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Route of Passage!                                  

America’s first poet Laureate wrote:
“The woods are lovely, dark and deep, 
But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before I sleep.”

                                                  Robert Frost
                                                                                   [image: image1.png]



A fitting prelude to this story of four boys who ventured on an automobile trip from the Midwest to the Pacific Ocean. From Canada to Mexico. Two weeks, nearly 7,000 miles, and some promises along the way in the Route of Passage from boys to men.

In the 1950’s most people in the U.S. were enjoying prosperity. However, that was not the case in my family. My father and my mother’s father had purchased 14 acres two miles outside of Farmington, IL and built a sawmill. Grandfather Hayes lived with us and did a bit of farming. Raising a family of eight children, my father had done well during the war and had built a dry kiln and flooring manufacturing company. It all collapsed during a fire that consumed the expensive machinery and we struggled to make ends meet for many years trying to assemble a sawmill dollar with outdated and broken down equipment.

  My older brother, Lawrence, whom everyone called by his nickname, “Dig”, was two years my senior.  Cousin David Helle was slightly more than one month older than Dig. Cousin Lyle Helle was born seven months earlier than me. He shared a birthday, The Ides of March, with my sister, AdaJune, born two year to the day after Lyle.

The four of us found a companionship and spent considerable time together. Though Lyle lived 120 miles away, our families had always been close. My father was one of ten brothers who made it a point to have a family gathering at least once a month. Dave’s dad, Lloyd, was the oldest of his siblings and lived only 30 miles from us. As Lloyd and my father were best friends and our mothers had been classmates and best friends from grade school, our two families saw each other at least weekly.


Because of our shared interest in sports, Dave and I became close friends and Lyle and Dig shared a common interest in mechanical and automotive activities .


I was often selected to stay home and keep an eye on things during many of the family outings and Dig usually went to help in caring for the younger children. As a result, he spent more time with our cousins than me. 

In the summer of 1952, Dig mentioned going to the state fair in Springfield with Dave and Lyle. State Fairs in the Midwest are normally huge affairs. I was fifteen at the time and had only been on a fishing trip to Ontario with my two older brothers and my Dad. There was no doubt, at the age of eight or nine, I was a tag-along, but it was my only real travel adventure up to that time. The Illinois state fair sounded like a magical place to go. I got excited until Dig said, “You weren’t invited. Besides, you don’t have any money.” 

I was crushed. I had a few dollars hidden away from nailing pallets in my father’s pallet shop. He hadn’t paid me, but the guy he hired to nail them had slipped me a few bucks because I helped him become more productive. I couldn’t see how Dig would be willing to leave me behind when the four of us were such good friends.


It was Saturday morning when Dave and Lyle landed in our driveway on their way to the fair. As Dig came bounding out of the house, Lyle said to me, “Are you ready to go?” 


I answered, “I didn’t know I was going.”


Lyle said, “We aren’t leaving without you.” Turning to Dave he added, “Right, Dave?”


Dave said, “The way it is.”


Dig said, “He doesn’t have any money.”


Lyle said, “I do.”


I ran into the house and grabbed my stash of, perhaps, $8 and said goodbye to my Mom. I’m sure Dig was disappointed but he didn’t let on. We spent Saturday and Sunday at the fair and had a wonderful time. We rode the double Ferris wheel and I was petrified. I really expected to land in Iowa when that big arm threw us over the top. I had never really been high in the air before and it was several years before I again rode a Ferris wheel.

 We began to plan a trip for the following summer. Dave had graduated a year early by skipping a grade and Dig had dropped out of high school after his junior year, so by earning money and living at home, they could save some of it. Lyle had a deal where he worked in his Dad’s (Uncle Sheldon) sawmill half days and went to high school half days. He would have no trouble earning the money and, in fact, had purchased a 1939 Plymouth that he named “The Mayflower.” It was to be our Conestoga on wheels for the trip west.

It was agreed that if we took a camp stove, Dig, (who was a great cook) would supply us with three meals a day. We could camp out every night for the two week trip and with gasoline and food, we wouldn’t spend over $60 apiece. I could buy a calf and raise it to sell to earn the money so within a year I should have the $60. It may seem ridiculous to require a year to earn $60, but we looked for other rewards of living in the country and being poor.

By the following summer of ‘53 I would be 16 years old. Lyle was 17 and Dave and Dig, the ripe old ages of 18. While that may seem very young by today’s standards, it didn’t appear so to our parents who had seen us working and driving vehicles from the age of 10 or 11. Our fathers had worked in their father’s mill when they were adolescents and they expected us to be capable of doing a man’s work by our teenage years. It is difficult to tell boys they are old enough to work like men but not mature enough to travel with their best friends. I think our mothers were not too fond of the idea, but they accepted that we really were pretty responsible guys and we’d probably be fine for two weeks without parental supervision.

Once again, I was really the one with the least to contribute to the group. Monetarily, my total worth was around $70. As mentioned, Dig was in charge of meals. Lyle furnished the car as well as the experience of traveling to the west coast with his immediate family. Dave was the anchor and the one we looked to for wisdom. Not because he was the oldest, but by virtue of his proper acumen. A quality that served him well, and for which he was identified throughout his life. Dig was never accused of having good judgment and I certainly lacked for any profound wisdom due, hopefully, to my age. But I was a walking encyclopedia about contemporary and country music, geography and occasionally entertaining to the others. Of course, Dig was an incredible source of story-telling. His ability to remember and then embellish stories made him the one for continued entertainment.  We all were well versed on contemporary music, although Lyle didn’t take a liking to country music as much as the other three of us.

It was, in fact, an unusually good mix of personalities and abilities. Dave’s mother, Aunt Opal, had provided us with a notebook and Dave and I were the scribes to record the events of the trip. It proved to be, for all of us, a junket that would become more treasured throughout our life due to unforeseen events in our future.


Rules of the road. Number one: Our vehicle was almost 15 years old and we were not to exceed 55 miles per hour. Number two: No smoking, drinking, or arguing. Number three: Bathe every day in a stream, ocean, river, lake or at least wash thoroughly in a gas station restroom. Number four: Wash dishes with soap and water after every meal. Number five: Majority ruled, if one person wanted to do something or go somewhere in particular, most had to agree. If split two and two, we didn’t do it.


We each gave Dig $10 to fortify our larder prior to sallying forth into the unknown not so wild west. It was a beautiful morning, the last Saturday in June when we left Fulton County, IL for the 120 mile trip to Savannah where we met Lyle at his parent’s home, Uncle Sheldon’s and Aunt Hazel’s, and packed up the Mayflower. To help with expenses, Aunt Opal or Aunt Hazel had included homemade chocolate chip cookies. I have yet to taste a chocolate chip cookie that was equal to those. I think a bear cub in Yellowstone felt the same way about them. (More details later.)

To put in words the excitement I felt as we drove across the Mississippi Bridge into Iowa, is an almost impossible task. I suppose it is much the same as a child might have on a first trip to Disneyland. I was filled with anticipation of seeing the American West and the National Monuments and parks I had only read about in school. The thrill and delight of spending two weeks with my three best friends was electrifying to the extent that I can still remember that joy these many years later.

We elected to drive continuously the first night on the trip. Since we were all 

native Illinoisans (is that a word) we had no desire to see Iowa since it greatly resembles our familiar habitats. Besides, in July, the corn is as high as an elephant’s eye and Iowa is a giant cornfield. Think about it. You can’t see anything on either side of the road but cornstalks. The little towns that appear every 10 miles were similar to those of Illinois. We had driven through hundreds of them and they pretty much looked about the same. No Interstate highway system, so we were careful not to speed through every hamlet.


We listened to radio stations we’d never heard before. And as we drove that first night, we heard Wally Phillips in Cincinnati, Ohio asking for people to call from wherever they were to see how far away people could hear his program. Having driven through portions of Iowa and Minnesota, we were somewhere in South Dakota and thought about calling if we could find a phone, when someone called him from Ontario, Canada. Several years later it occurred to me that, perhaps, we were farther away from Cincinnati than the guy in Canada. 

By the time 50 years had gone by, I had been in every state but North Dakota. At the time there were only 48 states, but with the addition of Hawaii and Alaska, I had traveled in 49. On this trip, we were within 32 miles of North Dakota. Had I known then, I think I would have persuaded the guys to detour a bit out of the way. (Nov. 18, 2008 I will fly from Phoenix to Fargo, ND to complete my 50 states.)

Dawn and breakfast came together in a little area off the U.S. route near The Badlands of South Dakota. Our first national park! Not America’s, but the first we encountered on our trip. We had seen pictures, but it was so truly different than anything we’d experienced before. You’d have thought it was one of the seven wonders of the world for all the enthusiasm we shared over breakfast.

Though Digs career was to become one of the best head sawyers in the country, he sort of missed his calling because he loved to cook. On a simple little portable Coleman stove, he cooked bacon and eggs that would have satisfied Henry the VIII’s appetite. I don’t remember ever having a breakfast that tasted better than that one.
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We camped that night in the Black Hills National Forest and the next day, spent several hours at Mount Rushmore National Memorial. I think we all had enough love for American history that the sculptures of those four presidents made an unforgettable impression on us. The emotion that it stirred within each of us was considerable as we viewed the four faces that symbolized a country’s unflinching dedication to democracy and freedom. Borglum’s selection of these four men was a realization that we would not be the republic we are without their leadership and wisdom. To select this area in nearly the geographic center of our country at the time it was created, seems fitting as well.

The following day we would enter what we referred to as “The Real West.”
After all, South Dakota wasn’t in all those western novels and movies we’d read about and seen. Our heroes; Durango Kid, Hopalong, John Wayne, Roy and Gene, rode the trails in places like ‘WYOMING, COLORADO, UTAH and ARIZONA”. Those states were the western frontier. 


At first, it appears as a small hill on the horizon, but the closer you get, the larger it emerges from the landscape. Eventually, it appears as a giant monolith of stone rising 1,200 feet above the terrain. Devil’s Tower is seen for miles before one arrives at the base of America’s first National Monument. Thanks to “Close Encounters” which came along several decades later, Devils Tower is now a familiar sight to the masses. In 1953, not everyone knew or cared much about it. It was nearly as impressive as Mount Rushmore. Only this bit of sculpture was done by nature, not man.      
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Teddy Roosevelt was right in proclaiming it to be the first National Monument. Its tremendous size, over a thousand feet at the base and nearly a quarter mile high, served as a guidepost for the Indian tribes as well as the pioneers who came to claim the grassy plains that lay just beyond it to the west. Of course, I don’t think those wagon masters bothered to tell those simple folks about the Wyoming winters. I think those fellers must have been the first tourist guides.


Before one can become too bored with the flatlands of northern Wyoming, you begin to feel the enormity of the west as compared to Illinois when you can see the gigantic snow covered peaks looming ahead of you and you drive for miles and miles before reaching them. Remembering our geography, we realized they stretch from Canada to Mexico. In other words: “You ain’t gonna go around them.” You have to go over them. For us ‘flatland touristers’ as comic strip character, Snuffy Smith would have called us, we were a little bit intimidated. Actually, that isn’t quite correct.
We were pretty close to the verge of panic.  Of the four, only Lyle had been this far west and thus, had experienced the massive size of the Bighorn Mountains.

I recall being a bit timid about heights and by the time we had crept halfway up the mountain on the two lane highway, I was not looking forward to going down the other side. Dig, on the other hand, was absolutely petrified. Lyle was driving and I think Dig would have been much more comfortable behind the wheel. Lyle kidded him quite a bit and that didn’t help much. I just kept quiet and tried not to look down too often. I swear on some of those tight switchbacks, I thought the tail lights we were following could have been our own vehicle. One’s imagination can go overtime when adrenalin kicks in. 

When we reached the summit at over 9,000 feet above sea level, I began to wonder how our ancestors ever got over the Rockies. For, truth be told, we hadn’t actually gotten to the Rocky Mountain Range yet. As hairy as it was going up the mountains, it was even more so going down the other side. By the time we landed at the bottom, I was quite thankful to have stayed on the highway the whole time and not taken a shortcut over the side. My feet tingled for another 30 or 40 miles across Wyoming. 

We were on our way to camp out around Cody, Wyoming and looking back at those gigantic peaks, shouldering out “that tent of blue that prisoners call the sky”, I no longer felt the anxiety. I knew we would eventually be traveling through the Rocky Mountain Range and the High Sierras and thus, more mountains, and was actually looking forward to it. With each passing mile, I fell more in love with the West. And, in July, one didn’t even have to think about those Wyoming winters. However, as hot as it was when we left Illinois, we awoke with frost on our blankets. Didn’t take long to make a fire while Dig stirred up the pancake batter for the best flapjacks we’d ever had in our whole mouths.
 Here we were, four young men, (o.k. we were still boys, but we felt older and wiser on this side of the Rockies) camping out in the Wyoming wilderness, pretty much like old Hickok and Buffalo Bill almost a century before. Why, this area was resplendent with the great Indian tribes of the Crow, Sioux, and Cheyenne. This was “The Real West”. And here we were with great chuck and friends that made a person feel as though he was in the right place at the right time. (If’n we’d been born a hundred years earlier, we’d have been right there in one o them wagon trains, don’t ya know. But this was the next best thing.)
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We set up camp and had one of Dig’s incredible dinners that we called suppers back then and still are in the Midwest. We were in the Shoshone National Forest. Douglas Fir trees guarding lakes and streams in some of the most gorgeous
country in the world. As guys who had spent considerable time in the woods of Illinois, we were truly in awe at the timber so massive and plentiful in these mountains.

Travel was becoming more expensive with gasoline up to about 35 cents a gallon. You could still buy an ice cold coke for a nickel from one of those little red machines that stood outside every filling station. Had to drink it there or pay an extra two cents for the bottle. 

We each gave Dig an additional $10 for groceries and added $10 more to Lyle for gas. When we reached Yellowstone we camped out inside the park. I don’t recall how much it cost for admission, but doubt that it was over three or four dollars. No extra charge for camping and no reservations were required.


Had to pay 43 cents a gallon for gasoline and an outrageous 35 cents a dozen for eggs. Bacon was about 50 cents a pound. Armed robbery, we thought. 



If there is one agency of the United States Government that gets it right, (and I believe there is ONLY one) it is the National Parks Service. From Washington D.C. to Pearl Harbor, the parks service knows how to care for many of our country’s treasures.
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The first day in Yellowstone we stopped the car when we saw a black bear cub. Few things in the world are cuter than a black bear cub. We rolled down the window and the cub jumped up on the running board, so we gave it a chocolate chip cookie. One of us, can’t remember who, got out of the car and took a picture of the cub on the running board of the ’39 Plymouth. We didn’t have brains enough to realize where there is a cub, there is a momma bear. My father always said, “God looks after damn fools and little children.” I think we may have qualified on both counts because we never saw the mother bear.
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Next morning we drove to the area for “Old Faithful”. There were, perhaps 10 people there to watch it erupt. After it obliged, we went to other parts of the park and usually returned every hour to see it erupt again. As the day went on, more people showed up, but I don’t think there was any time that the number tallied 50 tourists. I understand now they have added bleachers and as many as 5,000 people come to see it every hour. And, “Old Faithful” is true to her name. She doesn’t miss an hour by more than a few minutes. As one of over 10,000 geothermal features in Yellowstone, this geyser is the park’s signature. Though, in fact, it is neither the highest, the largest, or the most regular. It is just that it is high, large and dependable enough to set your watch.

Yellowstone was magnificent. I understand the guy who discovered it was thought to be insane when he tried to describe it. I guess the word, ‘majestic’ best expresses the splendor. 
Only a few days into our trip and we have been to a National Memorial, several National Forests, the first National Monument and now the first National Park. Most certainly one of the largest National Parks in the world in its 3,400 square miles. If 400 foot waterfalls, pristine nature and giant steam geysers, raging rivers and abundant wildlife are of interest, Yellowstone has just about everything. Except I don’t recall seeing much in the way of yellow stones.


We were seeking those amazing environments, the monumental America that we had read about and now we were seeing with all the wonderment of innocent youth. Now we would witness the rare and exceptional that escaped most adults in America and the rest of the world. The desire to discover became a lifelong pursuit within me.

I realize now that, as beautiful as this country is, we weren’t searching for that which was extraordinary. We had that with us in the friendships that we had formed.


The following day we drove in the mountains of Montana. Toward evening, on the level plains outside Missoula, a brake hose broke. Had that have happened a few hours sooner in the mountains; we probably wouldn’t be around to tell this story.


That evening we went to our first 3D movie. It was “Fort Ti” with George Montgomery. As we walked down the aisle to our seats, Lyle put on the glasses and grabbed Dave and slammed him to the floor. They had just thrown a tomahawk in the movie and he thought it was coming right at them. We laughed so hard it is a wonder they didn’t throw us out of the theatre.


One of the most memorable things about Montana is that wherever we went, we were given change in silver dollars. I began cashing $5 and $10 dollar bills just so I could get those silver dollars. When we got back to Illinois, from my total of roughly $70 dollars I had to start the trip, I had saved 15 silver dollars. Over 50 years later, I still have about 10 of them.


The state of Washington was spent in the rain. I guess we shouldn’t have been too surprised at that. We wanted to see the Columbia River Valley and were disappointed because of lousy weather and we didn’t own any rain coats or umbrellas.
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In Seaside, Oregon we first saw the Pacific Ocean. Lyle turned to Dave and said, “What do you think, Dave? Water as far as you can see.” Dave said, “Farther!”

Daring each other to see who would go in the deepest was rather silly, since Lyle was an outstanding swimmer and lived close to a public pool. Soon we were running full speed into the waves over our heads. We didn’t have swimming trunks and it took a while for our undershorts to dry out. 

Every day we spent in Oregon, it rained. I guess that’s pretty normal in July. Of course, as we drove U.S. 101, you could see evidence of the rain with all the greenery. I swear they could plant a yardstick and grow rulers. I’m not sure I appreciated it as much then as I do now, living in the Sonoran Desert. We thought the drivers in Portland were the worst in the world. Naturally, we had yet to arrive in L.A.

One night we had to sleep in the car because of the rain. In the mountains, we parked just off the highway on a curve and those trucks that came up that road went past us and shook the ground. I prayed one wouldn’t accidentally go straight ahead and miss the curve or we’d have been wearing an 18 wheeler.

I believe it was our second night in Oregon when we camped above a stream. Next morning, we woke with our feet in the water. We’d slid down the hill during the night and landed in the creek. Boy, that water was cold. Scrambling to get up the hill it started to rain and as it was slippery, I stumbled and landed on a sharp stick with my hand. I punctured a pretty good sized hole in the heel of my palm and we had to wrap it in a piece of cloth until we found someone to bandage it. I don’t recall how we got it dressed, but I think it was some lady at the next gas station.

As mentioned, the size of the Douglas Fir trees was impressive to boys who had grown up in the country and spent a lot of time in smaller timber of the Midwest. Needless to say, when we arrived at Redwood National Park, the Redwoods dwarfed any other trees in the world.
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We parked in the one that had a drive-through gigantic hole carved into the trunk and took our picture in the living bridge of a redwood tree.  As natures oldest, and largest living things, the redwoods thrive in this climate on the Pacific Coast. It is beyond the talents of this mere mortal to convey the impression they made on us. Impervious to fire, they are truly beyond imagination in their ability to survive the harsh moods of man and nature. They stand as unwavering, unyielding colossal sentinels who witnessed this continent long before mankind breached the beaches and trod upon the land.

That night we slept on the beach outside Uklah, California and a wind came in during the night and covered us with sand. The water was pretty cold that morning in the ocean, trying to wash off all that sand.
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On down Highway 101 and over the Golden Gate Bridge. Another National Park, incidentally. The bridge, nearly two miles long and with towers over 500 feet above the roadway is as beautiful as anything manmade we had ever seen. We probably should have spent more time in San Francisco, but couldn’t find a parking place. (Just kidding) I suppose we just weren’t familiar enough with what an incredible city it was. (Teenagers don’t appreciate great cities. I thought Chicago was just big and ugly until many years later when I got to its center and discovered Lake Michigan, the Sears Tower, Lakeshore Drive, etc.  But that’s another story.)

We leisurely drove down through the beautiful villages and towns in California, more interested in the beetles (our word for girls) than anything else. By the time we got to Los Angeles, our consensus was that there were more beautiful women in California than the rest of the country. Throw in Arizona and Texas and I think that could be accurate.


In L.A. we sneaked into Universal Studios until a guard caught us and tossed us out. We went to a movie at the Twentieth Century Fox Theatre. After the show we couldn’t find our way out of town so we parked in an alley and slept in the car.

San Diego was probably the prettiest city we saw. I know it should have been San Francisco, but not to a teenaged boy. San Diego had a beach where we camped right outside of town. It had groves of oranges and lemons. Dave hopped a fence and tossed citrus back over to us. We ended up with lots of lemons and oranges. Squeezed the lemons by hand and made lemonade.


We gathered driftwood for a campfire and Dig cooked up another one of his delicious dinners. We slept on the beach and after the previous all-nighter in the car; it was paradise. I could have spent several days in San Diego. Maybe years! It is still one of my favorite cities and I love to visit whenever I find the time.

The term, “carefree” probably fits the mood for this trip and never was it more evident than on the beaches of San Diego, California. Those hours of camping on the beach, warm sunshine after the first four days of rain on the coast, were about as trouble-free as one could hope to achieve. We really had no worries. Our money was holding up as expected. Our vehicle was now running well. With the exception of the mishap that left a small wound in my hand, we had been free of accidents and our spirits were soaring. 


The truth is that at the age we were, we didn’t have any worries. We really didn’t concern ourselves with the future. Girls worry about the future until they marry. Men only worry about it after they marry. 

We left San Diego and drove south to leave the country. Soon we were crossing the border to Mexico to the city of Tijuana. We enjoyed Tijuana and walked around downtown where we bought some trinkets. The children seemed to be able to run around freely, unlike they could in the states. Many of the Mexican girls were quite beautiful but it seemed as they grew older, the harshness of their lives took a toll and they aged quickly. I have since been to Mexico many times and Tijuana several times. I don’t think we knew anything about bargaining then, though I learned it later and, I believe, got quite good at it.


I remember the simplicity of the little shops and how brother Dig was talking with a Spanish accent within an hour of being across the border. I swear, he was a bit of a chameleon at times and seemed to adapt to whatever environment he was in. Either that or he would make the environment adapt to him. In some situations he was bigger than life. Mexico seemed to bring that out in him. 


One of the crazy things about the camaraderie was our language. Dig, Dave and I developed a style of talking where we switched either the first letter or the first syllable of words and we could carry on a conversation totally foreign to anyone listening. Lyle often tried to converse in our made-up speech, but the result would often be so comical we would all four end up laughing hysterically. To better understand; it goes something like this: “Down the highway a covered bridge gave way to a stream of magnitude.” If one of us was describing it to the other, it would sound like this: “Hown the diway, a bovered cridge wave gay to a mream of stragnitude.”  The ridiculous part of this is that it was perfectly understandable between us. Maybe we should have studied foreign languages or something. Just one of those crazy things guys do to cement friendships. It was fun, harmless and occasionally it served a useful purpose when you didn’t want someone else to understand what you were saying (like girls, for instance).
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Leaving California, we chose to go to Las Vegas. A very hot trip in July with no air-conditioning. In one country gas station we gave the Mayflower a drink and some gas while we polished off about 15 bottles of pop between the four of us. Las Vegas left a lot to be desired. First of all, we were there in the daytime and if Vegas has any redeeming beauty it is only after dark. Secondly, we didn’t gamble and none of us were old enough to enter a casino. So we didn’t stay very long and proceeded on to our next object of interest: Hoover Dam.
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          Hoover Dam, when it was finished in 1935, was the biggest concrete structure in the world. It was also the largest source of hydro-electric power. Since, of course, it has been dwarfed by many other larger ones. However, it was massive and we drove across the top and walked back to the middle. Looking down, it was astounding that they were able to build the tunnels that allowed the Colorado River to continue while constructing the dam. Many men died of carbon monoxide poisoning while operating the machinery. The contractors claimed they got pneumonia. 


One man filed suit saying it caused him to be impotent. The contractors hired an “under-the-cover” prostitute and she testified in court that the man’s claim was definitely false. He lost the suit.

Hoover Dam was renamed Boulder Dam by the Dam President at the time of its completion. FDR’s renaming didn’t stick, however, and it was properly renamed after the secretary of commerce who instigated it, and later had begun construction  under his administration as President Herbert Hoover. It was later designated as a National Historic Landmark.


We drove on into Arizona to camp out for the night. Dave ran down a hill and jumped over a rock that was hiding a diamondback rattlesnake. He called to us and we carefully walked down to see it. Dave then picked up a rock and with that terrific right arm of a pitcher, he hit in the head and killed it. First shot! Even more carefully, we cut off the rattles and gave them to Dave.

                                      [image: image14.jpg]




Our next stop: The truly awesome Grand Canyon National Park. Unfortunately, it was overcast and we missed the multicolored hues and constant changing appearance that the canyon gives at sunrise and sunset. Nevertheless, it was a humbling experience to see what river, wind and time could amass. The Colorado, so gigantic at the Boulder Dam appeared tiny from the overlook a mile or so above it as it continued to sculpture this massive continuous work of nature.


When we entered Utah, we heard about a desert movie being filmed outside of Kanab. We drove into the Mohave Desert for about 30 miles and when we arrived, everything was gone. Rod Cameron and Joanne Dru starred in the movie. We saw it  a couple of years later. Having met a lot of movie actors and actresses since then, I don’t believe it would have been worth the 30 mile drive. However, Rod Cameron, at that time, was one of the top five box office draws in the movies. Though you probably don’t remember him, he was a six foot four inch Canadian who made movies because it was a job. He didn’t care for Hollywood. He was also an accomplished pianist. Weirdest of all things about him was that he divorced his wife and married her mother. That’s pretty unusual.

We saw cliff dwellings in Utah and driving at night, we hit a few jackrabbits. Being rather naïve, we cut off their ears since we’d never seen rabbit ears that size before. The following morning we discovered ticks in the trunk…..out went the rabbit ears.


We saw the Mormon Temple and Tabernacle in Salt Lake City, but we didn’t go inside. I understand it in no loner possible for anyone not a member to tour it. We were a bit guarded about our beliefs then and probably still are. In fact, a year or so later, Lyle fell for a Catholic girl and wouldn’t consider marrying her because of her religion. I don’t think either he or the girl ever really got over that love affair. (My opinion only.)


Driving through Colorado, we stopped and ate lunch at a park in Steamboat Springs. Probably more because of the name than anything else. Hundreds of miles later we realized that Dig had left his motorcycle jacket on a bench. The jacket wasn’t irreplaceable, he didn’t even own a motorcycle, but all the film we had shot with his camera was in the pockets. Most of the pictures of the trip were lost. Priceless? No doubt! What is inserted in this text is a few that David took with a brownie camera. The quality is not that great.

We decided to drive day and night until we got home. Wasn’t much to see in Kansas, Nebraska and Iowa, we figured. Hey, we were just teenagers, what did we know? 

Somewhere on the plains of Colorado, we stopped to get oil and gas for the Mayflower in a little town not much more than a wide spot in the road. It was dusk and the mechanic talked to us about our trip and was pretty surprised by our youth to have traveled so far on our own.  He told us he had a family back in the Midwest and had left them a few years prior.  He asked us to do him a favor. If he were to write a letter to them, would we take it back and mail it somewhere in Iowa or Illinois so they wouldn’t be able to trace it? If they found him he’d have to pay a lot of back child support. We assured him we would be glad to do that for him. No more than a block away, we stopped at the mailbox in the middle of town and deposited the letter. When they found him, I hope he had to pay a bundle in child support. Guess we were more mature than he thought.

We arrived in Savanna on a Friday. Fourteen days and nearly 7,000 miles after we had started our adventure. Our expenses totaled $226. 


We had been to at least seven National Parks, Monuments or National Historic Landmarks. We’d seen the Pacific coast from the top of Washington to Mexico. In the mountains that began a love affair and fascination that would embrace us the rest of our lives. But more important, we had established a bond and friendship that would serve to comfort, shelter and guide us with joyful memories that cannot be dimmed by time and circumstances.

Dig was a terrific storyteller. A great cook. A teacher. And, at times, totally insufferable. He was one-of-a-kind and if not larger than life, he was significantly sizeable with an insatiable ego that knew no boundaries. He was easily the most talented of eight children born to my parents. He was never truly able to be content with his abilities or channel them into areas that could have brought remarkable results. Nevertheless, he was unforgettable and left memorable impressions on everyone he ever met. He deserves a story of his own. (Maybe someday.)

Lyle was truly unique. Most men are either a lady’s man or a man’s man. Lyle was the only person I’ve ever known who was both. Men sought his companionship everywhere he went. Women sought love affairs or relationships. His tragic death at the age of 20 brought a much too-early end to the profound wisdom and internal beauty that left all who knew him a lifetime of memories. It is still difficult to write about him without a great sadness entering my soul. 

Dave became my best friend for life. I could have searched the world over and never selected a better one. His integrity, humor, honesty and influence had a profound effect on whatever roads I chose to travel. I made a pact with him and Lyle never to drink liquor or beer and have been an abstainer throughout my like. Believe me when I say, with my heritage and ups and downs, I would probably have had a problem with it had I not felt that one could not break a promise to such wonderful friends. I was blessed that our friendship never waned.

All three are gone now and I’m sorry I didn’t seek their council and record their memories of our first great adventure through the west as well as through life.


The four of us had traveled the western part of our great country and gained so much in the short duration of our adventure. I developed a love for the west and a curiosity about other parts of the country. I have since devoted much of my travels to learning about the cultures, geography and beauty of this amazing variety in our land.


The chemistry of that group of boys acting as though they were grown men at times and in childlike wonder at others, was just beyond my abilities to express with the spoken or written word.

I hope you have gained a bit of insight about those teenagers and their route of passage.









Maurie Helle
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