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• Wally Byam & Airstreams

• Adventure Caravans Tours
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When I was a 16-year-old high school sophomore, I began reading about the thrilling

adventures that wealthy Americans experienced in many parts of the world by joining a caravan tour with their recreational vehicle (RV). What excited me most was reading about the amazing adventures of Wallace Merle "Wally" Byam, (1896-1962), an American inventor, engineer, developer, and entrepreneur most famous as one of the pioneer manufacturers of the travel trailer.

Wally was born on July 4, 1896, in Baker City, a boom town on the Oregon Trail. When he was only three years old, his parents divorced and his mother remarried. By 1910, the family had moved to Astoria, Oregon, and Wally had taken the surname of his stepfather. Wally developed his wanderlust in Oregon, where he spent his childhood surrounded by water, forests, and hills. He also worked with his uncle on a sheep farm in the mountains and lived in a wooden shepherd's wagon towed by a donkey. The wagon was outfitted with a kerosene cook stove, food, water, a sleeping bag, and a wash pail— everything he needed, which would later inspire his first travel trailer.

Later, as an adolescent, Wally worked as a crew member on tugboats during summers on Astoria-to-Alaska, trips which fostered his independence and encouraged his thirst for travel.

When Wally was 20 years old, his stepfather was killed in a cattle accident and, a few months later, his mother passed away from a heart condition. Suddenly, Wally was orphaned, had little money, and was on his own. Fortunately, Stanford University accepted his application to enroll as an undergraduate because of his superior grades in high school. He worked several jobs to pay his way, and, in 1921, after a great deal of persistence and very hard work, he graduated with a Bachelor's degree in History.

After graduation, Wally used his experience on the Stanford school newspaper to earn him several jobs in advertising and journalism, including working as a journalist for The Los Angeles Times newspaper. During that time, Wally met and married his first wife Marion, with whom he went camping regularly, but she never loved sleeping on the ground in a tent.

While working in Los Angeles, Wally became a publisher, and eventually owned seven magazines. In one of his do-it-yourself magazines, he published a subscriber's article describing how to build a travel trailer. When readers complained about the plans, Wally tried them out for himself. Indeed, he discovered the plans were flawed. Inspired by the article, Wally built his own travel trailer, not unlike the wagon he lived in as a child on an Oregon farm, but one in which Marion would actually enjoy camping.

In 1929, he began with a Model T Ford truck chassis with a tent contraption on top. On that same platform, he built a teardrop-shaped structure with a sleeping space, a stove, and a chest filled with dry ice. Wally and Marion camped in the new trailer and loved it as much as their fellow travelers did. Wally wrote and published a description of his new self-made travel trailer for Popular Mechanics magazine. He explained how to build the trailer for under $100—this time drawing an enthusiastic response from his readers. Soon several of his neighbors commissioned him to build travel trailers for them. Eventually, demand was big enough that Wally opened a small travel trailer factory in California to build what he called Airstreams, after the way they moved down the road "like a stream of air."

During the late 1920s, Americans were beginning to travel around the United States in greater numbers. Wally's new travel trailer was a perfect match for the increasingly popular Mobile lifestyle. He thus began selling sets of his plans for five dollars. He also sold complete trailer kits and travel trailers that he built in his Los Angeles backyard. His fledgling business survived the Crash of 1929, and two years later, he established and incorporated The Airstream Trailer Company. Wally's meticulous attention to quality and design helped guide the firm through tough economic times. Of the more than 400 travel trailer builders operating in 1936,

Airstream was the only one to survive America's Great Depression years (1929-1941).

In 1936, the Airstream Trailer Company introduced the Clipper which had a semi-monocoque, riveted aluminum body. It could sleep four persons, thanks to its tubular steel-framed dinette, which could be converted into a bed. It carried its own water supply, had an enclosed galley (kitchen), and was fitted with electric lights. The Clipper boasted advanced insulation and a ventilation system and even offered "air-conditioning" that used dry ice. At $1,200, the Clipper was considered an expensive travel trailer. However, the market response to the product was so strong that Wally's company could not build units fast enough to satisfy the deluge of orders.

With the onset of World War II in 1939, leisure travel and the materials necessary to build trailers became luxuries that most Americans could not afford. In response to the war effort, The Airstream Trailer Company closed its doors. When the war ended in 1945, the economy boomed and Americans once again turned their attention toward recreational travel.

Wally reopened his Airstream business and, by 1948, the demand for his aluminum travel trailers seemed limitless. Today, Thor Industries Incorporated owns and produces Airstreams, one of the most recognizable RVs in the world.

In 1955, Wally traveled to Europe with his second wife Stella, in a one-of-a-kind Airstream Bubble. Wally's globetrotting adventures so inspired him that he formed the nonprofit Wally Byam Caravan Club International, and led caravans worldwide to publicize his Airstream brand. The club still exists today, with more than 6,000 member families, and has held many domestic rallies and international caravans. On July 22, 1962, Wally died at the age of 66 from a brain tumor. He grew up with a curious spirit, an eye for creative design, and a personal creed to live a life that put adventure first.

Since my teenage years, I have been well aware of RV caravan tours, and have dreamed of traveling in a durable rig to far-flung places around the globe. In fact, I have met many folks who have visited fascinating places by joining such a tour, which they enjoyed immensely. For example, long ago I met an elderly couple at a southern Oregon State Park on my hitchhike to Mexico's Yucatan Peninsula. They had recently traveled in a caravan around Mexico in their beautiful Airstream, and let me spend the night in my sleeping bag atop their picnic table. I was only twenty years old, but I well remember the occasion, which I described in my first adventure travel book, Like a Leaf on a River.

During the past nearly sixty years of domestic and international travel, I never joined an RV caravan tour—until recently. When I received an attractive colorful booklet in the mail from Adventure Caravans, based in Livingston, Texas, I was very impressed. The booklet describes a wide variety of RV tours not only in the United States but in many foreign countries as well. My unabated passion for travel, my constant curiosity to see what lies around highway curves and beyond mountains, and my unsatisfied appetite for adventure, beckoned me to join one of that company's tours.

I wanted to spend the winter season in a warm climate, freed from the horrifying ravages and unexpected inconveniences of enduring freezing blizzards, unsafe driving over ice-covered roads (especially on devilish black ice), and dodging myriads of snow drifts. So, I registered for Adventure Caravans' "Fabulous Florida" RV tour. It would begin near Pensacola, Florida, continues south down that state's West Coast to the City of Homestead and onto Key West, then heads northward along Florida's East Coast to Jacksonville. I booked the second-to-last place on the tour for $7,445, including a U.S. Veteran's discount of $150. I packed up my 2018 Lance travel trailer and towed it behind my 2017 Chevrolet Silverado pickup truck to Milton, Florida, the trailhead of the Caravan. I was ready to begin another adventure!
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I

MILTON AND PENSACOLA
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February 26

• Avalon Landing RV Park

• Wagon Masters & Tail Gunners

• Grover T’s BBQ Restaurant

• Caravan Tour Participants

––––––––
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One morning in late February, I arrived at Avalon Landing RV Park in Milton. While knocking on the park's locked office door, I noticed a small sign displaying its open hours. I was about an hour early. So, I strolled around the pretty park to get my bearings because I would be staying there for four nights at a full-hookup (water, electricity, and sewer) site. I walked to a wooden bridge on the edge of a quiet lake and watched a sole pelican perched atop a tree stump, where it relaxed in the bright morning sun. Nearby, I spotted two large RVs with yellow and black Adventure Caravans stickers: one marked 1 and the other 2. Both rigs belonged to the caravan staff, whom I would soon meet.

When the park's office opened, I met Luanne and her husband Ted, an elderly couple, who manage the place. After registering, I jumped into my truck and followed Ted in his golf cart to my pre-assigned RV site, where he expertly guided my rig into place. I was very grateful for that small favor; otherwise, I would have spent nearly an hour on my own struggling with that difficult chore. I always prefer pull-through sites because they make parking my rig so easy. For that reason, when towing my travel trailer cross-country, I often stay overnight in a Walmart parking lot, which offers only pull-through places. Another excellent reason is Wally's generous rental fee: on the house. Naturally, I reciprocate the favor by doing most of my shopping at Walmart stores.

Later, I met the caravan's Wagon Masters: Skeeter and his wife Pat from Mississippi. They are responsible for organizing and leading the caravan, among many other chores, such as pointing out any specific details and explaining last-minute changes in the group's Trip Log, answering questions about the tour, and preparing several included meals. They usually are the first persons to leave the RV parks in which we stay when moving from one to another. I also met the caravan's Tail Gunners: Dick and his wife Tracy from South Carolina. They are responsible for the safety of all the caravaners, plus they assist the Wagon Masters with many other tasks. Every morning, when the group departs for the next scheduled RV park, Dick walks around the campground and, using a golf putter, taps it twice on the tires of each caravan truck or car and RV rig to check air pressure. The Tail Gunners are always the last persons to leave the RV parks so that they can assist the tour caravaners in resolving any problems with their rigs.

In the evening, we drove our trucks or towed vehicles to Grover T's BBQ Restaurant ("Just good ol' fashioned southern cooking") in Milton. We had our Welcome Dinner in the exclusive Emerald Room reserved for private parties and business meetings. Our meal consisted of a delicious buffet: char-grilled chicken, pulled pork, cornbread, collard greens, mashed potatoes, mac n' cheese, plus lemonade, and iced tea. We ate with realistic silver-like forks, spoons, and knives made from an attractive plastic material. Those shiny utensils complemented ceramic-like paper plates. Unfortunately, after everyone finished eating, the servers gathered up these items at each table, along with our beautiful placemats, and threw them all into the trash.

After dinner, Skeeter announced that 34 participants in 18 rigs formed our fairly large caravan group of elderly Americans, who hailed from many different states in the country. Then he asked everyone to introduce themselves by saying their name, where they were from, how many Adventure Caravans tours they have taken, plus something interesting about themselves. I said my name, that I was homeless (meaning that wherever I park my travel trailer, I am "home"), and that this tour was not only my first Adventure Caravans tour, but also my very first RV caravan tour, period. I also added that I planned to write a book about this Fabulous Florida trip, which seemed to pleasantly surprise everyone.

After we introduced ourselves, Pat began what I called The Giveaway Show, during which she distributed a roster listing everyone's name; home address; telephone number(s); email address; the number and name of any pets that we brought along on the tour. Other needed information was the type, brand, model, and length of our rig; whether or not we had a towed vehicle; and the number of Adventure Caravans tours we had taken. Our group had seven pets (six dogs and one cat)―not counting the Mickey Mouse on my hooded sweatshirt. Each participant also received a necklace with his or her name and home place, a water-resistant jacket, a large cloth bag for incidentals, and a small cloth-like cooler―all bearing the Adventure Caravans' logo. Later during our tour, I received several gifts via various giveaways and raffles: a backpack, an attractive ceramic mug, a key chain, a cork beverage coaster, a bag containing three bags of roasted almonds of different flavors, and a wine bottle plug with a crystal fish atop it.

After the Orientation Meeting, Tracy took individual photographs of everyone in the group. During the tour she also gave us a sheet of paper displaying those pictures, captioned with our name and rig number―an excellent souvenir of the trip.

Before returning to our RV park, one of the caravaners suddenly approached me with a smile and said, "Hi, Jim. I'm Carla. I was so excited when I heard you say your last name. Hendrickson was my maiden name." To celebrate that pleasant surprise, Carla asked Tracy to take our picture. It was a sweet way to end a long day.

February 27

• National Naval Aviation Museum

• Pensacola Lighthouse

––––––––
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The following morning, I joined our group aboard an air-conditioned motorcoach—a large, comfortable bus. To find the correct seat on the bus, each caravaner selected a playing card from Tracy's hand—with all the cards facing down—and, according to the card's suit (either Clubs or Diamonds) and its number (from 3 through 9). I found my seat: the Four of Clubs, so my seat was on the curbside of the bus in Row 4 (all the "Diamonds" sat on the driver's side). The first two rows of the bus were reserved for the Wagon Masters and several physically-challenged group members. The Tail Gunners sat in the rear of the bus. We would follow this fair selection procedure throughout the entire caravan tour.

We headed to the National Naval Aviation Museum in Pensacola, which required a security clearance when we arrived at the Naval Base. Fortunately, our Wagon Masters took care of that requirement a few days before our visit. With my group, I watched a thrilling IMAX movie entitled Magic of Flight featuring the famous Blue Angels, which are based there. From the film, I learned that the Blue Angels jet is a highly-sophisticated aircraft. It is so fickle that it allows its pilot to make very few mistakes because only one seemingly minor error could result in a fatal crash. I decided that piloting my small travel trailer offered me enough challenge.

The naval museum represented a passage through more than a century of heroism, technological innovation, and thrilling achievements. I enjoyed strolling past over 150 historic aircraft, including record-setters that bridged oceans and explored the South Pole, battle-tested veterans that survived the crucible of combat from Midway to Iraq, and aircraft that flew the President of the United States. Complementing the aircraft is an array of exhibits displaying a priceless collection of artwork and memorabilia documenting the people and signature events of Naval Aviation history.

All the exhibits were well-organized with many features explained on framed boards securely attached to steel pedestals. The most impressive aircraft was the PB2Y Coronado, which features a plush interior as well as all of the conveniences possible in an airplane of its era. The PB2Y Coronado once transported the staff of Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz to Tokyo to attend Japan's surrender ceremonies ending World War II aboard the battleship USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay on September 2, 1945. Before its donation to the museum, billionaire aviator and Hollywood mogul Howard Hughes owned the aircraft. Unfortunately, I didn't have enough time to visit the museum's Cuban Cafe, a gift shop, a state-of-the-art MaxFlight 360-degree simulator, and an Apollo 11 virtual reality attraction.
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