
It all started in the spring of 1929. I had been fortunate 
to obtain a large order for machine tools for my em-
ployers at a time when an order was sorely needed to 
keep their key men employed. The plant management 
expressed a desire to reward me in some legitimate 
was over and above my salary, and asked me what sort 
of award I preferred.

I had, for a long time been wishing that I could make 
a visit to California where I was born and lived the 
first 23 years of my life. I had not seen my parent or 
friends for 15 years, so I asked my employers for a 
three months’ leave of absence with pay and one thou-
sand dollars in cash for expenses. They readily agreed 
to my proposition so preparations for the trip were 
soon underway.

I had just purchased a 1929 model Hudson car, which 
would take care of transportation nicely. There were 
nine of us to go, my wife and I and seven children, 
the youngest, eight months of age. This made the cost 
of hotel rooms or cabins and meals look prohibitive. 
None of us relished all the work, inconvenience and 
lost time incidental to putting up and taking down 
a tent every day. The folding camp trailer was quite 
popular at the time and looked like a practical solu-
tion to our housing problem, so, we purchased a new 
Gilkie. My records show it cost $375.00.

The Gilkie consisted of a box about 8 feet long by 
five feet wide by two feet deep, mounted on springs 
over a single axle without brakes. It weighed about 
1200 pounds empty and 1800 pounds loaded. A full 
width double bead with springs and mattress slid out 
of each side like a bureau drawer. Above the beds was 
an ingenious folding framework made of steel tubing 
to support the canvas cover, with springs to keep the 
cover taut whether it was wet or dry. The front door 
and rear window had copper screens, and the side 
vent windows were covered with mosquito netting so 
it was insect tight when the door was closed. It had an 
icebox which pulled out on one side and a food storage 
box on the other; both were accessible from the inside 
when the canvas was spread and from the outside 
when it was folded. Cooking could be done on our 
gasoline stove on a shelf inside in bad weather or on 
camp tables or our own folding tables when weather 
was nice. Our three girls slept on one bed (Wortha, 
Mary, and Nancy), three older boys on the floor (Bud, 
Bill, and Dan), and my wife and I with the baby 
(Dave) on the other side.

We first set the Gilkie up in our back yard, then slept 
and cooked in it for a few days while we accumulated 
the various items of clothing, cooking gear, staple 
food, medical supplies, toilet articles, photo equip-
ment, tools, etc., which we felt would be needed for 
the long trip. After that we took a few weekend trips 
out of town to various county or state parks to become 
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proficient in the technique of making and breaking 
camp. Everyone soon learned to work together so well 
that we eventually could set up the Gilkie, have supper 
on the stove, and baby’s washing on the line within 
about a half hour after arriving at camp. We were gen-
erally inside a circle of spectators while this was going 
on; just a big “Show Off” my wife called me!

Finally on the morning of June 19, 1929 we started for 
California. We took Route 30 (Lincoln Highway) to 
Denver and Route 40 from there to Oakland, Califor-
nia because this was the best and shortest route. We 
were anxious to roll right through to my parents home 
in Oakland, to leave as much time as possible for visit-
ing and sightseeing in California.  

We found good concrete roads as far as Omaha, with 
wide, flat gravel from there to Denver. Much of this 
gravel had just been graded with road scrapers having 
caterpillar treads, with the result that the road surface 
had a washboard profile which would almost shake 
your teeth out as you drove over it!

After leaving Denver, the road over Berthoud Pass was 
about as it is today, having been built earlier to supply 
construction crews working in the western end of the 
Muffat Tunnel. From that point on Colorado, Utah and 
Arizona to California the road was narrow gravel or 
just graded dirt with steep hills and sharp curves. 

In April and May of 1957 we took a “quickie” trip out 
to California without our trailer, using our “Sunday” 
car, a Nash Rambler. We went out via Route 66 and 
came back from Oakland to Denver via Route 40. 
It had been It had been 29 years since we went west 
over Route 40 with our Gilkie, and we wanted to see 
what changes had been made in the road. We now 
found the entire distance paved and mostly wide with 
easy grades and long radius curves. There were still 
a few patches of rough, narrow, and crooked pave-
ment in Utah but much roadwork is going on there 
and it should not be over two or three years until the 
entire distance from Oakland to Denver is modern in 
every respect. The fact that we made the trip of over 
3000 miles in six days each way, through considerable 
stormy weather without strain, speaks well, I think, for 
both roads and cars of today.

When we reached California with our Gilkie in 1929 
we concrete roads again but at that time they were so 
narrow it took careful driving just to pass a vehicle 
coming toward you. In 1957 we found most of the 
main roads out there to be four and six lane limited 
access freeways!

Traveling west in 1929 we soon found that by getting 
up around 5 a.m. we could have breakfast over and be 
on the road by 6 a.m. While my wife was dressing the 
children, I would get breakfast, then she would wash 



the cooking utensils (we used paper cups and plates) 
while the children and I made the beds, folded the 
Gilkie and hitched it to the Hudson.

Whenever road conditions would permit, and while 
there was little or no traffic on the road, we started 
out at 65 m.p.h., gradually slowing down as the day 
progressed to 40-45 m.p.h. by lunch time. This pro-
cedure enabled us to reel off 250-300 miles by noon 
and another 100-150 miles before we had to look for a 
camp site. We found it advantageous to start early and 
camp early for several good reasons:
1. To cover as many miles as possible before the 

afternoon sun got in our eyes.
2. To find a good camping spot while one was still 

available (the same procedure as we follow today 
when stopping in motels).

3. To get the washing, particularly the baby’s things, 
out on the line to dry while the sun was still up.

4. To have time to talk to other travelers, take pic-
tures, explore the neighborhood, make car or 
trailer repairs or adjustments if necessary and do 
our shopping. (Several times on the trip I was able 
to catch a nice mess of trout in nearby streams 
after an early supper.)

While in Rochester preparing for the trip, and as 
we motored along toward the West, we complied a 
rather complete checklist’ which we pasted on the 
windshield and consulted before hitting the road 
each morning. Most of the items on the list got there 
because of something we had forgotten to do which 
resulted in unnecessary expense, labor or suffering. 

For instance, we soon found, especially in Utah, that 
food and gasoline was often not for sale on Sundays or 

Holidays. So, after going hungry a few times we added 
“Sundays and Holidays” to our food list. Then one day 
we went off from camp in the morning without one of 
our girls and had to go back several miles to get her. 
This resulted in our adding “Roll Call!” to our check-
list!

One of the most enjoyable things we did every day, 
weather permitting, was to stop along the road around 
noon, break out our food box, gasoline stove and fold-
ing tables and make hot egg or hamburger sandwiches. 
(My wife and I on our 1956-1957 trip with the Willys 
and our trailer – TRAILER TOPICS, April 1958 – got 
a terrific kick out of pulling off the road into a road-
side park around 10 a.m. every day cooking ourselves 
a hot breakfast.)

The climb from Denver to the BerthouldPass (over 
6000 feet in approx. 40 miles) was made without a 
stop. As we approached the summit I smelled rub-
ber but the motor was pulling OK, so I kept climbing. 
Once on top of the summit I lifted the hood of my 



Hudson and found the cylinder head a dull red and the 
water hose burning. After waiting an hour or so for 
the motor to cool. I put on a spare water hose, filled 
the radiator with melting snow and took off again, the 
Hudson apparently running as well as ever!

The first night out of Denver we camped at Steam-
boat Springs on the Yampa River. Snow was melting 
all around and the river was wide, swift and muddy. 
But the natives said that trout were biting, so using 
ordinary worms, it took only a few minutes to catch 
several of the fattest I had ever seen. They tasted much 
like Delaware River Shad or Gulf Pompano!

When we hit the desert mountains of Utah on the 
afternoon of the second day west of Denver, it was so 
hot and the roads so dusty that my wife refused to go 
any farther. She insisted on our turning around and 
heading back home. Finally I went back to the trailer, 
got some lemons, ice and sugar, and made a bucket 
of cold lemonade. This proved to be “The Pause That 

Refreshes,” for my wife then condescended to go on to 
the next town.  That afternoon after crossing the fertile 
irrigated valley of the Green River, we reached the 
beautiful little town of Vernal, Utah. It was a heavenly 
green place, especially after spending all day in the 
hot desert, and the mere sight of it quickly gave my 
wife the courage to continue westward. That night we 
saw our first Western Rodeo.

The last day going west we were so anxious to see my 
parents that we drove all the way from Winnemucka, 
Nevada to their house in Oakland. It was early in July 
and we will never forget the intense heat, (118 in the 
shade), as we came down onto the floor of the Sacra-
mento Valley from the High Sierras. Two tires on my 
Hudson promptly blew out. It was then that I learned 
my tire pressure gauge was reading incorrectly and 
I had been carrying 55 lbs. in the tires instead of the 
recommended 35 lbs. It was also easy then to under-
stand why the gravel roads farther back had seemed so 
rough!

We stayed for about a month at my parents’ house in 
Oakland, parking our Gilkie in their back yard and 
taking short trips to visit relatives, old friends and 
points of interest. One such trip was to Yosemite Val-
ley where we took our trailer up through the Maripose 
Grove of big redwood trees where burning firewood is 
pushed off over a mile high cliff onto the valley floor 
every evening after dark. One road we took was under 
construction and we had to pass big cat graders on 
the outside with three wheels of our rig over the edge 
of the road bank in loose gravel. This road let into a 
basin where new sawmills were being constructed 
to harvest the most magnificent stand of ripe Yellow 
Pine I have ever had the good fortune to see. If only 



there had been color film at that time! Another stretch 
of steep grade was so crooked that we had to back up 
our rig a time or two in order to negotiate some of the 
switchback curves.

While parked in my parents’ back yard at Oakland 
we had an unforgettable but amusing experience. One 
night one corner of the trailer bed in which my wife 
and I were sleeping fell down about three feet, until it 
rested on the ground. We thought for sure it was an-
other California earthquake. Since it was raining and 
dark outside, there was nothing we could do but make 
ourselves as comfortable as possible until morning. 
When we finally got things untangled the next morn-
ing we found that a clamp had slipped on the cable, 
which held up a corner of the bed and allowed it to 
drop to the ground.

Our next trip with the trailer was up along the Sacra-
mento River to Red Bluff, then 40 miles out into the 
foothills of the Sierras to Manton, a tiny village near 
Mt. Lassen. I was born and spent my boyhood days 
near Manton and my father got his mail and supplies 
there at the time, while he operated sawmills in the 
virgin pine timber nearby. Some of my cousins were 
still operating a large sawmill on a mountain stream 
near Manton in 1929 and we camped at their mill for 
several days. (While this story was being written in 
1958 we received word from relatives that my cousin’s 
60 year old mill had just burned to the ground with a 
$200,000 loss!)

I went to look at the house I had lived in as a boy. All 
I found where it used to be were the remains of an old 
still. My cousins explained to me that the place was 
used as a moonshiners’ headquarters during the early 

days of prohibition. What an ignoble end to my boy-
hood home!

While at the mill I fished some of the mountain trout 
streams I used to fish as a boy. (Six of them within 
three miles.) There was a large camp of consumptives 
nearby and the patients at the camp had worn paths 
along these streams, which they fished almost every 
day. My cousins assured me that it would be a waste 
of time to try to catch any fish in the streams but I 
tried anyway and had no difficulty the limit very time 
I went out. All I did was use the tactics I learned as a 
boy. The secret was to wend my way as quietly as pos-
sible thru the thick brush to points along the stream 
where the others had not penetrated!

From Manton we went back to Oakland for a few 
more precious days with my parents, then on down the 
coastal highways to Los Angeles. There we stayed a 
few days at Palisades Park near Santa Monica. At the 
time it was just a collection of tents and non-descript 
camping outfits. I understand that there is an ultra-



modern trailer park located there today.

It was now time to start for home back east so we 
pointed our radiator cap for Yellowstone Park, visiting 
Las Vegas, Zion and Bryce Canyons, Cedar Breaks, 
and Salt Lake City on the way. 

Near Death Valley we had another unforgettable 
experience. We saw a curve in the road ahead what 
appeared to be a short cut to bypass the curve. We 
only got a short distance on this “Cut Off” when both 
trailer and car wheels were down to the axles in soft 
sand. By unhitching the trailer, deflating the car tires 
and all hands getting out to push we were able to get 
our car back on solid gravel. Luckily too, out tow rope 
was long enough to reach from the car to the trailer so 
we were soon on our way again. Had we been towing 
then with the 4-WD Willys we use now we probably 
could have driven right across the short cut to the op-
posite road without any difficulty! That night around 

the campfire a native informed us that out there they 
call these short cuts “Cutons” rather than “Cutoffs.”

We reached Yellowstone Park late in the afternoon 
and checked in. Due to the lateness of the hour, how-
ever, we did not read the copy of the park regulations, 
which was given to us when we paid the admission 
fee. We came into the park from Idaho on what is now 
Route 20 and follows the Madison River. We stopped 
for the night at the first open grassy spot, which we 
found along the river. After supper we went over to the 
river and tried to catch some trout. The water was ice 
cold and clear as glass. The bottom of the river was 
covered with large trout but they just swam out of the 
way of every bait or lure we tried.

That night the trailer kept creaking and shaking and 
each of us thought that some of the others were turn-
ing over in bed. When we got up the next morning 
we found a circle of huge bear tracks around the box 
part of our trailer, even under the beds. Apparently, 
the bottom of our drawer-type beds were just the right 
height for the bears to scratch their backs on! Need-
less to say, we lost no time getting on the road, passing 
up breakfast in the scramble. Later in the day at West 
Thumb campgrounds we read our copy of the park 
regulations and learned almost too late that for safety’s 
sake camping was prohibited except for designated 
campgrounds provided with Ranger protection. 

I caught quite a few trout in Yellowstone Lake with 
spoons and copper line. The trout were very thin, 
however, probably from lack of food during their long 
winter under the ice. Their heads were the largest part 
of them. We ate them just the same and they tasted 
delicious. 



About the third day in the park we had another memo-
rable experience, which resulted in our hightailing it 
out of the park by the shortest route we could find. 

There was a friendly old mother bear with three of the 
cutest little cubs we had ever seen scurrying around 
amongst the campers.  Everyone was petting feeding 
the cubs when all of a sudden our two year old son 
Billy started screaming like he was being murdered 
and running like he had gone mad. I caught him but 
couldn’t find anything wrong with him at first, then, I 
discovered four black spots on his hands, two on the 
back and two on the front. Apparently he had got-
ten too close to one of the cubs and the mother bear 
snapped at him just like a mother dog will do when 
you get too near her pups. We shudder yet when we 
think how our boy might have been torn to pieces 
right in front of our eyes! I had a 38 Colt revolver in 
a holster on the steering wheel of my car a few feet 
away and was glad I did not have to use it.

We read in the papers later that a girl who was feed-
ing a bear in the park that season had a jugular vein 

in her neck torn open when the bear swung his paw at 
her. One night while we were camped at West Thumb 
a huge bear crawled under a pup tent between two 
young men, scattering their food and possessions in all 
directions. It must have been quite a thrilling experi-
ence for the men but Billy’s brush with the bear had 
been frightening enough for us. We lost no time in 
taking what is now Route 89 out of the park and into 
Montana. This was not the way we had intended to 
go but we were glad afterwards that we had changed 
routes because by winding around a little we were able 
to visit Custer Battlefield, Devils Tower and the Black 
Hills. 

The evening of the day we left the park we crossed a 
bridge over the Yellowstone River. Here we saw some 
men fishing along the stream and decided to camp and 
do a little fishing ourselves. We had hardly opened the 
car doors when we were attacked literally by clouds 
of the largest and most vicious mosquitos we had ever 
encountered. I think we changed our minds the quick-
est of any time on the trip! In a matter of seconds we 
were on our way again. We drove fro hours without 
our supper and without finding a new camping spot. 
Finally, in the middle of the night after side swiping 
and overhanging bank with the car and trailer, we 
came to a small group of cabins. We pulled in and 
parked for the remainder of the night, without bother-
ing to eat or even open up our trailer.

The next day we visited Custer Battlefield and finally 
reached Sheridan, Wyoming, where we camped for 
a couple of days. While there I straightened out my 
car and trailer fenders, and did some trout fishing in 
streams flowing down from the Big Horn Mountains.



Soon after leaving the Black Hills we were on con-
crete roads again driving east across the level plains. 
Since the date we were due back was very near, the 
remainder of the trip was made in a hurry and without 
incident.

On the way east we started late in the morning to 
avoid driving directly into the rising sun and drove 
later in the afternoon to make up the planned mileage.

We arrived home lean and brown after three months 
without sleeping in a house. The entire trip has to this 
day remained one of our fondest memories. It was rec-
ollections, and the desire to relive some of the carefree 
days of this trip that influenced me most to take up 
trailering after my retirement.

After the trip we kept our Gilkie for several years, 
using it using it between vacation trips as a back yard 
playroom for our children.  

Generally speaking the Gilkie towed almost without 
my knowing it was on behind, at all speeds, with one 
exception. On certain types of roads with a loose, 
gravel surface, at about 45 m.p.h., the trailer would 
suddenly swing to one side of the road then across to 
the other.  The first time it happened was the nearest 
we came to a catastrophe during the entire trip. Right 
then is when I learned to grasp the car steering wheel 
firmly with both hands and to keep my elbows braced 
solidly against at times while driving. This habit has 
saved my life and the lives of my car passengers many 
times since, particularly when tires have blown or I 
have been forced off the road to avoid head on col-
lisions with someone trying to pass the car ahead of 
them without enough time or space to get back in line 

again. Incidentally, this latter driving error seems to 
be increasing as the number of high-powered cars on 
the road increases!

The tires we used in 1929 were nowhere near as good 
as those in use today. My records for the trip show 
that I bought 4 tires for the car and 2 for the trailer in 
13,000 miles. When the first trailer tire failed I drove 
for a long distance without knowing it was flat. When 
I finally woke up there was no trace left of tire or tube! 
Therefore, to show when either a trailer or rear car tire 
was going flat, I put a piece of tape on each end of the 
car rear window in such a position as to show in align-
ment with a horizontal line on the front of the trailer 
when viewed in the rear view mirror, when tires were 
properly inflated. Frequent checking of this alignment 
as you drive along will generally show a drop in tire 
pressure or spring trouble before damage is done. I 
still use this method of watching tires with my Wil-
lys and travel trailer or anything else I may be towing. 
Our 15,000 mile trip or 1956-57 with our Willys and 
trailer was made without so much as adding air to 



either trailer or car tires except for two occasions when 
a rear tire had to be moved to a new wheel because of 
a rim bead splitting off.

Car brakes of 1929 were not as good as they are today 
and since the Gilkie had no brakes it was necessary to 
adjust the Hudson brakes frequently, and new brake 
linings were required by the time we reached Oak-
land. Also, it was necessary to grind the Hudson Mo-
tor valves halfway through the trip. 

The maps we used were Mohawk-Hobbs Grade and 
Surface Guides put out by the Mohawk Tire Com-
pany. Unfortunately, they are no longer available. I 
still have a 30 year old set of them covering most of 
the main transcontinental highways of the U.S.A. and 
use them in preference to any maps available today, 
especially for trailering! These maps are far superior 
top any others I have ever used because they show all 
the elevations on a chart across the top of each page, 
so that you can see the height and steepness of all hills 
ahead of you at a glance. Under this chart is a red strip 

showing type, width and condition of the road. The 
elevation and road strips also show mileage, location 
of towns, camps, water supplies and points of inter-
est. Each page has a map for that strip with mileage 
and names and descriptions of towns and countryside 
along the road. If only someone would bring these 
old maps up to date and make them available again, 
it would be a godsend to motorists, especially those 
towing trailers. Colonel Hayes, in his book “Trailering 
America’s Highways and Byways,” was on the right 
track when he listed elevations alongside each map 
strip, but he did not, in my opinion, go far enough.

The entire cost of the 13,000 mile trip for Mama, 
Papa and seven children, not counting first cost of 
equipment, was $675.00. This includes food, gas and 
oil, tires, fishing licenses, camping and park fees and 
incidentals. By contrast, our 15,000 mile five month 
trip in 1956-57 for my wife and me in our Willys and 
trailer cost $2000.00. Average car gas mileage for our 
1929 trip towing the Gilkie was 10 m.p.g. 


