How was your vacation?

This document is being sent to all those people who had the misfortune of asking the title question.  It is my personal belief that this message can easily be discarded if you were just being polite, and it is much more time efficient to answer the question only once and with more detail.  Reading is a much better way of communicating such information.  Verbal communication is way too slow and inaccurate for one-way information dissemination.

The politically correct short answer:  I had a great time driving through the beautiful southwest scenery to Santa Fe and back.  I went to ride on three railroad excursion trains: the Durango and Silverton, the Cumbres and Toltec, and the Verde Canyon.  If you really want to know, read on.

Southwest Trains -2003
My friend Bob pointed out that the Cumbres and Toltec Railroad was in financial trouble and all the tourist railroads will have their costs substantially increased due to equipment repair and much higher insurance costs.  We decided that this year would be a good time to visit those train rides that I had always wanted to go on, but had not yet.  The other train trip on the agenda was the Durango and Silverton.  Both of these are narrow gauge steam locomotive trips.  Bob works on the Santa Fe 3751 engine and was with us last year on the 3751 steam trip to the Grand Canyon.  Last year, we took Amtrak to Williams, the Grand Canyon Railroad, and took the 3751 steam excursion through the Peavine, Arizona and California, and back to LA on the Santa Fe. 

He is a great vacation planner, so he made all the arrangements in advance.  We had hotel reservations in Panguitch (Inn), Durango (near RR station), Chama (AAA), Santa Fe (Travelodge), and Winslow (The Posada – Mary Jane Coulter’s favorite design).  The route outbound was through Las Vegas, Cedar Breaks, Bryce Canyon, Boulder, Capitol Reef, and Hite.  We were planning to follow the Santa Fe RR on the way back.

The night before the trip, we were looking at the 110-degree weather and thunderstorms in the area when Bob called and we found out that his 2000 Honda Civic did not have air conditioning.  The suggestion of renting a car with AC was turned down, so we had some very hot days in the car, especially the first one.  Bob turned out to be an intolerant driver.  He did not like people who did not drive the way he thought they should.  He always adhered to every speed limit, but did follow cars that he wanted to pass about one car-length behind at 50 mph.  The first day was the worst, we crawled by three cars upside down on the highways and it was HOT.  In Panguitch, Bob collected a traffic ticket for failure to yield at a stop sign.  He complained about misuse of tax dollars, and local agencies collecting taxes from tourists.

The southwest scenery was great and the Durango and Silverton train was a delight.  The many pictures of the line published since 1882 do not do the spectacular ride justice.  It was even cool in Silverton at 9200 feet altitude.  There were three trains running each day.  The yard, shop, and roundhouse tour in Durango the next day was interesting.  We decided to follow the old narrow gauge route to Chama.  We got almost to Dulce when the gravel road became a flat yellow dirt road.  We were only 10 minutes from the paved road ahead when Bob said, “hate”, turned the car around and drove north for an hour on the gravel road into a violent thunderstorm.  The paved road back from Pagosa Springs was under construction.  Oh well, only one hour wasted.

The trip on the Cumbres and Toltec narrow gauge railroad was a throwback to the 1920’s.  The place is frozen in a time warp; almost nothing has changed.  We took the bus to Antonito and then the all day train ride back along the north side of a deep-forested canyon.  The railroad line crept along the cliffs and back through the gorges for miles.  Near the summit at Osier, there was a wonderful lunch served, and then it was down the 4% grade to Chama.  The yard there had all the old freight cars, three engines under rebuilding, and two rotary snowplows.  We explored there for a while on our own.

The next day, Bob wanted to go back to see the old narrow gauge right-of-way to Dulce.  We went back to where we should have been the previous day and then meandered around New Mexico to get to Santa Fe.  This detour only cost two hours of extra driving through pine/sage, juniper/sage, and sage.  Most was an unpopulated/unchanged native reservation.  Santa Fe has a great reputation for a dusty, dirty, hot, crowded with artists, no grass town.  At 7000 feet altitude, it is also hard to get enough oxygen to move.  We went to art galleries (what else is there to do) and ate at the most overpriced restaurant ever.  The cost was forty dollars each for a nicely decorated plate of Southwest Continental food with a small portion size.  I felt the need to go out to eat something afterwards.

There was some spare time on the following day, so we wandered out-of-the-way to the Santa Fe freight only line towards Amarillo.  More sage.  More extra time in a hot car.  We arrived in Winslow at La Posada, a hotel designed by Mary Jane Coulter of Grand Canyon El Tovar Hotel, the Watchtower, and even the restaurant at Union Station in Los Angeles.  The place was magnificently decorated, and had the best restaurant that I have been to.  It was even right next to the railroad yards, so I could watch the trains going in and out to change crews.  There was a lot of activity there.

At that point, I was faced with the prospects of 500 miles through the desert in the middle of a hot day, so I decided to go my own way and rented a car (with air conditioning) in Flagstaff.  Ah, comfort and coolness.  We then went to Sedona, where Maxi Photo on Coffee Pot Drive took all our pictures and put them on a CD for only $6.  The scenery there was spectacular; we spent the afternoon cooling off in the river at Red Rock Crossing.  An artist (Bill Rasley) painted that picture, and it hangs over our fireplace in the living room.  There were a lot of native American handicrafts for sale.  We then took the Verde Canyon Railroad trip (old-time diesel) through a brilliant red-striped canyon in the evening, and got to watch the stars on the way back.

The next day we went to the old copper/gold town of Jerome.  The town was abandoned in 1953 when the mine closed, but it has been taken over by motorcycle gangs, and then by artists and is really very picturesque.  It contains lots of shops with interesting artistic items.  I bought a copper wind chime. We explored an old ghost town above a gold mine, where a century of junk has been collected including many old Studebaker cars and trucks.  It was now time to come home, and we took the path through Prescott (more sage), Quartzite (home to many snowbirds and their RVs), and Blythe were it was 113 degrees Fahrenheit.  For SBIRS people, that is 318 Kelvin, almost good enough for bake-out. We made the mandatory stop for dates at Hadley’s. They had something new: vegetable chips.  They were harder than I expected, and I ended up with sore teeth and a trip to the dentist.  It was an interesting trip; three train rides, red cliffs, native American culture, and lots of sagebrush.    

