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The Tour
Gold Beach OR to Flagstaff AZ: 1,563 miles 
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 It was the spring of 2011 and I had a little bit of free 
time, so I decided to bicycle to the Southwest of the U.S. to 
experience the desert and to see what I could along the way.  
From my home in Gold Beach, Oregon, I pedaled until 
Flagstaff, Arizona, where I took an Amtrak train back to 
Oregon.  
 On a bicycle I saw the best and the worst, usually on 
the same day.  I suffered through adverse weather and 
unforgiving terrain, but I had the opportunity to see every 
detail of the landscapes and meet friendly people in the 
process. The following is an account of what I saw and whom 
I met. 
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Northern California
The redwoods

Gold Beach OR to Legget CA: 228 miles 
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The erosion of waves gradually wears away everything, 
like these pieces of driftwood and a shell 

from the beach near Nickle Creek 

A teenager and his group of friends walk down the sidewalk 
in Crescent City, bored and restless, looking for people to 
hassle. “Do you always dress like that?” the teenager asks.  
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A grove of redwoods in Redwood National Park
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Boats in the harbor at Eureka 

A lady wearing a colorful sweater and tights comes out of the 
sliding doors at Ray's Food Place in Eureka. “I don't drink or 
smoke or do drugs or sleep around with men,” she says. “I'm 
a social worker.  I'm seventy five years old.  Can you tell?” 
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The old Pacific Lumber Company in Scotia, PALCO for short,
 the boom days long gone, but still some decks of logs in the log yard. 
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 One of the smaller trees in Redwood National Park  
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Northern California Coast
Along Highway 1
Legget to Sausalito: 217 miles 
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Jeremy, a bike tourist pedaling north by himself, is taking an 
afternoon break at the park in Fort Bragg.“Yeah, riding north 
into the wind is difficult,” he says. “But it is lonely riding 
alone! That is the worst part.” 

Point Arena Light , buffeted by constant northwest winds 
all summer long
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Bluffs along the ocean in Fort Ross State Park
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An elder couple on a bright yellow tandem bicycle are 
pedaling south down 101 at a rapid clip. “We’re going back 
home to the L.A. area, near Palm Springs,” the woman says, 
riding in the stoker position behind her husband. “We started 
in Seattle.”   
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Seagulls perched on pilings in Bodega Bay
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San Francisco
Sausalito to Pacifica: 29 miles
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View of San Francisco and the Bay Bridge 

A woman walks her dog on the sidewalk, as the bicyclists 
speed along in the road way, a line of lycra-clad athletes who 
pedal road bikes outfitted with the strongest and lightest 
components. “No, it’s not a bike race,” the woman with the 
dog says.  “This is just Saturday morning in Sausalito.” 
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A young man stops his bicycle on the shoulder of the road. 
“You’re going through Nevada?” he asks. “I biked out there a 
couple years ago.  It’s beautiful!  But so empty. I call that 
place ‘The Void.’ Hey, here take this granola bar. You need it 
more than I do.”
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Golden Gate Bridge looking south 

Cheryl gets off her bike at the base of the north tower of the 
Golden Gate bridge. “Where are you going to sleep tonight?” 
Cheryl asks. “Do you need a place to stay?”  
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Palm trees near Embarcado and Market Street 
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Cheryl is a city planner and the conversation at the dinner 
table often turns towards public transportation. “San 
Francisco bought up the old street cars years ago, at a time 
when cities across the county were getting rid of them for 
cheap, and now those cities want them back,” she says.  
 Mike, one of Cheryl's friends who works for Muni 
Metro, adds: “But they run on 600 volts and can’t be 
converted to 12 volts, like the modern ones, so it’s a headache 
sometimes.”

Hang gliders over the beach near Pacifica 

 “Have you heard the story about Bolinas?” Mike 
continues. “Every year out on Point Reyes, Caltrans puts up a 
sign that points out the road to Bolinas. And every year before 
the sun is down someone comes and cuts it down with a chain 
saw. There must be a lot of those signs in some garage 
somewhere in Bolinas.”  

 Rich, Cheryl's husband, also works for the city in 
public transportation. “The first Sunday Streets in the county 
started in San Francisco,” he says. “Every week we have it in 
a different place in the city, shutting down the street to traffic, 
just bicycles and pedestrians.  Tomorrow we are closing Great 
Highway.”  

�19



Central California 
Coast

Pacifica to Morro Bay: 233 miles  
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Surf boards and artichokes: On one side of Highway 1, surfers ride 
waves; on the other, farmers drive tractors, growing artichokes 

along with many other crops.
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Palm trees in San Lorenzo Park, Santa Cruz
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The harbor at Monterey 

A bicycle tourist is outside the library in Seaside closing up 
one of his panniers. “There’s a big slide south of here,” he 
says. “Took out the whole highway. The road is closed.  Did 
you hear about it?  But bicycles can get through. Supposedly 
they stop construction at 7 am and 4 pm and let people walk 
through the construction area to the other side. So you can 
just push your bike through.  

“And you know what, once you get to the other side, that 
means you’ll have the road to yourself.”  
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Elephant seals relaxing on the beach near San Simeon, 
periodically flicking sand, yawning and burping. 

Charlie, an old drunk, looks like he has been camping at 
Pfieffer Big Sur State Park for some time. “Keep everything 
closed up!” he says.  “The coyotes, they come into camp at 
night.  Right into camp!” He then looks around as if he 
expects to see one right then.  

Cormorants on a rock near San Simeon
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Central Valley  
and the Sierras

Morro Bay to Kernville: 193 miles
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A branch from one of the oak trees on hills east of Atascadero,
 glowing with brand new green-golden leaves

In the small town of Creston, everyone knows everyone else, 
so the cashier at the Creston General Store isn't sure what to 
say when a stranger comes in. “That good juice,” she says 
about a jug of grape juice. 

Empty shotgun shells from clay-pigeon-shooting locals 
on a ridge in Los Padres National Forest 

“Yip yip,” says the coyote at night.

�26



Near Carrizo Plain National Monument on Highway 58 looking east 
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The students are out on recess at Carrisa Plains Elementary 
School. “Yaaaaayy,” the kids yell as they run through the play 
ground. 
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A man dressed in dusty work clothes comes out of a 
convenience store in Mckitrick near Bakersfield and opens up 
the door to his big white truck. “What do you do for a 
living?” he asks, as he puts on his sunglasses and climbs 
behind the wheel.  

Oil rigs near Bakersfield 

The mechanic at the Bakersfield bike shop stops his work on 
a bicycle for a moment. “That road over Greenhorn Summit 
to Isabella Lake?” he asks. “That's the steepest road in Kern 
County. Do you have good brakes?” 

Signs along 155 on the way to 
the snow- and cedar-lined Greenhorn Summit
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New grass covering the hill along Granite Road outside of Bakersfield
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Evening time over Isabella Lake 

On Sierra Way around Isabella Lake, a man is fixing his 
bicycle by the side of the road, a bandaid on his knuckle 
where he banged it. “Yep, the wind always blows like this,” 
he says.  “Every day starting at ten.”  
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Mojave Desert
into Death Valley

Furnace Creek CA to Las Vegas NV: 192 miles
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Small barrel cactus in the Mojave desert near Ridgecrest. 

A man leans his arm on the rolled-down window of his truck, 
a small brown Nissan with Obama and Boxer bumper 
stickers. “Yeah, you'll get to Ridgecrest,” he says. “Just keep 
following this road, it's the back way.” 

Spring flowers in the desert near Ridgecrest, east of Walker Pass 
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Panamint Valley

The librarian at Trona is bored. Trona is a town out in the 
desert where the mineral of the same name is mined, and not 
much is there except wind and rocks. “Come and ask me if 
you need more time on the internet,” the librarian says. 
“Because if you wait till time expires the computer will kick 
you off and I'll laugh at you.”   

Evening shadows on a hill near Emigrant Pass in Death Valley NP 

A young man and a young woman are helping each other 
unload two road bikes out of the back of a truck.  “We're from 
Vegas,” the young man says. “We usually come here to do hill 
climbing. Did you know the road into Death Valley on 190 is 
a nine percent incline for six miles?”  
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Death Valley, looking west, and even the rocks themselves 
seem dried up  

The man sits in a camp chair in front of an old van at at rock-
strewn campsite in Emigrant Camp, Death Vally. “Today I 
quit my job at the bike shop at Furnace Creek Resort,” he 
says. “But I've got my van. What more could I need?  
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Mojave Desert
California-Nevada border

Furnace Creek CA to Las Vegas NV: 192 miles
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Dried cracked mud at Grimshaw Lake Natural Area, 
near Shoshone, California 
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View of the basin and range near Tecopa in California  

The cashier at the gas station in Shoshone finishes her 
cigarette and opens the door to go back inside. “Don't use the 
faucet outside,” she says.  “It'll taste bad.  Bring the water 
bottles in here. I've got reverse osmosis. 
 “How do you like this wind?” she continues. “In the 
summer it comes from the south. In the winter it comes from 
the north and in between it comes over the mountains.  But 
the wind never stops. It just drives me crazy.” 

Joshua Tree near Pahrump, Nevada
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Old Spanish Trail Highway, looking east across the Pahrump Valley 
towards the Spring Mountains near Las Vegas 

A man slows down his car on the lonely desert highway and 
passes his lunch container out of the window. “I get this stuff 
every day anyways,” he says. “I think its lentil soup today.” 
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Twigs from a creosote bush with small waxy sticky leaves 

For several seasons, the man has been camp host at the 
campground at Red Rock Canyon National Conservation 
Area near Las Vegas. “So this woman was just 
rubberneckin',” he says. “But she drove over two of these 
creosote plants. Seven thousand dollars, that's how much the 
BLM fined her. That's why they call it a conservation area. 
See that one? Three feet tall.  That plant's probably 40 years 
old. Don't get much water around here.” 

Remains of a desert plant, probably a cholla cactus

“Once, I found a guitar out in the desert,” the camp host 
continued. “I think somebody stole it out of a house, but the 
climb up the ridge got too steep.  So they dumped it. I sold 
the guitar to my friend for 50 bucks. 
 “Stuff like that happens to me all the time. My wife 
calls me 'The Finder'” 
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Las Vegas 

Las Vegas to Mesquite: 110 miles 
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The Las Vegas Strip, the view from a ridge 
near Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area

Water containers for crossing the desert on a bicycle.
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Cracked mud along the roadside near Lake Meade 

Two young men are walking through a grocery store parking 
lot in Las Vegas.  Both are wearing the nice clothes and 
square name tag that identify young Mormon men on a 
mission. “Do you believe in God?” one of the young  
men asks.  
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Desert Trumpet, green stalk and small white flowers, 
found everywhere along the roadside.  

In the turnout, a man stands near the RV in which he and his 
wife live and travel. “My wife and I are crazy,” he says. “We 
are in Nevada last year and we wanted a Christmas tree in the 
desert. So we strung 7,000 Christmas lights up on a flag pole 
in the shape of a cone. From a distance, it looked solid.” 
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Beavertail cactus, blooming with a bright pink flower, 
along Lake Meade North Shore Road.

Desert globe-mallow, bright orange flowers
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Utah
St. George and Zion

Mesquite NV to Zion National Park UT: 89 miles
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St. George Tabernacle, a public meeting space located in the center of 
town. Mormon settlements were often platted mathematically, 

with the tabernacle at coordinates 0,0.

�48



Towering rocks in Zion National Park 

Carol sits at her kitchen table, always delighted to host 
travelers. “We host couch surfers from all over the world,” 
she says. “How it started, my son was in the military and met 
his wife, who's from Germany. When he got out, they went on 
a couch surfing trip around the world. My son was met with 
such generosity on their travels, my husband and I decided we 
should start hosting travelers, too.” 
 Later, in the still-warm evening, Carol gets ready to do 
some yard work. “Our property used to have water rights,” 
she says. “The water comes running right  down the gutter on 
the street and you set a board down in the gutter to direct the 
flow onto your land. So my downhill neighbor used to grow 
apple trees and he would come out and watch me. 'Are you 
done yet, Carol?' he'd ask. 'Not quite-- three more minutes!' 
I'd say.”

Joshua trees near the Utah border, 
near Beaver Wash Conservation Area
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 “Did you know,” Carol explains, “that Mormons are 
instructed to keep a year's supply of food and water and fuel 
in storage?” she says. “My family doesn't quite have a year's 
worth stored up yet, but we're working on it.

The road out of Zion National Park 

In Hurricane, Utah, a man with a gray mustache is in the aisle 
of an antique store. “If you'll wear it, I'll give it to you,” he 
says, pointing to the hat he is holding. It is a Hawaiian print 
baseball hat and on the front is printed in white iron-on 
lettering: Las Vegas Metro Homicide. 

“You know, I used to got to city hall meetings with a pen that 
said 'Viagra' on it. I'd put it in my pocket so people could read 
it. You should have seen the looks I'd get. Ha ha!”  
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Tom is in a campground in Zion National Park, sitting at a 
picnic table. A bicycle is nearby, clearly outfitted for 
touring.As the sun sets, the light turns golden on the rock 
edifices towering behind him.  “I'm 75 years old!” he says.  “I 
winter in Arizona and live in southern Idaho in the summer. 
I've done the trip three times by bicycle.”  
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The Watchman, Zion National Park 

“What for?” Tom asks about the tourists taking photographs 
of Zion. “Who are they going to show them to?”  
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Colorado 
Plateau

Zion National Park UT to Desert View AZ: 215 miles
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Dramatic rock formations, like this one called a toadstool, are common 
in Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument
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The ranger at the Glen Canyon Dam information center wears 
a dark green uniform complete with a hat. “Yes, there is 
dispersed camping allowed,” she says. “But it is Navaho land. 
That means you need to get a permit from a place called 
Upper Antelope Canyon.” 
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The horizon near Glen Canyon Dam 

“A permit?” the gruff Navaho woman asks at the main office 
at Upper Antelope Canyon. “I don't know what you're talking 
about.  You don't need a permit to camp.” 
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Horseshoe Bend on the Colorado River, near Page Arizona 

The young tourists from Japan move closer and look over 
edge at the precipitous drop down to the Colorado River at 
Horseshoe Bend. “Watashi no shashinwotoru!” one of them 
says and  another, heeding the request, gets out a camera.  
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The U.S. flag, the Arizona flag, and the Navajo Nation flag, 
flying above a roadside shack selling Navaho souvenirs

At a turnout that looks over the edge of the Echo Cliffs, a 
German tour bus stops and the tourists get out. “Sie sprechen 
Deutch?” one of the German tourists asks. Disappointed in 
the answer, she then wanders over with the other tourists from 
the tour bus who are looking at the wares a Navajo man is 
selling. 
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The Grand  
Canyon 

Desert View to Flagstaff: 100 miles 
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View from Yaki Point
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 Bright Angel Canyon, on the north slope of the Grand Canyon 
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Utah juniper, near the Grand Canyon 
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Poems that young people wrote about the Grand Canyon,
 on display at the Grand Canyon Visitor Center 

Vishnu pink sunrise 
In cloudy west full moon sets 

Awake Grand Canyon
Jon 

The canyon is deep 
I stay away from the edge 

I obey the rule
Kate

Oh Grand Canyon so deep 
Oh so long, wide, red and deep 

Mountains with pine trees
Annis age 8 

Coyotes howling 
Babies learning to howl 

Sending messages
Luke age 9
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View from Desert View 
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View of the Grand Canyon from Grandview 
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Humphrey's Peak and the San Francisco Mountains near Flagstaff: 
In the morning at high elevation the air is clear and crisp. 
 US 180 north of Flagstaff reaches 8,000 feet in elevation; 

Humphrey's Peak tops out at 12,635 feet.  

In Flagstaff, a young man leans against his touring bicycle. 
He has long blond hair, a beard and is wearing cut-off shorts . 
“I just got here yesterday,” he says.  “I left from Seattle. Took 
me thirteen days. Man, I did some 100 mile days going over 
the Sierras. It was crazy. 

“It really took you five weeks to get to Flagstaff?” 
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By the time I reached Flagstaff I was tired and ready to go 
home. 

A handful of other people were in the train station. A young 
teenager, looking like he was on his first trip away from 
home. A white haired lady with a huge maroon suitcase. A 
balding middle-aged man who seemed like he was trying to 
escape trouble of some sort.  

No one spoke. We just waited. I was no longer that guy on a 
bicycle trip, but just another traveler. My bike, disassembled, 
was in a box. The Southwest Chief was going to take me to 
LA, where I would change trains to go north to Oregon, a trip 
that would take a couple days. The “Tour de Flagstaff” was 
now over.  

This wasn't the first bicycle tour I had been on, but it was one 
in which I passed through the most extreme landscapes, from 
redwood forests, to remote coastline, through desert and 
across the Colorado Plateau. Along the way, I learned to 
appreciate the arid simplicity of the desert and the hard 
organisms that inhabit it. But most of all, I learned about 
sketching: the spare landscape renders light and shadow in 
such dramatic fashion, one would be hard pressed to find a 
better teacher.  
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