all turned out as well as it could have. A few months later, groin strain all healed, I’d gone through both surgery and, after the tumor was analyzed and found to have been malignant, radiation therapy to ablate the remainder of my thyroid. At that point I was as cancer-free as medical science could make me. Over the decades since, I’ve been through various follow-up tests—coming through cleanly each time—and the only long-term fallout is that I’ve had to take a pill a day ever since the surgery, some variation of synthetic thyroxine, along with annual blood tests to titrate the dosage.

	I guess that this makes me, by definition, a cancer survivor. I have to emphasize, however, that compared to other folks who have dealt with this scourge, I don’t feel at all as if I deserve that honorific—my journey has been trivial compared to theirs. It makes me uncomfortable to be put in the same class as those unfortunate individuals.

	It would be nice to think that there was a lesson to be learned from this experience. Clearly, the value of paying attention to how your body is behaving is a good candidate in that regard. In this case, however, even had I noticed that lump sooner and had it treated, the results would have been the same: surgery, diagnosis of malignancy, radiation treatment. (It may be that now, fifty years later, there are new therapies—so self-exams are a good idea.) I suppose that the surgery might have been less extensive, but, really, it wasn’t a big deal to me at the time, and the radiation treatment was merely a night in the hospital, where I made their Geiger counter buzz frantically.

	Although it’s not a lesson per se, I have always been glad that, if I had to get cancer, it was that variant, as it does not tend to metastasize—rather, it stays isolated in the thyroid. All the follow-up tests were for the purpose of ensuring that no cancerous tissue had been missed during the surgery and migrated elsewhere inside me.

	So, in that sense, I was lucky, and for that I’m grateful. I feel as if I won my own personal lottery.

	 

	Boulder

	Several years later, I pulled the same stunt, although without a car in tow, to move from Coconut Grove to Boulder for my first real job. That time, the truck was almost empty, too, but it still had trouble with the headwinds and the long grades west on I-70. It was no fun at all creeping along that high-speed road at 50 mph. I made it, though, and began sixteen years of living in Boulder and environs.

	During that time, I suppose you could say that I finally grew up. I progressed in my career, thanks to the mentoring by the director of the institute where I worked, and met and married a lovely lady named Claire, who, to my continued amazement, has managed to put up with me for the past forty-plus years.  Our first big thing together was buying a house (before the real estate market went nuts), and we’ve done that five more times since. And I suppose that, were I now seeing Boulder for the first time, I’d be charmed, just like so many others are.

	The thing is, when I moved there I already had been charmed, as I’d spent several summers in Boulder as a graduate student, working at that castle on the hill, the National Center for Atmospheric Research. Back then, in the mid-’70s, Boulder was one of the last bastions of the fading hippie culture, and, truth to tell, much of the downtown was a bit tacky and in need of upgrading. Most of that had happened by the time I moved there a few years later, and perhaps that was foreshadowing of what’s happened since: that “upgrading” hasn’t stopped, ever, and the results, for me, have destroyed the ambiance that I liked so much when I lived there.

	Now, some people will maintain that the fading hippie culture of the ’70s has never completely faded, and there’s some truth in that: local politics in the “People’s Republic of Boulder” is still as entertaining, and often wacky, as ever. But it’s been 35 years since then, and those fading hippies are grandparents now, driving BMWs and Audis, rather than those beat-up, smoking Broncos, Beetles, and Jeeps11, and shopping at wine bars and oil-and-vinegar boutiques instead of the old hand-made candle and tie-dye shops. In some ways, those shiny new cars beat the fleets of  junkers of years past, of course, because it helps the air quality. And the evolution of the retail shops has been welcome, by-and-large.

	But some things are less welcome. Boulder used to feel rather like a large small town, and it doesn’t any more. The change actually started when we lived there—indeed, our last four years involved working in town, at CU, but living in a subdivision out in the countryside to the northeast. We took pride in our Longmont zip code.

	That change has continued, and accelerated, so now Boulder feels like something completely different. Our friends who have stuck with it have also adapted, I guess, and prospered as well, mostly. But in many ways, Boulder provides an example of how growth, in the economic sense, is not so different from cancer, of how the best of intentions can backfire with unintended consequences, of how success in small ways can add up to something less than victory in the big picture.

	 

	Santa Fe

	After sixteen years at CU-Boulder, I found myself up against a glass ceiling above which no one but tenured faculty could reach. Claire was also ready for a change, so I found a position at Los Alamos National Laboratory and we up and moved to Santa Fe. This wasn’t in the more epic nature of our cross-country road trips—it was about seven hours of driving—but it was a big change in other ways.

	Based on having lived there for eight years, we now consider Santa Fe a great place to visit, something we still believe to the point that we spend a few days there almost every year. I’m sure it helps that we’re no longer confronted with the culture shock first-timers must endure.

	We got our dose of that out of the way just after we moved there. The local paper, the well-respected Santa Fe New Mexican, published an investigative report on the behavior of the new Mayor, who, among other things, was trying to appoint her brother-in-law to be Police Chief and a cousin to be City Manager, or something of that nature.

	“What’s wrong with that?” she wondered. “They’re good people.”

	And that, despite editorial indignation, was pretty much that. In a city about the size of Fort Collins—and the state capital to boot—it just seemed to us to be so, well, different.

	Speculating about what planet we’d moved to was quickly eclipsed by the challenge of unpacking and adapting to new jobs. But other little cultural surprises kept jolting us now and then throughout our eight years there, so when an impending trainwreck at Los Alamos loomed over the horizon, we were content to move on.

	Still, it’s a great place to visit, and, as it turns out, that’s partly because of those cultural surprises. When you don’t have to live with them, they can be interesting and even entertaining.

	As a bonus, getting there from the Colorado Front Range is easy—a day’s drive down I-25 from Denver does it. For variety coming home, there’s the back way, US-285 through Española, Tres Piedras, and Alamosa, a bit longer but much more scenic.

	In Santa Fe there’s something for just about everyone, year-’round. Nestled at the base of the foothills at the south end of the Sangre de Cristo Range, in the winter Santa Fe is a ski town. It’s within a half hour of its own resort, Ski Santa Fe, and only a couple of hours from Taos Ski Valley, so day skiing is easy. In the summer, those same mountains, as well as the Jemez across the Rio Grande Valley to the west, offer hiking to rival what we became used to in Estes Park—although many of those much older trails don’t have RMNP’s relatively easy CCC grades and switchbacks.

	For music lovers, there’s the Santa Fe Opera every summer. At over 400 years old, Santa Fe offers plenty for history buffs. For art lovers, it’s been said that Santa Fe is third in the world, behind Paris and New York, for galleries and museums. During our visits, we always make a point of seeing what is on show at the Georgia O’Keeffe Museum and at the New Mexico Museum of Art, both downtown. But out on Museum Hill there are others worth seeing as well.

	Then there’s the food. Northern New Mexico cuisine is the local specialty, of course, and it’s worth noting that what they call “medium” chile, red or green, would classify as “hot” in northern Colorado. “Red or green?” by the way, is the official “New Mexico State Question,” and when it’s asked by your server it refers to the sauce you’d like on your entrée. Responding “Christmas” gets you both.

	But there is also a wide variety of restaurants specializing in other recipes that are less incendiary, so choices abound.

	And you’ll have to forgive me while I have a little woo-woo moment here. Whatever it is, and I can’t describe it very well, there is something about the atmosphere of Santa Fe that mesmerizes. No doubt the dominant architecture—pueblo-style buildings almost everywhere, per their building codes—contributes to this. Some people say that the light is different, more artistic in some sense, and it’s true that the elevation (about the same as Estes Park) and very low humidity play a role in how the sunlight behaves. Whatever the explanation, it contributes to the art-colony milieu of the place.

	Finally, a bit of regional exploration is worth considering—a day trip to Taos (speaking of woo-woo...) via a loop up the Rio Grande Valley and back on what’s called the “High Road,” a sort of Northern New Mexico version of Northern Colorado’s Peak-to-Peak Highway, is worth the time.

	Living in Santa Fe and working at Los Alamos National Laboratory involved a commute of 35 or so miles for me. The scenery, however, made up for it, and I quickly settled in. Working in that company town, however, was a bit odd.

	 

	Los Alamos (“the cottonwoods,” according to the Northern New Mexico brand of Spanish) is most notorious as the national-laboratory home of World War II's Manhattan Project and, afterward, of the nuclear arms race during the Cold War. Of course, neither of these research and development efforts could have happened without a cadre of scientists and engineers, supported by administrators and assistants and technicians and all sorts of other folks, all of whom had families. And these people had to live somewhere, so, in conjunction with the laboratory founded in secrecy on a remote mountainside northwest of Santa Fe, a new town grew up.

	At first, the entire place was “behind the fence,” meaning that everyone needed the right credentials to get in and out of the town as well as the lab. Now, that phrase is used to refer to the laboratory’s fifteen-foot, razor-wire-topped security fences, behind which classified work takes place. But in the early days it meant everything—the laboratory, the town, the forests, the mesas, everything. Richard Feynman’s memoirs include amusing anecdotes about his (and others’) gamesmanship with the guards during the war—he and his friends would exit through an unauthorized hole in the fence, then walk around and enter through the regular gate, conversing with the guards on the way in. Doing this several times in quick succession never failed to cause consternation—and reversing the process by making repeated exits through the regular gate caused even more heartburn, for it implied that (gasp!) people were somehow sneaking in.

	Now, though, Los Alamos sits on its plateau open to the world, and, along with the laboratory, the town has grown far beyond the original military-base-style installation. Yet much of the housing in the original parts of the town remains re-re-remodeled military buildings, absurdly overpriced [in 2005] at $150 per square foot and more for what amounted to 60-year old wood shacks with modern amenities. Ironically, the Cerro Grande wildfire, which burned the fringes of the town in May of 2000 (and obliterated the beauty of the mountain backdrop), took mostly newer houses. While it’s clearly not appropriate to use the word “luck” in this context, it’s still true that many of the people whose houses were burned have rebuilt—and rebuilt in grand style, as they won what was referred to around town as the “wildfire lottery” when the Federal Emergency Management Administration gave out checks like politicians give out campaign promises.

	Los Alamos sits on the Pajarito Plateau, a shoulder of the Jemez Mountains formed when an ancient volcano blew up, leaving more than a thousand feet of ash that settled and cooled into what's called tuff—a very soft, gray rock that erodes quite easily. As a result of the erosion, the plateau is scored by canyons, and a reasonable facsimile of the area is represented by your left hand sitting on a table pointing east, wrist bent slightly backwards. Your fingers, each a thousand feet or so thick and perhaps a mile wide, are the mesas on which various subdivisions have been built, with the original town site, the airport, and downtown, such as it is, on your index finger. Los Alamos National Laboratory is mostly across Los Alamos Canyon on your thumb and points farther south.

	When we moved up there temporarily several years later, we lived on the back of your hand, a little way up that vein that climbs from between your index and middle fingers. In some ways, it was actually quite nice.

	Just up the hillside from us, our subdivision abutted national forest, a thicket of charred ponderosa and lodgepole trunks that had been dead long enough by then that they were dangerous to walk among when there was wind. But the grasses and shrubs—mountain mahogany, scrub oak, prickly things that are various types of berry bushes—were coming back, and the wet spring the year we lived there gave everything a boost. Still, we felt fortunate that our main views were toward the other direction, across the Rio Grande Valley, 2000' down and 6000' back up to the high mountains of the Sangre de Cristo Range, 30 miles to the east. At night the lights of Santa Fe were nestled against their base.

	As spectacular as this sounds, we saw it from only a few windows on our second floor. The other windows revealed houses, almost within spitting distance. After twelve years of living on an acre, both in Boulder and in Santa Fe, in Los Alamos we were on a lot that was barely twice as big as the 1200 square-foot footprint of the house. That part of the subdivision was condos, town-homes, duplexes, and, like ours, what are called “garden homes”—so at least we didn't share a wall with the neighbors. But we missed the elbow room.

	That’s the way things were in Los Alamos, though, because land was so valuable that only a few, very high-end houses had real yards, at least among the newer construction. And, as noted, the older ones were WWII-era shacks with new siding and roofs—and retro-fitted insulation, modern electrical capacity and plumbing by then. Mostly, that is—a friend was negotiating to purchase one of those $150 per square foot shacks that still had only 40-amp electrical service, so there was yet work to be done.

	Housing was—and still is—expensive up in Los Alamos because it was limited and because the salaries paid by the laboratory were factors of two and three higher than any others in the region—and this refers to salaries for clerical and administrative jobs for which there were comparisons. For scientists and engineers, it was the only game north of Albuquerque and south of Denver, so there were no comparisons. But because of the salaries, prices for everything were high. It was the perfect example of an inflationary spiral—high wages caused high prices, which caused pressure for higher wages and cost-of-living adjustments, which boosted prices, and so on12. It didn’t help the cost of housing that the town was surrounded by land owned by one nation or other, either the U.S. or one of the local Pueblo Nations. Whenever federal land was released to developers, the bidding war was ferocious—and that’s why our yard was so small.

	Although not everyone in Los Alamos worked directly for the laboratory, the entire town was completely dependent on it for its prosperity—indeed, all of New Mexico north of Santa Fe saw the economic benefits from the $2 billion a year budget “on the Hill.” And because such a large fraction of the town’s population of about 12,000 did work for the laboratory (which employed about 14,000 people overall at that time), calling the laboratory the 600 pound gorilla would be a serious understatement—it was more like a Tyrannosaurus Rex in a herd of dairy cattle. In addition to the economic effects of the laboratory, its effects on the town’s culture and its topics of conversation were also overwhelming.

	Can you say “gossip”?

	 

	Boca Raton

	At the end of that summer living in Los Alamos, it was time for us to head east, to a position I’d found in Florida. The first Bush administration in Washington had decided to put the contract to manage and operate the Laboratory out for bid—a first in its sixty-year history—and things didn’t look good for the University of California, my employer. It was time to move on.

	I’ve mentioned all the fun I had with my beat-up Sunbeam Alpine roadster, while it lasted, during my first semester in graduate school. Some 23 years later in Miami, Claire and I rented a convertible—an obscenely yellow Ford Mustang, as I recall—when we were in town for a conference of some kind, and after the conference was over, we drove from Miami to Key West for a week’s vacation. 

	The power lines along the overseas highway crackled in the salt air, something that you'd miss in an enclosed, air-conditioned sedan. And we had to stay alert for the possibility of pelicans dive-bombing us with unpleasant surprises. But it was just beautiful—the string of little islands stitched together by bridge after bridge was the perfect transition from the city to the village. I was glad to have brought along a cassette tape of Jimmy Buffett’s biggest hits. Despite the sunscreen we slathered on, we were quite baked on arrival at the southern-most point in the continental U.S.

	As a result of those two experiences, rain showers and sunburn notwithstanding, I think that convertibles are the car of choice for South Florida. So when I learned that we’d be moving there for my new job, well, my all-wheel-drive Subaru with the engine block heater and battery warmer, the snow tires and the ski rack, and the high-elevation turbocharger just didn't seem appropriate. Someone in New Mexico would be able to make far better use of it all than I. Besides, with its racing suspension and rumbling, free-flow exhaust, the STi just wasn’t the thing for the 2200 miles of highway between Santa Fe and Boca Raton.

	That raised the question: Would it be appropriate for a university associate vice-president to be tooling around in a two-seat roadster?

	No, wait. A better question occurred to me: Did I care? Discretion was overwhelmed by some sort of mid-life crisis involving cars, it turned out.

	In any case, that was rhetorical. A better question was: How light could we travel? The little car I’d indulged myself with, a Honda S2000, didn’t have what you think of as a big trunk. The classic roadsters, such as the MGs, often included trunk racks that could carry an extra suitcase, but that's just not kosher any more—the aerodynamics of high-speed motoring just don't work that way. Pack light and tight, became our motto.

	 

	The car, of course, was only part of the planning we did for our new life in the sub-tropics. We had already decided to make some sort of change the previous winter, so we had put our Santa Fe house on the market thinking we would have two or three months to figure out a real plan. Then, in a perfect example of Murphy’s Law in action, the house sold in a week. As an alternative to joining the Santa Fe homeless community and living out of our cars, we rented that house in Los Alamos for the summer. It turned out that the house had more room, but living in our cars in Santa Fe would have offered far more amenities than Los Alamos ever dreamed of.

	The move to Los Alamos for the summer was phase one of a grander plan, and, after five months of making the rounds among the same four restaurants in that little company town, we were more than ready for phase two. We spent a week packing most of our stuff and had the experts do the kitchen and various delicate things. Then, in mid-September, the loading crew came with the big truck, and we, being no longer young yet still possibly foolish, ignored the advice of Horace Greeley and prepared to head east, toward the morning sun.

	The first day caused us to change our plans, and we found that being flexible was the key to peace of mind. The loading crew finally arrived in late morning, and, as the true professionals they were, they did a great job of pacing themselves during the loading process. Our driveway in Los Alamos didn’t lend itself to a highway truck, so they had a secondary truck to load stuff into, and the transfers into the eighteen-wheeler added about three extra hours to the process. So, instead of hitting the road in mid-afternoon and making it almost out of New Mexico before the first full day on the road, we were signing the last of the paperwork at 6:30 that evening.

	Plan A had been to have an early supper in Santa Fe, at one of our old favorites, and then head for points east—we were going to try for Clayton, New Mexico, nearly into Texas. But that would have been four hours plus the meal, and we were exhausted from watching the moving crew work all day. So we quickly formulated Plan B—Taos.

	Taos made the perfect alternative—for our last night in NM, there was really nowhere else that compared. We put the top down on the little roadster and headed north along the river road, arrived at the venerable Sagebrush Inn on the south side of town about eight, had dinner, and settled in. We had spent a long Thanksgiving Weekend there a couple of years before, in a big room with a fireplace, and it felt familiar despite its need for some updates. The Sagebrush was one of those places that was reasonably priced and therefore somewhat touristy—the truly genteel places in Taos were just too much, in terms of both money and unnecessary amenities, for an overnight before a big Road Trip.

	Besides, starting from Taos would send us over the Sangre de Cristos through Eagle Nest13 first thing in the morning, the last real mountains for a long, long time.

	We just wished we’d opted for a second-floor room. The building was old, and the ceiling, a beautiful tongue-and-groove supported by eight-inch beams called vigas in those parts, was also the floor upstairs. It squeaked and thumped under the weight of the herd of bison they had rented the room up there to.

	Even though the elevation of Taos is a little lower than Santa Fe or Los Alamos, it was only 36°F the next morning—the first sub-50° temperatures we’d experienced that season and a taste of autumn. But we bundled up and put down the top for the ride up the hill to Eagle Nest; by then it was after breakfast but only a little less chilly. With the heater warming our toes, though, it was tolerable.

	And worth it: up Taos Canyon, across the Eagle Nest highlands—it looked as if it could be a volcanic caldera, but we weren’t sure—and then down Cimarron Canyon, through the famous Philmont Boy Scout Ranch.14

	Then it was a day on the plains—the High Plains of eastern New Mexico; the Great Plains of the Oklahoma Panhandle and western Kansas; the regular Plains of central Kansas; and finally the plain old farmland in eastern Kansas. We made good time because we managed to forego visits to any of the attractions and curiosities along the way. So, although we were tempted to stop, we zipped right by the World’s Deepest Hand-Dug Well, in western Kansas— in fact, of more interest to us in that area were the wind farms, rows and rows of giant windmills rotating ponderously in the breeze, a high-tech form of kinetic art.15

	
It was somewhere out there in the western Kansas that the predominant windshield/front grille victim switched from huge grasshoppers (or maybe they’re called locusts in that part of the world) to butterflies. Although gruesome, it seemed like a positive sign.

	That first full day was a good start: from the high point of over 8000´ in Eagle Nest, we were below 800´ in Independence, Kansas in the middle of a thunderstorm. By then it was dark, the top was up (it went up at the first raindrop), and we were ready to call it a day.

	The morning of the second full day was gloomy and misting, and we left the top up to Springfield, Missouri, where the sun began to peek through. East of Springfield, despite its puny appearance on the map16, US-60 turned out to be a marvelous road across the base of Missouri

	The first and last thirds were four lanes, sort of access controlled. The middle third, over the crest of the Ozarks, a lovely stretch of hills and forests full of places with names like Uncle Rooster’s Hillbilly Haven17, was two lanes with wide shoulders and extra truck lanes up the bigger hills. We didn’t quite manage interstate speeds, but close.

	At the eastern side of Missouri, US-60 crossed the Mississippi River, touched down in Cairo, Illinois for a hundred yards or two, and then crossed the Ohio, providing views of the confluence both times, muddy water mixing with muddier, like cocoa in coffee. Because I grew up in Illinois, I could claim that during this trip I had set foot “home,” or something close.

	Then it was northeast to Paducah, Kentucky and, on I-24, south to Nashville and then Murfreesboro, in traffic from Hell, making this a five-state day. It was shortly after Paducah that the ubiquitous roadside signs of the south begin to appear, exhorting us to See Rock City! We decided not to, but the familiarity of those signs on birdhouses, barn roofs, billboards, and just about everywhere else was reassuring. We stopped early enough to eat dinner and relax a little—the next section of I-24, through Chattanooga to Atlanta, was the prettiest part, and we wanted to do it in daylight.

	Like the old horse who smells the barn, we made a determined push on that third full day to get this trip over with. It helped that two-thirds of the day were on interstates (24/75/95), with the middle third down US-23 through the heart of Georgia pine country and then swamps. And it also helped that we didn’t hit rush hour anywhere, except for a little of it around the by-pass of Jacksonville. We drove straight through the middle of Atlanta around noon, but it was smooth sailing. We felt lucky.

	As we hoped, the first section, southeast of Murfreesboro, was beautiful in the morning light and mist. There and through much of Georgia, the highways seemed like green tunnels with the sky for a roof, something that you just don’t see much of in the arid west. And later, ripping down I-95 along the east coast of Florida under a nearly full moon that was weaving in and out of clouds, we realized that we had arrived: marsh smells and a windshield splattered with bugs lent a funky reality to the warm wind in our hair and the palm trees in the median.

	 

	We arrived in Boca Raton shortly after the Hurricane Katrina disaster along the Gulf Coast and just before the formation of Hurricane Rita to the east of Key West. Although our moving van full of belongings was delayed by damage from Katrina, it arrived not too long after we did. Neither storm affected that area in any significant way—Katrina dumped lots of water on the southern tip of the Florida peninsula, damage far eclipsed by what happened in Mississippi and Louisiana, and Rita put a scare into Key West and points immediately north, but damage was minimal. 

	But then, toward the end of October and just after we’d settled in, along came Wilma. A late-season, surprise storm that formed up in the western Caribbean Sea, Wilma beat up on Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula before being slurped into a cold front that carried it northeast across the eastern Gulf of Mexico—straight toward South Florida. We had plenty of time to prepare, and one of the things we did was to figure out the real-life puzzle of the hurricane panels in our new (to us) house, sheets of corrugated steel that fit together and bolted on the outsides of the windows. Altogether, there were about 75 of the panels for the various windows and sliding doors—numbered, as we discovered, by ancient Aztecs who counted backwards. Or something.

	But we managed to get them in place a full day ahead of the storm, setting an example for the neighbors, even. The woman across the street came home on Sunday morning, the day before the storm, to find her husband putting their panels up.

	“Why bother?” she asked, “It’s supposed to fizzle out, isn’t it?”

	“The new meteorologist across the street has his up, and that’s good enough for me,” he answered.

	So everything turned out fine for us—but it also got our attention. On the bright side, what damage we had served to get us started on the re-landscaping that we’d been discussing since moving in.

	 

	A couple of years later, a sad milestone in the form of the passing of Claire’s mother Carmen occurred. She had lived a full and productive 92 years, just about, and her accomplishments and grace will always serve as an inspiration for both of us.

	One of Carmen's life-long passions was gardening, and we couldn’t help but be inspired by that. In the sub-tropics, where you stick something in the ground and stand back out of the way, the challenges were a bit different from those in northern New Jersey. And our “gardening” was more in the form of edible landscaping than a traditional vegetable garden. But we were sure growing stuff, even orchids.

	Two years after the hurricane, we re-landscaped extensively, to the point of taking out a considerable amount of lawn. After a few false starts—we had been taking a Darwinian approach and going with whatever survived—we had managed to create a jungle in the back yard, where there wasn’t much of anything before, and had become at risk of having our house devoured by a vine that just wouldn't quit in the front. It was a good thing we owned a machete.

	When we bought that house, the back yard, small and fenced, was half covered by a ground-level wood deck and a roofless gazebo, which we think shaded a hot tub at one time. Two medium sized palms (a Traveler and a Queen) along the fence also provided shade, and the rest of the ground was covered with red(!) mulch.18  The deck was about half rotten, and the wood privacy fence probably was, too. It, at least, was held up and together by three kinds of vines, Confederate jasmine, Alamanda, and Pandora. The jasmine was by far the most prolific, and it needed watching so that it didn't strangle everything else. But at least it was still holding up the fence.

	After the hurricane, we ripped out the gazebo and deck, put in a small brick patio for the grill, and replaced the red mulch with natural. The palms and vines stayed, and they were joined by four varieties of banana and two of bamboo. There was also a Monstera philodendron that was finally getting a foothold, and we were hoping that it would have fruit (which are edible) before very long.

	The bamboo were interesting and a little scary. We ordered them from a local grower, who offered dozens of varieties, none of which, by law, were the “running” kind that takes over a yard. Nonetheless, the ones we chose to be on the small side and decorative were quickly filling the planters we constructed for them. And they were remarkable growers—when conditions were right, they could put out shoots that grew a foot a day, shoots that were over an inch in diameter.

	We also ordered our four different bananas varieties from a local grower, and were waiting to see what one of them tasted like. A healthy-looking stalk was maturing, and soon we were going to have more six-inch fruit than we knew what to do with. It was helpful that all of them, prolific growers like the bamboo, were easy to manage. If they needed pruning, we simply used a bread knife.

	When we bought that house in 2005, it was supposed to have (we think) a sort of French country look, replete with awnings, various cutesy decorations, and—wince—a blue and white color scheme. After the hurricane tore up the shade trees and (for which we are forever grateful) didn't topple the two large palms in front onto the house, we changed things. With better colors, a large arbor in front for privacy, and various small trees, we felt much more at home. The unkempt look provided a nice contrast to all the carefully manicured greenery down there, and the neighbors didn’t seem to mind.

	We put in a small lemon tree the second spring, and it seemed to be grateful for having been rescued from the nursery, because it was already productive after just a year, ripening one big, juicy fruit at a time for us, as if to be polite. On the other hand, at that point the carambola (star fruit) seemed to have liked the nursery better—but we still had hopes for the following year. By then, we discovered that it merely had settling been in. It was fine and producing, literally, bushels of star-fruit each year. We had trouble giving them away.

	 

	After seven years at Florida Atlantic University, both of us with satisfying positions there, the topic of retirement arose. Considering that was an interesting process that was also a bit scary. Ultimately, we decided that we’d choose a retirement date and, after some discussion, settled about a year into the future. Making the decision was a big relief. It was also interesting how, when we finally went public, it engendered some jealousy at work, and how the idea seemed to be contagious.

	The relief part had to do with conversations we’d been having for several years. We had picked Estes Park as our eventual retirement destination quite a while before, when we lived in Santa Fe—we had decided, after living there for several years, that Santa Fe was not the place for us, retirement-wise. For a while, we were looking at the Fraser Valley (over the Front Range from Boulder), but it was both brutal in the winter and, for retirees, just a tad underdeveloped in terms of amenities such as a real medical center. Estes Park, on the other hand, appeared to have a good mix of location and infrastructure for our tastes. Then we received a bequest sufficient to purchase a house and found just the thing on Estes Park’s south side. That sealed the deal.

	But visiting Estes Park for only a month each year—our annual leave allotments—has been decidedly unsatisfying, so the urge to get relocated permanently had become ever more compelling. And finally setting a date provided relief.

	It was scary, of course, for reasons both financial and psychological. Not having a full-time job with its regular paychecks for the first time ever was intimidating for both of us. Sure, we had what looked like adequate retirement resources. At that point. But future inflation possibilities were altogether unknown, as were safety nets such as Social Security and Medicare19 in the future.

	And as much as I really didn’t look forward to going into work each weekday, I also had to admit that it provided a structure that passed significant amounts of time in a constructive fashion. Frustrations of the job notwithstanding, there were parts of what I did with all that time that I was rather proud of, and I thought that it was making a useful professional contribution. Even though it sounded alluring, I doubted that tying flies and fishing with them for forty hours a week would provide the same level of satisfaction as working with graduate students, educating the public, and publishing technical papers20 about new derivations of old differential equations as they applied to what I was working on (believe it or not, that last of these gave me quite the charge).

	Now, we both recognized that there were myriad things to do as permanent residents of the Estes Valley—and those were in addition to fishing, hiking, and reacquainting ourselves with Colorado’s back roads. Because it was something of a retirement community, there were clubs in Estes Park for just about any interest imaginable (and some that I’d never have thought of as well), and volunteer opportunities abounded. And I had three new novels for my Four Corners Mysteries series in various stages of incompletion that were crying out for some focused attention.

	Still, not having the comfort blanket of a regular job to go to each day was a big change, a rather scary one at that. Compared to what scares many people, of course, this was clearly a real blessing—everyone should have this problem—so I wasn’t really complaining. But I was thinking about it a lot.

	And eventually mentioning our plans to others at work produced interesting reactions. Of course, there was the predictable (and mostly superficial) jealousy. But, among my peers, seniority-wise, there was also an interesting reaction involving lots of questions. Where were we going? (Doing a reverse retirement move—away from South Florida instead of toward it—was incomprehensible to some folks.) What were we going to do? (I wasn’t not the only one concerned with how to kill forty hours a week, it seemed.) Why now? (Did the university’s implementation of the legislature’s budget cuts have anything to do with it? Was the new administration the issue?)

	And during the conversations about these questions, I could see the wheels turning, the thought processes about when and how they could retire being put into high gear. Maybe, I thought, Moses-like, I can lead others to the Promised Land of sleeping late, enjoying long, leisurely brunches, and writing grumpy-old-geezer letters to the editor. (Why doesn’t somebody do something about these undisciplined kids and their out-of-control skateboards, it’s just disgraceful!)

	No doubt that some of the motivation for our finally having set a date was related to the time of year. We knew that in summer Estes Park is glorious, while South Florida (how do I say this diplomatically?) sucks. Come February, things would be different—but we were committed, warm winters with stone crabs in season notwithstanding. Like Santa Fe, for us, Boca Raton was a great place to visit, but…

	On the other hand, Estes Park, we were convinced, would be a great place to reside.

	 

	Estes Park

	We had purchased the Estes Park house five years prior to retiring, and during those five years we’d had several containers of belongings, including some furniture, shipped out there. Still, we needed a moving van for the rest of our stuff. This time, we were going to be driving a Subaru Outback station wagon cross-country with things the moving company didn’t want to be responsible for, such as house plants.

	Our long-anticipated retirement and planned move back west in late June, 2013 were, tragically, superimposed on the sudden death of my father—all in all a time of very mixed emotions. It also became a time of adjustments—a sad generational adjustment for my entire family as well as a variety of happier ones for the two of us.

	Fully adjusting to the elevation change—sea level to 7,850´—took us about a month, during which time we reacquainted ourselves with our favorite hiking trails in nearby Rocky Mountain National Park.

	It took us longer to adjust to life in a small town, where store clerks recognized regular customers and cheery greetings on the street were common—very different circumstances from our experience in the Southeast Florida suburban jungle.

	And no doubt that mentioning this next adjustment will generate an outpouring of sympathy. After 60 or so years, not having to get up early and go to work or school five mornings a week was, well, different.

	Then there was the time zone adjustment.

	It’s a cliché that the entire Mountain Time Zone is home to fewer people than any of the top five television markets, or something like that. You certainly don’t hear Mountain Time mentioned much—“Don’t miss Your Favorite Show, at 9 Eastern, 8 Central, and 6 Pacific.”

	Hey! we couldn’t help but think, What about us?

	Even so, and even remembering all the hassle and stress of a move to the East Coast in 2005, we were delighted to return to the Mountain West. As a bonus, on the drive west we regained the two hours of our lives that we’d lost on that trip east.

	The drive itself was well-nigh perfect, despite the sad stop-over in Peoria for my Dad’s memorial service. We had shipped most everything, so the car wasn’t crammed too full, and late June meant that the farms of the heartland were in their prime. The transition of crops, from the citrus groves of Florida through the southern states’ various hillside fields of all sorts of things, including tobacco, then to the familiar midwestern rows of soybeans and corn and finally to the sparse, rolling prairie of eastern Colorado, tracked our progress. But it was something of a shock to rediscover just how much road construction goes on during the warm months. Apparently, state departments of transportation everywhere were spending out their federal stimulus funding.

	Back in the mountains, though, not everything turned out to be as perfect. In mid-September, an odd weather episode presented the northern Front Range of Colorado with a serious disaster—flooding caused by about two inches of rain every day for a week. In Florida that would seem fairly normal, for the rainy season at least, and the puddles would get annoying. But in Colorado, when gravity pulled all that water thousands of feet down the mountain-sides, bad things happened.

	In this case, all of the roads up the canyons into the mountains were completely washed out, and  access to Estes Park and other foothills communities was impossible for some time and remained restricted for weeks, and longer, in some places. Some of the people living in those canyons had their houses washed away along with the roads.

	And when all that water got to the bottom of the canyons, it spread out and even more bad things happened—the flooding extended all the way east into Nebraska.

	We came through in good shape, but many, many others were not so lucky. Fortunately, our new community was quickly on the road to recovery and made good progress. We were merely inconvenienced by the loss of utilities briefly during the flood and then for six weeks or so while sewer lines down the hill were being repaired.

	Those six weeks, however, allowed us to spend time across the mountains in Fraser, just when the aspens were turning. Indeed, we were lucky enough to see the entire transition from late summer to early winter, arriving when the trees were green and departing when they were bare and there were several inches of snow on the ground. “fall” at 9,000´ is brief, it seems.

	And that fall, no matter how brief, was also the time when the ungulates out west went through their annual rituals of making more ungulates. Although we were familiar with how the mule deer and the elk go about this process, we’d never seen it in moose before that year. Let’s just say that the behavior of an amorous, young bull moose makes the behavior of young adult humans at singles bars look suave and sophisticated.

	All this kept us amused, and, ultimately, sewer repairs were completed so we able to return home and truly settle in. Our first winter back in the Mountain West turned out quite well.

	 

	Despite our familiarity with Estes Park—we had visited many times during the ’80s and ’90s when we lived in Boulder and then taken extended vacations there during the five years before retired—we were surprised and delighted by something we hadn’t realized before. Each spring, the lovely Mountain Bluebirds returned along with several other species.

	Now, our experience was that the housing market in Estes Park, for humans, was generally a sellers’ market—baby boomers retiring in droves wanted to move to a civilized place in the Colorado mountains, so people there who wanted to sell a house could demand ridiculous prices. That was still the case when we sold our house ten years after moving there—we made out like bandits.

	For birds, however, it was a buyers’ market. All those baby boomers with new houses immediately put up bird houses, so all of the species wanting to raise a summer brood or two had lots of choices. And the price, free and sometimes including food, was right.

	Some years before, as a housewarming present, maybe, my brother Alan, a wood-worker skilled in both large (house-sized) and small (bird-house-sized) projects21, gave us a couple of bird houses fashioned from aspen logs felled from his acreage up in Fraser. They were beautiful examples of the convergence of form following function, designed specifically with Mountain Bluebirds in mind by virtue of the size of the entrance hole.

	So those bird houses got planted in our yard in Estes Park, one in front and one in back, on metal poles, to prevent predators from climbing up, or at least to discourage them, and to make it possible to take the houses in for the winter. The one in back was a sort of “first-come-first-served, free-for-all” accommodation, but we watched the one in front more carefully through our kitchen and dining room windows.

	The first year, a variety of bird couples came by to investigate this new opportunity, including robins, magpies, swallows, and bluebirds. The first couple to actually move into the front-yard house was a pair of House Swallows. They chittered quietly at each other, decided everything was just what they wanted, and started hauling sticks and grass inside to make a nest. Iridescent blue/green and chatting together in quiet chirps, they were fine tenants.

	Now, the swallows and bluebirds are about the same size. Magpies and robins are much bigger, and it’s likely that the size of the entrance hole put them off.

	We were expecting much the same behavior the second year, but none of the bluebirds or swallows took possession, not to mention the bigger birds, who seemed to have figured it out. To our surprise, a pair of House Wrens took possession. Much smaller and prone to predation by larger species, I decided to put a mask over the entrance hole to make it more their size. It protected them and added a bit of decoration to the house.

	The third year saw the house in place without the wren-mask, in order to try to attract a pair of bluebirds. And we certainly had interest. A male, bright blue and proud of it, brought his lady friend by, and they spent quite some time examining the place both inside and out. Finally, they were perched on the peak of the roof, apparently having a conversation about the possibilities.

	“It’s just right, isn’t it? Maybe we can move in right away! And we need to be sure that those eggs of yours are properly fertilized, hint, hint.”

	“Yes, it’s nice, but I remember that last year it was decorated more to my taste. That lovely outside trim around the door isn’t there this year.”

	“Well, dear, I don’t think you could fit...”

	“Are you calling me fat?!!” And off she flew, with him following and looking a bit deflated.

	So the wrens, or maybe their offspring, came back and got busy with their nesting. And the door trim got re-installed, but the bluebirds never even tried it.

	 

	Of all the species of birds we had in our Estes Park yard, and despite how beautiful those Mountain Bluebirds were, the ones who charmed us the most were the hummingbirds. They’d show up in the spring just before May Day and flit off to their points south around Labor Day, and, during the four months spent with us, would go through hummer solution22 by the gallon. 

	Although they’re skittish and extremely quick, they are also quite determined to take advantage of the free calories in a hummingbird feeder. For a while, I had a one of those suction-cup feeders, with red “flowers” on three sides, stuck on the window next to my desk, and I quickly discovered that we lived at such different rates, the hummers and I. In the second it took me to turn toward the window—slowly and carefully, so as not to scare anyone—one would be there and gone again. Another would zip in, a female Broadtail, and a male Black-Chinned would dive-bomb her from his observation post and chase her off, all in a blink.

	My little feeder held a half-pint of sugar water, which “my” flock of hummers drank in about a day. If I forgot to fill it in the morning, it would remain completely dry for the day. It reminded me of college, when the dormitory cafeteria didn’t serve Sunday dinner, and we all had to go scrounging elsewhere for food—and it made me feel sorry for them.

	Because I just couldn’t stand to see their little feet scrabbling for a hold while they hovered to feed, I glued little perches onto the opposite ends of the feeder so they could settle down while drinking from two of the flowers. Every now and then, two birds, either very hungry or partners in a truce, would sit at the two perches, alternately drinking and looking around, studiously ignoring one another. And sometimes there would be a third at the hover flower in the middle, gulping away, and even a fourth, looking to shoulder someone aside for her turn. When I reached out to remove the reservoir for a refill, they would all back off, then follow the thing around in my hand, almost into the house.

	I kept the window, a double-hung that slid up from the bottom, open about two inches for ventilation and, truth be known, so I could hear them better, both the humming and squabbling, little squeaks and chirps and trills. When there were several birds jockeying for position, occasionally, just for amusement, I’d ease a hand out the window under the feeder, palm up, and wiggle my fingers. They all leapt backwards into the air and hovered a foot away, looking at this strange thing, staring at it and probably wondering “What the hell is that?”

	When they’re around, the male Rufous hummers were the worst bullies, but aside from that, the pecking order didn’t seem to be linked to species. There was one male Black-Chinned that kept everyone else at bay, but there was another who was positively a wimp. The male Broadtails, wings whistling, signaled their approach—which worked to clear them a spot at the feeder only about half the time. And sometimes the males chased the females off and sometimes it was the other way around. Apparently, individual birds had personality.

	If I was careful, I could get my face within a few inches of them, with the pane of glass in between, and up close they often looked positively scruffy. Oh, their colors were spectacular, especially the iridescent red on the throats of the male Broadtails, but the wind and the fighting rumpled their feathers up. Maybe they were just not compulsive preeners. Or maybe it was intentional. Some appeared to have little punk haircuts, the feathers on top of their heads sticking out at odd angles. Must have been the younger generation.

	To my surprise, they lapped up the sugar water like dogs. Because they made their living by licking up the nectar inside flowers, I suppose that made sense—long beak or no, it would be unlikely that it would function as a straw. Sugar water made a fine substitute for nectar (they sure seemed to like it, at least), and they reached in with tongues twice as long as their beaks and lapped away, several times a second, too fast to count. And because the sugar water attracted bugs as well as birds, occasionally a hummer would pause from her drink to snap a gnat out of mid-air, a little protein to go with the sugar. Yum.

	To attract them, the top of the feeder was red, with funnel-shaped holes for “flowers,” and the rest of it was clear, which explains how I learned about hummingbird tongues. Face down in a flower, lapping away, the birds could see only to the side, so sometimes, if I was careful, they wouldn’t see my hand creeping out under the feeder.

	Here’s a female broadtail perched at the right-side flower, head down, drinking greedily, too busy to notice much of anything. I reach over, slowly, carefully, with my index finger and stroke the tip of her tail- and wing-feathers, folded neatly together. The first time I do it so carefully that I can’t even tell I touched her, except her feathers moved. They I do it again, more firmly, so I can feel the feathers—which, to my amazement, feel just like regular bird feathers.  She wiggles her rump and then actually turns her head and looks straight at me through the window, with what I would swear is an offended expression, as if to say “Now don’t get fresh, there, buster.”

	 

	As much as we liked living in Estes Park, a decade after moving there we decided it was time to relocate to a less-isolated community. We had found ourselves making an increasing number of trips “down the hill” to Loveland or Longmont for such things as medical specialists and so on, and the wintertime windstorms up there in the lee of the Continental Divide had become worse than simply tiresome. So, in the spring of 2023, we began house-hunting, and by September we relocated to the South Denver suburbs, into a neighborhood in an unincorporated development called Highlands Ranch. This is the southern-most suburb of the Denver metro area, a large and still growing development that sprawls across several square miles. Our hope was that we would be far enough east to be out of the worst of the wintertime windstorms yet still far enough west to be upwind of the worst of the summertime hailstorms. So far, so good.

	It has turned out to be quite different here from the small, tourist-oriented mountain town where we lived for the previous decade—more like our previous home town, Boca Raton, but without all the palm trees and without jobs to go to every morning. Perhaps the biggest contrast with Estes Park has been that here we’re in retail and restaurant nirvana by comparison, not that we really go shopping that much or need the calories of eating out a lot.

	Our neighborhood consists of “garden homes” not unlike the neighborhood in Los Alamos where we had been renting. Here, there’s plenty of green space that’s maintained by the homeowners’ association. They also take care of snow removal—it was just fine with us to leave our snowblower behind in Estes Park. We continue to work on adapting to the many association rules and regulations, far more than we dealt with previously. Fortunately, enforcement seems somewhat more casual than it might be expected.

	But there’s already been a bonus. Around mid-October as we were settling in, we were surprised by the fall colors of the maple and ash trees in our neighborhood—they were just stunning. In Estes Park, we had aspen colors each fall, of course, but we didn’t realize that we were going to be surrounded by yellows, oranges, reds, and even burgundies here in Highlands Ranch.

	And the winters have been much less brutal here.

	 

	 

	 

	Sightseeing

	 

	Our relocations from and to Florida were all the sort of Road Trip that was necessary rather than voluntary, but we tried to make the best of them. As I mentioned, the drive from Santa Fe to Boca Raton was, while tiring, the best even. Compared to this epic Road Trip and its weather adventure afterward, the other ones pale. Indeed, the two I made in those rental trucks were not really fun at all. Still, those for relocation purposes combined with others for long-distance family visits add up to a lot of miles on the road. From Colorado and New Mexico, we’ve been to both coasts, the west coast several times, and to the Midwest even more times.23 From our home in Boca Raton, we once drove north up the east coast to visit family in New Jersey and New York State.

	And then there are the Road Trips that are completely voluntary. On all such trips, generally, I found both the destination and the travel itself to be rewarding. This comment even applies to the very long drives. 

	 

	Cross-Country

	My first real Road Trip, long before any of the relocation trips, was a complete lark and helped set the tone for those that followed. I was only 19 at the time, and, in some ways, I’m a little surprised that my parents allowed it.

	 

	West-Coast Odyssey

	Although we didn’t see the real Rocky Mountains, my first time out here in the Mountain Wet was driving through it—as distinct from to it—when I was in college. My friend Wayne and I drove from Illinois to the California coast one summer to visit my dorm roommate, who had a summer job at Lassen Volcanic National Park, and to see the Pacific Ocean. Oour route, through Wyoming, didn’t take us through the heart of the Rockies. And because we drove up to Lassen from Reno on the east side of the Sierras, we really didn’t see them, either.

	Still, after a lifetime of corn and soybean fields, with some Michigan and Wisconsin lakes in the woods thrown in occasionally, that cross-country expedition was eye-opening for me. The wide-open spaces of Wyoming and beyond were astonishing, and the romance of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road snapped into focus.

	Back then, I-80 was mostly completed except for short, strategically positioned sections in Nevada, where bypasses around the towns were still under construction and the detours were right down the main street. Because this was in the days before Nevada had speed limits out in the country—and, driving Wayne’s Dad’s new car with its big-block V8, we took advantage of that wherever we could—those town streets with speed limits of 25 or 30 mph seemed endless. And it was no coincidence that those same town streets were lined with casinos—and with sheriffs watching for anyone going 26 or 31. Even to our naïve midwestern eyes, Elko and Winnemucca were obviously tourist traps, and Reno was either Sodom or Gomorrah, we couldn’t figure out which.

	Both the geology and the forests of Lassen were captivating, and we spent several days hiking and camping—and evenings enjoying the rather exuberant nightly parties thrown by my roommate and his summer-worker cohort.

	Then we kept heading on west, out to the north coast at Eureka. Having passed many childhood summers on a Lake Michigan beach watching sunsets, the end-of-day colors over the Pacific Ocean weren’t as impressive to me as to Wayne. But the sea lions on the rocks sure were amazing—nothing like that in the Midwest, not even close. The big trees out that way were amazing, too.

	Because we were college guys on a tight budget, we camped the entire time—something I grew up doing but was beginning to get bored with by that age. Still, the romance of the road was imprinted on me during that long trip, and it’s never worn off. Nowadays, having fewer budgetary constraints is a big help in making Road Trips more comfortable, of course, and the eighteen-plus-hour days Wayne and I put in getting out to and back from the west coast are a thing of the past. And we eat better now—much less junk from fast-food outlets.

	But some things haven’t changed—the intrigue of the planning and the puzzle of packing; the never-ending curiosity about where this or that road goes; the satisfaction of arriving after a long day’s drive and the anticipation of tomorrow. And the comfort of finally getting home.

	Looking back on that long west-coast trip, I can see now that getting home in one piece was something of an accomplishment for Wayne and me. We weren’t wild-and-crazy types, especially in the context of our ages and of the times (it was the summer of Woodstock, as I recall). We didn’t even try to smuggle a trunkful of Coors back to the Midwest on the way home, a popular thing to do back then when it wasn’t yet available in Illinois. Still, two college guys off by themselves for a couple of weeks in a fast car now seems to me like a recipe for trouble. But somehow he and I managed to stay out of it and even to arrive back home with a little money left in our pockets.

	That success set the tone for me, and I’ve been a fan of multi-day Road Trips ever since. As I’ve discussed, some of those have been associated with relocating: from Illinois to graduate school in South Florida; from Coconut Grove to Boulder; from Santa Fe to Boca Raton; from Boca to Estes Park.

	 

	Long Way Home

	A hybrid Road Trip from Estes Park, which combined a family visit with sight-seeing, was especially rewarding, as it got us up to Montana. It was actually longer than the 2,200 miles from Santa Fe to Boca Raton. We left home a few days before Labor Day weekend and, two weeks and 3,500 miles later, arrived home ready to settle in for a while. Both Labor Day weekend and the following one are times when Estes is full to overflowing with visitors, and so the first two weeks of September were a good time to be somewhere else. We were.

	We took the most direct route (I-80, completed but still under construction here and there with re-paving) out to the Bay Area and spent four days attending a wedding and visiting family there. Partly by intent and partly by chance, it had been several years—possibly fifteen—since we had last been in California. When we lived in Colorado during the ’80s and ’90s, there were west-coast meetings and scientific expeditions to attend to, so many of them that the drive west from Denver and through Las Vegas to the Golden State became familiar. We had seen most of the coast between San Diego and Oregon during those days.

	The wedding was in Marin County, on the north side of the Golden Gate Bridge, so we stayed in nearby Corte Madera. While the principals were occupied with wedding preparations on Saturday, we had most of the day free, so we explored. Muir Woods National Monument was mobbed, so we passed on that, but the drive to the top of Mount Tamalpais let us look down on the tops of the redwoods there. And we made up for missing the Woods with a long walk on Stinson Beach, with a few brave surfers in wet suits and people playing fetch with dogs to keep us company.

	For lunch one day, we went into Sausalito, originally a fishing village but now an upscale tourist trap. And, just like our very own tourist trap in Estes Park, the Sausalito shops were crowded with people buying trinkets from China—these with different labels, of course. Alcatraz ball caps seemed to be in vogue.

	The wedding ceremony, sensibly planned for Saturday evening, was held at the FOB’s home.24 He and the MOB have lived in a lovely waterfront house on the Bay for decades, basking in its astonishing appreciation over that time, no doubt, and it was the perfect setting for a spring wedding under the stars. And we even recognized some of the dance songs at the reception!

	Claire’s cousin Hilde and her husband Jim Simon were exceptional hosts despite their understandable preoccupation with the Main Event. An elegant Sunday brunch in Tiburon with them made our visit just perfect. We took an extra day for a long walk on the Pacific Coastal Trail, which offered the opportunity to spot a pod of porpoises in a little cove and to have lunch in Muir Beach. And we were reminded of how good truly fresh seafood can be. After that it was time to head back east.

	On the way home, we wandered a bit. Here are a few high points:

	
		One west-bound overnight (rather than push hard, we spent two nights on the road in that direction) was in Truckee, California, on the east side of the crest of the Sierras, about thirty miles west of Reno on I-80. We found Truckee to be the sort of little mountain town that you would whisk right through at highway speed unless you needed gas or food or a respite from the road, but it turned out to be a place worth making an excuse to stop for. Because the following day westbound was to be short, we managed a nice hike the next morning on one of the town’s multi-use trails up a beautiful little valley. And we found such a nice restaurant for dinner that we stopped there for lunch on the eastbound drive a few days later. A local side road will take you over Donner Pass (and back to I-80), if you want to see spectacular views and think about the challenges—and dietary choices—of nineteenth century cross-country travel.

		Eastbound on I-80, we took a left at Winnemucca, Nevada toward Oregon and McCall, Idaho, where an old friend lived. Part of the route, down the Snake River Valley west of Boise, included driving through hundreds and hundreds of acres of some sort of odd crop, what appeared to be vines growing on huge, thirty-foot-high frames. Ah, yes! Hops! McCall is in the midst of serious lumber country that, with a depleted resource, is now turning to tourism and trying to adapt to new realities. But because the town is on a big lake and has a state park with old-growth trees, it offers a variety of outdoor activities in beautiful terrain. Apparently, it's a favorite weekend destination for folks who live in Boise, a hundred miles or so to the south.

		Then it was north along the Oregon-Idaho border and northeast across the Bitterroots to Missoula, Montana. Lolo Pass, the crossing between Idaho and Montana at the top of the Bitterroots, includes a Forest Service rest area with a remarkable book store—clearly the place to load up on western Montana history. At dinner in Missoula, we discovered that Montana ranchers have earned their bragging rights about the quality of the steaks their cattle produce.

		Bozeman, which used to be a quiet little college town (Montana State), has grown by leaps and bounds in recent years, and, because we were there on a football weekend, the traffic was, well, unfortunate. But a hike up a nearby mountain put us into beautiful forest land and provided sweeping views of Montana’s Big Sky. And a visit to the Museum of the Rockies (a joint venture of Montana State and the Smithsonian) made for both a fascinating and educational afternoon. One thing they were quite clear about: dinosaurs are not, in fact, completely extinct—modern day birds are their (much evolved) descendants.

		After Bozeman, it was south for a day-and-a-half, first through Yellowstone’s north entrance (something we missed in our previous visit due to snow; see below) and then through Grand Teton in a reprise of our trip two years earlier. That day was cloudy and even foggy, with bison in the mist, lunch by a fog-shrouded Lake Yellowstone, and the towering Tetons looking mysterious through the clouds.

		The last day took us through Flaming Gorge and into Utah, where we caught US-40 and headed east toward home. Driving across the Flaming Gorge Dam was quite something, particularly given the security precautions that normally preclude such an experience nowadays. We were too early for aspen colors in the Uintah Mountains, but the forests there were so lush that we almost returned to see them a couple of weeks later.



	We knew all along that the Mountain West is a big, diverse place, but experiencing it first-hand again was quite the eye-opener. Our enjoyment of these long, cross-country Road Trips was reinforced by the experience.

	 

	Mud-Pots and Fumaroles

	But what makes a trip “cross-country”? If the answer is “at least one night on the road, to a different state” then our sightseeing trips to such National Parks as Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon qualify.

	By 2017 we had lived in Colorado for twenty years altogether and, during that time, traveled extensively around the Mountain West without seeing that big, famous park in northwestern Wyoming. So we made a point of going that year. It’s only about as far from home as is the Grand Canyon (where we had visited at least three times), so it wasn’t the distance. Rather, in the past we seem to have set our sights, for some reason, on points to the southwest. To fix that omission,  we finally pointed the car northward.

	Like the Grand Canyon, a visit to Yellowstone requires advance planning—well in advance—because lodging fills up quickly. Accordingly, we made reservations nearly a year before our mid-September trip and easily found accommodations in West Yellowstone, Montana, among other stops. And we decided to visit, while in that part of the world, the adjacent Grand Teton National Park as well.

	Getting there (and back) from where we lived at the time, Eses Park, involved lots of miles across the rolling, high plains of eastern and central Wyoming, cattle country that also plays host to almost as many pronghorn as cattle, from what we saw.

	Northwest-bound was on a Sunday, and we encountered a whole-family cattle drive in progress, with the youngest riding double in the saddle in front of Mom and the grade-schoolers waving their hats to keep the cattle moving, just like the grown-up cowboys.

	After all the miles of the plains, the approach to Jackson Hole, a region between mountain ranges that would be called a “park” in Colorado, was something of a relief. When the Teton Range first appeared, it was a breathtaking sight—and this from people whose living room windows had something of a view of their own. It turned out that the forested bench and the Snake River plain included several beautiful lakes, and, despite the beginning of a week of gloomy weather, we had a nice hike among them.

	Just up the road from Grand Teton is the original National Park, almost all of which sits atop a volcano. The fact that the volcano isn’t completely dormant is, of course, what creates the Park’s famous geothermal features. Mud pots (our favorite), hot springs, geysers, and steam vents (“fumaroles”) draw tourists by the busload, as we inevitably  discovered. At least our two passes by the Old Faithful area were luckily timed right to see it erupt.

	More spectacular, to our tastes, were the waterfalls, especially the two at the head of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone—a canyon in which you can see why the Park got its name. By the time we got around to Artist’s Point, that gloomy weather had dropped several inches of snow, and the last day of summer was more like winter. The roads suddenly became treacherous.

	Now, drives through Rocky Mountain National Park are sometimes interrupted, unpredictably, by what are called “elk jams,” where visitors stop (often in the middle of the road) to watch elk, in herds or by the each. It seems that this also happens in Yellowstone, except that the critters can also be bison. And it’s often not the humans in the road, it’s the bison that cause the hold-ups. All-in-all, it would be accurate to say that we were pleased to have experienced several instances of what is perhaps the archetypical Yellowstone experience these days—a traffic jam caused by a bison casually strolling down the middle of the road. From what the Park Rangers told us, it’s not a problem unless that bison starts wagging his tail—turns out that’s not a friendly sign, and when he looks as big as your car, well...

	We’d come into Jackson Hole via Dubois, up the Wind River Valley and over Togwotee Pass, and then in through Teton’s Moran Entrance. We left to the north from Yellowstone and eventually out over Sylvan Pass and that Park’s East Entrance. Much to our surprise, that drive, between Yellowstone and Cody, was the most amazing of the entire trip. Both the 2000´descent from the pass into the valley and the trip east down the valley of the Shoshone River were just beautiful, and something not to be missed as part of being in the area.

	As a bonus, in Cody we stopped for lunch at a likely-looking place, which turned out to be a bit of history, Buffalo Bill Cody’s hotel, named after his daughter Irma. It’s still up and running, with the elegant and huge cherry-wood bar given to Bill by Queen Victoria providing ambiance in the dining room, along with various hunting trophies including a stuffed wolverine. It looked as hungry as we were. I hadn’t realized that wolverines were so big.

	 

	The Big Ditch

	Yellowstone, with its variety, contrasts with the Grand Canyon, which is basically a very big ditch. But what a ditch! About forty years ago, environmentalist and author Wallace Stegner said “the national parks are the best idea we ever had.” Grand Canyon National Park exemplifies this idea.

	As I’ve mentioned, any visit to Grand Canyon National Park longer than a day’s drive-through also needs to be planned carefully and well in advance. But, given appropriate planning, the experience can be quite rewarding and worth the drive to get there. Further, if you have the stamina, it can done in a single  (long) Day’s drive—Google Maps puts it at about 13 hours through Albuquerque and 12 through Grand Junction and Moab, Denver to Tusayan. We now take two days, so it’s a Road Trip for us. Over the years, we’ve stayed at the in-park accommodations on both rims as well as in hotels in the South Rim gateway town of Tusayan and in Flagstaff, an hour or so south.

	Of these stays, the best was one March on the South Rim, when we got extremely lucky and were handed the key to a north-facing room in the Kachina Lodge, with only the Rim Trail between us and a 180° view of the Canyon. Looking out our big window, we could see the tops of the heads of people on the trail and some piñon branches framing the incredible view. It snowed the first night we were there, so with the sun out the next morning it looked simply fabulous—we spent much of that chilly day sitting by the fire and reading. Our frequent pauses to look out the window at the shifting shadows and light renewed our amazement at the view each time.

	The South Rim, with amenities in what’s called Grand Canyon Village, is where the worst crowds are. There is shuttle bus service, so that helps a bit. A bus ride west to Hermit’s Rest and the long walk back to the village provides a sequence of viewpoints (at which the shuttles stop in both directions) that can’t be beat. That section of the Rim Trail, about eight miles and all paved, is less crowded than other sections. It’s a long walk but quite pleasant.

	The road along the South Rim is also not to be missed. Desert View Drive, which is Arizona State Road 64, heads east from Grand Canyon Village and provides access to a number of other viewpoints served by (often crowded) parking lots as well as various picnic areas in the forest along the rim. At the east end is the park entrance at Desert View, which sports a watchtower that gets you above the trees to be able to see forever. AZ-64 continues east to US-89 near Cameron.

	At many of these viewpoints, there are also trailheads providing access to the Canyon and its network of hiking trails—all of them in the strenuous category. One nice fall day, we decided to take one of these, a trail we’d found on an old, obsolete map, down a ways to find a spot for a picnic lunch. Although the trail was no longer marked, when we finally found its beginning it was easy to follow, and we spent a few hours walking down, resting for lunch, and then, on the way back up, discovering just how steep that trail was. The up side was that we saw no one else all day, and the views were spectacular. The scale25 of the Canyon is easier to appreciate when you’re down in it.

	The down side was that, when we arrived back at our car late that afternoon, a search party was assembling to come look for us. We were embarrassed; they were a bit peeved but mostly glad to see us. Apparently, visitors who overestimate their abilities or underestimate their hydration needs (or both) are a common fact of life at the Grand Canyon. Park employees are therefore quick to pull the trigger on search and rescue operations. A message here is: Don’t be like us—stay on present-day, well-marked trails. And take plenty of water.

	There is also the North Rim, about a four-and-a-half hour drive from Desert View. Its elevation is around 1,300´ higher than the South Rim, and the weather reflects this. There are aspen groves among the ponderosa forests, and the park entrance there is closed from about mid-November to mid-May. But it’s also much less crowded, and hiking along the rim is both cooler and more forested. I’d say it’s our favorite way to see that amazing geological wonder despite (or maybe because of) how remote it is.

	Just be sure to watch out for the North Rim bison.

	 

	Getaways

	Back in the middle 1980s, one of the Denver television stations aired a weekly feature called “Weekend Getaways.” Because this was shortly after I’d moved to Boulder, I was fascinated by these five-minute segments suggesting places to visit over a weekend. It didn’t take long for me to convince Claire that this was a great idea, and we adopted it and even expanded on it.

	Because we were both working in positions with flexible hours, to a degree, and with generous annual leave benefits, we were able to stretch our version of these Weekend Getaways to more than one or two nights, particularly on weekends with an extra Monday holiday. Sometimes, we’d manage to squeeze in as many as four nights somewhere.

	When we moved back to Colorado after retiring, we resurrected these “Getaways” but didn’t restrict them to actual weekends. Given the flexibility of being retired, we found that several-night trips to relatively close destinations actually worked better during the work week—finding accommodations was generally easier and traffic to and from mountain destinations was less obnoxious.

	 

	Introduction: Accommodations

	On longer Road Trips, it’s generally easy to find either overnight accommodations for a rest before the next day on the road or to find a longer-term place to stay and settle in, given the destination. More generally, though, where to stay and where to eat while on the road can be something of a puzzle. This is especially true when the destination is not a municipality. Finding nice places in tourist towns is straightforward, and the larger the town the easier those rental agencies make it a snap. As the towns shrink to villages and hamlets, however, it can get to be a challenge.

	Unlike some who write about travel experiences, however, I don’t feel comfortable providing specific reviews or recommendations. This is partly because what classifies as “good” is so much a matter of personal taste.

	 It’s also because I’m no expert on what it takes to make a restaurant worth visiting—beyond that I personally like their food, service, and pricing—or on what makes for acceptable accommodations. Beds without troughs in the middle, let alone bedbugs, are helpful. Toilets that flush effectively and generous showers are also nice. To my way of thinking, shower quality ought to scale with price point. But reviews and recommendations can quickly become dated, which is unfair to hosts who invest in upgrades to their establishments.

	I previously mentioned that we look for accommodations with kitchens when we travel and use the different agencies to find what appears to suit our needs. Because listings generally show an entire portfolio of pictures, it’s pretty easy to figure out what’s being offered as well to get a taste of the decor, if that’s important to you. This isn’t to say that everything always lives up to our expectations based on those pictures—sometimes little surprises emerge. But that’s mostly acceptable. No one should seek the sort of truly boring life where every little thing is fully predictable.

	The various agencies also post reviews of their listings written by the clientele. Indeed, they pester you mercilessly to write one. While those reviews can be useful, especially to reveal hidden defects not shown in the photos, they can also be utterly useless. When every review is five stars, it’s easy—and perhaps justifiable—to be a bit suspicious.

	So, in addition to a real kitchen, meaning more than just a microwave,26 refrigerator, and coffee maker, what do we look for? Someplace comfortable to sit while eating is nice—it’s surprising how many places don’t really have such a thing. Not a grand dining room, mind you, just a table or counter with appropriate seating. Because a studio isn’t really what we want, we look for one-bedroom units. Two bedrooms are always a bonus, as, having chosen which one to sleep in, we can put our luggage in the other one. And sometimes, especially in the summer, that luggage is more than just a two-person suitcase. Flyfishing gear, in particular, takes up space that the main room often just doesn’t have.

	And even though these stays are for us to get away from it all, technology has become a factor—a big TV with lots of channels helps a lot, and wi-fi is important, especially as some of the places we stay don’t have cell service. Fortunately, all of the agencies provide information about amenities such as these in their listings.

	Maybe I’ve just become lazy, but I’m not that interested in a real wood-burning fireplace. Firewood is always a hassle, plus they tend to be messy—and you never know when you’ll be smoked out by a flue that doesn’t draw. Gas logs, though, are another matter—they’re hard to beat for evening ambiance.

	On the other hand, an outside firepit, even a gas one, can be pleasant on summer evenings, but it’s really just something to warm up supper for the mosquitos. A gas grill, however, is a make-or-break attraction many times. Charcoal works, but it’s difficult to get lit at higher elevations. The higher you go, the harder it is, and they’re outlawed in many places for the risk of fire anyway.

	Big, expansive views are something that are common in the Mountain West, even here in the Denver suburbs, and if, like us, your house doesn’t have one or more, all you have to do is make a trip to the grocery store or somewhere. So a spectacular view is not the highest priority for us while we’re on the road. But a streamside cabin sure is nice, especially if it’s set in an aspen grove. One time we hit a trifecta, a cabin in an aspen grove by the side of a little gurgling stream that flowed down to the river, with a couple of thirteeners across the valley for a nice view.

	Maybe you can find that sort of nirvana in other far-off places, but it’s even better when it’s close to home.

	 

	Estes Park

	A perfect place for a Getaway is the town of Estes Park, our home for the decade after we retired. Like Santa Fe (which is also great for a Getaway), we believe Estes is also a great place to visit, although just why isn't exactly clear to us. Especially in the summer, it’s horribly crowded, not only with people but also with elk(!). There really isn’t much that’s special there in the way of restaurants or museums or the other normal vacation amenities.27 But we just love the place and, in some ways, were sad to have to leave.

	One reason we like it so much is undoubtedly having lived there. Before that, we had spent lots of time up there when we used to live in Boulder, about an hour down the hill, and we learned how to deal with all the traffic and other hassles. On uncounted occasions, we got up early and drove through Estes Park for a breakfast “training walk” in Rocky Mountain National Park next door, sometimes twice in a weekend. These walks served us well as preparation for our Over-the-Top forced marches (below)—twenty miles or so, with several thousand feet of elevation change, from Bear Lake on the east side of the Continental Divide to Grand Lake on the west side—and the experience with Estes Park got us used to the crowds.

	And RMNP itself is the other reason. Memories from all that time we spent there linger, and we can still think of Rocky as an extended back yard. We eventually discovered that there were no new trails for us to explore—at least not of the day-hike variety. But that’s just fine, because reacquainting ourselves with those old friends makes for the perfect Getaway. Even the implementation of their Timed Entry Permit system for access hasn’t dampened our enthusiasm for the place.

	Rocky is one of the gems of the National Park Service, in the same class with parks such as the Grand Canyon, Yosemite, and Yellowstone. There’s no big ditch in the ground (just the opposite, in fact), or thousand-foot cliffs with spectacular waterfalls, or mud-pots and geysers; but, like those other parks, Rocky draws folks from all over the world. On the main drag in Estes Park, Elkhorn Avenue, you can hear the variety of languages that you would expect to hear at JFK or another big international airport.

	That main drag is the place to avoid, at least from mid-morning to early evening. In typical tourist-town fashion, it’s lined with a curious variety of shops, some practical, some absurd, all designed to separate tourists from the contents of their bank accounts. Traffic both on the street and on the sidewalks is in a perpetual state of near gridlock.

	Now, for the most part the gridlock is due to cars (and trucks and RVs and buses) and to people milling about. But there is also the elk problem. Lack of predators, except for big-game hunters and vehicles, and the exclusion of hunting from the National Park and the populated area of the Estes Valley has resulted in an elk population explosion. And, despite having brains about the size of walnuts, the elk are smart enough to have discovered that the plants in town taste much, much better than the natural forage in Rocky. But who can blame them? Bluegrass has got to be more tasty than aspen twigs. Plus, there are the gardens that people plant for dessert.

	The elk actually benefit the town, because during the fall—what would otherwise be a down time—surprisingly large numbers of people show up to watch the rut, the annual elk mating ritual. It makes all the sex and violence on television seem positively puritanical.

	Although their behavior is more amusing in the fall, they're all over the place year ’round. So, now and then, an elk will stroll down Elkhorn Avenue, oblivious to the traffic, on its way to the bluegrass lawn in front of the library. Then it's true gridlock and you just don't want to be there. Like the bison jams in Yellowstone, the elk jams in Estes Park are a nuisance, a charming one, to be sure, but a nuisance nonetheless.

	 

	And that wasn’t the only thing about Estes Park that was a nuisance, at least when we first moved there. It was also, I discovered, a town without underwear, not, mind you, that people didn’t wear any (although I never really asked around) but that you couldn’t buy any.

	What happened was that, shortly after we moved there, I went shopping, all over town. And as far as I could tell, no one in Estes Park sold normal underwear. Oh, you could get hi-tech stuff, particularly ultra-light thingies for both summer and winter hiking and backpacking (and especially great socks). And maybe the specialty stores had fancy ladies’ stuff; perhaps even thongs. I decided that the tee-shirt shops might qualify as selling some underwear, although their tee-shirts were undoubtedly meant to be worn on the outside to show off the graphics. And those boxers imprinted with red moose didn’t quite qualify as “normal.”

	But everyday underclothes? Not a tighty whitey in sight. Even for residents who were religious about shopping locally, this meant a trip down one of the valleys or an on-line order somewhere when the personal inventory wore too thin to be useful. Of course, if you were making a trip down to the plains anyway, naturally you would to pick up whatever you might need where the selection was better and the prices were lower, which would further cut into local revenues. No wonder the Estes Park merchants griped that residents didn’t shop in their stores.

	In defense of the merchants, two things were obvious: visitors came to Estes Park for the scenery rather than to purchase underwear, and, to be fair, trying to market that little town as the Underwear Center of the Universe didn’t seem like it would fly with the folks at Visit Estes Park. Further, stocking the variety of styles, sizes, and colors to match up with potential customers’ tastes would be just too overwhelming even to consider in an Elkhorn-Avenue-sized shop.

	What was ironic about this was that the local retail community served us residents rather well, overall. Routine purchases of just about whatever might be needed for a pleasant, comfortable, and functional life were possible in town—perhaps not with the extensive selection of bigger communities or online, but with a reasonable, basic inventory of just about everything.

	Except underwear. Fortunately, this tragic situation didn’t last long, as a few months into our residency there a Dollar General opened, and they had some basics, if you wanted cheap, polyester, already thin tighty whiteys.

	Thank heavens for Amazon.

	 

	Durango

	There are other mountain towns that we’ve come to love as well and so visit at every opportunity. One, Durango, Colorado, in the far southwest of the state, is where I chose to set my first several novels. Because they are murder mysteries, and because Durango isn’t all that big, I eventually relocated my main characters to another part of the state because, at the rate things were going, I would have wiped out Durango’s entire population.

	We like the place so much that if we hadn’t chosen Estes Park as our retirement destination, I think we might have picked Durango. For one thing, it’s partly a college town—sort of a smaller version of Boulder, in some ways—and, for another, the climate tends less to extremes than here in north-central Colorado. It does have its issues, however.

	But first, getting there. As road trips go, the Front Range to Durango makes for a long day in either direction, at least about seven hours. Our preference southbound is via US-285 to US-160 and then west; and, northbound, US-550 & 50 to I-70 east, a big round-trip loop through some of the state’s best scenery. Southbound, the Sawatch and Mosquito Ranges on either side of the Arkansas Valley validate Chaffee County’s road signs proclaiming “Now THIS Is Colorado,” and US-550 from Durango to Ouray is simply breathtaking. Plus, there are abundant restaurants and picnic spots in both directions.

	Durango is a railroad town in two ways. Historically, it was founded by a railroad company, the Denver and Rio Grande, some 140 years ago. And today it’s still the home base of what was originally a D&RG branch line to Silverton, now named the Durango and Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad, which was featured in “Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid,” among other films. These days, it operates as a scenic tour attraction, with several trains a day departing the downtown Durango station for all-day trips up the Animas Valley to the town of Silverton and back. It’s a good strategy to get tickets well in advance.

	Although the Silverton, as it’s called, is perhaps Durango’s main attraction, there are plenty of other things to do in the area. From Durango, Chimney Rock National Monument and Mesa Verde National Park (below) are about 45 miles east and 35 miles west, respectively. Closer to town, Lake Nighthorse and Vallecito Reservoir offer the usual range of water-related summer recreation opportunities. Both day hikes and multi-day backpacking trips in the surrounding mountains abound. Indeed, a favorite backpacker itinerary involves a ride up to the Silverton’s Needleton flag-stop, a jump-off point for treks into the heart of the San Juans.

	On our Getaways, it’s often our practice to stay in secluded cabins in the woods, but a couple of summers ago we spent a few nights in a condo in downtown Durango. It was a third-floor place with a deck overlooking Main Avenue, about a block from the famous Strater Hotel, where we had a lovely dinner, and three blocks from the Silverton station. Unlike our usual choices, what “hiking” there was had more to do with window shopping than with scenery and offered less exercise for the legs and more for the credit cards. This change of surroundings had, we discovered, its ups and downs.

	Being in the city center of a vibrant tourist community was definitely an up—easy walking access to a variety of restaurants isn’t something generally available out in the woods, for example. And there’s something about the hustle and bustle of a busy downtown that’s invigorating.

	But such invigoration has its limits. For example, the first run of the Silverton started out at about six in the morning—with window-rattling shrieks of its steam whistle at each block’s grade crossing, and at least a half dozen of those nearby. Demand has motivated them to schedule more runs than they have steam engines, so several were pulled by diesel-electric locomotives28. These, naturally, had regular train horns, which also made the windows rattle, but with a deep baritone rather than a shrill soprano.

	The round trips take about ten hours each, so the several hourly morning starts returned in the afternoon—with another round of whistles and horns announcing their arrivals. In between, the percussion of straight-pipe motorcycles on the street below sounded almost peaceful by comparison. It seems that we’d inadvertently scheduled our Durango stay to be the days before the annual Four Corners Motorcycle Rally began, and many of the participants were getting a head start on the festivities. For our next Durango road trip, we’ll look more carefully at the events calendar.

	It just goes to show that those cabins in the woods can be hard to beat, at least if peace and quiet is the goal.

	 

	Steamboat Springs

	Durango sits near Colorado’s southern border. Near its northern border, plus a bit to the east, is Steamboat Springs, snuggled into the western slope of the Park Range and accessed from the east by US-40 over Rabbit Ears Pass. The town is a regional center of commerce in addition to being a year-’round magnet for visitors.

	Steamboat serves as a destination ski resort in the winter and as a summertime mecca for people trying to escape the heat of the Denver Metro area—like us. The week of Independence Day one year recently, we fled the suburban summer heat to stay, like that most recent visit to Durango, in an condo overlooking the Steamboat’s main drag, US-40, on the northwest side of downtown Steamboat Springs. Our place was on the third floor of an older building, one built solidly enough to filter out most of the traffic noise, fortunately. A bonus was that our huge balcony—the condo was set back from the side of the building below by at least a dozen feet—provided a ringside seat for the Fourth of July Parade, a Steamboat tradition that the town obviously puts a lot of effort into.

	We had a great view of both the beginning of the parade and its staging area, so we spent an hour or so being amused by the almost-organized chaos of queueing up all of the participating groups. To us, it seemed strange that there were no marching bands or much else in the way of live music, no doubt because school was out for the summer and the local college, a branch of Colorado Mountain College, doesn’t seem to have one. 

	But they did have about everything else you’d expect in a small-town parade, from various civic groups to political candidates and their parties trying to drum up votes to local businesses taking advantage of the free advertising. One of those businesses was a hot-air balloon-ride company towing their baskets, one of which had its burner lit and was occasionally emitting huge burps of flame into the sky, right up to about the level of our third-floor perch. It did a good job of adding to the excitement, but we were glad that there was no wind or we might have been singed.

	As an antidote to the holiday downtown—and its noisy evening, during which some of the bootleg fireworks were quite impressive—the next day we walked up the Spring Creek Trail for a little way. Although this area doesn’t even approximate wilderness, it was nice for a few hours to be amidst aspens, cottonwoods, and willows with a gurgling brook close at hand. Then, that afternoon, we revisited the Yampa Valley Botanic Garden as a follow-up to our previous visit a few Septembers ago. Unlike the previous time, in July the place was in full bloom. We never would have guessed that there were so many different colors of columbines!

	In terms of population, Steamboat Springs is about a third larger than the entire Estes Valley, and its summertime milieu is quite similar, although a bit more upscale because of the destination ski area. It all felt quite familiar, the small, tourist-oriented mountain town environment comparing well to our time in Estes. But it was quite the contrast coming from the Denver suburbs.

	Steamboat in the summer is so lovely that it’s no wonder that so many city people have second homes to escape to up there.

	 

	Ouray

	Because I mentioned the big loop route to Durango and back, this would be a good place to point out one of the more charming towns on that route, Ouray, Colorado. It makes a good Getaway destination of its own.

	Even by the shortest route, driving to Ouray is one of the longer single-day Colorado road trips from the Front Range (west on I-70 to Grand Junction then south on US-50 and US-550)—it’s about seven hours one way, but seven hours well-spent. Snugged under spectacular cliffs in a box canyon on the northern flanks of the San Juan Mountains between Durango and Montrose, Ouray oozes small-town charm.

	Famous for its hot springs and its ice park, Ouray also offers both off-road possibilities and a variety of hiking trails, along with plenty of options for accommodations. It makes a great jumping-off point for several days of exploration as well as a convenient overnight stop for tours of that part of Colorado. Sitting at the northern end of the famous Million Dollar Highway, Ouray is the perfect base for basking in some of the most spectacular aspen groves in the state.

	Just remember to bring a blindfold for your passengers in case they get the heebie-jeebies when you head south to access the hiking trails or jeep roads on the way to Silverton. That first stretch of US-550 south of town is a fairly narrow (two-lane) shelf road with the Uncompahgre Gorge on its west side – a scary drop-off next to your passenger with few guardrails to offer protection, real or imagined. But a drive up that way is worth the effort, as it takes you toward Red Mountain Pass via the Ironton Valley, with a vista of aspen groves that, in the fall, can blind you with color.

	If the southbound Million Dollar Highway is just too intimidating, you can always punt, park near town, and try out the trails around its perimeter. One of these works its way along the cliffs of the lower gorge that, in the winter, are turned into the Ouray Ice Park, featuring ice-climbing challenges for the town’s annual festival, usually held in late January. The town is busy that weekend, but at other times lessons are available. And if you’re there in the winter, skiing in Telluride is a short drive, as is the back-country skiing in Silverton, should you be willing to brave the Million Dollar Highway at that time of year.

	Although the off-road possibilities are virtually endless, one in particular deserves mention because it is generally accessible, at least in the summer, by a normal SUV – although I wouldn’t recommend it in, say, a Ferrari. The county road up to Yankee Boy Basin isn’t paved, and there are several places that will test your mettle, but true off-road capability isn’t really needed. And it takes you deep into the San Juans to the foot of Mount Sneffels, the craggy fourteener that now graces the front side of the new Colorado driver’s licenses. At the end of the road is Yankee Boy Basin trailhead, which offers access not only to that mountain but to a variety of lakes and the Mount Sneffels Wilderness as well.

	After ice climbing, or even hiking in cool weather, one of the famous Ouray hot springs will offer a welcome end to the day. There is the public pool at the north end of town, and some of the lodging establishments on the west side of town along the river have their own. We once stayed at a place that had a series of little pools, graduated in temperature rather like the bathtubs that Goldilocks discovered. You could either simmer gently, parboil yourself, or ease into something just right. While these don’t generally fall into the Jacuzzi-like hot-tub category, with jets and bubblers, a nice soak in the springs is just the thing for tired muscles after a long, strenuous day.

	Ouray’s Main Street, along which much of that small-town charm is centered, is US-550, and its seven blocks must be one of the steepest main streets anywhere. Along it, you’ll find a variety of restaurants, a couple of historic hotels, and the usual shops for a town of this nature including the local grocery store—a Main Street storefront downtown rather than a big-box chain store in a strip mall somewhere. Like I said, small-town charm. And, as a bonus, the entire town, set at the elevation of Estes Park more or less, is walkable, with that steep Main Street providing real exercise on a simple trip to the grocery.

	Or you can use the exercise to walk off that decadent dessert you indulged in!

	 

	Telluride

	Just over the formidable mountain range to the southwest of Ouray sits one of the more colorful towns in that part of Colorado. When you seek the origins of the name “Telluride,” you ultimately get to choose between the colorful, romantic West and the solidly practical history of hard-rock mining. Apparently authoritative sources advocating both perspectives disagree, and even the official Chamber of Commerce Visitor's Guide shrugs in bewilderment.

	It’s certainly the case that the early history of this little town had everything to do with mining. “Telluride” is the name the miners used for extraordinarily rich ore, because tellurium is generally found in combination with gold and silver, making for a bonanza indeed. A local miner, mistakenly, as it turned out, thought he had found some in the area, so one theory has it that Telluride was named after that ore. It’s ironic that neither he nor anyone else ever found tellurium in the vicinity.

	The miners probably came over from Silverton, settled first because it lies along the Animas River, which flows south out of the San Juan Mountains to Durango and then joins the San Juan River down by Farmington, New Mexico. Even with its challenging canyons, getting up the Animas is relatively easy, so much so that they built a railroad along it—The Silverton from Durango.

	But Telluride is on the very upper reaches of the San Miguel River, which flows northwest through rugged and remote canyon and plateau country, eventually joining the Dolores River before its confluence with the Colorado just above Moab, Utah. Because the gold-seekers generally came from the east, they found the Animas Valley first, most likely, settled Silverton, and then worked their way over the passes to the northwest and down to the headwaters of the San Miguel.

	You have to see those mountains to appreciate just what this little trip—less than twelve miles for a bird—involved. Even today, you get to Telluride up the San Miguel from the northwest by road, or by air—an adventure in itself sometimes, given the challenges of the Telluride airport.

	The only other approaches to Telluride from the east or north are truly serious jeep roads. From Red Mountain Pass on US-550, one such “road” first climbs to nearly 13,000´ over Black Bear Pass before it plunges into the San Miguel valley. Replete with warning signs and cautionary notes in the guide books, this road can be seen from town making impossible-looking switchbacks down the cliff into Telluride. Another jeep road, nearly as scary, winds over Imogene Pass from Ouray, which sits downstream from the headwaters of the Uncompahgre River. These various roads were first trails made by miners in the late nineteenth century, and walking down them, even leading a horse or a mule or a donkey, would seem to be a mode of travel preferable to trying to negotiate them on wheels.

	These challenging approaches to the town, as well as its wild nature in its early days, are the basis for the more colorful history of the name as a contraction of “To-Hell-You-Ride,” said to be an admonition to folks setting out from Denver and points farther east.

	But what amounts to an obstacle to travel from the east also provides a spectacular backdrop for the place. The perspective driving up the river valley on CO-145 makes the box canyon loom so high that the buildings in town look like someone’s model train set.

	The mountains have also proven to be the town’s salvation. After the gold was tapped out and the price of silver crashed in the 1890s, Telluride eked along as little more than a ghost town until the 1960s. Then skiing happened. Now the place is gentrified in typical Colorado mountain town fashion—fancy restaurants, trophy homes, development pressure, and ridiculous real estate prices.

	But they are now protective of their natural resources. The place where we stayed was next to the town beaver pond, a nature preserve, and there was a contest going on between the beavers and the aspen trees. The beavers were winning. So with the spectacular backdrop of the 13,000´ box canyon, we watched several of the little critters munching on willows (since they’d eaten all the aspen), while upside-down ducks foraged for whatever it is that ducks eat.

	To help with traffic, there’s also a free gondola from town up to Mountain Village at the base of most of the ski area’s lifts. This, we found, was a lovely after-dinner treat, a fitting end to a day of being boxed in.

	 

	Creede

	Also in that general part of Colorado, down there in the San Juan Mountains, is the curious little town of Creede. It’s over the Continental Divide from Durango, Ouray, and Telluride in the upper Rio Grande Valley, but it has not become quite so gentrified as the other three.

	You can tell this by the sign at the town limits,

	Welcome to Creede!

	586 Nice Folks

	And 17 Soreheads29

	 

	It may be that one of those soreheads was cooking at the tavern where we had lunch one day, because we were served cold French fries, soggy with grease, that were simply inedible. Or perhaps the cook was one of the reasons for the slogan we saw on some tee-shirts:

	Creede:

	The little drinking town

	With a mountain problem.

	 

	Whatever the case, we were glad that our cabin had a kitchen and that we didn’t have to rely on the restaurants in Creede—not that we really wanted to go into town that much, anyway. Our cabin was on the Rio Grande, right next to the river so that we could hear it splashing and gurgling out there even with the windows closed.

	It would be nice to be able to say that we were there in the last week of September because we knew that's when the aspen would turn, but it would be honest to say that we got lucky. And, boy, did we get lucky.

	Like most of the little Colorado mountain towns whose mining days are long past, Creede has a “Fall Aspen Festival” to fill the financial void between the summertime camping and fishing crowd and the fall let’s-get-drunk-and-see-if-we-can-accidentally-shoot-an-elk crowd. Creede’s festival that fall was the week before we were there, and all those folks have our sympathies. They missed the real deal. When we arrived, things were still pretty green, but by the time we left, the yellow and orange, with the occasional splash of red, was overwhelming.

	Compared to most of the other towns with such fall festivals, Creede has an advantage—and, given its French fries, it certainly needs lots of advantages. The upper Rio Valley is a flat alluvial plain a mile or so wide containing a fair-sized river, by local standards, with mountains up to and above tree line on both sides. The far side of the valley is close enough that you can see individual trees, yet it’s far enough that the vistas are open. What this means is that the panoramas of the aspen on the hillsides go on and on for, literally, miles. Patches thousands of acres in size sweep across the hillsides, and there are stripes and splotches everywhere.

	 

	Horca

	There are, of course, other places down that way with similar scenery. One, farther south and on a tributary of the Rio Grande, the Conejos, was a crossroads, so named, in fact.

	Our second morning there, a Monday, we were leaning on the railing of our balcony, braving the early-morning chill while we watched the sunshine creep down the northeast face of McIntyre Peak. The Peak, a mere bump by Rocky Mountain standards, is noteworthy for the cliffs that expose a dozen or so strata of different colored rock near its summit.

	The colors of the rock were muted, however, because aspen dressed in all shades of green, gold, and even orange commanded the view. They spread in sweeping stripes, random patches, and single, startling trees over the mountainside and in both directions along the wall of the valley. As the sunlight hit them, they exploded into brilliance against the deep green of the pine and spruce, under the cerulean blue of the sky. A patch of deep red, chokecherry perhaps, on a high scree slope and the white of yesterday’s snow on the very peak punctuated the scene.

	Because our room was up on the side of the valley—we were staying a now-defunct lodge—we were also looking out over treetops. Perched nearby at eye level on the top of a ponderosa pine, a magpie watched, occasionally squawking to get our attention to see if we might offer breakfast. A few yellow leaves still clung to the elm, willow, and ash along the river, but most had fallen, leaving behind gray and tan skeletons standing brightly lit by the sun, in stark contrast to the shadowed valley wall. They provided a reminder of the winter to come, a reminder reinforced by smoke curling lazily down the valley from the wood stove in a cabin across the way, and by the frost on the corners of our windows behind us. We retired to the warmth of the living room and a freshly brewed pot of coffee.

	As the morning matured, the little settlement where the road forks, Horca, began to come to life. A group of guys in insulated overalls stood around in the parking lot of the diner, discussing strategy for the day—or, more likely, yesterday’s NFL games. The occasional big rig rumbled by on the highway.

	Because it was Monday, we thought we wouldn’t see Sunday’s parade of tour buses filled with leaf-peepers. And we’d find out whether our impressions were correct, that the main business of the place was people in pickup trucks hauling horse trailers around. It seemed as if every other vehicle towed one of some size or other, empty or full, up or down the valley, with no apparent rhyme nor reason. If they just left the horses where they were overnight, it seemed, there’d be plenty everywhere.

	But in a week or so, when the big-game rifle seasons began, all this activity would make sense, and everyone would sport the latest blaze-orange fashions. Now, we decided, it’s all about getting things staged for the coming influx of hunters.

	This took place in the South San Juan Mountains of extreme south-central Colorado, a few miles from the New Mexico border. The left tine of that fork in the road, CO-17, crosses the Conejos River and winds up the side of the valley toward La Manga Pass to the south. We were about halfway between the villages of Antonito, Colorado, to the east and Chama, New Mexico, over the pass. From our vantage point, we could see the highway to Chama curving gently up the grade into the distance, disappearing into a golden aspen grove.

	The other choice, graded gravel, continues to follow the Conejos River up its valley to the northwest. After about 25 miles, the graded gravel road along the river passes the settlement of Platoro before ascending Stunner Pass, the view from which lives up to its name. Over the pass, there used to be “gold in them thar hills,” but that has become a superfund site. Our exploration on Saturday had thus ended at about the summit.

	These reaches of the Conejos are among the few waters in Colorado that are not stocked, so they’ve been designated as wild trout water and the fishing can be challenging. It’s as if the trout can read the “Fly-Fishing Only” restriction signs and therefore know to assume that, no matter how tempting it looks, anything floating on the surface isn’t really food but instead a pointy imitation.

	Our goal for the day was to find a pool where the trout were hungry and hadn’t yet learned to read. Standing in a stream under the golden aspen while casting to rising trout would be altogether sublime—one of the best things about Colorado.

	Surely, we thought, we’ll find that pool around here somewhere. As I recall, we did.

	 

	Custer

	Over four decades, we’ve made many such road trips, both lower and upper case, some of them extended vacations, some just a few nights; not all were west of 104.5°. One that was close was to South Dakota’s Black Hills, and despite being to the east, it felt a lot like home.

	An isolated mountain range that originated some two billion years ago and now sits amidst the northern Great Plains, the Black Hills have a long and storied history. The more recent chapters of this history exemplify the perfidious tactics used by European settlers to take possession of North America—in the case of the Black Hills, the motivation for that perfidy was gold. But nowadays, with extraction industries on the wane, the focus of the region is tourism and the associated hospitality industry.

	From the Front Range, getting there is easy—north on I-25 into east-central Wyoming and then northeast on your choice of secondary roads across the wide-open Great Plains. Our most recent visit was in early May, and springtime is definitely the time to cross the Plains – they’re green and lush, and spotting pronghorn provides a nice diversion from the monotony of the road.

	Now, late May to mid-June is a better time to spot new fawns than when we made our trip. But in early May the crowds tend to be less intimidating at the main visitor attractions than after Memorial Day, and the weather tends to be more settled than earlier in the spring.

	The biggest municipality in the region is Rapid City, on the Plains at the east edge of the Hills, and it offers everything one might expect from a small city of 75,000 or so people. In the Hills themselves are various towns that cater mostly to visitors—we chose Custer for its amenities and location. An alternative for those interested in casinos is the historic mining town of Deadwood, which capitalizes on its early reputation and its notorious residents, including Wild Bill Hickock and Calamity Jane.

	It’s important to understand that the several famous visitor attractions in the Black Hills—notably Mount Rushmore National Memorial—succeed wildly in their goal of attracting visitors. As a result, many second- and third-level “attractions” of all kinds have sprung up, and these cover the spectrum of taste from good to horrible. Therefore, it’s worthwhile to be selective, as it’s impossible to see them all.

	Joined by old friends from the east coast, we spent part of a day at Mount Rushmore and were fortunate that it wasn’t too crowded. However, the huge expanse of empty parking garage—an entire floor was closed off, and the floor we parked on was at least half empty—provided a hint of how bad it could be at the peak of the season. Similarly, our visit to the private Crazy Horse Memorial—bigger and in some ways more impressive, but still under construction—was pleasantly uncrowded. The museum there was particularly interesting for its treatment of topics too often neglected, such as the history of the region from the Native American perspective.

	Also of interest to us was Custer State Park, famous for its large herd of free-ranging bison. A drive around its Wildlife Loop Road provided a glimpse of the region’s more natural setting. It was especially interesting to contrast the open, rolling prairie of the Loop Road with the forested landscape along the Needles Highway (SD-87 between US-16A and Sylvan Lake). This twisty tour also provided spectacular views of Black Hills rock formations.

	Choices of accommodations are many, varied, and scattered about the region. We chose a rental cabin in a ponderosa grove on Custer’s outskirts, but the various vacation rental marketplaces offered everything from small houses in one of the towns to big ranches out in the countryside.

	It must be the case, however, that the clientele in the Black Hills are of a different sort from those in places we’ve visited in the southwest. Never before have we been required to choose between posting an exorbitant damage deposit or purchasing a costly damage-insurance policy. I hope that requirement doesn’t catch on in our usual stomping grounds.

	And a final caution: spring, as noted, is a good time to visit. In early August, however, a certain motorcycle rally in nearby Sturgis dominates the entire region. Unless you’re going to brave that little shindig, the ten days starting on the first Friday in August are to be avoided.

	Of course, for the same reason, those ten days present a great opportunity to explore your favorite scenic byway here in the real Mountain West.

	 

	Saint Augustine

	Although our attempts at Getaway road trips in Florida were not nearly as successful as those in the Mountain West, there were a couple that were memorable. For a third, the Key West trip in the convertible, “memorable” is the wrong word. We treated that as time in Margaritaville, and the memories are few, so much so that, when we got home to Colorado, we went on the wagon for several years. But our Getaway in St. Augustine was another matter.

	Prior to 2005, we lived for eight years or so in Santa Fe, the continent’s second-oldest continuously occupied city, which celebrated its 400th year in 2010. Based on that experience, and because it was only about 3½ hours from where we lived in Boca Raton, we thought we should pay a visit to the oldest30 such city, Saint Augustine, which was formally established in 1565 by the second wave of Spanish conquerors.

	It was “discovered” some time earlier by Ponce de Leon in the first wave, of course. The story is that he, standing 56 inches in his boots, was a typical size among his crew, meaning short—especially compared to the natives, who averaged well above six feet. The Spaniards, feeling inferior despite their armor and better weaponry, asked about the discrepancy and were directed to a particular spring in the area. This so-called “Fountain of Youth” is still there, still a major tourist attraction despite its noxiously sulfurous water and despite the fact that nobody, to anyone’s knowledge, has ever grown taller or lived longer than usual because of drinking from it.

	Such is the tourist business, and it exemplifies the nature of this busy little city. Indeed, in many respects, parts of Saint Augustine reminded us of that more familiar bastion of tourist kitsch, Estes Park, where tee-shirt shops and cheap trinkets rule. In Saint Augustine they just pretend to be more historic (yes, even “historic” tee shirts).

	Like so many early settlements in North America, Saint Augustine’s history was written in blood, with, in this case, a liberal dose of mud thrown in. There’s a remarkable fort—now a National Park Service administered monument—that withstood every attack by invaders over a couple of centuries.31 The fort was constructed of a local cement-like muck based on crushed shells and coral rock, stuff that was unlike anything anybody had ever seen. One English admiral gave up and sailed his fleet back home when his siege, punctuated with cannon bombardment, had no effect on the fort. It seems that the works would simply absorb the cannon balls, like mud does a rock tossed into it, and apparently heal themselves overnight. Very frustrating.

	Saint Augustine is also home to the first, and largest, Ripley’s Believe It or Not “museum,” which is housed in an absurd-looking, castle-like structure originally built by novelist Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings as a hotel. We didn’t Believe It enough to pay the admission, though, so we cannot comment on its exhibits—their motto, “Cheerfully freaking out families for fifty years,” was enough of a hint for us.

	Nor is this building the only example of architectural narcissism. Flagler College now occupies, among other, more tasteful, buildings, a monstrosity originally erected by oil/railroad baron Henry Flagler as the Ponce de Leon Hotel. The associated museum devoted to the excesses of late 19th century industrialist wealth is enough to make sensible folks long for Thoreau’s little cabin by the pond.

	We learned all this, and much, much more, during a two-hour tram tour of the city, perhaps the one really touristy activity that we can fully recommend. There are several trams, they let you get off and back on (so that you can change drivers if you don’t happen to like the narration of one you’re with, or so that you can buy more historic trinkets), and the tickets are good for three days. Used cleverly, it turns into a nice, narrated bus system around the central part of town. There are actually two companies doing this, one of them Ripley’s, but, not wanting anything to do with potential freak-outs no matter how cheerful, we picked the other one.

	All-in-all, as tourist traps go, Saint Augustine is top notch. With nearly 450 years of history as a base, they have had plenty to build on, so there’s something for just about everyone, even those of us who aren’t looking to get freaked out for fun.

	Saint Augustine, however, is also fairly typical of the sort of “attraction” that Florida offers. This explains why we’re so glad to have retired and moved back to the Mountain West and why our attempts at these short trips during our time in Florida were so unsuccessful. Still, our visit to Naples is worth mentioning if only for what we ate there.

	 

	Naples

	Since we’re in Florida again, however briefly, it seems worth the effort to drive across that flat peninsula to its west coast, to the upscale enclave of Naples. There, one Thanksgiving, we had a non-traditional Thanisgiving dinner that I’d jump at the chance to have again. Instead of a roast turkey and all the trimmings, we had stone crabs.

	Florida stone crabs (Menippe mercenaria), like energy from the ocean, also represent a renewable resource. One of their defense mechanisms, when they are attacked by a predator such as an octopus, is to shed an arm, after which they conveniently grow a new one. Unlike other shellfish such as lobster and shrimp, the stone crab’s edible flesh is almost all within their arms and claws, so helping them to shed an arm is a simple and relatively natural harvesting process.

	They’re called stone crabs because of the shell, which resembles porcelain. Restaurants serve them cold, usually with a mayonnaise/mustard sauce, either as appetizers or as a plateful for dinner, and they use a special gadget to crack the shells to make picking out the crab meat easier. At home, a mallet works fine, although it’s easy to get pieces all over the kitchen.

	And best of all, they’re actually low in fat and cholesterol.

	Because their range is limited to Atlantic waters south of about Jacksonville (including the Gulf of Mexico) and the season during which they can be harvested is limited to the winter and spring, Florida stone crabs are not widely distributed. Although they can be purchased throughout the U.S. at gourmet groceries, they are often inferior outside the Gulf States due to shipping delays—freshness is imperative with these delicacies. But they’re so popular, even if you get them locally, the price is ridiculous.32

	Now a community of winter homes for people with too much money, Naples, Florida, with its protected embayment, began life as a fishing village and still plays host to a significant stone crab fleet, so Florida stones are especially fresh in the restaurants there. It’s possible to find good ones even in the down-scale restaurants, something you just don’t want to bother trying on the east coast (as we discovered the hard way).

	 Simple meals work best: 1 to 1½ pounds or so of crab legs/claws (much of the weight is in the shells), a salad (Caesar is a good complement), perhaps a crisp, not-too-fruity, un-oaked Chardonnay. You can use the lack of a starch with the meal to justify having dessert.

	If they had come ashore in, say, Key West instead of Massachusetts, there’s just no doubt that the Pilgrims would have had stone crabs instead of turkey at the first Thanksgiving—and one can only speculate about what our present-day traditions would be like. At least kids in school could draw crabs much the way they draw turkeys, by tracing their hands, both of them, with the thumbs pointing toward each other to resemble the claws.

	As might be expected, our Thanksgiving weekend in Naples had both its unique, local flavor as well as the national obsession with Black Friday bargains to offer, although the latter was spun to match the local culture. While the Walmart in the town next door no doubt opened on Friday at 5am (or whenever; we didn’t get up to check), the snooty shops on Fifth Avenue South in Naples proper didn’t start their special sales until around noon.

	Naples itself, with its long history as a center of local and regional commerce, represents the respectable side of Florida’s southwest coast. Other parts of the surrounding area, including the villages of Everglades City and Chokoloskee deep in the coastal ’Glades to the south, have a far more notorious and checkered past. Since as far back as the Civil War, the Ten Thousand Islands and nearby coastal region have served as a wild-and-wooly, unauthorized port of entry for all sorts of contraband. Gun-runners in wartime; bootleggers in Prohibition; drug smugglers in more recent decades—they have all found the labyrinth of islands and mangrove channels, well protected by constantly shifting sandbars and tidal flats, to be a convenient way to get their wares into the country. All the while, the locals have profited from these activities: it’s simply remarkable how much income a well-schooled fishing guide has always been able to pull down for a night’s work. There are any number of families in the area whose current generations include pillars of the community living off fortunes built on the highly questionable activities of earlier decades.

	Where else, in a town of less than 25,000 people, would you find a used car lot that specializes in cars by Porsche and Ferrari, Jaguar and Bentley—just down the street from the new car dealerships for each?

	 

	Pando

	Following the earlier suggestions that accommodations can be a challenge, especially out in the back of nowhere, and, even when you think you’ve succeeded, a gamble. But sometimes you hit a home run. That happened when we decided to go and see Pando.

	Many travel writers seem to enjoy mocking the various attractions advertised along the nation’s byways. WORLD’S LARGEST BALL OF TWINE! NEXT EXIT!!! is a typical billboard example. Such an accumulation of string, as well as many other similar and intriguing oddities, offer a wide range of possible diversions for road-weary travelers. Colorado, as anyone who’s traveled our state knows, has no shortage of these curiosities.

	We didn’t see any signs touting the WORLD’S LARGEST LIVING ORGANISM!!! on our drive to visit Pando, though. Perhaps because it’s a natural phenomenon and not the result of someone’s odd hobby, or perhaps because it’s such a long way from the nearest interstate, it isn’t advertised that way. The U.S. Forest Service, on whose land Pando sits, isn’t big on hyped-up marketing, so this remarkable phenomenon hasn’t become a victim of commercial exploitation yet. Thankfully. However, not so thankfully, it may be dying.

	Pando33 is an aspen grove consisting of a single plant that, during the past 80 millennia or so, has spread to cover over a hundred acres and grown to include some 40,000 individual tree trunks. Roots and all, Pando is estimated to weigh over 13 million pounds. Aspen (Populus tremuloides) make seeds (although not Pando, which is a male) but, like many other plants, they propagate more efficiently underground.

	For example, when we lived in Boca Raton, we planted a cute little bamboo consisting of a single two-foot stem and a few leaves. It took about four years for its 30-foot culms to exhibit signs of wanting to take over not only our yard but also our neighbor’s—and to be well on their way to doing so. Aspen are sort of like that, although living in harsh environments with short growing seasons slows them down.

	Pando’s future is in question because it’s been struggling to sprout new stems that survive. Between the mule deer (which have no wild predators to keep their numbers in check) and the cattle (which have been allowed to graze in the area for a couple of weeks each year), new shoots are being munched. What stems that exist are considered to be old for aspen, and the grove may age out relatively soon.

	Closer to home, in Rocky Mountain National Park, both deer and elk create similar challenges for aspen groves, but the Park Service has taken steps in the form of the now-familiar exclusion fences to limit such munching. Pando, located in the Fishlake National Forest of south-central Utah, also has fencing around some of its extent courtesy of a Forest Service Aspen Regeneration Project. Perhaps its future is now brighter than it might have been otherwise.

	The grove sits at about 9,000´ astride Utah State Road 25, which, given their relative ages, means that the highway was cut through the original contiguous stand. It’s about a mile south of Fish Lake, and it’s demarked by convenient signs pointing out its extent. Our visit, the first weekend in June, coincided with the emergence of its new foliage, and the highway was a pale, spring-green tunnel for a quarter mile or so.

	To be honest, Pando did not seem to us to be that different from any other spring aspen grove through which we’ve driven, nor was it the only grove in the area—there were hillsides covered with them in all directions. The Fishlake National Recreation Area occupies a high mountain valley, rather like the Vail Valley if it had a lake along its bottom instead of I-70. In the fall, it all must be truly spectacular, and so it will remain regardless of Pando’s future. Still, it’s sad to think that this magnificent organism—the world’s largest and perhaps longest-living—may be on the brink.

	We stayed in the nearby hamlet of Torrey, Utah, about eight and a half hours from Estes Park in the summer, at a one-bedroom vacation rental home that was new, sparkling clean, well-equipped, and sported a spectacular view. The location made it too far to drive just to see a bunch of trees like the ones you can see close to home. But there are two National Parks in the vicinity—Capitol Reef and Bryce Canyon—as well as access to the Grand Staircase - Escalante National Monument to the south, which together offer some of the best scenery in the southwest.

	Just remember to stay hydrated. Even in the spring, we were parched.

	 

	Pagosa Springs

	It’s not necessary to hit a home run for accommodations on every Getaway—after all, it’s only a couple of days, and how bad could it be?34 Sometimes the charm of a place makes up for other, less stellar, details.

	When we were living in Santa Fe years ago, late one spring we pointed the car north for a road trip to Colorado’s upper San Juan River valley, a few miles  northeast of Pagosa Springs. We’d run across a horse ranch along the river there where the owners supplemented their equine income by renting housekeeping cabins to folks like us. The property included a lake in one of their pastures, which served as a haven for ducks and Canada geese, and their half-mile of private river frontage looked like prime trout water.

	When we arrived, we were greeted by Opie, a young, energetic Golden Retriever whose life appeared to revolve around functioning as a sort of concierge for the guests. While he wasn’t very good at giving directions to area attractions or making dinner reservations in town, he was quite adept at providing guided tours of the ranch, all the while picking up sticks for us to wrestle away from him and then throw for him to fetch. Definitely not a house dog, he was nonetheless quite friendly and even affectionate. And he managed to stay remarkably clean for a long-haired, outdoors dog, perhaps because he liked to help us guests fish. He would lie down in the river, wait for something to drift by, and snap at it. Or perhaps he stayed clean from just crossing the river a lot to check out all the interesting stuff on the far bank.

	While we were there, it rained. Hard. For a longer time than we would have liked. It rained so much that the river rose to a nine-year high. We managed to work in a day of hiking, up to the falls on Four Mile Creek, only to get snowed on for our trouble (springtime in the Rockies, after all).

	When the river finally went down a bit, we tried fishing, and Opie came with us. It wasn’t surprising that his attention span was a little shorter than ours (he was young, after all), so when he got bored with the slow fishing, he went exploring.

	How he ended up across the river wasn't entirely clear—it was still running much too high for us to want to wade across it—but there he was, wandering the other side, rooting around in the underbrush. Well, we figured, it was his home and he could take care of himself.

	And take care of himself he did. After a time, we saw him strutting around over there with a strange, Z-shaped stick—he’d found a special one for us to throw, it looked like. A big one.

	But then he obviously wanted to come back across. He paced the far bank, looking for a likely crossing point, and finally he just plunged in, crooked stick and all. Paddling furiously, head held high above the torrent, he made it with ease, or at least with more ease than either of us would have. And then he pranced off toward the house with his new stick, head still held high, proud of his find, obviously going to show Mom and Dad the prize.

	But he didn't get that far. Walking back, we found him off in the bushes, gnawing on his new stick. The one with the hoof at one end and the ball joint at the other—an entire hind leg from a deer carcass, possibly a lion kill.

	It made us feel better about not giving him treats—he’d clearly learned that guests were easy marks, but we’d been resisting. And it made us glad that he wasn't the face-licking sort of lap dog that some people have. Even doggie breath mints wouldn’t have made that tolerable.

	Enough years have passed that Opie has long gone to that great horse ranch in the sky. But when we revisited the ranch on a more recent Labor Day weekend, we were introduced to his successor, a middle-aged Golden named Richie. Richie had taken over the tour-guide duties, and he showed us around the place just like Opie had so long ago. And he’d seen enough years to be content the rest of the time with naps on the porch—our guest-cabin porch, which, given his girth, he’d clearly figured out was far more lucrative in terms of treats than the porch of the main house.

	Ah, the idyllic life of a High Country ranch dog.

	 

	Water

	Both the visit with Opie and with Richie involved hiking and flyfishing for us, the former quite successfully and the latter only marginally. The San Juan above Pagosa Springs has highly seasonal flows, so when you go matters. It’s also in the category (for the Mountain West) of “river.” Sometimes, small water is better in the mountains.

	I knew I was doing something right, but I didn’t really know what, not until I read John Gierach’s Fly Fishing Small Streams.35 That, of course, led me to buy his other books as well as far too many more fly rods and to take up fly-tying—but all that’s another story. It’s the small streams that became the real motivation for my obsession. Having grown up—and having taught myself to fly-fish—on midwestern farm ponds, catching pan fish and the occasional small large-mouth (or maybe they were large small-mouths), those small streams up there in the high Rockies were to me like the Sirens were to Odysseus—less dangerous, maybe, but every bit as sexy.

	Oh, big streams, even rivers, they’re worthwhile as well—the Colorado around Parshall, the South Platte in Cheeseman Canyon, the Cache la Poudre both above and below Rustic; these are compelling fly-fishing destinations indeed. After all, the fish tend to scale with the size of the water they’re in, and big water and big fish provide the perfect excuse for me to rig up those nine-foot 5- and 6-weight rods I’d bought before I really knew what I was doing36. But it’s the small streams and the light tackle appropriate for them that have always had me most obsessed. Enticing and catching (and releasing) a 12" brown trout out from under a cut bank using my seven-foot 2-weight Winston with a size 18 elk-hair caddis on an 8x tippet is all the excitement I really need. Just thinking about it again raises my blood pressure a few points.

	And that, far and away, is one of the best things about Rocky Mountain National Park for me, the small-stream fly-fishing. Whether it’s the Colorado in the Kawuneeche Valley, the Big Thompson in Moraine Park, or any one of the myriad smaller creeks that you find just about everywhere in Rocky, the opportunities seem endless.

	They’re so endless, those opportunities, that you can tailor your day to whatever your tastes might be and whatever contingencies might arise. Tired of stocker rainbows? There are wild browns, brookies, cutts, and even greenbacks out there as well. Too windy? Check out the pocket water in the trees. Need to stretch your legs? Head for lake inlets in the high country. Fed up with the crowds? Get yourself over to the West Side, or walk a bit farther up that obscure tributary stream.

	Now, it’s true that these small streams are full of pretty small fish, generally—that 12" brown is certainly the exception rather than the rule. Mostly, the larger ones go in the 7" – 10" range, but on lightweight tackle they feel much, much bigger. And there’s nothing that says the little 4" guys don’t come with serious attitude, especially the brookies. Occasionally, very occasionally, you’ll stir up a true lunker in the 14" class, and then that light tackle and your care with the delicate tippet are truly put to the test. What’s fun about it is that all of them seem to be eager for flies on the surface a lot of the time: caddis imitations, various mayflies, grasshoppers, even ants. Watching a curious fish drift up to inspect your offering in the clear water and then gulp it down in a swirl—now, that’s fly-fishing. Naturally, they’ll also ignore the thing much of the time, which is what eventually makes you a better fly-fisher if you can manage to summon the patience to stick with it.

	Perhaps best of all—better than actually catching fish, for me, most of the time—is doing any or all of these things in a landscape offering up to 7000´ of elevation change in the space of only a few miles. Even if I’m wet-wading with just sneakers and shorts, and my ankles are becoming numb from immersion in that ice-cold mountain stream water, I have this tendency to forget what I’m there for and just stare in amazement at my surroundings. That, of course, gives the fish who’s slurped my dry fly the chance to recognize that it’s not really food and spit it back out, then swim away in a sulk while I try to untangle the line from the willow branch that I twitched it over on my tardy set attempt.

	Then there are the non-fishy critters. You never can tell, when you round a bend in the stream over there in the Kawuneeche Valley, whether you’ll come face to face, maybe too close for comfort, with a scene from “Still Life with Moose.” And you have no idea of how flimsy a weapon a fly rod seems until you encounter, in the fall, a randy bull elk who thinks your presence out in his meadow means that you’re going to try to make off with his lady friends.

	Sometimes I wonder if the critters and the fish are in cahoots. I mean, how is it, when I’m sneaking quietly through the forest to a pool full of wary trout and a squirrel sets to barking at me for interrupting its foraging, or maybe just for being a big, clumsy, odd-smelling creature,  that all the fish seem to disappear? And what is it with those beavers, making hidden channels in the tall grass for the fly-fisher who’s stalking a little riffle to blunder into and do a face-plant in the mud there? Are they giggling their toothy little faces off? Did the trout think this up and hire the beavers to dig those channels, just to torment us?

	Fortunately for both our health and our dignity, there are resources in just about every mountain town for beginners and experts alike. Just walk into one of the local fly shops and let them know your level of experience. You’ll find equipment to purchase or rent, people who can guide you to all the best spots.

	 

	You’ll still need a place to stay, of course. For flyfishers, it’s hard to imagine anything more seductive than a cabin on the bank of a trout stream. Evidence of this can be found in the effect this seduction has on real-estate pricing: you’ll pay a 50% premium, at least, for stream frontage out here in the mountains—indeed, sometimes this frontage is worth more than the building and its land.

	Our house in Estes Park, while offering mountain views out both the north and, especially, the south windows, was a few miles from the nearest stream. Of course, that was better than tens or hundreds of miles, but there’s just something special about a stream-side cabin. Access to the water is so easy that you’re motivated to live in your waders all day, whether you’re actively fishing or just resting your casting arm while you eat lunch.37  And the sounds of a real stream at night, the current singing to itself in its journey through the rocks, can be so soothing that insomnia is impossible.

	Given the inflated real-estate prices, though, owning a cabin with a private stretch of a trout stream—even one with poor habitat—is something reserved for that elusive 1% you hear so much about these days. Renting, however, is another matter. So now and then we make a point to do just that. Here are two examples.

	The Cache la Poudre River, Colorado’s only nationally designated Wild and Scenic River, begins just on the east side of the Continental Divide at Milner Pass, in Rocky Mountain National Park, and gathers strength northward down a steep canyon for a few miles. In that northward descent, it’s joined by Joe Wright Creek, which is kept full of water by outflows from several reservoirs, and soon turns east. Joe Wright Creek plus the main stem of the Poudre have carved a long, generally east-west canyon with both narrows, which tend to cause rapids and waterfalls, and meadows, rock formations and forest. Colorado State Highway 14 runs along the rivers for the 60 or so miles, and 5,000 vertical feet, of the main canyon, from Cameron Pass on the west to near Fort Collins on the east.

	Somewhere about 35 miles up-canyon, west from its mouth, is a long meadow in which a loose settlement informally called Rustic has sprung up. There’s a store with gas (very expensive gas), another store and restaurant without gas, except that which you get from the food, a couple of additional un-fancy restaurants, and various sorts of accommodations. We discovered years ago that one of the places with roadside cabins also offers a separate one across the river from the highway and away from the hustle-bustle of the tourist area, a little cabin set in the pines and aspens within a stone’s throw of the Poudre. It made for a perfect place to spend a few nights.

	A bit farther south, the Arkansas River begins in the central Rockies, at Fremont Pass, the site of the Climax molybdenum mine. For decades, the upper reaches of this alpine stream were contaminated by mine waste, but it’s been pretty well cleaned up in recent years. And so has the contamination from the mining at Leadville, the Ark’s next waypoint. From there, it flows southeast through its namesake valley and some iconic Colorado scenery, including the fourteen-thousand-foot peaks of the Collegiate Range and the Royal Gorge near Canon City, about 100 miles downstream.

	One year, at one of the  bed-and-breakfast places near Buena Vista, we found a separate cabin up the a bluff over the Ark that has both one of those amazing views and the river’s song as well. As a bonus for us, the cabin sat in the pinon-juniper woodland that we had come to love so much in Santa Fe.

	It felt like a double bonus that the Ark is a Gold Medal trout stream, in Colorado parlance, meaning lots of trout with a healthy population of bigger ones, and in mid-September, as the aspen were beginning to turn, the water was low enough to be able to wade. We had a very fishy and colorful week there.

	But, really, who cares if the fish are hungry? Just being in places like this is enough.

	 

	Beautiful View

	Speaking of which, Buena Vista is one of the prettiest towns in the central Arkansas Valley. It’s an old mining and railroad town turned, like so many Colorado mountain towns, that’s turned to tourism. Once a nexus of three railroad lines, each with its own set of tracks, it’s now a destination for whitewater rafting, fly-fishing, and the entire range of outdoor activities so popular where the high mountains beckon. Climbing those fourteeners, in particular, draws people from all over.

	Now, it seems obvious that name of the town is from the Spanish and should be pronounced accordingly (bwaina veesta), although perhaps not with long “e”. But, no, the way it’s pronounced (and this is the official word from the powers that be there) is “byoona vista.” I’m able to remember this, mostly, until I see it in print. Then I revert. I guess it doesn’t really matter, though, as I’m not auditioning for a job at a Colorado television station.

	If our stay in the cabin on the bluff over the river was sublime, so was out stay just to the west, up the road toward Cottonwood Pass, at the Rainbow Lake Resort. We had a very old, mostly restored, cabin with a view over the lake in one direction and into what can only be described as an aspen thicket in another. Although one of a couple dozen cabins of mixed vintage, the layout makes for plenty of privacy in most cases, and they are all within a short walk of the lake itself. We had driven by a number of times when we had been in the area, and our stay was to satisfy our curiosity about it. And staying there did so, in a positive enough way that we’ll consider returning sometime.

	Rainbow Lake Resort is about eight miles west of Buena Vista up a paved county road, meaning that it’s easy to get into town for groceries and whatnot. Because it’s eight miles into the Collegiate Range, it’s that much closer to the various trailheads up that road that offer routes up Mount Yale to the north, Mount Harvard beyond that, and all sorts of other alpine destinations.

	The road itself, once over Cottonwood Pass, descends into Taylor Park with its reservoir on the Taylor River, a flyfishing destination well known in guidebooks.

	We spent our time relaxing at the lake, however, taking daily walks (about an hour) around it and soaking up the subalpine surroundings. There’s a spur trail that ascends through the woods south of the lake to intersect the Colorado Trail for those more ambitious than we were. It’s perhaps worth mentioning that there was no cellular service nor, except in the main lodge, wi-fi there. The place was also television free. That turned out to be just fine with us, as we discovered. Sometimes getting away means really getting away. From everything.

	 

	Red Feather Lakes

	Except for Estes Park, everything I’ve mentioned thus far in the mountains, the Black Hills excepted, of course, has been west of the Colorado Front Range. This does not mean west of the Continental Divide, of course, as both the Rio Grande and the Arkansas ultimately drain into the Atlantic. Another place on the Front Range, or perhaps its northern extension, that we’d long wondered about was Red Feather Lakes, northwest of Fort Collins. Spending a few days there turned out to be a treat.

	We stayed at what I believe can be called a “dude ranch” that offered a few housekeeping cabins as well as main-lodge rooms. Other guests, particularly the ones who participated in the horse programs, were the dudes, I guess; we were just retirees looking for a place to do some hiking and relax.

	The region of US-287 up toward the Wyoming border consists mainly of rolling foothills with rock outcroppings which, in the vicinity of Red Feather Lakes, store water in both natural and man-made reservoirs.

	You get there either via Red Feather Lakes Road, which heads west from US-287 at Livermore and is paved or Larimer County Road 69 north from Rustic in the Pouder Valley, graded gravel. Red Feather Lakes Road is a pleasant drive upward through those foothills that begins on the edge of the prairie and takes you into a completely different environment.

	At 8,000´ – 9,000´ the area of the lakes is about at the ecotone—the transition zone between ecosystems—between the upper montane (ponderosa & lodgepole pine with aspen) and the subalpine (aspen with spruce and fir) biomes, or perhaps on the lower edge of it. This made for interesting hiking, as the dominant species changed as we progressed. Most of our time in the woods was spend in relatively new-growth forests, the logging industry of the early 20th century having removed the old-growth trees long ago.

	Red Feather itself is a sprawling community of manly summer homes in the woods, some cabins and a few McMansions, with a small, spread-out commercial area consisting of a couple of groceries, a restaurant or two, and bars. The post office makes the place official, although just barely.

	Our cabin was on a bluff overlooking the North Fork of the Cache la Poudre, far enough from the main lodge, horse barn, and other cabins to feel completely private. We had no cell service, but there was a weak wi-fi signal. The television had, by chance, I guess, a Netflix account that had been left on, so we were able to watch a couple of old movies while we were there.

	Their horse program involved daily rides on an extensive network of trails, for which they had a map, and that was quite useful for planning our hikes. We decided to take what looked like some of the less used ones, and that worked out just fine—only once did we run across a group of horses with nervous-looking riders out in the woods. It had just rained, so not only did they look nervous, they looked cold and bedraggled as well.

	We were glad for the rain gear we’d brought along.

	 

	Over the Top

	There are myriad long hikes possible in the Mountain West, of course. For the insanely ambitious, there’s the Colorado Trail, nearly 500 miles between Durango and Denver with much of the walking above 10,000´. If that’s not sufficiently challenging, there’s also the Continental Divide Trail, 3,100 miles along the crest of the continent between Mexico and Canada.

	Our ambitions have always been more modest, but we are rather proud of our three treks Over the Top of Rocky Mountain National Park. This hike classifies as a Getaway because it involves an overnight stay somewhere—our recommendation is in Grand Lake. Its description is sufficiently complex that it deserves an abstract:

	Head up the Flattop Mountain Trail from Bear Lake and keep going until you get over to Grand Lake. This takes the good part of a day and will probably result in both a sense of elation and sore feet.

	Needless to say, the devil is in the details.

	We (and this is me, my wife, and my brother Alan, who lives in Denver) made this trek three times back in the ’80s and early ’90s, when we lived in Boulder.38  We took the two different main routes available, the shorter route twice. As we discovered after the first time, there’s a huge difference between about 20 miles and about 15 miles, at least for folks who are used to the more normal 5-to-10-mile day hikes that sane people undertake at these elevations. This is especially true when the first couple of miles include an elevation gain of almost 2,900´.

	Logistics. Back then, in the last century and all, there was no shuttle bus between the east and west sides of RMNP—and I don’t think there is now, either. So, you’re on your own. This means at least two cars.

	Each time, we drove over to Grand Lake the evening before in two separate cars, spent the first night of a two-night reservation there, and then, dark and early the next morning, took one car back to Bear Lake, for which we’d previously obtained an overnight parking permit for the night following the hike.

	The first time, our little travel alarm clock didn’t work, so we woke up an hour late. This meant taking extreme liberties with the speed limits over Trail Ridge Road and up to Bear Lake to meet my brother (he’d driven up from Denver)—and because this was long before cell phones, there was no way to call him to let him know what was going on. At least we didn’t hit the two moose that we found conversing (or whatever moose do) in the dark in the middle of the road up the Kawuneeche Valley. The next morning, we held a little ceremony in which I dropped a Very Large Rock on that untrustworthy alarm clock.

	The beauty of this approach is that, after a long, tiring day on the trail, you have a nice destination at which there’s a hot shower (and a hot tub, at some places) and a restaurant (with a bar!) at which to spend a decadent evening as a reward. Then, the following morning, after whatever ceremonies seem appropriate and a sumptuous breakfast, you can all take a nice, leisurely drive back to Bear Lake to retrieve the other car(s). Given that you’ll probably sleep late, the leisurely part of this is enforced by the traffic on Trail Ridge Road, generally. The relatively new Timed Entry System that RMNP has implemented complicate these logistics, but it’s still quite possible to manage.

	The first time we did this, via the longer route, we stayed at the Grand Lake Lodge; the second and third times, we stayed in downtown Grand Lake at the Rapids Lodge. Both, I believe, are still in operation (Grand Lake Lodge’s having re-opened after a recent hiatus), and either provides a good reward for a long day of hiking. There are many other options as well.

	Routes. Overall, the west-bound route saves some climbing, insofar as Bear Lake is about 1100´ higher than Grand Lake. From Bear Lake, then, follow the signs to Flattop Mountain. Up there (some 2,900´ up there from Bear Lake), you get to make The Decision about your route. You can turn right, on the Tonahutu Creek Trail, or left (although it’s sort of straight), on the North Inlet Trail.

	The Tonahutu Creek Trail, although at least a third longer, is perhaps more interesting for the variety of terrain it offers. At first, there’s quite a bit of walking across the alpine tundra, northwest on Bighorn Flats, along the Continental Divide and then across it at Ptarmigan Pass to the beginnings of the creek’s drainage. Following that, there’s an easy descent to treeline and the trail as it follows the creek past Granite Falls down to the main valley on the west side of RMNP. It edges away from the creek to skirt Big Meadows, along which section it intersects with the Green Mountain Trail (the trailhead for which is along the Kawuneeche Valley Road, if you don’t want to avail yourself of the restaurant/lodging part of this and shorten the walk a bit) and then heads south to wind up at Grand Lake Lodge. I recall signs that made it obvious which way to turn at other intersections.

	The North Inlet Trail, being shorter, spends less time above treeline and, after crossing the Continental Divide near the Flattop intersection, has a somewhat more dramatic descent into the woods, eventually skirting Summerland Park and ending at the North Inlet Trailhead, the road to which is short and leads into the west end of the Town of Grand Lake. We’d left our car at the Rapids Lodge, but an overnight parking permit would allow you to leave a car at the trailhead and save a half-mile or so of additional walking. (A cutoff of the Tonahutu Creek Trail actually intersects the access road to this trailhead, so you can stay in downtown Grand Lake on either route, if you’re willing to walk the extra distance.)

	Because the Tonahutu Creek Trail involves so much more time in the tundra, it’s a good idea to adjust your schedule to avoid the possibility of thunderstorms39; but in either case, the usual high-elevation precautions are important. Take lots of water and enough food for the day; don’t plan to be above treeline much after late morning; be sure that you have some first-aid supplies, particularly those associated with your feet and most especially some acetaminophen and/or ibuprofen. And reliable. well-broken-in boots are a Really Good Idea.

	I enjoy up-and-back hikes and loops, too—there are plenty of both of varying lengths and difficulties all over the Mountain West to keep me amused forever. But, for me, there was something about this Over the Top business that was especially rewarding. Maybe it was getting from here to there, where both here and there are recognizable places, on my own two feet, and not having to go back.

	But, then, maybe it was what was waiting at the other end. Both those places have very comforting bars and really good dessert trays, as I recall.

	 

	 

	 

	Getting There

	 

	It’s been over fifty years since I first visited a certain little town nestled in the afternoon shadows of those magnificent peaks that straddle the Continental Divide. I still remember my first glimpse, as I expect most first-time visitors do. After all, it’s certainly memorable: the views to the west from the crests of Park Hill and Big Thompson Avenue are both stunning and make the Estes Valley look like a fantasy world, no matter which way you come into town. Indeed, living among all that breathtaking grandeur full time for the past decade was a fantasy fulfilled for me.

	Now that we’ve relocated down to the Denver metro area to what we hope will be a sort of sweet spot—east of the worst of the wind but still west of the heaviest hailstorms—Estes Park is no longer the jumping-off point for our various adventures into the mountains. Many fascinating places in Colorado and the other Four Corners States we’ve visited are still out there—as are even more that we’ve never visited. In the future, we’ll be making return visits to familiar territory and explore some of those new places. And how to get from here to there is always a consideration. A good place to start is with the general topic of wayfinding.

	When I was growing up, wayfinding relied on those fold-up gas-station maps, always an awkward proposition while in the car. Refolding them used to be my job when I was a kid, and goodness knows how many interesting scenic features I missed seeing while flummoxed by an unfolded map. Fortunately for me, that task was assumed by my patient spouse when we first began our road trips together.

	But as we explored farther and farther from the main roads (the roads with those brands of gas-stations on them) fold-up maps lost their luster. So, for quite a while, the DeLorme state-by-state atlases, 11”x 16” books with details to the topographic level, were what we carried—on longer trips, one per state, which turned out to be quite the portfolio sometimes. Although static, they’re great, or were after we learned also to carry a magnifying glass to read those details.

	But now the electronic maps in our car’s GPS system are so much more convenient, and so easily updated, that we can’t resist them. It’s almost trivial to zoom and pan the on-screen map around to find where this vaguely familiar road goes or to see what amenities that little town offers. And with 5G cellular service in many places, online maps by Google and others are easy to access as well.

	But for documentation purposes, paper maps still rule.

	We have one of the western half of the continental U.S. dry-mounted onto a sheet of foam-core board, and we use a highlighter pen to trace the roads we’ve taken on our various trips. By now, the thing looks like the web of an alcoholic spider.

	In addition to being useful as an aid to our collective memory of trips we’ve taken, the highlighted map also offers suggestions—in the form of blank spaces—of new places to visit. Far western Colorado, west of US-550 & 50 between Durango and Grand Junction, for example, turns out to be mostly empty, grandiose, and fascinating. If not for the un-highlighted area on that map of ours, we might not have thought to explore there, and we’re gradually filling it in. To be sure, there are other un-highlighted areas that we plan to leave blank—West Texas, for example, isn’t calling out to us at all.

	Despite the convenience of the electronic maps while on the road, it’s wise to be cautious—caveat emptor applies. Stories with disastrous results caused by Google Maps abound, such as the one about the Greyhound bus driver who attempted a jeep road into the Flattops Wilderness north of Dotsero and the more recent one about the semi-truck driver who tried the jeep road from Marble up to the Crystal Mill. Sometimes those electronic maps can get you into trouble, even if you’re driving a real Jeep.

	Of course, all this talk of maps as the way to get somewhere completely ignores the highly sensible advice that my wife—and wives everywhere, I imagine—would offer: Just stop and ask someone local.

	But, c’mon, where’s the fun in that?

	 

	Maps, including GPS maps, are indispensable tools for road trips of all sorts. I’ve also found that I can access a weather radar app on my phone and display it on the car’s touchscreen so see real-time weather. This is especially handy for wintertime. And wintertime is a real consideration in the Mountain West.

	According to my weather station during one cold snap, the wind speed was 25 higher than the temperature. The two numbers are displayed side-by-side with big LED digits, so I couldn’t help but notice.

	That, I thought, is enough of that.

	Of course, this was comparing apples to oranges in the worst way, but those LEDs were staring at me and I automatically did the math. The comparison was also completely arbitrary—this disturbing set of numbers depended purely on the units of measurement in play.

	Like a good scientist, I’m supposed to adhere to the International System of Units (known as SI—for the French Système International d’Unités). And SI, based on metric units, does indeed make a lot of sense. But I grew up in the Midwest with the English system and haven’t ever really switched in my head for everyday life. A cup is 8 ounces, there are 2 of them in a pint, 16 of those in a peck, and all that. And 8 furlongs in a mile.

	So I should be careful and say that not too long ago the wind speed in miles per hour was 25 higher than the temperature in degrees Fahrenheit—obviously a meaningless comparison. In SI units, it wouldn’t have made such a dramatic statement, because the temperature was below freezing, and hence below zero in degrees Celsius. So even a wind speed of 0 (in meters per second or any system of units) would have been higher than the temperature. Too boring to mention. On the other hand, below zero Fahrenheit with zero wind still classifies as “way too cold.”

	See? That’s the advantage of good-old English units—they can make things interesting.

	It made me remember the time I first noticed this phenomenon the previous December, when a long, warm, dry fall came crashing to an end with the snowstorm that finally gave all the ski areas some hope. Then, the difference was 45 for a while the following morning when the temperature had dipped into the single digits and wind came way up. And then it happened again a week or so later. Brrr.

	On a side note, I’ll mention that when we lived in Florida, there was a technical term for this English-unit inversion of temperature and wind numbers—hurricane.

	All this implicit griping about winter weather here will, I’m just certain, elicit an outpouring of sympathy. (Or possibly not.) In any case, it serves to introduce a few comments on the topic of winter road trips. Unlike those summertime ones, there just might be a cure for the wintertime blues.

	As I noted previously, for us hitting the road in this part of the world is usually a three-season affair, unless skiing in, say, Aspen or Telluride is in the cards—and we don’t ski anymore. But if you pick your departure date to be during fair weather, winter Road Trips (the long ones, remember?) can provide a nice escape to warmer climes. We’ve made several winter Road Trips to escape the cold, giggling with glee as we crossed into New Mexico at the crest of Raton Pass. And any number of people who live on the Front Range all summer take a southward Road Trip in the fall and don’t return for many months.

	I’m of the opinion that winter Road Trips are best begun as spur-of-the-moment decisions. You get fed up with winter, you can’t take another day of creeping cabin fever, you wait for an encouraging weather window, and you get out of Dodge—or wherever. From here, Albuquerque is a good day’s drive, weather cooperating, and it’s very likely to be warmer there. After that, southern New Mexico beckons, and, as long as you stay out of the mountains, you’ll stay warmer. When the wind chill at home is below zero, what better time to check out Carlsbad Caverns, or the White Sands, or the Bosque del Apache?

	But don’t forget your skis. Santa Fe is a ski town in the winter, and north of there is Taos. It’s easy to catch both on your way home, after you’ve warmed up.

	And I suppose a friendly reminder is in order, because long-distance winter driving means that you may well encounter some real winter weather. Even with all-wheel drive, true winter tires are highly recommended—not those so-called all-season tires that came with your car, and certainly not summer tires40. The new “all-weather” tires do seem to be a useful alternative if you don’t want to keep eight tires per car in your inventory. I’ve tried a couple of brands, and they work well with all-wheel-drive.

	Stay safe out there.

	 

	However, hazardous winter driving is not limited to the winter months, nor to the mountains. A few years ago late one April, we set out on a Road Trip to the Midwest. This is a drive we’ve made any number of times, beginning back in the ’80s when we’d grit our teeth, play loud rock-’n-roll, and ingest large amounts of caffeine to do it in a single 14-hour day.

	Nowadays, we’re more relaxed about it and stop for the night, usually about Des Moines eastbound; perhaps North Platte westbound. No matter how you do it, the route is easy and mostly on high-numbered interstates: I-76 to I-80 across Nebraska and Iowa to I-74 at the Quad Cities.

	In planning for that particular April trip, I remember deciding to swap off the winter tires—snows with big, chunky lugs that would sing loudly for 1800 miles and drive us crazy. It was almost mid-spring, and I was planning to do that within a couple of weeks anyway. What could a few days early hurt?

	I also remember thinking about the weather and paying attention to forecasts from various sources. I’m a retired research scientist with forty years of meteorology under my belt, so assimilating forecasts is something I know how to do. Of course, research isn’t the same as practical forecasting experience, but, hey, what do those TV people know anyway?

	It was late morning, at about Ogallala, Nebraska when stuff began to fall from the sky. I say “stuff” because it wasn’t obvious whether it was raindrops or big, globby snowflakes. And it wasn’t falling toward the car, as it always appears to when you’re moving, but across the road from the right. I could tell by the car’s behavior that the south wind that was making that happen was extremely gusty. But we had a variety of snacks in the car, and we pushed on41 because I was so persuasive in suggesting that we outrun the weather instead of stopping for lunch.

	After a while, at about North Platte, that stuff falling from the sky was no longer across the road, it was at us, splatting into the windshield and making the wipers work hard. Somewhere in there, it turned to identifiable frozen-ish stuff—very large, wet snowflakes. Before long, it became obvious that we weren’t going to outrun anything, because we were running smack into whatever it was.

	And what it was, it became clear the next day, was a feisty, late-season winter storm swooping in from eastern Montana with all its cold air and clashing with a warm, wet air mass that had oozed up from the Gulf of Mexico to the southeast. A classic springtime pattern that experienced forecasters are all too familiar with. Mere researchers, not so much.

	But we persevered. Gothenburg, Cozad, Lexington eased by, each successively more slowly as snow accumulated on the roadway and became packed into ice while the traffic, including dozens and dozens of big rigs, became more and more cautious. Our car, with its all-wheel drive, managed somehow, even on its all-season tires, but it was skittering all over the place. Finally, at Kearney, when the traffic on I-80 was moving at about 15 mph, we decided to throw in the towel, so we took the first exit.

	And it was a good thing we did, because, first, we managed to get the last hotel room available—in the mid-afternoon darkness, as the storm had knocked out the power; and, second, as we found out the following morning on the news, I-80 was closed at the next exit to the east, an exit devoid of amenities.

	But everything turned out fine—by dinnertime, the power was back on, and we discovered that we’d blundered into a hotel right next to an actual sit-down-and-get-served restaurant. And by morning, the storm had passed and it was spring again—warm and sunny, the snow melting fast off the drooping tree branches and the roads. There was plenty of evidence of the storm out on I-80, though—abandoned cars and trucks were strewn for miles to the east.

	So here’s a belated thanks to the hospitable folks of Kearney, Nebraska!

	And, for everyone else, here’s a reminder never, ever to underestimate springtime weather out there on the Great Plains.

	 

	Nor do you want to underestimate the weather and its changes in the mountains. A few of summers ago we stayed in a charming little cabin right next to a cheerfully gurgling reach of the North Fork of the South Arkansas River. The river was gurgling so cheerfully, in fact, that we could hear it under the foot of new snow that was hiding it.

	Despite the calendar’s insistence that it was the first week of September, wet, sloppy, spring snow covered everything. The trees and bushes, what turned out to be aspen and most likely chokecherry, were drooping alarmingly and hiding, as we found out the next day, the sidewalk to the front door.

	As a result, I had tried the back door first, and the code for the digital lock didn’t work. After the four-hour detour caused by the closure of Monarch Pass—it should have taken perhaps two, but the weather wasn’t cooperating—that bit of additional frustration just didn’t seem fair.

	We had begun the day under gloomy skies in Redstone. After cresting McClure Pass and turning south at Hotchkiss, we stopped to admire the view from the north rim of Black Canyon National Park, although by then the horizontal rain discouraged us from lingering. After lunch in Gunnison, that rain turned to sleet. By the time we reached the base of the west-side grade up Monarch Pass at Sergeant, CDOT had closed the highway—something about a multi-car/truck pileup up near the pass.

	Fortunately, our detour back to CO-114 to Saguache and then back east and north on US-285 worked, as North Pass and Poncha Pass were still negotiable, although barely—the sleet was coating the road after Saguache and making the traction iffy. That bit of driving reminded me of a really bad February day over Berthoud Pass to ski new powder, except this time I was still on my all-season tires.

	Equally fortunately, I finally managed to find the cabin’s front door, where the code worked. That felt better, but the gallon or so of snow that dumped down my collar when I brushed one of those aspens didn’t.

	We had been expecting a late-summer interlude in an aspen grove, sitting in the shade and sunshine while listening to the leaves rustle, and we’d packed accordingly. Instead, Colorado’s fickle weather gave us a couple of days in front of the fireplace, watching the snow melt and the trees try to unbend. But the cabin was nice enough that we decided to give it a second chance the following June.

	The second time worked out much, much better. The weather cooperated, the little branch of the Ark was still gurgling cheerfully away, and the breeze in the aspen grove, shimmering with new spring leaves, offered just the right amount of leaf-rustling.

	Instead of merely hunkering down by the fire, we were able to explore the area a bit. Hikes a short way below and at the summit of Monarch Pass provided all the exercise we needed plus the sorts of scenery were looking for. And the lunch counter and gift shop at the summit—one of those places we usually zip right by in our hurry to get somewhere—were far more interesting than we would have imagined. In the other direction, a day of fishing on the main stem of the Ark down by Poncha Springs provided the relaxation that we’d missed the previous fall.

	Our do-over success took place in one of those little hamlets in the mountains with a name—Maysville—and not much else, but Poncha Springs was only about seven miles down the valley and Salida another five or so. This means that amenities such as gas and groceries were easy to find and that there were even some restaurants to choose from. Being reasonably close to real civilization is always a bonus.

	After that charming second stay, we took what was for us a new route home, down the Arkansas Valley on US-50 to CO-9 and then north. This highway makes a southeast-to-northwest traverse across South Park, providing an expansive look at just how huge that high prairie really is.

	And who would have thought that in Colorado there’s a place called Tallahassee?

	After a picnic lunch in the Fairplay town park, we stuck with CO-9 through Breckenridge and Silverthorne to Kremmling, meaning we’d covered the entire length of that high-country thoroughfare. And after spending a good part of the day cruising through new countryside, it felt good to get back into familiar territory again.

	Sometimes the second try just works out better.

	 

	The contrast between that little adventure involving US-50 and several other two-lane highways and the previous one involving I-80 illustrates an important consideration for road trips. If William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, tortured soul that he was, had been concerned with road trips instead of doing himself in, he might well have mused “To interstate or not to interstate, that is the question.”

	I know I ask myself that a lot, despite not being tortured at all.

	The thing is, those superhighways and I have a love-hate relationship, and I expect that I’m not unique in that regard. On the one hand, even away from the bigger cities here in Colorado, traffic on the interstates can be hellacious—75-plus mph with only a car length or two of buffer space ahead and behind just doesn’t feel comfortable. This is commonplace on too many stretches of our interstate highways to be able to list here.

	On the other hand, they do get you there quickly, those interstates. I referred previously to the road trip from Santa Fe to the Grand Canyon as an “easy day’s drive.” The reason it’s an easy day is because most of the route is interstates: I-25 south to Albuquerque and I-40 west to Flagstaff.

	And there are occasions when the time factor is a real consideration. A few years ago, we drove out to the west coast, on I-80 from Laramie west, to see relatives. There was a wedding to attend, and we had other things scheduled here up to a couple of days beforehand. So the first part of that trip (and it was definitely in the Road Trip category) was designed to get us there expeditiously. Still, we managed to enjoy the drive—a second overnight in Truckee, California, just west of Reno near the crest of the Sierras, put us close enough to our destination that we had time for a very nice morning hike. That segment of that trip was definitely a “to interstate” segment.

	It was different on the drive back east. We did use I-80 to get out of California and part of the way across Nevada, but then we turned north at Winnemucca toward Oregon and Idaho, eventually making a big loop north through the Bitterroot Range to Missoula Montana, “not to interstate” all the way. And, except for cheating for a part of one day, we managed to stick to two-lane routes all the way home.

	My use of “cheated” in connection with an interstate hints, I guess, at my bias about those highways. When we need to get somewhere quickly, then they’re our first choice. Otherwise, well, let’s just say that any sort of road trip is improved by routes using the old U.S. highways, or, better, the state roads. My routes of choice even include county roads on occasion.

	I’m biased in favor of the two-lane roadways because they emphasize the trip over the destination by putting you closer to the scenery and providing more time to see it. On how many interstates can you stick your hand out the passenger window and brush the canyon wall?42  Pulling off an interstate onto the shoulder, wide as they are, to admire a particular view of the scenery just isn’t what you want to be doing, but on the smaller highways this is actually easy and rewarding—and, if you’re careful about your choice of pull-off spots, reasonably safe.

	So, for getting there expeditiously, we can all thank President Eisenhower for his prescient idea for the Interstate Highway System. But for quality road trips, those old roads fill the bill in ways interstates can’t match. Slow down, open the window, and smell the spruce forest – literally, in the Colorado High Country.

	 

	If the question of what sort of highway should your road trip take is worth considering, so is the question of what kind of vehicle you should be driving on that road.

	Much has been written about the ongoing love affair that we Americans have with cars and SUVs and pickup trucks. There’s no doubt that advertising capitalizes on this infatuation. A favorite marque in Colorado—Subaru—even builds their ads around the theme of love.

	Viewed purely from a pragmatic perspective, such vehicles are simply tools to get you and your stuff around. Depending on your financial circumstances, you may need to go with a single all-purpose vehicle, or you may be able to specialize with different vehicles for different purposes. What’s best for a cross-town trip to the grocery store, where parking can be tight, isn’t necessarily best for a cross-country Road Trip. If the road trip is to include off-road adventuring, then what’s required is different from travel exclusively on the interstates. And, naturally, what stuff you need to carry is a determining factor—if it’s your kids plus their soccer teammates, then a minivan might be indicated, or if it’s a few bales of hay, a pickup truck.

	There are also power and drivetrain considerations. A good bit of get-up-and-go is helpful here in the Mountain West. However, this needs to be balanced with fuel consumption considerations—we all have a responsibility to drive vehicles that are as fuel-efficient as possible. From the road-trip perspective, the widespread availability of quick-charge stations for electric vehicles can’t come soon enough. And I, for one, am completely sold on all-wheel drive, especially for winter driving but for year-round use as well.

	In fact, the only non-all-wheel-drive car I’ve had for the past thirty-five years was a two-seat convertible—a mid-life-crisis toy, I suppose. As I’ve noted, in that little car we enjoyed a mid-October cross-country Road Trip—2,200-plus miles from Santa Fe to Boca Raton, almost all the way on two-lane highways, top down, wind in our hair. 

	 Best. Road. Trip. Ever.

	Its only downside was that we hadn’t yet found a dentist in Boca, so it was a chore picking all the bugs out of our teeth.

	I’m glad we made that trip that way when we did, because it’s likely that the idea wouldn’t go over so well now. We’ve both become used to creature comforts that little car just couldn’t offer.

	The roadster would have been a fun car for the summer here in Colorado, but still wildly impractical for our road trips now. These days, we have a five-person car with four doors, a rear hatch, heated seats, plenty of leg room, and the space to carry several suitcases plus a big cooler. And all-wheel drive plus real winter tires from about Thanksgiving to May Day.

	When we returned to Colorado from our sojourn in Florida, our first vehicle for trips on the road here in Colorado was an SUV with serious off-road capabilities. In addition to being able to go just about anywhere, it had all the creature comforts we like, but it also had the aerodynamics of a brick and gas mileage to match. It took only a couple of real jeep-road excursions—one of which was on some truly gnarly so-called roads above and southeast of Georgetown—to persuade us that such jostling just wasn’t our thing, not a bit. All-in-all, that vehicle was a learning experience that put us on track for something more practical.

	And that’s the bottom line for me. Forget that love-affair stuff and find a vehicle that’s affordable and practical for your needs. That’s what I do—at least when I’m not lusting after a Porsche.

	 

	Having chosen a destination and route plus an appropriate vehicle, it’s then necessary to decide what to take on your road trip. Perhaps as important as that is figuring out how to cram all of that stuff into your vehicle.

	When I was a kid, my grandparents’ generation talked about the “olden days” when butter churns, buggy whips, and a general lack of indoor plumbing were common. Except for the plumbing, this talk mostly leaned toward nostalgic reminiscences of better times.

	Now that I’m old enough to be a grandparent, I’ve no doubt that even though the term is out of vogue, it still applies—although to different things. Land-line telephones, especially ones with dials, seem like a good example. Old codger I may be, but our modern cell phones, the stuff of Dick Tracy comics back then, seem like a huge improvement despite their annoyances.

	Vacations by car have changed, too, at least in some ways. Of course, certain things haven’t: the planning, preparation, and packing; the frisson of excitement upon departure and the anticipation and relief of arrival; the settling into the drive and searching for ways to stave off boredom. What used to be communal games of identifying different states’ license places and playing I Spy seem to have evolved into solitary games on electronic devices.

	It also helps to keep boredom at bay that here in the Mountain West the scenery changes at least hourly, unlike those endless fields of corn and soybeans in the Midwest.

	Maybe it’s confirmation bias on my part, but one of the changes in road trips that I’ve noticed is how much simpler they are now. In fact, it’s rather surprising that I’m such a fan of them these days, given the complexity and level of effort that I grew up with.

	My family took two road trips a year during my childhood, a six-hour drive (each way) across Illinois and most of Iowa to an annual Labor Day family reunion and a longer one, a couple of weeks and later three, during my father’s annual vacation. I finally dropped out of the latter in high school when summer jobs got in the way, but for the three or four years before that happened these car-camping expeditions had evolved into major undertakings.

	At first, though, it was easy. When Dad’s vacation rolled around in late July or early August, we’d load up the back of the station wagon, my brother and I would scramble into the back seat, and off we’d go, toward Wisconsin or Michigan or even Minnesota.

	Then we started needing a roof carrier, and when my sister got too big for the front seat, she got to squeeze in with us in the back, so there were several years of the “Mom, he touched me!!” sort of whining that my folks had to put up with. Then, with the arrival of another brother, things got a bit more complicated. A bigger station wagon was needed, one with three rows of seats, along with a bigger engine to tow a U-Haul trailer. The six of us plus daytime diversions and food barely fit into that behemoth nine-passenger station wagon, a Detroit extravagance with a huge V-8 fed by a very thirsty four-barrel carburetor. It had pneumatic, adjustable rear springs, which we always pumped up to accommodate all the weight that poor car had to carry.

	And then there was the canoe. One year, my Dad got us a four-person, 18´aluminum canoe. Cool! I went so far as to get a canoe merit badge at Scout Camp because of it, and it served as a great toy on the Wisconsin lakes where we camped.

	It also served as a roof box when we traveled. We’d fill it up with light stuff—sleeping bags and clothes, I guess—before inverting it and hoisting it up there, a bit of an adventure for young, skinny me. And we’d stuff the trailer full with everything else. The load never got tall enough to block the driver’s rear view, but almost. And then we’d trundle off down the road, six people and more gear than you can imagine, a primitive version of the folks you now see driving a big RV and towing both a little SUV and a boat.

	This process usually took a full day, and, of course, we had to unpack everything to get our campsites set up. I remember that the last couple of years we settled into one campsite for the duration rather than pack up and move to another after only a week.

	Our destinations were usually a single day’s drive (sometimes a long day, to be sure) to somewhere on a lake in Michigan or northern Wisconsin. That canoe came in quite handy in all the streams and lakes of those beautiful forests, and it was easy for me to get that merit badge in canoeing based on the experience.

	Nowadays, the two of us manage to stuff all of our gear into the back of our mid-sized SUV with no fuss—although I’ll admit that my father’s packing tricks come in handy. Yeah, if there were more of us we’d probably need a car-top carrier. I’ve drawn a hard line at a trailer, though.

	But that’s just us. Among vacationers these days, it’s not uncommon to see gear piled onto the top of a highway-bus-sized RV that’s towing a car that’s towing a boat. While GPS has made way-finding much easier these days and there are lots more amenities for travelers along the roads, not to mention the greater range of accommodations at just about any destination, some things haven’t changed. Vacationers just can’t stand to leave their toys at home, so they pack ’em up and take ’em.

	More power to them, I guess—just so long as I don’t have to tag along behind them up a long, winding highway grade.

	 

	Unfortunately, that sort of thing is sometimes inevitable in the mountains, particularly during the summer tourist season. And it’s to be expected that it’s more likely to happen on the more popular stretches of road. Many of those are within the various parks and monuments here, and the only way to deal with it is by invoking massive doses of patience. The worst we’ve encountered have been on what is perhaps Colorado’s most iconic highway, US-34 through Rocky Mountain National Park, better known as Trail Ridge Road.

	Judging by demand for Timed Entry Permits, Bear Lake and its vicinity would seem to be the most popular part of Rocky Mountain National Park. The post-card scenery, and the variety of trails on which to immerse yourself in it, make the area a must-see attraction.

	But it seems likely that Trail Ridge Road, the 48 or so miles between Estes Park and Grand Lake, is what first-time visitors remember most. Its 11 miles above timberline—from just above Rainbow Curve on the east side to just below Medicine Bow Curve to the west—are unique not only in the National Park system but in all of North America. No other through highway reaches its elevation—12,183´ at its (wisely unmarked) crest—or offers the variety of panoramas that makes TRR the iconic feature of RMNP.

	For those of us who live in the region, it’s easy to become blasé about this remarkable stretch of highway—at least until we need to drive it for some reason. Then it’s just as easy to be as much in awe as those first-timers visiting here from the flatter places to the east. When we lived in Estes Park, we made a point of using TRR to begin and finish road trips whenever possible as a way to remind ourselves of its beauty.

	In addition to that spectacular beauty, several aspects of this drive across the top of the world make it interesting and even amusing.

	One thing that is especially interesting is the evolution of the ecosystems with elevation. The two dominant ecotones across the 4,000´ of TRR elevation change mark not only progress on the journey across to the other side but also the character of the landscape. The higher of the two ecotones, the transition from the subalpine forests and meadows to the alpine tundra, occurs between timberline and treeline. The lower, as pines give way to spruce and fir, with aspen scattered throughout, can be seen on the east side at about Hidden Valley and on the west toward the north end of the Kawuneeche Valley and just above. While hikes through these ecotones provide fascinating, up-close views that offer a lovely mix of tree species in the lower and krummholz—those little, stunted trees trying to eke out a living—in the upper, even simply driving through them is rewarding.

	Although the antics of the pikas and marmots up on the tundra can be fun, I’ve found that human behavior can provide amusement as well. For example, the two most exposed stretches of TRR—westbound, a couple of miles of road just above Rainbow Curve; and eastbound, from about Medicine Bow Curve to the Lava Cliffs—appear to induce barophobia (fear of gravity) in many drivers. They seem to think that Earth’s gravitational field will suck them sideways off into space, so they hug, and often straddle, the road’s centerline, sometimes leaving nearly a car’s worth of empty pavement to their right.  Apparently, it’s scary up there, so far from sea level.

	Because of its popularity, TRR traffic can be heavy during peak seasons, especially so when the Park’s elk herds are grazing close to the road up on the tundra or when moose are spotted in the wetlands areas of the Kawuneeche or Hidden Valleys. The resulting elk/moose jams, with people stopping in the middle of the road to take pictures and wandering about as if they have the place all to themselves, can rival ski-season traffic backups on I-70. I’ve found that enduring these frustrating episodes is easier if I recite the mantra from the old “Kung Fu” TV show: Patience, grasshopper. That keeps my blood pressure lower than banging on the steering wheel and shouting colorful imprecations. Your mileage, of course, may vary.

	Although TRR’s wintertime closure—from sometime around Halloween to Memorial Day or so—prevents seeing the full range of seasons up there, those available all have their attractions. Emergence of the springtime aspen leaves and the greening of the tundra just after the road opens in late May offer clues to the approach of summer. Wildflowers a few weeks later can be breathtaking. And the coming of fall, announced by the brilliant colors of the aspen groves, is always spectacular. I find it worth multiple treks across each year to see the variety.

	Just writing about it makes me think it may be time to plan yet another of those treks over the top of the world!

	 

	We made a point of doing just that before we moved away from Estes Park. That particular crossing was west-to-east, on a Monday afternoon in early July, 2023, completely typical, if there is such a thing. But because I was aware that it might just be our last such crossing, I paid more attention than usual, as much as I could while still minding the road carefully.

	Paying attention was worthwhile especially for the first couple of miles north of the Grand Lake entrance, through the stretch of TRR that was jumped by the East Troublesome Fire in November, 2020. The recovery—or not—of the burned areas offered both hope and anguish and provided a glimpse into how nature responds to such a disturbance. This area bears watching carefully for the next several years, because it’s likely that hope will be reinforced and anguish will fade over time.

	One of my favorite stretches headed west-to-east was the section up and out of the Kawuneeche Valley, the long grade up to Farview Curve. I found the five conveniently numbered switchbacks on the climb up through the woods to be especially charming, for some reason, much more so than the two on the tundra east of the Lava Cliffs or the four, with Glacier Gorge parking in the middle, on the last climb up to Bear Lake. I think it may have to do with how lush the forest appeared to be, at least to someone cruising by in a car. When the snow is still melting in the late spring, having the car windows open to hear the gurgling of the runoff through the trees and along the road enhances the experience.

	Although the two switchbacks east of the Lava Cliffs don’t really grab my attention, the swooping descent after them into, and the subsequent climb out of, the saddle called Iceberg Pass is always fun. It affords expansive views in both directions and really does feel like the top of the world. Although it’s past the crest of the crossing, I think of it as the halfway point in the journey.

	After navigating the bevy of cars trying to park at the Tundra Communities Trailhead and then the sharp curve at Rock Cut, it was all downhill from there—almost literally—and somehow it seemed much steeper headed downhill than it ever did climbing up westbound. Even the stretch across the hillside below Tombstone Ridge, another bucolic ride through the woods, seemed steep going downhill. This section, like the one up through the five switchbacks earlier, is closed in by spruce and fir, so the autumn aspen aren’t prominent. But, after Many Parks Curve, the view down to the Hidden Valley picnic area sparkles in the sunlight when the aspens are in color. This time, though, it was too early in the season for that treat.

	The familiarity of TRR through Hidden Valley and below Deer Ridge Junction signals the approaching destination of this crossing over the top of the world—Estes Park. We feel lucky to have lived in Estes Park and especially to have had the opportunity to familiarize ourselves with TRR and its various points of interest over the past decade.

	Many people who visit RMNP once find a crossing of Trail Ridge Road to be the experience of a lifetime. Those of us who are fortunate enough to have crossed it many times are at risk for becoming jaded and more focused on the annoying traffic than on the scenery.

	Our experience has been that it’s worth the effort to mitigate that risk by taking it all in as if it’s your first time—every time.

	 

	When we lived in Estes Park, there were several occasions when we’d drive over to the town of Grand Lake using TRR just to have lunch. While those trips didn’t classify as even road trips, they typified the sort of single-day excursion that’s possible in the Mountain West. Two others, both somewhat longer, were also favorites.

	Living in Estes Park, it was easy to forget that the rest of Colorado sat at our doorstep, that Estes Park can serve as a jumping-off point for visits to the many other places that offer their own spectacular attractions. There are, of course, other such jumping-off points—the Denver metro area, for example, is more centralized and sits at a nexus of major highways heading off in all directions. 

	But we found that Estes Park does pretty well, particularly from (about) May to October when TRR is open. What better scenery to begin or end a road trip than the Kawuneeche Valley and Rock Cut? As an origin for road trips, then, Estes Park works—and not the least because it’s also such a wonderful destination, especially to come home to.

	In fact, there are a couple of day trips worth outlining that have their destinations at their origin, Estes Park. Both use TRR, so these are trips for summer or early fall. Each is a loop around a fair chunk of the Front Range, one south, one north. And each works either clockwise or counterclockwise. Here, they’re both discussed with TRR last, coming home, to make it possible to schedule things so that you don’t have to get one of those Timed-Entry Permits—that system, for the TRR part of the Park, ends in mid-afternoon. If need be, you can kill some time in downtown Grand Lake.

	The southern loop (about 190 miles) uses the Peak-to-Peak Highway to Black Hawk; town streets up through Central City to the Central City Parkway and then over to I-70; an 11-mile stretch of that busy interstate to the US-40 exit and then over Berthoud Pass to Granby; and finally US-34 from Granby over TRR back to Estes Park.

	The northern loop (about 50 miles longer) uses US-34 down the Big Thompson Canyon (or, as an alternative, County Road 43 through Glen Haven to Drake); County Road 27 (Buckhorn Road) and then Stove Prairie Road to Colorado State Road 14 in the Poudre Canyon; west over Cameron Pass to Walden then south on CO-125 over Willow Creek Pass to US-40; southeast to Granby and then back to Estes Park again on US-34.

	Either of these makes a lovely day trip, and there are plenty of places to stop for a picnic lunch. All of the roads mentioned here are paved, and the more obscure sections can be mapped easily on Google Maps. For example, “Drake, CO to Rustic, CO” typed into the search box shows the county roads between the Big Thompson and Poudre Canyons, and “Black Hawk to Idaho Springs” shows, when zoomed in, the route through Central City between the Peak-to-Peak and the Parkway.

	It’s worth noting that the northern loop might be nicknamed the “Wildfire Tour,” because it takes you through areas burned by the Cameron Peak and by the East Troublesome fires in 2020 and by the High Park fire in 2012. The recovery from the 2012 damage is, although slow, an optimistic sign of recovery to be expected from the more recent conflagrations. Be sure to check with CDOT’s website (cotrip.org) for road work or closures before departing—mudslides happen, after all.

	Despite the burned areas, a picnic on the northern loop is both possible and even recommended, at State Forest State Park on the west side of Cameron Pass southeast of Walden. 

	The southern loop offers more in the way of restaurants—Winter Park has timely lunch choices as long as you don’t get distracted by the casinos in Black Hawk. That could make for a long, and expensive, day. But this is about the scenery, not the roll of the dice.

	 

	Single-day road trips are perhaps most popular in the western mountains during aspen season in the fall—perhaps mid-September to mid-October depending on just where you want to go. Even if you can watch aspen turn color right outside your home’s windows each fall, as we were able to in Estes Park, the breadth and variety of the phenomenon state-wide provides the perfect excuse for a road trip. Or two or three. 

	Because the timing of this color change varies from year to year, road trips to see it can be difficult to plan in advance. And because the change has become so popular, it can be challenging to find accommodations for a multi-day trip at the last minute. Still, it’s worth the effort, and the diversity of opportunities offers a wealth of alternatives.

	The trick to making it work is to pay attention to timely news sources each August and September, rather than relying on just the familiar maps that the TV stations trot out every year, and to plan accordingly. Fortunately, in any one location the prime season can last a couple of weeks unless there is a very hard freeze or freak windstorm that strips the leaves off prematurely.

	According to the Colorado State Forest Service, there are some five million acres of aspen in our state—close to eight thousand square miles—most of them west of the Continental Divide, most growing between about 6,500´ and timberline. Although it is in the middle of this range that they tend to flourish, many factors such as slope aspect, drainage, soil conditions, and wind exposure determine the health of an individual grove. Consequently, both low- and high-elevation groves are out there just waiting to dazzle you.

	I’ve found that it’s useful to think of aspen-viewing road trips in terms of the highway passes involved—both the truly serious, Continental Divide crossings and the less famous ones between tributary watersheds. It’s fun to think of several-day jaunts that cover as many as feasible without using the same roads more than once. Here, then, from north to south, more or less like the progression of the color change, are my favorites. My apologies to those I’ve neglected.

	
		Muddy Pass & Rabbit Ears Pass (US-40 east of Steamboat Springs): It’s worth going all the way into town, because Steamboat has some famous groves on its hillsides. If this is more than a day trip, be sure to take a drive up to Steamboat Lake (County Road 129), as the Elk River Valley is spectacular in the fall.

		Kenosha Pass (US-285) and Guanella Pass (Park County Road 62 & Clear Creek County Road 381 between Georgetown and Grant): These are so close to Denver that they can be clogged on peak-season weekends, but they’re worth the effort. Both in one day is easy.

		Independence Pass (CO-82, Twin Lakes to Aspen): The bonus here is the entire Roaring Fork Valley.

		Grand Mesa Summit (CO-65): The “Grand Mesa Scenic Byway,” between I-70 east of Palisade and Cedaredge to the south is a spectacular 60 miles or so that includes huge swaths of aspen groves. There’s a pass up there somewhere, but the topography makes it a bit obscure. Don’t worry, though, the trees will make up for that.

		Kebler Pass (County Road 12 west of Crested Butte): This gravel, through road (it comes out on CO-133 northeast of Paonia) includes perhaps the largest aspen grove in the state. A return over McClure Pass through Redstone to Carbondale isn’t so bad, either.

		Red Mountain Pass, Molas Divide, Coal Bank Pass (US-550 from Ouray to Durango): This is a couple hours of breath-taking scenery anyway, but in the fall it’s a knock-out. The valley in which sits the ghost town of Ironton, just south of Ouray, can be just unbelievable if caught during the prime aspen colors.

		Slumgullion Pass (CO-149 between Lake City and South Fork): Although out of the way, the upper Rio Grande Valley itself is an aspen tour, and the Lake Fork Valley isn’t to be missed, either.

		La Manga & Cumbres Passes (CO-17  & NM 17 between Antonito, CO and Chama, NM): This route includes the lower Conejos Valley and miles of upland groves between it and Chama. If you’re lucky, you’ll be able to get a photo of the scenic Cumbres & Toltec narrow gauge chugging through a colorful stand.



	 

	Needless to say, getting to some of these places can be an adventure, especially on weekends when the entire population of the Front Range cities seems to have the same idea. At these times having an edge certainly doesn’t hurt. Over the years, we found two alternatives to the most obvious routes that were either shorter or less stressful—or both.

	The first we think of as designed for people starting out from Estes Park. It gets you to the Eagle Valley at Wolcott. Taking TRR over to Granby, turning west on US-40 to Kremmling and then south on CO-9 toward Silverthorne is the first step. Then you proceed for a little over 2 miles to the turnoff westward onto Grand County Road 1, also known as Trough Road. It will take you to State Bridge, where Trough Road ends at CO-131, the highway between Wolcott (to the south at I-70) and Steamboat Springs to the north. Ask Google Maps to plot a route from, say, Granby to Glenwood Springs, and this will probably be the middle section of what it shows you.

	While Google Maps has a well-earned reputation for sending people off into the boondocks on impassible not-really-roads, in this case its advice is just fine. Trough Road is about 25 miles of well-maintained gravel except for the first steep descent westbound into the Colorado River Valley, which short section is blacktop and warrants caution for its curves. CO-131 south of State Bridge first climbs the ridge separating the Colorado and Eagle River Valleys and then descends to the interstate. Wolcott, between Edwards and Eagle, is a perfect jumping off point for everything on the Western Slope.

	This alternative to I-70 is also a shortcut. It’s 40 miles from Kremmling to Wolcott using Trough Road but 87 miles—including Vail Pass—if you stay on CO-9 to Silverthorne and pick up I-70 there. Consequently, despite the slower speeds on Trough Road, you still save some time.

	There are two campground / picnic areas along Trough Road, accessed via short detours down to the Colorado River. Pumphouse and Radium Recreation Areas are both U.S. Fee Areas operated by the BLM. An America the Beautiful Pass or either Senior Pass works at both (and these passes work for entry into RMNP as well).

	This reach of the Colorado River is just downstream from Gore Canyon, and the two recreation areas are waypoints for rafting tours and access points for fishing parties. This means that, in addition to the lovely scenery, your picnic entertainment might well include a variety of water-borne adventurers passing by. And because the railroad runs on the other side of the river from the two recreation areas, it’s more picturesque than obnoxious. Perhaps you’ll even want to try your luck with the trout in this stretch of Gold Medal Water.

	Trough Road provides a scenic bypass of the lower Blue River Valley and I-70 between Silverthorne and Wolcott, and it works well in both directions. Although gravel, it’s well-maintained with good visibility and is wide enough to be comfortable when passing slower ranch traffic.

	Yes, your vehicle will get a little dusty, but if that’s a problem for you, you’d best stay home in the first place.

	The second alternative route is one we still use every time we head off to Santa Fe from the suburbs. It’s more for stress reduction than for time saving, but that’s all I need to use it. The stress reduction is because it avoids the nasty stretch of I-25 between Lone Tree and Monument, including Monument Hill.

	You take South Santa Fe Drive (US-85) south to Sedalia, take a right at the light, cross all the railroad tracks (careful, they’re bumpy), and about a quarter mile later turn left onto Douglas County Road 105, Perry Park Road. Stick with that to Palmer Lake and then Monument, where you can easily hook up with I-25 southbound, refreshed and ready for the (usually horrible) Colorado Springs traffic.43

	Perry Park Road is about 30 miles of two-lane asphalt, a delightful rolling cruise through horse country with beautiful views of the Rampart Range to the west. There’s one intersection that could use better signage—you need to veer to the right just after the curve at Red Rock Drive to stick with County Road 105. But if you miss that and go straight instead, no worries—that way will take you east to Larkspur, where you can turn right onto Spruce Mountain Road south and get back to 105 at Palmer Lake.

	Palmer Lake is a village on the Palmer Divide, a geological feature we hear about a lot on television weather broadcasts. It affects the behavior of upslope snowstorms in particular. And it’s something we tend not to notice driving on I-25, although the crest is obvious when you pay attention—just at the top of Monument Hill. That entire area is really quite lovely, high enough to be forested.

	Now, this alternative route to the section of I-25 that it skips does take a bit longer, being two-lane county blacktop (with a 45 mph speed limit most of the way) instead of multi-lane, high-speed interstate. Our feeling is that the extra time is well worth it, because it provides a break from the break-neck driving on I-25. If the destination is Santa Fe or anywhere south of Monument, there’s plenty of that still ahead. More generally, such breaks make road trips all the more pleasant, in a sort of stop-and-smell-the-roses fashion. Sometimes, after all, it’s as much the journey as the destination that’s the whole point.

	And Perry Park makes that point emphatically.

	 

	In addition to our road trips to Santa Fe, we’ve used that Perry Park “shortcut” as the first leg of trips to other points south, such as Durango. We also found it to be a good way to start out toward Cañon City, where US-50 comes out of its amazing gorge onto the plains.

	Without the valleys between them, what we think of as mountains would just be high plateaus. In the Mountain West, where the geology is much younger than that of the soft, rolling mountains and their gentle valleys back east, our landforms are more rugged, and the valleys are often canyons. And because highways tend to follow the canyons, they can make for scenic road trips as well as access to wonderful scenery.

	Canyons all over the western half of the state abound, but some of our geology here in Colorado is so rugged that even “canyon” understates things. An example is the Royal Gorge just west of Cañon City. The Arkansas River has cut through layers of granite and various metamorphic minerals and created something of a natural wonder.

	The day-long route described here to Colorado’s far western slope is one that involves two iconic canyons. It’s the first part of a Road Trip to somewhere out that way because of the suggested overnight stop in Montrose. Indeed, simply getting to where the big canyons begin (Cañon City: south to Colorado Springs, then CO-115 to Penrose and US-50 west) can take over two hours. That’s where the real scenery begins, and it’s certainly worth it.

	 US-50, however, bypasses the Royal Gorge because the old railroad bed down by the river (now, like the park on the rim, a commercial tourist attraction) hasn’t room for a roadway. Although the Arkansas Canyon above the intersection of CO-9, where US-50 descends back to the river, is not so spectacular as the Gorge, it still makes for a beautiful drive up to Salida. The canyon alternates between relatively flat sections with fields along the river and other, winding sections where the walls close in and rock strata decorate the view. And there are numerous places to stop for a picnic or a relaxing hour or so of fishing in Gold Medal trout water.

	At Poncha Springs, just above Salida, US-50 begins the long climb up Monarch Pass (11,312´) and over to the west side of the Continental Divide. West of Gunnison, the highway skirts, and then crosses, the Blue Mesa Reservoir, Colorado’s largest. The second canyon, the Black Canyon of the Gunnison, now a National Park with no commercial distractions, is a few miles east of Montrose, over a ridge to the north of the highway.

	 

	 

	 

	Uncle Sam’s Playgrounds

	 

	In the Mountain West, the largest landowner by far is the collective American Public through the federal government. Those lands are the responsibility of a variety of federal agencies, including the Bureau of Land Management, the National Forest Service, the National Park Service, and others. Several NPS units have already been discussed here, Rocky Mountain, Yellowstone, and Grand Canyon National Parks. We’ve visited many others, including those below as well as such far-flung units as Yosemite National Park, Redwoods National Park, Kenai Fjords National Park, and too many National Forests to mention. Here, I’ll focus on units that are possible with Road Trips from the Front Range.

	 

	The Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park is the first of several public lands—all federal—places of interest that I’ll conclude with. Black Canyon is worth at least a day to itself, and Montrose makes a good staging point. A single day, though, might not be enough, as seeing the canyon from its north rim, to the south of Crawford, is worth the effort. That’s time-consuming.

	In any case, here the Gunnison River has carved its way through strata of black volcanic rock and into layers almost two billion years old, creating a narrow, half-mile deep gorge with nearly vertical walls in some spots – several of the viewpoints, especially along the north rim, inspire vertigo. From the south rim, East Portal Road winds to the bottom. It’s reminiscent of San Francisco’s famous Lombard Street, except it’s far longer, with rocks and, fortunately, much less traffic.

	Although you can see from rim to rim easily, getting from rim to rim is more of a commitment. A drive back east to cross the river on the Blue Mesa Dam gets you started, and then there’s a long cruise on CO-92 through aspen groves perched on the flanks of the north rim. This is just wonderful during the fall colors. The National Park’s section of the north rim is accessible via county roads, all gravel (Black Canyon Road heads west from CO-92 just south of Crawford Reservoir), but you’ll be rewarded with sparse crowds and unimpeded views. Rather than backtracking to Montrose, continuing north to Crawford and Hotchkiss and then west to Delta and US-50 is an easier drive to complete the day.

	Spending an extra day or two based in Montrose to visit Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park is far better than a fly-by visit of just a couple of hours. Still, even a quick glimpse of this amazing geological feature is worth the trouble. And, once in Montrose, you’re poised to head off in any direction to encounter even more of Colorado’s amazing scenery.

	 

	In particular, once in Montrose, you’re fairly close to two of Colorado’s more obscure and interesting stretches of highway, which begin at the hamlet of Whitewater, about an hour north of Montrose on US-50 and a few miles south of Grand Junction. These both are in mixed public/private lands, the public ones the Uncompahgre National Forest and something called the Department of Energy Uranium Reserve. The San Juan and Manti – La Sal National Forests are also in the vicinity.

	Unless you have a good reason to turn there, Whitewater is the sort of place that you’d normally drive right through without a second thought. But it happens that, beyond where the turn-off will take you, there are reasons.44 Those reasons are at least twofold, one a geological curiosity and the other a curious episode of historical folly.

	Southwest from Whitewater, CO-141 first takes you partway up the Uncompahgre Plateau into Unaweep Canyon, which is the curiosity. This is because Unaweep Canyon is a geological anomaly, in the sense that two streams flow out of it, one at each end. Canyons normally drain in only one direction.

	Westbound, after Cactus Park you’ll enter the canyon’s mouth and follow East Creek gently upward to its headwaters at about milepost 135, where there’s an almost unnoticeable crest—the Unaweep Divide. There’s no sign (or at least there wasn’t when we drove through) and it’s quite unassuming. Over the crest lie the headwaters of West Creek, which the highway follows down to Unaweep Canyon’s western mouth at the hamlet of Gateway on the Dolores River.

	This canyon with two mouths is unique in Colorado and probably North America. The geology of it is thought to be related to a landslide in ancient times that dammed what is now the Gunnison River, which used to flow through the canyon and join the Dolores at about Gateway. Eventually this filled most of the canyon with Lake Unaweep, which eventually spilled down eastward past Cactus Park and into what is now the Gunnison Valley. The river then abandoned Unaweep Canyon, and subsequent erosion by the streams up there created the present-day curiosity. There really isn’t a lot to see, but it’s always interesting to explore unique geographies even if they’re subtle.

	At Gateway, CO-141 turns toward the south, up the Dolores River’s lovely valley. This is the typical winding, gently sloping canyon cut into sandstone, with sheer, rust-colored walls rising up to the plateau above. It’s about fifty miles after the Unaweep Divide that you come upon another curiosity, this one man-made. There’s even a pull-off by the river with a nice overlook to allow a good view of it.

	What’s called the Hanging Flume was built by gold miners in the late nineteenth century. Essentially a wooden irrigation ditch attached to the side of a cliff with long, iron rods drilled into the rock, it’s almost gone now due to vandalism and poaching of much of the wood. Still, the highway pull-off provides a panoramic view of an impressive, early feat of engineering—it’s especially impressive considering that it extended for some eight miles along, and above, the Dolores River. It operated for only three years, and the placer mining it was built for didn’t yield any gold to speak of, so the considerable investment in its construction was essentially wasted. But like many other remnants of early Colorado’s extractive ventures, it provides an interesting glimpse into the past and the folly of gold fever.

	After the flume pull-off, CO-141 continues to Naturita, just before which is the turnoff onto CO-90 westbound. This morphs into UT-46 at the Utah state line and then intersects US-191 about twenty miles south of Moab. After skirting the southern fringe of the Paradox Valley, CO-90 climbs and then follows La Sal Creek for several miles into the mountains of the same name. This steep canyon is the last before the high desert of the Colorado Plateau in eastern Utah, into which the Colorado and Green Rivers have cut the features of Canyonlands National Park.

	Sticking with CO-141 through Naturita offers choices. CO-97 northward takes you quickly to Nucla and no farther. CO-141 eventually takes you to Dove Creek, northwest of Cortez, after sixty miles of nothing much but slickrock. But about a mile east of Naturita, CO-145 offers a route through Norwood to the San Miguel Valley and Telluride. From there the return to Montrose is easy.

	The contrast between the sandstone canyon of the Dolores and the ski-country mountains of Telluride makes this choice a true Colorado experience.

	 

	Although that part of Colorado is big and largely empty, a variety of interesting places beckon. Montrose is about an hour south of Grand Junction, and just west of there is the Colorado National Monument, a U.S. Fee area with a beautiful drive along the canyon rim.

	On the northeast edge of the Uncompahgre Plateau, wind and water have carved into the plateau’s sandstone a variety of fantastic rock formations. In 1911, Congress incorporated these into the area established as the Colorado National Monument. Since that time, various efforts to upgrade the Monument’s status to that of a National Park (as has happened with the Great Sand Dunes and the Gunnison’s Black Canyon recently) have almost, but not quite, succeeded. Nonetheless, the Monument stands with Colorado’s four National Parks as a premier example of what validates our state’s nickname, “Colorful Colorado.”

	The Monument has two entrances, at the east and west ends of Rim Rock Drive, the paved road up to and along the edge of the plateau and through the heart of the federal reserve. The western entrance is easier to find: simply take the Fruita exit from I-70 and head south on Broadway (CO-340). The turnoff to the Monument’s western entrance is well-marked. Rim Rock Drive is 23 miles of steep grades, twisty switchbacks and precarious shelf roads offering numerous pull-offs to allow contemplation of the variety of views along the way.

	Something to keep in mind while driving along this road is that it has served for years as the route of various bicycle races, including the famous “Tour of the Moon.” For us, even imagining a mere recreational bicycle ride is daunting, and an actual race is just too much to think about.

	There are also hiking trails of varying degrees of difficulty, some along the rim and some down into the canyons. As with most National Park Service parks and monuments, these are well-mapped with good signage, and the information boards have ample cautions about what you’ll encounter. Perhaps the main concern is water: it’s dry out there, and the sun reflecting off the canyon walls can be brutal. Always take at least twice as much water as you think you’ll need.

	During our most recent visit, two days in late April a few years ago, the temperature was in the low 90s and the sky was cloudless. This made the views to the north out and across the Grand Valley toward the Book Cliffs seem endless, and the close-in features, such as Independence Monument, appeared to be almost within arm’s reach. Even though we didn’t attempt any of the more difficult trails, and we took it easy on the less demanding ones we did explore, the heat was oppressive and we were glad to guzzle water while taking frequent rests in what shade we could find. Still, the walks were worth the effort. The changing light on the rock formations and seeing them from the variety of angles available along the way was lovely.

	But even if your tour of the Monument involves only stopping at viewpoints along the road, it’s a day well spent. When you finally arrive at the eastern entrance, after the descent off the plateau via all those steep switchbacks, you can either find your way into Grand Junction or turn around and view all the rock formations from the other direction, a completely different experience.

	From the Front Range, Grand Junction is a good four hours on the road (mostly on I-70, unless you take a much longer route through, say, Steamboat Springs), so an overnight stay there is appropriate. On our last trip out that way, we found a very nice place on the Colorado River over in Palisade, surrounded by sandstone cliffs in the middle of peach country. The drive to the Monument took us through the heart of the urban area, so we were able to explore Grand Junction in the process.

	The Colorado National Monument makes Grand Junction an attractive destination in itself. But it can also serve well as an introduction to the Utah Canyon country a couple of hours farther west in the vicinity of Moab, if a several day Road Trip is your plan.

	And it proves that there’s far more to Colorful Colorado than the alpine tundra on top of mountains that people ski down.

	 

	If these last few routes are part of an extended Road Trip, two other sites of interest are worth considering. A third would extend the trip by another four days. The first, from Montrose, is south on US-550 through the heart of the San Juans to Durango and then west on US-160, to an ancient paradise.

	Three of the four National Parks in Colorado are associated primarily with the state’s geology. Next door to Estes Park, Rocky Mountain National Park exemplifies the Colorado High Country’s alpine terrain as well as its subalpine forests and meadows. The Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park east of Montrose provides a remarkable example of how water can erode into solid rock and create a spectacular gorge. And the Great Sand Dunes National Park in the San Luis Valley shows how aeolian dust, and the winds that waft it around, can shape a landscape.

	Colorado’s fourth National Park, while also occupying a unique geology on the Colorado Plateau, is oriented more toward the history of human civilization in Colorado and the Four Corners region. For seven centuries or so around a millennium ago, the Ancestral Puebloan people occupied the region. The climate was more hospitable to agriculture then, and Mesa Verde was lush with a habitat that supported abundant game. The population flourished and eventually constructed a number of communities into the landscape. The remnants of some of the most remarkable of these are within Mesa Verde National Park.

	The Mesa Verde entrance lies on US-160 about 35 miles west of Durango and 10 east of Cortez. Heading south from the highway, the main road first takes you up onto the mesa itself, with a number of pull-off spots to admire the view of the Montezuma Valley to the north plus a side spur to the Morehead Campground and a trailhead parking lot. The Point Lookout Trail is but one of a large number of hikes available for visitors. Mesa Verde is more of a region than a particular geological feature, and its generally southward slope is carved by canyons of various sizes. The road’s grades and curves make these unmistakable as you follow it west and south.

	A few miles past Morehead, about 15 miles from the entrance, you come upon something unique to Colorado’s National Parks—but something other parks such as Yosemite, Yellowstone, Grand Canyon, and Glacier offer—in-park accommodations. Far View Lodge, open from mid-April to mid-October, sits on a high spot on its mesa and lives up to its name. Because Mesa Verde has been designated a Dark Skies site, views of the stars at night from up there are breathtaking. Like the accommodations in those other parks, however, reservations need to be made well in advance. Alternatives in Durango and Cortez, as well as along US-160 between the two, are ample if the Lodge is full.

	Just past Far View Lodge is an intersection. The main road to the park headquarters and the Visitors’ Center on Chapin Mesa lies straight ahead, and the right branch, which is open only seasonally (generally May to October), heads west and then south toward Wetherill Mesa. This was named after local rancher turned archeologist Richard Wetherill, who explored and mapped the area in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The NPS calls this area the “quieter side of Mesa Verde” because the visitation is much lower there, so it offers a way to avoid the crowds. It’s remote, however, so reviewing the Park’s Visitor Guide in advance is a good idea.

	Five miles farther down the main road lie the Park’s central attractions. The Chapin Mesa Archeological Museum provides visitors with an extensive look at the area’s history and a selection of the artifacts that have been found. Across the main road, two cliff dwelling communities, Cliff Palace and Balcony House are accessed by guided tours in the up-close-and-personal mode. These are quite popular, however, and tickets are required. Past the turnoff to Cliff Palace Loop is Mesa Top Loop, with yet more ruins and viewpoints.

	All of this is set amidst the piñon-and-juniper woodlands at elevations from about 6,000´ to about 8,500´, so hiking is not particularly strenuous. The variety of trails throughout Mesa Verde provides access to some of the more obscure ruins and offers views of both the various canyons and the San Juan Mountains to the north.

	While the geology may not be as spectacular as the other National Parks in Colorado—or the Colorado National Monument, for that matter—the opportunity to learn about the early history of humans in our region makes a visit to Mesa Verde well worthwhile.

	 

	A possible second stop on this extended Road Trip is in northeastern Arizona, south of the Four Corners Monument, at which a stop is worthwhile as well. It is one of many such sites that, like Mesa Verde, offer glimpses into humanity’s past in this region.

	To anthropologists and archaeologists, the U.S. Southwest is a treasure-trove of opportunity, for scattered throughout the Four Corners states are countless remnants of pre-European civilization. Some of these date to well before the beginning of the modern era. Many of the larger, more recent sites (“more recent” meaning a mere thousand years old) have been protected by the National Park Service. These include Mesa Verde National Park, Chaco Culture National Historical Park, and Bandelier, Hovenweep, Chimney Rock, and Canyon de Chelly National Monuments.

	Of these sites, Canyon de Chelly is one of the more accessible.45 An interesting feature of Canyon de Chelly is that it’s the only one of these protected areas that is still inhabited. Located in northeastern Arizona on the Navajo Reservation, Canyon de Chelly includes a number of active farms along the bottom-land of the four canyons that compose the Chinle Creek watershed.

	Access to the more interesting parts of Canyon de Chelly is restricted to guided tours, which has the advantage of limiting the number of people one encounters in the canyons and also helps to reduce vandalism. Roads along the north and south canyon rims include numerous parking lots at viewpoints, which provide peeks at the ancient past for those not wanting a tour. But for more than just a peek, a guided tour is indicated.

	The main canyon starts near the village of Chinle (“where the water comes out” in Navajo) and extends miles to the east, carved into the de Chelly Sandstone of the uplifted Defiance Plateau. Even farther to the east, the Chuska Mountains, rising to over 9000´, wring snow from wintertime low-pressure systems and rain from summertime thunderstorms to provide the water that does the carving.

	You first notice you’re in a canyon when the walls are about 20´ high, and, progressing upstream, you soon find yourself walled in by sheer, vertical rock that has grown to over 1000´ high—on either side of a slot barely a city street wide in places. The de Chelly Sandstone was originally deposited around 270 million years ago as wind-formed sand dunes, so the present-day canyon walls exhibit fascinating cross-bedding patterns, sections of fantastic swirls, and tiers of sculptures as a result.

	One of the most famous geologic features of Canyon de Chelly is Spider Rock, a 950´ spire that is only about 100´ x 250´ at its base. Standing at the confluence of Canyon de Chelly and Monument Canyon, it looms as a sentinel keeping watch over the upper canyon systems. Spider Woman, who, in their lore, taught the Diné weaving, is reputed to have lived in a rock dwelling that can still be seen on a shelf about 100´ above the canyon floor.

	Upstream of Chinle, Canyon de Chelly branches to form Canyon del Muerte (which branches to form Black Canyon) and Monument Canyon, and there are ruins everywhere—the main attractions of the monument. These ancient dwellings, built around 1000-1250 CE, are found in protected areas of the canyon bottoms and in niches in and ledges on the walls. In several places, the older structures built on the canyon floor are co-located with upper cliff houses at heights that allowed ladders to reach them.

	The most photographed site at Canyon de Chelly, White House Ruin, is an example of this sequential development. Anthropologists conjecture that one reason for building on the cliffs was to leave as much room as possible for farming on the canyon floor. It is also clear that, by pulling up the ladders behind them, the inhabitants of the dwellings up on the ledges would have had a wonderfully defensible space, safe from both wild animals and two-legged predators. But the dwellings are spartan and quite small. Either these folks were rather short, or they learned at an early age to duck when going through doorways.

	The architecture is fascinating. Its legacy can be seen in the various pueblos of Native Americans in the vicinity of Santa Fe, and even in the “pueblo style” of houses in town, such as the one we had when we lived there.

	It wasn’t located up a ladder on a spectacular cliff, but at least its doors were taller.

	 

	Another example of very early civilization lies even farther south and west, near Flagstaff. In times past we might have made the drive from the Denver area to Flagstaff (via I-25 and I-40) it in a single, very long, day, especially with summer daylight. Now, though, we’re more relaxed about it. At about 11 hours, it qualifies for us as an overnight Road Trip. Albuquerque makes a good stop, unless you want to take an extra day and spend two nights in Santa Fe, which is always a temptation for us.

	But so is Flag, not so much for all the in-town cultural attractions that Santa Fe has but rather as a base for regional exploration. And it sits in a lovely location, atop the Mogollon Rim, on the edge of the Colorado Plateau. Its elevation, about 7,000´, puts it in ponderosa pine forests, and its proximity to the Rim makes for lots of winter snowfall. The moisture, along with less in the way of wind than the Front Range, helps those trees grow tall. There is even a ski area on the west side of San Francisco Mountain just north of town.

	The obvious place to visit from Flagstaff is a certain rather large canyon a bit over an hour to the north. That grand wonder, however, has already been discussed here, so I’ll focus now on two other interesting attractions instead, also involving canyons, these with names related to trees.

	Walnut Canyon National Monument—at the south end of Walnut Canyon Road, which is exit 204 of I-40 about 3 miles east of Flagstaff—is sort of a miniature version of Mesa Verde. Ancient cliff dwellings, remnants of a 1500-year-old civilization, are accessible by well-maintained walking trails down into the canyon and along its rim. The canyon trail is about a mile-long loop involving lots of stairs, and it puts you right into midst of a Puebloan community in a way that is hard to find anywhere else. You can’t help but imagine how it might have been to live there—I recall thinking that indoor plumbing would have improved matters, but otherwise it all seemed quite attractive.

	Oak Creek Canyon—State Road 89A, accessible at exit 337 of I-17 south of Flagstaff—is a quick way down the Mogollon Rim, serious switchbacks included, and offers access to Slide Rock and Red Rock State Parks and to the town of Sedona. It winds through the Coconino National Forest as well. Slide Rock is interesting for historical reasons and for its creek access—with actual slidable rocks when there’s enough flow in the creek. Both parks offer hiking trails as well. And the canyon itself includes a variety of accommodations options if those in Flagstaff seem too citified, plus various picnic areas, campgrounds, and trailheads.

	A couple of miles south of Slide Rock State Park is Sedona, a quirky town  with a population of only about 10,000 and at least as many visitors, or so it has seemed to us. It’s set among spectacular red rock buttes and cliffs and, like Santa Fe, is said to have special light characteristics, which the local artist colony makes good use of. And, like Santa Fe, the woo-woo factor of that special light is also part of the town’s mystique—the New Age shops in town leverage that as much as they can.

	It’s worth mentioning an alternative route for the way home from Flagstaff, as it offers, up close and personal, some of the more familiar scenery made famous in Hollywood westerns, the buttes of Monument Valley. From Flagstaff, head north on US-89 across the Painted Desert and then east on US-160 to Kayenta. There, take a left onto US-163. After Monument Valley and the colorful hamlet of Mexican Hat, Utah, US-163 takes you through lovely slickrock in the San Juan basin to US-191, northbound on which leads through Bluff, Blanding, and Moab to I-70. East from there, of course, is Grand Junction and the rest of Colorful Colorado. Moab or Grand Junction is a possible overnight stop.

	As a bonus, if Google Maps can be believed, the driving time on this route is about ten minutes less than on the two interstates I mentioned initially. Plus, that route is about half U.S. Highways, meaning that you feel closer to all that amazing scenery.

	 

	There’s also Utah, although including the public lands there in the Road Trip to southwestern Colorado and Arizona I’ve been describing would become ambitious indeed. Still, this is a good place to discuss some of the most interesting parts of the Colorado Plateau. From Flagstaff, the most logical place to start is with Zion and Bryce—places that are all about rocks.

	Zion National Park features a sort of miniature version of the Grand Canyon, the Virgin River having eroded deeply into layers and layers of sandstone over the eons. One big difference is that, at Zion, the road and amenities are at the bottom of the canyon, instead of along the rim, and you can easily get a crick in your neck from staring upwards all day.

	East and a bit north of Zion is Bryce Canyon National Park, featuring very soft sandstones, hardened muds, really, that have been eroded into weird, stand-alone pillars called “hoodoos.” We hiked down into the canyon, where we discovered that being in the midst of these strange formations is very different from looking down at them from the rim.

	Bryce, approximately in the middle of nowhere, offers but a few roads to somewhere; we took the one north and east through Tropic, Escalante, and the hamlet of Boulder, Utah, on which route we were surprised to find ourselves in the middle of a marathon. There were bedraggled-looking runners on the far shoulder struggling toward us in the heat through the hilly Utah desert and slick-rock via the winding, narrow highway that was also trying to accommodate various enormous camping trailers and monster RVs. But after that, the stretch up and over Boulder Mountain was a big reward, the last of the fall aspen covering hundreds of square miles of hillsides with gorgeous golds and oranges.

	 

	Geological time is also a big factor in two of the other National Parks in Utah, Canyonlands and Arches. They’re both accessed most easily from Moab.

	Moab is to Canyonlands and Arches National Parks as Estes Park is to Rocky Mountain National Park—a gateway community and center of tourist commerce. Although the two towns are about the same size, Moab’s population of retirees is smaller, so their commerce is more dominant. Otherwise, the two towns have a lot in common: main streets lined with tee-shirt, candy, and souvenir shops; ridiculous traffic; plenty of restaurants and bars (Utah has loosened up its liquor restrictions in recent years); and hordes of clueless visitors.

	Because we were living in Estes Park at the time, we felt right at home.

	But we weren’t there to see Moab. The two parks nearby (and there’s also a State Park called Dead Horse Point) take at least three days to see, as Canyonlands to the west of Moab is divided into two large but separated sections. The more familiar “Island in the Sky” offers magnificent views of the Colorado and Green River canyons from above; the less familiar, “Needles,” puts visitors closer to the landscape in many ways. (There’s also a third section far to the west accessible only from the other direction.) We hiked in both and were glad to have remembered to carry plenty of water. Even in April, the slick rock heats up in the sun and makes the trails feel like walking in a frying pan.

	Although we didn’t take advantage of the opportunity, Canyonlands also offers plenty of off-road jeep trails for suitably prepared vehicles—not what we had at the time. Even if we had, those trails were far too rugged for our tastes.

	Arches, just to the north of Moab, also offers hikes, some of which wind among the rock formations for which the park is named. We’d visited the area before, some thirty years ago, so in many ways it was like seeing old friends, familiar but a bit more weathered. Like RMNP, Arches has implemented a Timed Entry Permit system, so planning ahead is important.

	One pleasant while we were there surprise was the spring flowers blooming in the desert. That harsh landscape isn’t the sort of place where you’d expect splashes of vibrant color in the form of lush vegetation, but that’s the time of year when there’s enough water left over from the winter snows that the plants go to town. The flowers in the desert were a treat that made us want to return again and again.

	 

	 

	 

	A Wrap

	 

	In deciding what to include here, both new and previously published material, I’ve tried to avoid the elephant in the room, because writing about that would have been a huge distraction from my main themes. During my time writing newspaper columns I was not so successful at this as I think I have been here, and I’m sure that my opinions about contemporary politics at the national level were off-putting for some readers. I can’t fathom a reason to do that here.

	At the same time, it’s very difficult not to, given the highly charged political environment we live in these days. Certainly, my views on the scientific basis for climate change are not what some people want to hear. Indeed, the administration has threatened to close down the institution at which I worked during my first summer in Colorado and on several occasions afterword because it is, in a widely reported quote, involved in “climate alarmism.” There is also an apparent vendetta against the State of Colorado in play, something completely unrelated to anything the National Center for Atmospheric Research does.

	NCAR, then, is on the chopping block for being one of the many messengers, both institutional and individual, bearing bad news about what’s happening with Earth’s climate and why. It’s a perfect example of shooting the messenger, and not at all unlike an infamous episode in history

	In the early seventeenth century, the Italian polymath Galileo di Vincenzo Bonaiuti de’ Galilei, whom we know by the first in that string of names, was censured by the Roman Catholic Church for his views on astronomy. His telescopic observations of the motions of the planets had led him to conclude, correctly, that the Earth orbits the Sun, rather than the reverse. The Church was upset because this contradicted its interpretation of the Book of Genesis and therefore undermined its credibility. It was not until 1992, some 350 years after his death, that Galileo’s condemnation by the Church was declared by the pontiff to have been in error.

	One wonders whether supporters of the current administration and their progeny will take that long to admit their errors.

	Other collisions between politics and what I’ve discussed here are in progress as well, especially those related to human health. The attacks on vaccines by the administration and its attempts to undermine the credibility of the Centers for Disease Control and other well-known institutions are only making it ever harder for their employees to continue their important work. This is a case when that pseudo-Latin saying I quoted is insufficient, as is the old stand-by of “Hang in there.”

	These are but two examples of how well-established science is under attack by those with a not-so-hidden agenda, one that is not only a blatant power grab but also bodes ill for the future of the nation and mankind.

	Nor is this collision between politics and my content here limited to science. In the fall of 2025, a federal government shutdown caused by the failure of the Congress to pass appropriations closed all of the federal public lands I mentioned—the National Parks, the National Monuments, the National Forests. It’s a wonder that they didn’t close the federal highways, too! This was a purely political matter, one manipulated by the administration, which pulls the puppet strings of Congress these days, to advance its agenda.

	 

	I’ve mentioned several times that our recent relocation from Estes Park to the Denver suburbs was, in part, related to the availability of specialized medical services. This isn’t related to anything specific beyond general age-related slowing down. Among other things, we’re just not able to manage some of the things we so enjoyed in the past. We will not, for example, be making that wonderful Over the Top hike again, as tempting as it is.

	We will, however, continue our Getaways and Road Trips for the foreseeable future. There are many places we haven’t been, and they look more and more enticing as the number of available rental cabins continues to increase. Moreover, there are any number of places we’ve been that we want to visit again, some of them the ones discussed here.

	So perhaps we’ll run across each other somewhere out here in the Mountain West someday. In the meantime, have fun out there on the road, and stay safe!

	*  *  *  *  *

	 


Notes

		[←1]
	 Unless you consider west longitude to be negative, as many people do, in which case the west is less than 104.5°.



		[←2]
	 Now blissfully retired.



		[←3]
	 I’m simply unable to get real work done in an airplane seat.



		[←4]
	 We hope.



		[←5]
	 Online at hphanson.com/cv



		[←6]
	 The careers of the original “discoverers” also went into the trash-heap.



		[←7]
	 Why in the world is it that groups of people stop in the middle of a busy trail for a lunch break, anyway?



		[←8]
	 This was before the current infestation of the invasive Burmese Pythons, so we didn’t have to worry about those, at least.



		[←9]
	 Our scoutmaster was a portly old guy who smoked cigars, and I don’t think backpacking was in his genes.



		[←10]
	 Skiing: Arapahoe Basin, Breckenridge, Copper Mountain, Eldora, Keystone, Loveland, Mary Jane, Monarch Mountain, Ski Cooper, Ski Granby Ranch, Steamboat, Vail, Winter Park, Wolf Creek Pass—all in Colorado—plus Ski Santa Fe  and Taos Ski Valley (New Mexico), Alta, Brighton, Snowbird, Solitude (Utah) and Crystal Mountain, skiing in that wet concrete that they call “snow” up there in Washington State; Flyfishing rivers: Arkansas, Big Thompson, Blue, Boulder Creek, Cache la Poudre, Colorado, Eagle, Elk Creek, Fall, Fryingpan, Roaring Fork, San Juan, Platte (South and North), Rio Grande, St. Vrain (South and North), White—all in Colorado—plus a pathetic, off-season attempt for steelhead in the Olympic Peninsula’s Pysht River (Washington State) and, with more success for trout and salmon, several streams in Alaska’s Kenai Peninsula, watching over my shoulder for brown bears the entire time. Backpacking highlights: Flattops Wilderness, Indian Peaks Wilderness, James Peak Wilderness, Pikes Peak—San Isabel National Forest, Rocky Mountain National Park (all in Colorado) and too many hiking and snowshoeing locations to list, especially hiking both in Colorado and other nearby states, although I have to mention the Grand Canyon.



		[←11]
	 Subaru is one marque that has stood the test of time in Boulder.



		[←12]
	 This is a sociological-economic example of positive feedback.



		[←13]
	 It will be all downhill from here!, we said to each other.



		[←14]
	 You get extra points for Boy Scouts if you hit one, more than for little old ladies, but we didn’t see any.



		[←15]
	 This was in 2005, before wind farms covered the Great Plains.



		[←16]
	 This was also before ubiquitous GPS in cars.



		[←17]
	 I am not making this up, to quote Dave Barry.



		[←18]
	 Dyed wood chips were a big seller in Boca Raton. Red was quite common, but blue—truly—was also available.



		[←19]
	 Now, 12 years later, things still look reasonably good.



		[←20]
	 By then, I had switched from being FAU’s Associate Vice-President for Research to being Chief Scientist at the Southeast National Marine Renewable Energy Center.



		[←21]
	 He’s now taken up making acoustic guitars; see hansonhandmadeguitars.com.



		[←22]
	 One part granulated sugar to four parts water. Boiling the water first makes it easy to dissolve that much sugar in it, but let it cool before putting it into your feeder.



		[←23]
	 The Midwest is borderline. Years ago we would make that 900 or so miles in a day; now we stay overnight somewhere.



		[←24]
	 Father of the Bride. We learned this term from the California twenty-somethings at the wedding: that generation, so into texting, seems to use acronyms for everything.



		[←25]
	 Hint: it’s very big.



		[←26]
	 Frozen pizza is better when cooked in a real oven.



		[←27]
	 Rocky Mountain National Park makes up for these deficiencies.



		[←28]
	 Who knew that narrow-gauge diesel-electrics even existed?



		[←29]
	 This was several years ago. The number of soreheads may be different now.



		[←30]
	 In both of these cases, Saint Augustine and Santa Fe, “oldest” refers to European occupation. Several southwestern Native American pueblos (Taos, Acoma, Hopi) are at least twice that old.



		[←31]
	 French; then natives; then English; then more natives; then more English, who finally won without taking the fort; then Spanish, who had left the fort to the English but changed their minds; then more natives; then the Union army.



		[←32]
	 You can also arrange for a private, overnight delivery to your home, in which you should change this to “ridiculously astronomical.”



		[←33]
	 Latin for “I spread,” so named by the scientists who first documented it.



		[←34]
	 Truthfully, some of ours have been bad indeed, but I’ll spare you the details.



		[←35]
	 1989, Stackpole Books; available at Amazon.com. John Gierach, who died in 2024, was a master of both flyfishing and writing about it.



		[←36]
	 I recently downsized from ten flyfishing outfits to one (an 8´ four-weight), and now I hope I know what I’m doing.



		[←37]
	This, however, can have the unintended consequence of something resembling a nasty case of diaper rash. Even Gore-Tex waders don’t really breath very well.



		[←38]
	 On the third time his first wife came along, and I think this is part of the reason that she’s his “first” wife.



		[←39]
	 This is why that alarm clock incident bothered us so.



		[←40]
	 In fact, the Colorado Legislature has decreed that even AWD/4WD vehicles must have certified winter tires on I-70 west of Denver and other designated highways now.



		[←41]
	 In case you’re haven’t been counting my foolish acts of hubris, that was strike three, a mighty swing-and-miss that sent me sprawling.



		[←42]
	 Not, mind you, that I recommend trying this on any sort of road.



		[←43]
	 What would really be nice would be a route around Colorado Springs that’s both bucolic and quick.



		[←44]
	 Where it’ll take you is the long way to either Moab or Telluride, among other places.



		[←45]
	 Just so everyone is on the same page, it’s pronounced “d’shay” after the Navajo “tséyi´”.
________________________________________________________________
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