On the Road Again!
Wow! A lot has happened in our lives since we last
chatted via this letter. In short, the Brain's are
now “mobile”!
Jim and Julie had long
considered the idea of travel
with children.
It and
homeschooling seemed a
perfect
match.
Homeschooling did not hinder
travel, and there is nothing
like learning via field trips.
Still, it required a mobile
source
of
income
and
preferably
children
old
enough to enjoy it. Initial plans were put on hold in 2004 when
Belinda arrived, but she was now getting old enough to handle
extensive travel.
Thus, in early 2006, Jim asked for and secured the ability to
telecommute for work. With a mobile source of income secured, our
farfetched idea became more real. Thus, along with dealing with
Belinda's “terrible 2s” (do they ever end?) and Brent's third year of
home schooling, Jim and Julie hurried to convert the dream into a
reality. We secured mobile Internet access for Jim's work (cellular
Internet) and tried out the idea in our current RV, the “BrainMobile”
motorhome. Julie and the kids traipsed through Mark Twain's
Hannibal, MO in May, while Jim took care of business from the RV.
Successful, we forged ahead.
The “BrainMobile” had served us
well, but it was never permanent.
Julie did not want to tow and both
wanted the option to unhook the
vehicle from the RV. Skipping
motorhomes, travel trailers, and
th
5
wheel trailers, thoughts
returned to the initial idea: Truck
Campers. (Yes, the big boxes that
sit in the truck bed). Still, the family had grown, (first Belinda, and
now Toby, the cockapoo, who joined the family in early 2006) and a
bed only holds so much camper. Undaunted, we researched and
found “BrainMobile Jr.” Queen bed, full kitchen, full bath, 2 bunk beds,
couch, dinette, generator, air, heat, awning, and a “basement”. We
ordered it in August. Tipping the scales at 4300 pounds dry, the new
RV would flatten our 1999 Dodge Ram 1500 (“Grimace”). Thus, Jim
flew down to Orlando, FL in October to take delivery of a 2006 Ford
F350 Crew Cab Diesel Dually. (Brent and Jim went “diesel” on us,
make grunting noises to simulate the diesel sound while looking at or
talking about trucks.)
Never one to start
small, we headed out
to the Grand Canyon
for Christmas 2006.
(There were good
intentions to mail a
2006 Christmas letter
while enroute, but...)
We packed a stroller, a
small
tree,
lights,
presents,
clothes,
food, DVDs, and maps
for our 3 week maiden
voyage. Jim bought a computer desk for the front passenger seat and
an AC inverter for the truck, working weekdays except for Christmas
week. We spent Christmas decking the RV and trimming our 2 foot
tree at the Grand Canyon, enjoying the sights as we ate Christmas
dinner at the Bright Angel Lodge overlooking the South Rim.

The

maiden
voyage
started
uneventfully, which means we
weren't trying hard enough.
It got interesting outside Elk
City, OK, when Jim ran into
the camper slide and busted
his head open. If you're ever
in Elk City, we can vouch for
their
emergency
room.
Later,
while
celebrating
Christmas at the Grand
Canyon, someone swiped
Jim's coat with the truck and
camper keys (no spare truck
keys were packed, spare RV keys were locked in RV). Thus, Brent
will long remember this trip being stuffed into an outside camper
compartment that Jim forced open (the “Okanagan” lettered door in
the pic) and crawling into the RV to unlock it. We extended our trip a
day while the house-sitters airmailed spare keys. Still, if you have to
stay somewhere an extra day, there are far worse places. Then, a
week later, the propane regulator died in Tucson, AZ. Propane runs
the heater. Newsflash! It gets rather cold in the desert at night.
However, the family survived (we determined the queen bed WILL
hold 2 adults and 2 kids, assuming they are all cold enough to pack
into it like sardines), the issue was addressed, and the trip continued.
We were hooked (and wiser). Securing a National Parks Family Pass,
Julie and the kids visited each one on the way out or back, and Jim
accompanied them on weekends. Brent and Belle witnessed the
mass that is a 72oz steak (Big Texan Steakhouse, Amarillo, TX),
viewed the Painted Desert (someone used REALLY LARGE
paintbrushes), walked the petrified Forest (They're dead, Jim!),
gawked at Meteor Crater, looked at Saturn through the 13 inch
telescope at Lowell Observatory in Flagstaff, sledded the sand dunes
in White Sands, NM (the Weather Channel taped a spot about the
White Sands National Monument with Brent sledding in the
background), measured their heights against the cacti in the Sonoran
Desert, walked the entirety of Carlsbad Caverns (no bathrooms
enroute, just FYI), and kept Mom concerned as they walked the trails
not 3 feet from the South Rim of the Grand Canyon.
By March, Brent
had read about
the
US
Government, so
we skipped over
to D.C. for 3
weeks. We hit
the
National
Mall, the Lincoln
Memorial, all of
the Smithsonian
Museums there
(including
the
Udvar Hazey –
say that 5 times
fast – Air and
Space Museum expansion at Dulles and saw the Space Shuttle
Enterprise), Mount Vernon, the Capitol, the DC subway, the National
Zoo, the new National Museum of the Marine Corps, and Frank Lloyd
Wright's Fallingwater. (Wouldn't the running water just trigger constant
trips to the bathroom?)
Belinda remembers the “Everything”
(Abraham) Lincoln Memorial, and Brent rode the longest escalator in
the western hemisphere (DC Metro Wheaton Station, 230 ft).
Jim had a conference in Cincinatti in mid May, so we made a loop,
starting at Kansas City, MO. Julie and Brent visited the traveling
“Dead Sea Scrolls” exhibit while there, we rode the elevator up the

Arch in St. Louis (a big hit with the kids), and
we stopped by the original monster truck
headquarters:
“Bigfoot
4x4”.
Interestingly, while Brent and Jim
were admiring BigFoot #5, with 10'
Tundra Buggy tires, at the front
display, workers were eyeing our
RV-laden Ford truck parked in the
lot. We finished in Cincinnati, OH,
where Jim attended his conference
and we visited the “Titanic” exhibit at the Cincinnati Children's
Museum afterwards.
Along the way, Brent won the Cub
Scout Pack Pinewood Derby and
the Hawkeye Council Derby (his
photo is in the current issue of
Scouting Magazine), earned his
Bear Cub Scout rank, attended Day
and Webelos scout camps and took
in church camp in June and July.
Both celebrated birthdays in June
(Brent turned 9, Belle turned 3). Jim
and Brent played Father-Son
baseball during the summer, and we
th
all took in 2 4 of July shows (July
rd
th
3 in Dubuque, July 4 in Cedar
Rapids). During the latter, we were
so close, Brent could watch them
set the pyrotechnics off. Then, I
suppose we were bored, because we decided to get the house ready
for sale. We were facing facts: We're not “city folk”. We like
dandelions, don't mind snow on the drive, and feel fallen leaves
should stay there.
If you've ever seen the
movie “The World's Fastest
Indian”, you'll know that
each year around August
the world's fastest land
vehicles go to Wendover,
UT to race against the clock
on the Bonneville Salt Flats.
Since Julie's dad was
crewing for such a car this
year, we headed out for the
flats in early August. Jim
and Brent visited the pit area and saw roadsters, lakesters,
speedliners, and bikes of all kinds, stood at the starting line (not 10
feet away from the departing cars), and watched records be broken.
We provided moral support for the crew and slathered sunscreen on.
(The salt reflects light like a mirror, and it was 106 during the day) At
night, we slept in the RV on the salt flats. Due to unseasonable rain
activity, the flats had patches of water. After we left, we stopped in
Salt Lake City and washed around 100
pounds of salt off the truck. We waded
in the Great Salt Lake (not exciting), saw
the worlds largest open pit mine
(Bingham Canyon Mine), drove the
Truck and RV on the beaches of Lake
McConaughy in western Nebraska (and
swam and boated on the lake), finally!
visited the Cabela's in Sydney, NE (we
never got there when we lived in
Omaha), and ate at McKenna's Ribs in
Omaha (trust us, it's worth it).
Not 2 weeks home, we headed out for Wisconsin and Michigan's
Upper Peninsula (at least it was easy to keep the home clean for the
realtor). The leaves were starting to turn, and Brent wanted to go over
the Mackinac Bridge. Brent and Jim visited the Stora Enso Paper Mill
in Wisconsin Rapids, Brent and Belinda played in Lake Michigan and
Lake Superior, and Jim finally ran out of Internet access at Pictured
Rocks National Lakeshore (he just took the day off). We boated
through the Soo Locks (Ste. Saint Marie, MI), traveled over the

Mackinac Bridge, played tourists in Mackinaw City, MI (mmmm,
fudge!), and visited the old neighborhood in Fenton MI. Dipping down
into Indiana, we stopped by Julie's Dad's house and ate some fine
Amish food in Shipshewana, IN.
Those who are keeping
track will remember that Jim
and
Julie
went
to
DisneyWorld twice (2001
and 2002) without taking
Brent. This year, it was time
to take both children. On
week 1, we took in more
Lincoln history, visiting his
boyhood home.
Jim
attended a conference at
Disney Sunday-Friday of
Week 2, while Julie and the

kids visited the main 4 attractions (2 days
per park!). Jim met up with the family for
evening activities (someone HAD to ride to
scary rides with Brent...), while Belinda
dressed and ate with the princesses (she
managed to secure pictures with most of
them). Yes, 9 continuous days (many of
them were extended hours days, midnight
closings) of the mouse, believe it. We're
done for a while. Julie and the Kids hit St.
Petersburg beach for a few days while Jim
visited the FL company office on Week 3,
and then we headed for home.
For their part, Jim and Julie still had some
time alone, flying back down to Ft. Lauderdale, FL for a business
conference a few weeks later without the kids.
Although it may sound crazy, we enjoy our new lifestyle. We're
amazed that 2 adults, 2 kids, and a dog can spend multiple weeks in a
truck, live in an 8 foot x 12 foot box in the bed, and not threaten to kill
each other. In fact, we've even created order amidst the chaos. Brent
reads up on the upcoming destination, using travel as a huge “field
trip”. While enroute, we typically take in sights during the day, travel at
night, crash late at Walmarts and FlyingJ truck stops, and repeat the
process. During weekdays, Julie drives and Jim works in the truck
and in the RV. The National Parks Pass and a US-wide Science and
Children's Museum Pass add economical destinations to the trip and
come in handy on rainy days. For the long drives, Julie checks out a
mini-library for Brent (he polishes off a book a day), we pack our
favorite DVDs (Andy Griffith, I Love Lucy, VeggieTales, Pixar, Disney
Princesses, and Mr. Bean), and we listen to Jim's iPod (he copied all
our CDs plus Adventures in Odyssey
and radio dramas onto it) on the truck
stereo.
At present, we're resting (UT to FL
spanned 2.5 months, with 3 weeks at
home) and planning the next trip
(Southern TX, in March). We've had a
great year of travels and plan to
continue next year. Who knows, we
might
even
end
up
in
your
neighborhood (perhaps you've a nice
“campsite” we can borrow). Feel free to
email us (we take the laptops with us while traveling), instant message
us, or call (we forward our phone to the cell phone while on the road).
Merry CHRISTmas and Happy New Year from the Brains (Jim, Julie,
Brent, Belinda, and Toby.)
http://www.jbrain.com/christmas

