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This is dedicated to my family: to the kids who put up with crazy stops on long drives, and to the husband who enjoys the ride as much as I do… and who cleans the car when we get home. Thank you for always going the extra mile with me.
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FOREWORD


I’VE BEEN LUCKY enough to have had a career in travel for more than twenty-two years. Most of my travel takes place on planes that get me to far-flung destinations in the quickest manner possible, and yet even with the efficiency of aircraft, my favorite way to travel has been and will always be the road trip.

When I was growing up in the 1970s and ’80s, getting on a plane wasn’t even a consideration; the road trip was family travel. Driving for ten hours just meant packing up the station wagon and leaving at 4:00 a.m. instead of 9:00, still in our PJs and ready to fight with the family dog like it was another annoying sibling. I still remember the pajamas I wore, the cooler full of bologna sandwiches, and the lack of seat belts.

I highly doubt my parents gave too much thought to the importance the memories of these road trips would have in my life. How could they? They were parents before the word “parenting” was a thing. But now that I’m in full parent mode, road trips aren’t just a way to get to a destination—they’re what happens in between: the anticipation, the joy, the crankiness, the unexpected stops for slices of “famous” pie or even a half-decent restroom to put an end to the crankiness.

Reading this book will not only give you the best possible advice on how to plan a great family, solo, or romantic (I’d forgotten there was such a thing) road trip but also encourage a mindset that understands how all the planning is ultimately what allows you to enjoy the unexpected, to leave room for that thing you didn’t know would become the highlight of your trip.

So call shotgun and pass me a bologna sandwich; I’m letting Rob be the driver. He knows the way.

—Samantha Brown





[image: Image]





INTRODUCTION


EMBARKING ON ROAD trips has been an important part of American culture for nearly a century. Of course, it has evolved, and now more than ever it’s become an important way to travel. I grew up going on road trips because that was the affordable way to take a vacation. As the years have gone by, just as with anything else, road trips have become more expensive. That said, they are still one of the best options for budget family travel, couple travel, or solo travel.

I remember being a kid and thinking that road trips were so much fun but at the same time equally as boring. Maybe it’s because we did so many of them that I didn’t appreciate them fully, or maybe because back then it was harder to entertain children for extensive periods of time, but now that I’m a dad, I’ve worked hard to make sure that the many trips we go on with our two kids are always fun and captivating.

As we go through the road trip survival guide, we’ll tackle all kinds of topics including planning the most fun itineraries, making the actual car ride enjoyable for everyone, and discussing important ways to keep safety in mind as you journey down unknown roads.

The tips and suggestions in this book are coming to you from a place of experience and sometimes exasperation. What works for my family might not work for yours, and what works for my kids might actually be great advice to apply to a cranky spouse in the car. You decide what to do with all of this information.

As with any good advice, take it with a grain of salt. What I’ve learned on long drives through the mountains of California doesn’t necessarily apply to beach hopping in Florida. And learning the hard way about snowmobile routes in Canada doesn’t carry the same lesson as getting stuck on a back road in Mexico.

Ultimately, I want everyone to explore at their own speed and create new experiences and memories along the way. As you dig into the itineraries, know that these are suggestions and you’ve got the power to adjust the plans to best suit you and your travel buddies.
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RESEARCHING DESTINATIONS AND ATTRACTIONS [image: ]


A road trip can be anything from exploring locally or traveling three thousand miles from point A to point B. But what you do in between the points is what makes for exciting travel opportunities. I think it’s important to start by considering the value of worthwhile sites and attractions. Endless highways and interstates serve the purpose of making travel time fly by. It’s the interesting things off road that really make a road trip worthwhile.

BEST WEBSITES TO DISCOVER ROADSIDE ATTRACTIONS AND SIGHTS [image: ]


In addition to being a published author, I run a travel blog. And that means that I’m always sharing what I find as I journey around with my family, usually in the moment on the blog or via social media. That also means I’m a big supporter of using other writers’ travel blogs for research. There are many wonderful books that have been written over the years detailing sights and roadside attractions, but not all publications are maintained regularly and updated with current information. Websites are refreshed quite frequently, so the information on blogs and destination sites is very reliable.


The Value of Travel Blogs for Research

Once you know you’re going on a road trip, set some time aside dedicated to reading recently updated travel blogs and destination websites. Not only does spending time on blog sites help you get a good understanding of the road ahead but you’re also helping to support small businesses (yes, writers and bloggers are their own small businesses).

In running a travel blog, I’ve found that most of my experiences and writing come from being invited to visit new destinations. After spending time exploring, I then share what I’ve discovered as worthwhile recommendations. There’s something to be said for the candid nature of independently run websites, and that’s why I strongly recommend digging into travel blogs to find the most interesting sights.

Destination Brand Websites for Current Information

Destination websites are also invaluable. If you’re going to be driving somewhere and want to enjoy local culture, checking out that local destination’s website should give you accurate information about festivals and if anything is currently closed or out of operation.

A great example of this would be when events that are typically annual have been canceled due to a pandemic or recent weather events, such as a hurricane.

If you’re digging through a destination website trying to curate your ideal trip, be aware that some towns’ or regions’ travel associations are membership-based versus being funded by tax dollars. What does this mean for you as a visitor?

Well, when you’re reading up on the latest things to do via the Chamber of Commerce website, you’re looking at information and activities provided by dues-paying members, or even people who have purchased a front-page space. This means they have the money to get in front of your eyes, but this might not always be the best choice.

Note: I would say that the majority of attractions and businesses that are a part of Chambers of Commerce are still small businesses, which we always encourage supporting. There are also larger attractions with outside funding (think about franchised restaurants or activities) that participate. Just always think about where your money is going as you plan your trips.

Another type of destination website you’ll find is one that’s run by the visitors’ bureau or tourism board. Funded by taxes, they share all kinds of businesses in their community. You’ll find a much broader collection of attractions, restaurants, and lodging options through a site like this.

SOCIAL MEDIA FOR TRIP PLANNING [image: ]


As unreliable as it sounds, social media is also a great place to do research before a road trip. Browsing through hashtags on Instagram or Twitter will provide you with all kinds of posts from people who have recently traveled through where you’re planning to visit. More than once, we’ve changed our plans on the fly after poking around on social media; we discovered either better options nearby or found out that the hiking trail we planned to climb was closed.

Social media was also a resource in finding out which roadside attractions were open when we did a cross-country relocation during the height of the coronavirus pandemic.

As irritating as social media can be, it can also be a boundless tool for research. And on that same note, contributing your own experiences and opinions to social media will help others who are also doing research. If you want to contribute to the online global travel community, share your road trip experiences honestly and using the appropriate social media tags.

Gatekeeping in Travel-Related Social Media

A common topic, both in social media and now in major magazine and news publications, is gatekeeping. Gatekeeping is defined as the act of controlling, and often limiting access to something intentionally.1

How does this apply to travel and social media research? It’s quite simple, and you may or may not have been unknowingly exposed to this in the past.

What this means when you’re researching travel via social media is that you may find a place, a gorgeous, calm, perfect pond with a magical waterfall cascading into it… and it’s tagged as “Planet Earth” or “Keep nature wild” or a variety of different statements. Usually, the caption or proclamation in the post includes a statement telling the reader not to share the location of this perfect pond in order to preserve it.

The problem with this kind of gatekeeping is that the individuals sharing their travels on social media while also not sharing the location for the above reason are outwardly deciding that they were worthy of the experience but others are not. They’re assuming others won’t respect or appreciate the site the way they do.

As you venture out onto the road and share your experiences and discoveries, don’t be a gatekeeper. Share where you are and how you left no trace. Encourage others to be aware and respectful, but don’t try to bar them from sharing in the special spot you’ve found.

RESEARCHING EPIC VIEWS [image: ]


Have you ever poked through a coffee-table book and seen epic views that you just can’t even comprehend hiking to? I do this all the time and with a little research, I can often either find the exact same view or something comparable.

So how do you find amazing views when their exact map coordinates aren’t available? It’s simpler than you might realize.

Say you’re flipping through some pages and see a beautiful picture of a canyon that you MUST see with your own eyes. Within the publication, look at the photo credit, and if the precise location isn’t included, hop on the internet and search for the photographer who’s credited and the approximate location. From here, you may either find a website by the actual photographer or a blog post detailing incredible views in that same area.

Another way to research beautiful places or hidden attractions is to, again, jump online, but this time look into an online map with user integrations and browse through pictures within the map layers. Here’s an exercise to practice:


	
1. Choose a general location on an online map

	
2. Click onto a park, point of interest, or photo symbol

	
3. Look through user photos, many may have captions and information

	
4. Drill down even further in the map and you’ll find photos users have uploaded at more pinpointed spots



This process works with many types of online maps, including maps within social media platforms.

As you learn new techniques for online research, road trip planning gets even more exciting. You’ll find so many new, and often overlooked, points of interest to add to your itinerary.

DECIDING HOW FAR TO GO OFF COURSE [image: ]


Whenever I build a road trip plan, I always make sure to add extra time in, either to each day or to the full calendar of the trip (more on this in the next section). The purpose of a time buffer is so that you can stay on schedule but also lean into the random dirt road you’re curious about, or the completely unexpected public art park you just have to stop at.

As you start to plan your road trip itinerary, take into consideration how well you know the history or culture of where you’re traveling to. Basic research might uncover that your path is actually a historic route full of small museums or iconic pie shops.

Both in planning and when we’re actually on the road, our family follows this simple set of qualifiers before going off course. If we can score 3 out of 5, then it’s worth the stop:
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By nature, road trip travel needs to be a flexible experience. Uncertain road conditions or unforeseen traffic can have a big impact on how the drive actually goes. Enjoying a stop more than you expected, thus lingering longer, can throw a hiccup into how well you’re making time.

It’s okay to go off course a bit, either metaphorically or in reality, but have a backup plan in case you’ve derailed your trip a bit too much.


ROAD TRIP CALENDARING [image: ]


Doesn’t calendaring sound like such a corporate word? I mean, it is, but it very much applies to designing a road trip plan and successfully enjoying yourself to the max as well. When I talk about calendaring, I don’t mean planning everything down to the minute for a trip. Instead, it’s more about understanding and establishing important times and dates.

Getting to take a vacation and enjoying the process of traveling is such a treat. You could try to rush it all and cram everything in, or you can budget your time so that you aren’t returning to real life even more burned out than when you left. You just have to be smart about calendaring!

ADDING A ROAD TRIP TO YOUR LIFE CALENDAR [image: ]


Some days I open my calendar on my laptop and just stare at the empty run of days. I think about how easy it would be to block out four… wait, seven… or maybe ten days.

Calendaring a road trip is more than just seeing available days off and filling them up. When I start a road trip plan, I always first consider my starting point.


	Do I need to plan for a day of travel, such as a flight, before I’m even on the road?

	Am I leaving from my own driveway during rush hour?



When you’re determining your daily driving route, be sure you take into consideration the first day or pre-trip. To maximize our available time off, we often leave for road trips in the afternoon (hopefully before traffic sets in), so the end of our first day is usually about four hours from home. Of course, the destination is ultimately going to determine if that’s an option for you, but if you can start traveling a half day earlier, you’ll have more time to enjoy the sights once you’re moving.
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So, you know you’re going on a trip. You know you can have a few hours of travel time on that last working day before you’re slated to be on vacation (ideally). You know you need to be back at work on Day X. Now you can make your plan.

Note: If you’re like me, I require being home for a full day to unpack and unwind before I can return to work—and I work at home as my own boss! If you need that cushion to get your work brain ready again, be sure to plan that when you’re calendaring your road trip.

Flying to Drive: Traveling to the Beginning of Your Route

I used to think road trips could only start at home, and that we could only use our own vehicle, and then one day we decided that we could fly and then travel by car—and that too is a road trip! This change of viewpoint really opened doors for how we travel and the diversity of experiences we are able to enjoy.

The most scenic drives in North America don’t usually start just outside the airport, but you’d be surprised what you can find very near where you land. When you’re considering road trip ideas, be open to a flight to get to a different region if the budget allows. For example, an airport like Portland, Oregon (PDX), has the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area just to the east, so it’s an easy addition if you’re planning a trip heading west to the coast.

For example, our family was able to complete one of the best road trips in the USA by hopping on a plane from Seattle, Washington, to Bozeman, Montana. This short flight was inexpensive and gave us more than three extra days to enjoy exploring Montana and Wyoming.

Another time we flew into Fort Lauderdale for our first trip to the Florida Gulf Coast and picked up a campervan so we could enjoy a camping-style road trip without having to travel with our own equipment. Many more options are available when you allow yourself to fly to a road trip route starting point.

The point of all this: Don’t limit your road trip vacation to just what’s beyond your driveway. Pick someplace exotic and make it into a road trip. You can cut the total travel time to that incredible new place by hopping a plane first.

Road Trips: Leaving from Home

There’s a lot to be said for being able to pack up for a road trip from your own home. For most families, this is by far the most economical option since you don’t need to pay for flights or a rental car. This is also an opportunity to go beyond your backyard but not waste a day sitting in an airport.

Having grown up in the Seattle area, I’m very familiar with Washington State, so hopping in the car and just traveling within our own borders has always been easy and comfortable.

Venturing beyond our standards of Washington Wine Country or the Columbia River Gorge, we have gotten to visit places we had never considered in the past, including Idaho and rural Oregon. Wow! Inspired by a coffee-table book, our first trip through the Sawtooth Mountains was remarkable and was a destination that was never on our radar until we flipped through that book.

Deciding to stay closer to home does cut back on the amount of drive time to what you might consider your starting point (the first cool spot you stop, maybe). If exploring your home region allows you more time to relax versus covering a lot of ground, do it! Road tripping is all about creating a vacation that’s right for you or your family.

How Much Time to Take Off for a Road Trip

Ooh, this is such a loaded topic. How much time should you take off for a road trip? Well, that depends on what you want to tackle. There are a few things to consider before dedicating yourself to taking a set amount of time off work.

First off, how long do you WANT to be on the road, not working? And how long CAN you be gone from work? Do you have paid time off (PTO) that you get to use to supplement your income?

Also, do you have pets? How long can they stay with friends or have a house sitter with them? Are you bringing a pet with you? Access to paid or approved time off from a job is one thing but settling on how long you can be away from a pet is another. Try using this quick tool to see how much time you can be away:
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There are so many variables, but here’s how I like to plan out a good calendar request (see table). Also, knowing how my family travels and maintains interest or energy levels, I usually plan just one big sightseeing experience or hike per day, filling in the extra time with either relaxation or random discoveries.

By using the method of one big thing each day, our schedule provides plenty of room for error or allows for us to get distracted exploring beyond our predetermined itinerary. Half the fun comes from the unexpected dirt roads and random pit stops.

The following form can be used to decide how many days to take off from work or school, assuming a five-day workweek. If you can line up time off with weekend days, you’ll see your vacation length grow substantially.
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This is what the form looks like filled in when I’m actually planning a real trip for our family and taking into consideration limited time away from school or work:
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Do you see how I would really love to have an eight- or nine-day trip but could only swing it by requesting four days off? Sometimes we make grand plans that would take a ton of time, but reality sets in and we may have to be okay with more mild adventures.

Flexibility is key when planning a road trip and securing the necessary time in your calendar.

Tip: Do you have a job where you work remotely or are your kids in virtual school? If so, you may be able to really extend your time away if you can add a few working or school days into the mix. Finding a nice vacation rental or hotel with reliable internet service will allow a great deal of flexibility in your calendar.


Planning Travel Around Holiday Weekends

At first thought, planning a road trip or short getaway on a holiday weekend sounds like a great idea and a way to take advantage of having an extra day off from work or school. Yes, you do get more time, but you also get more people (because they had the same thought you did).

While not every destination or road trip itinerary is going to be heavily impacted by holiday traffic, the more popular spots near metropolitan areas will for sure see many more visitors. Holiday weekends are both a blessing and a curse.

So, how do you take advantage of a holiday weekend without feeling the full impact of crowds? Easy.

Most travelers are hitting the road early on the afternoon of the last working day before a holiday weekend. What if you left a day or two before everyone else? And a lot of people are returning home on the last day of the holiday break, so what if you extended your trip by a day? If your time off or work calendar would allow, changing your start or end date can really have a positive impact on the travel experience, and there may be smaller crowds at your destination.

And when it comes to enjoying the destination during a more crowded holiday weekend, by leaving a day earlier or staying an additional day, you’ll have access to more popular sights while everyone else is heading home.

On the busy days when there are extra travelers out and about, those are great days to focus on relaxation or activities earlier in the day. If you arrived early and aren’t feeling the drag of a long day of travel while everyone else is, you can beat the crowds to whatever fun you have planned.

Tales from the Road: Forgetting the Return Trip

I wish I could say that I haven’t learned many lessons from traveling, but I have. And this lesson I’ve had to relearn.

On two separate occasions I’ve done road trips to Southern California from Washington. These were both well-planned trips, including hotel reservations, Disneyland, and more. On both trips we had an amazing time but didn’t realize that we didn’t plan correctly for the return drive, which takes either two days or one extremely long day.

Realizing on Saturday that your return drive the next day would be nineteen hours means a lot of stress and a tired crew. For our own safety, because a nineteen-hour drive is too much for one day, we left midway through Saturday, found a hotel when we got tired, and finished the drive the next day.

The second time I made this error we realized it sooner. We were in Los Angeles and had big plans for the day, but around 9:00 a.m. it hit me that the drive back north was a two-day drive, just like it was the previous time this happened. We were able to adjust plans a whole day earlier than the first time, but seriously, calendaring a trip really isn’t that hard.

I just chalk these experiences up to being in my twenties and caring more about enjoying every possible moment than being logical.

PS: I haven’t made this mistake since 2008. Hooray for growing and learning!

PLANNING A DAILY SCHEDULE [image: ]


Know your limits. That’s it. That’s the section.

Of course, there’s more to it than that, but understanding your limits and everyone’s energy level is extremely important. I was the king of thinking we could do everything in one day. It would take getting on location before I would actually start paring down our daily itinerary.

Here’s how I do things now, and five years of using this method has taken our family trip from fast-moving and fun to memorable and meaningful. I’m using a portion of a trip plan for illustration purposes.


	Step 1: Make a list of the big activities along your route

	
Step 2: Order activities by where they fall on your route

	Step 3: Assign days for your activities and note how long things may take



Note: If you do the math on the schedule example, you’ll see that the actual time noted doesn’t match up with the time stamps. That’s because there’s a bit of a buffer built into each activity. One of the joys of travel is surprising yourself with how much you can enjoy everything. Don’t rush yourself.

As you plan out your days, if you’re doing a down-and-back, meaning you’re following the same route home, you can always add points of interest that you missed on the first leg to your return trip.

Remember, every road trip is different and there’s no single correct way to plan your time. Err on the side of free time so you can fill it when you discover activities or places that you truly enjoy and didn’t expect.

Allowing for Unplanned Stops and Sights

So, you’ve made your loose plan for your road trip and now you’re ready to hit the road. You’re on your way to someplace new and you’ve got your sights set on your first big stop. You see a hand-painted sign on the side of the highway: “BEST HOMEMADE PIES IN ALL OF KLICKITAT COUNTY…”

What do you do? Do you jump at the chance to see if the sign maker is a liar or do you keep going? I think that depends on your personality type.


[image: Image] The Schedule Buffer

If you’ve built your daily schedule or overall itinerary with buffer time, you have afforded yourself the opportunity to get distracted by the small things you couldn’t have planned for. Like the best pies in the county.

Buffer time is going to look different for everyone. For me, making a daily schedule with overestimated time for driving and activities ensures we can take advantage of lots of unplanned stops.


[image: Image] The Home Base Explorer

I’ve done trips with other people where I’ve let them do the planning and have seen that other travel personalities create very different schedules. My primary observation of others’ methods is that some prefer to get to a destination and then explore versus exploring along the way.

If you’re a home base explorer, that’s fine. A great way to allow for unplanned stops and activities when you like to GET TO your destination instead of stopping along the way is to build unstructured time into your plan. This can be a whole day with a list of ideas or a chunk of a day with no plan.

When we travel with friends, we use blocks like this for splitting up to do different activities, either mixing families or giving us all a sometimes much-needed break from each other.

If you’re going to build your road trip days with free time around a home base, be sure that you’ve still done at least minimal research to have a jumping-off point. Oh, and don’t underestimate the value of just using that time to relax.


MAKING A ROAD TRIP GREEN [image: ]


Road trips traditionally have been considered a great budget option for traveling, but did you know they are also a low-impact type of travel? It’s true! The carbon footprint of a family of four driving is far less than four people flying. More on that in a moment.

Keeping sustainability in mind with travel has become paramount to ensuring the next generation is able to experience the world as we have, or better. Considering climate change, cultural pillaging, and plastic pollutants, there are many ways travelers, particularly families, can make small changes for a maximum impact. And that starts by road tripping.


MINIMIZING YOUR CARBON FOOTPRINT IN TRAVEL [image: ]


Nobody likes to talk about the amount of pollution travel generates, from the carbon emissions of airplanes to gray water from cruise ships. Researching your transportation or tour company before booking a trip is the first step to minimizing your own carbon footprint.

Things to look for when booking travel:


	Transparency from the company re: waste disposal and exceeding regulations

	Corporate Social Responsibility report, which should include information about how the company is offsetting its carbon footprint

	Chances to book bicycles instead of cars

	Curated eco-tours that vet and plan green transport and activities



Things to avoid:


	Peak dates/times for travel

	Mass transport through pristine areas

	Flying when rail service is available

	Layovers—the greatest pollution occurs during takeoff, so book direct flights



When you look at the carbon footprint of a road trip versus flying, it’s actually quite impressive to see how much less impact a driving vacation has than a flight.

In 2019 the BBC released the following data around carbon emissions and other pollutants based on the mode of transportation (numbers have been converted from the metric system):2
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When I’m planning travel for my family, I always try to keep in mind how much better for the environment and local economies a road trip is than flying to our final destination.

PRESERVING UNIQUE COMMUNITIES AND NATURE [image: ]


As I write this, my kids are playing in the other room. Someday, they’ll be out traveling on their own. I can’t help but wonder if they’ll get to experience the same pockets of wonder around the world that we have. I wonder if the small towns in Montana or pueblos in New Mexico will be the same for their families as they were for our visits.

Historic Communities vs. Tourism

With the rise of self-managed room and accommodation rentals, such as Airbnb and Booking.com, apartments and cabins with “rustic charm” and “seaside cottages” are becoming accessible to tourists. While this is an attractive type of lodging and will no doubt create lasting memories, the growth and expansion of these is wedging out the locals in many communities. The profit of renting out rooms or whole houses to tourists is greater than providing housing to the local population.

“Why should I not book a quaint cottage in wine country for a week if it’s putting money back into the community?” You’re correct, much of the money brought into these small towns by lodging dollars stays in the same place and helps, but in the meantime those who don’t have a piece of the pie are forced to the margins of their hometown. The people who work in the destinations and give them their charm and hospitality are increasingly unable to live in the community where they and their families work.


[image: Image] What You Can Do Instead

Putting money back into the community you’re visiting is very important. So how do you do that without booking the private accommodations mentioned? Simple.

Wherever you go there are small inns, boutique lodging, B&Bs… These types of accommodations are typically locally owned and operated, employing locals and keeping the tourism dollars directly in the community. In many cases, the rooms are similarly priced and equally charming.

You can still plan a wonderful stay in a quaint town, but you’re helping to preserve the way of life and helping to build up the economy.
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Improper Wildlife Tourism

Another growing issue with travel, both in exotic destinations and on popular road trip routes, is wildlife tourism. While the tides have shifted from sport hunting to now just observing wildlife, there is still a tremendous impact on endemic populations.

America’s national parks have seen an influx of visitors in recent years, exponentially greater than previous decades. The bays and straits of tropical destinations have more and more tours operating now that encourage swimming with dolphins and whale sharks in the wild and observing sea turtles in their natural habitat.

“Why is this impacting wildlife when it’s just observing?” Ideally, observation would have no impact, but the droves of people putting added weight on the ecosystem of a contained area is unfathomable. The stress of humans in every pocket of nature has impacted animal territory, lowering the number of reproducing females each year.

And then when you consider the odd tourist that approaches and causes an animal to be relocated or killed—improper wildlife tourism.


[image: Image] What You Can Do Instead

Knowing that humans and wildlife don’t mix for the better, do your part to give wildlife all the distance it needs in every situation. There are very few encounters in the wild that animals initiate themselves. It can be very tempting to prompt an interaction but fight that urge.

When booking a tour or planning a day of wildlife experiences, do the following:


	research the operator and area you’ll be visiting in advance

	take the time to know the laws and recommendations around wildlife encounters

	do not feed wildlife

	never get between a baby and its mother

	keep wildlife wild



We love getting into nature on road trips. For my family this means hiking, kayaking, and beach days. We are careful to practice wildlife distancing and to teach our kids the value in keeping wildlife wild.


GOING GREEN AND AVOIDING SINGLE-USE PLASTIC [image: ]


Going zero-waste at home is very simple and can be done through a few key changes to how grocery and home shopping is done. When packing for a road trip, it can be much more difficult to purchase snacks, supplies, and souvenirs without generating waste with each bite or use.

Simple ways to avoid creating plastic waste as a tourist are:


	travel with reusable supplies: metal straws, bamboo cutlery, refillable water bottles

	bring your own soap products

	only use hotel-provided products wrapped in paper (bar of soap vs. small body wash bottle)

	use for-here mugs/cups instead of taking beverages to go



Spending ten minutes before you head out on a road trip getting your own supplies together is very doable. And if each person traveling took an extra moment to be thoughtful, millions of pieces of single-use plastic could be avoided.

Low-impact tourism isn’t a huge shift for most and doesn’t compromise the experience. By choosing to not create waste or to opt for the path of least impact and minimize your own carbon footprint, you’ll be making a difference. By understanding how you impact the wildlife and world around you, you can make sustainable tourism the norm and ensure that the next generation has the same travel opportunities and experiences you’ve had.
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IDEAS AND THEMES FOR UNFORGETTABLE ROAD TRIPS [image: ]


You can always just hop in the car and see what happens. You might start driving and see a million beautiful sights or end up somewhere you never want to leave. Or you might start a road trip with a goal, theme, or an idea of the types of experiences you want to enjoy.

And that’s what we’re going to conquer now. Planning a road trip with a theme in mind is a great way to drive your itinerary and ensure you’re seeking out unusual opportunities. I find that when we travel with a theme it helps us to enjoy our trips more because then we’ve built in conversations comparing the experiences we’ve had along the way. And education? Yes! Themed trips with kids are amazing learning tools.

As you read on, remember that any of these themes can be morphed to fit your road trip crew. Don’t pigeonhole your travels into a narrow path.

IDEAS FOR SOLO TRAVEL ROAD TRIPS [image: ]


I’ve always loved solo road trips. I love my family and the adventures we have together, but man oh man, there’s nothing quite like the freedom of the open road and nobody else to worry about.

Epic Photo Journey

I love the idea of hitting the road with just my camera and a basic plan. Doing an Epic Photo Journey road trip can happen nearly anywhere. On the West Coast, heading across the mountains to the desert landscapes full of buttes and canyons is a surefire way to capture unbelievable contrast in your photography. The sunrises leave you speechless and the sunsets are full of color from the dust in the air.
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If you’re more of a mountain-goer, there are many routes across the Rockies, Cascades, and Sierras that will wow you. The joy of doing a solo road trip up in the mountains is that you can push your limits and venture onto ridgeline gravel roads and jackknife highways that you may not feel comfortable doing with others.

Are you a weather chaser? If you’re planning a solo road trip in the right season, you may have the opportunity to set up your camera and just wait for storms to roll by. Having the freedom of only having to worry about yourself gives you the chance to sit, enjoy the earth, and photograph whatever inspires you.

Destination Suggestions: Eastern Washington to the Columbia River Gorge, Central Oregon, the eastern side of the Sierras (California), Beartooth Highway (Montana), Tornado Alley (Oklahoma, Nebraska, Kansas), Florida Birding Trail.

Hikes Nobody Else Will Do

Am I the only one that likes hikes that start with a ridiculous climb and have zero people along the trail? Or to put a kayak in the water and not have a scheduled return time? Solo road trips, whether for a day or a week, are my chance to do those hikes and paddles.

Make special hikes your theme for a road trip. You’ll need to plan and prep differently for a hiking-themed trip over a beach-themed itinerary, and you may need to get yourself in better shape before you do it, but it’s well worth the consideration.

Destination Suggestions: North Cascades (Washington), Joshua Tree National Park (California), Voyageurs National Park for kayaking (Minnesota), the Appalachian Trail (Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, New Hampshire), Everglades National Park (Florida).

Historic Routes

Why are historic routes included in solo road trips? Have you intentionally done a historic route with a significant other? Unless you’re both big history buffs or have the same level of patience, planning a road trip to follow a historic route can be a challenge.

Of course, today there are many more sights and activities along well-known historic routes, but if you’re sticking to a theme and making stops at each historic marker or museum, it can wear on a person.

Having said that, pick a historic route and have a blast nerding out! I really love road trips through the mountains because it’s historically mining country. They provide beautiful scenery, lots of museums typically, rockhounding (searching for special rocks and minerals out in nature), and plenty of unique tours. The mountains of Georgia and Idaho are two really interesting, and often overlooked, road trip destinations.

Another historic theme is pioneer trails. While pioneer trails are mostly located in the west, they had to come from somewhere! The Oregon (Missouri to Oregon), Applegate (Nevada to Oregon), Mormon (Illinois to Utah), and Pony Express Trails cover diverse territory and offer different perspectives of history.

More Route Suggestions: Civil Rights Trail (Washington, DC, to Alabama), Route 30 (Oregon), Route 66 (Illinois to California), National Votes for Women Trail (New York).

Finding All the Food Trucks

One of the greatest developments of the twenty-first century is the popularity of the food truck. They’re mobile, they embody unique cuisines, and they’re all over! Even our neighborhood here in St. Augustine, Florida, has its own food truck culture. Just our neighborhood. And it’s part of a bigger food truck culture in the city, which in turn is also found to the north in Jacksonville and to the south in Daytona.

Florida doesn’t hold a monopoly on food-truck towns. Texas, Washington, California, and Indiana are food truck paradise as well. So, how do you turn this into a road trip plan? Easy-peasy.
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Here’s how you make a food truck–themed road trip:


	
1. Choose a region with a few good-sized towns or cities

	
2. Search “food trucks in _____ (city name)” for each major stop

	
3. Build your route allowing you at least two meals in each food truck hub

	
4. Mix interesting sights and cultural spots into the plan

	
5. Hit the road and eat!



Did you ever think traveling with the idea of trying lots of different food trucks would be something you’d want to do? It’s such a great way to experience local cultures and support small businesses while you travel.

Destination Suggestions: Pacific Northwest, California beach communities, Southeastern Texas Loop (Houston to San Antonio to Austin to Dallas), National Capital Region.

COUPLES ON THE ROAD: REKINDLING FUN TOGETHER [image: ]


I sometimes think back to before we had kids and get a sense of nostalgia. I remember how we would go camping at a moment’s notice or would drive through the night to get someplace extra early. I also think back to road trips I would never take the kids on, either for safety or ridiculousness. These suggested themes are fun and offer plenty of quiet time together.

Lighthouses and Sleepy Towns

The US and Canada have so many lighthouses that putting together a road trip plan to visit them is very easy. Did you know that some of the most beautiful lighthouses in North America are actually located on the Great Lakes? That’s right, you can do a lighthouse road trip starting in Milwaukee and circle Lake Michigan.

And with lighthouses often come sleepy nautical towns, sometimes still bustling, but often still set back in the days of small-boat fishing. There’s nothing quite as romantic as strolling the streets of a town you swear is the set of a Hallmark movie.

Another reason lighthouse road trips make for great couple adventures is for the lodging. Where you find lighthouses you also find bed and breakfasts. The Pacific Northwest, Great Lakes, and Northeast all have a remarkable number of B&Bs in their nautical towns. They are a wonderful romantic option, and often have just enough quirkiness that you’ll find yourself laughing together over stories of doilies at your grandmother’s house when you were a kid.

Destination Suggestions: San Juan Island Hopping (Washington), Oregon Coast, Upper Peninsula (Michigan), Lake Erie Shore (Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York), Nautical New England (Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts).


[image: Image]


Wine Country Exploration

I never met a wine country I didn’t love. Wine country road trips are wonderful for couples, both young and old, for a variety of reasons:


	beautiful scenery

	lots of outdoor activities

	cute towns with unique accommodations

	lots of wine



If you’re not into wine as a topic of interest or education, that’s okay. Visiting wineries is an opportunity to learn together and broaden your knowledge or palate. And if that doesn’t sound fun, then just know that there are amazing restaurants in nearly every wine region.

If wine isn’t your thing, wine country also tends to be full of orchards and hop fields. That means there are also cideries and breweries. And bakeries. There’s something for everyone in wine country, even if you don’t enjoy adult beverages.

PS: You don’t have to travel to Napa, California, to do a wine country road trip. Did you know that wine grapes are grown in all forty-eight of the lower US? Each province of Canada grows wine grapes too! And Mexico even has some wine regions.

Suggested Destinations: Yakima Valley (Washington), Willamette Valley (Oregon), Ozark Highlands (Missouri), Loudoun County (Virginia), and the Hamptons or Upstate New York.

Views that Inspire Romance

You’ve got a week on the road with your significant other. You can’t agree on a theme or what activities you’re both interested in, but you might agree that each day you can find an Inspiration Point. You know, a place with a view so beautiful that you’re taken aback and have to enjoy the moment like there’s nothing else in the world.

Okay, maybe that doesn’t sound ideal or sounds too much like “young love,” but it’s a great road trip theme! Planning a trip where you can end each day with a stunning view is easier than it sounds.

As you build your itinerary, make sure that each day includes an exceptional viewpoint. That could be a sunset hike (safety first, be prepared), starting your day watching the sun come up over a valley, lunch looking out over the ocean… There are many ways to enjoy beautiful views.

Besides inspiring romance or being left in awe, what’s the purpose in finding these views? I’m glad you asked. Enjoying a mutual view brings people together. Sure, there’s the moment everyone has to take a photo or video, but after that, it’s just you two and the view. It’s a moment to be quiet and appreciate each other and the adventure you’re on together.

Suggested Destinations: Utah’s Canyon Country, Southwest Texas Sunsets, Blue Ridge Mountains (Tennessee), Door County (Wisconsin), Florida’s Gulf Coast.

Movie Location Scavenger Hunt

The reason movie locations is a couples theme and not a family theme is simple: not enough kids care deeply about the movies of the 1980s and ’90s, which make for the best movie-themed road trips. True, there are lots of movies kids enjoy and they very well might recognize locations, but this is a chance to, as a couple, lose yourselves in movie nostalgia.

The most obvious choice for doing a movie-themed road trip is to head to Vancouver, BC, aka Hollywood North. The whole area is basically a familiar movie set, from Jumanji to The NeverEnding Story. Even the small towns surrounding Vancouver are frequent filming locations and have been for decades.

The other obvious choice (and truly it’s a good one) is driving from Las Vegas to Los Angeles. This road trip is fun with kids too. Even without researching filming sites, the drive from the Las Vegas Strip to Hollywood Boulevard is full of iconic shots, and you don’t even have to wander far off course.

Suggested Routes: New York City to Washington, DC, Exploring Chicago, San Francisco Bay Area, Hipster Portland (Oregon), Hallmark Movies, and The Walking Dead (Georgia).

FAMILY TRAVEL THEMES [image: ]


My favorite thing about being a dad is getting to share my love of travel with my kids. They love it too, whether we’re flying or driving from point A to point B. When we plan family trips, they love to help choose what adventures we are going to have. Family road trips are so special and truly are at the heart of countless childhood memories for so many.


National Parks and Junior Rangers

Before I go any further, did you know that adults can complete Junior Ranger programs within national parks? And you even get to earn the badge! Now that you have that nugget of information, how excited are you to start planning a few national park road trips?!

While some national parks have become extremely popular in recent years, there are still many that remain rather undiscovered. The most popular parks, like Yellowstone and Zion National Parks, are very well developed both outside and within the borders of the park. Parks like these are easy to add to a road trip plan because there are ample hotels to choose from, so camping is just an option versus being required.

Some other national parks are more remote and aren’t built up the way more established parks are. For example, Wrangell-St. Elias National Park in Alaska is not close to any major cities or roadways, but the adventure of getting there is remarkable, and the nature is unmatched. Adding Wrangell to an Alaskan adventure ensures that you’ll be able to see more of the state than Anchorage and the well-developed corridor leading to Denali National Park.

Note: There are many state parks and Bureau of Land Management sights that rival the views, hikes, and history of national parks. When you’re planning your national park road trip, do not overlook these places!

[image: Image]

As you start to research and plan, take into consideration the popularity of national parks for family travel in terms of scheduling. When school lets out the crowds increase, as happens on weekends as well. It’ll still be fun, but not as calm and with potentially less active wildlife.

Suggested Destinations: National Parks in the Sierras of California, Olympic National Park Loop Drive (Washington), Shenandoah National Park (Virginia), Colorado Parks.


Amusement Parks for Miles

One easy way to make an amusement park vacation more budget friendly is to drive there instead of flying. With the cost per person to travel being so much less, you’ll have more to spend on park tickets and experiences.
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