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FROM BEGGARS TO BEAUTY AND BACK:
DOWN AMERICA’S WEST COAST

When | was a kid in Hobart | used to read the coRrieckles and His Friends’. Freckles
lived in a fictional suburb of Seattle called Sheidg and spent a lot of his time
wandering with his friends around the Seattle docksuld relate to that, because | used
to wander around Hobart’s docks with my friendsj &eattle’s looked awfully like
Hobart’s, where the wooden piers creaked as yokeaahlong them and between the
planks you could see the green sea slopping. Ydwaur friends, as did Freckles and
his friends, walked along the wharf, a cargo slyering up beside you until you
reached the gangplank. You went up to the sailoguard and asked: ‘Please Sir, may
we see over the ship?’ It worked, one time in three
and you'd head first for the engine room, smellifig*
of oil, power and wanderlust, and gaze in awe,
thinking of the places it had powered the ship 'tQ
and where, one day, you might go too. ... And
day | did go to Seattle, much, much later, to

that while Hobart's present docks bear so = -
similarity to what they once were, Seattle’s doaks nothing like those Freckles might
have walked along.

; In 1971, | spent six weeks in Victoria, British

Columbia, teaching educational psychology to
. American draft dodgers, who dodged to safety in
Trudeau’s liberal Canada. But that is quite another
story — one in which | suspect that I, not they,
learned the most interesting things. Victoria &t ju
across Juan de Fuca Strait from the Olympic
Peninsula, the other side of which is Seattle — but
you couldn't see Seattle because Mt. Olympus, asb@v covered mountain, stood
magnificently in the way. Later still, in 1994, eafta few days in Vancouver, Catherine
and | drove the circle from the Canadian bordeudathe Olympic Peninsula, which
had previously called to me with its silver peaksteach Seattle. And from Seattle we
belted down the Oregon and Californian coast to Bancisco via Yosemite National
Park.

In summer, Vancouver is green, beautiful, and Im80 minutes you can drive from a
nude beach, through the city, trendy Robson St&tahley Park where racoons climb
trees and hiss at you in the morning, and skunksrgparade in the late afternoon. In
between you can cross the Lion Gate Bridge ane davGrouse Mountain and its ski

© John Biggs 2010 www.johnbiggs.com.au




From Beggars to Beauty and Back 2

lift. On the way you can pay tribute to those whald huge
houses as monuments to their success.

British Properties in northwest Vancouver was bbift rich
ultra-nationalists in the 20s and 30s, who presertieeir }
privieged way of life by building half-timbered ish
properties — hence the creative name of the subutiscretely B /s’_
hidden amongst tall trees on large blocks of ldn. the most ¥ \ ‘[{”
expensive suburb in Vancouver, if not Canada, ngaitirthe =
logical target for Hong Kong billionaires relocainin
anticipation of a rough ride after the 1997 handamfeHong Kong to China. Thieing
shuiof British Properties was perfect, on a hillsideiig the sea, except for those trees.
They not only prevented luck from sweeping riglonirthe Pacific Ocean into one’s
house, they hid the houses from public view. Butaee those pesky trees and large
houses may be replaced by border-to-boesermoushouses that may then be subject
to the envious stares of those of lesser fortunaeqtiserable owners of smaller houses.

But continuing past the thrice ethnically confudgrdtish Properties, we drive up the
coast to Whistler Mountain and Whistler
4 Village. Whistler is a recently created ski resort;
= long gondola ride takes you above the snow
line, with incredible views and chilly walks. We
try to hear the ‘whistlers’, the marmots that
whistle through their buck teeth thereby giving
Whistler Mountain its name, but we nelther see

Shannon Falls, one of the three tallest in the Acraer There is a Iovely shaded picnic
ground, then a walk through pines and firs besideilbantly clear stream. The sun
plays on the running waters. Two Chinese familrespgcnicking in 1
the shade. In Hong Kong accented Cantonese (asrathells me)

one says: ‘What a lovely place, but what a pityudtadl these trees.’ &
Her companion replies: ‘Yes, wouldn't you think ytecut them &
down.’

Well they did, if not quite at the picnic spotsitime to drive south.

We leave Vancouver on a hot clear morning, heattirtge Visitor Information Center
at Custer, the Canadian-US border. A vehementlgfiiebld lady mans the counter,
who firmly commands us to taltkis route and nothat for wantyouwould want to see.
| take careful and obvious notes, for | dare nsbbey.

Washington is rolling and multi-green, light andldavhereas the British Columbia we
had just left was an all-over rich, dark green. Ndgge a long drive ahead so we bypass
Bellingham and take Chuckanut Drive (what squirdes get it?) splendidly curtained
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from the sea by huge conifers. Here and therdlaskout between the trees where we
can gaze over the Juan de Fuca Straits back tod&€dnam
whence we had come, the reverse of the view fromc™aver
Island. The day is perfect, hot sunny and cleapasg water.

As we drive South the country changes, we go thropgor
fishing villages to Keystone, where the ferry tatPlmwnsend goes. The ferry terminal
is typically US user unfriendly. You follow the sig until you find yourself heading
away from the terminal and there in the rear visioror you can see the ferry loading
for Port Townsend. A frenzied U-turn, don't drivéaeve you did just a moment ago, and
you make it, just in time.

We drive along the coast through pleasant farmiognty and fishing villages
Discovery Bay and Blyn until just before Port Areglwe head
south up high to the Celtic sounding Heart O’ thidlsHo
Hurricane Ridge. At 6,000 ft, Hurricane Ridge pd®s us with
a good walk with stunning views. Here we do find histlers |
that eluded us at Whistler, two large, red marntiues whistle |
through their two large idiot-looking front teetHappy, we ¥
bowl! back downhill to Port Angeles for the nighd, find we have struck a hot rod car
rally and a noisy hotel room reeking of stale taloesmoke.

We refresh our lungs next day as we drive westakelCrescent,
where the temperature plunges. The lake is so tidexsn’'t been
y bottomed and so cold the road is in fog for a kétne. From here
b we travel through the Olympic National Park to wihds all about:

% mountains, animals and forests. At Hoh Rain fotleste are good
walks, very old trees bearded with grey-green masst coast trees,
sitka spruce, hemlock with the drooping top, dosidla with the
ridged bark.

We press on to what our guide book tells us is
‘Washington's best kept secret: Pacific Beach,
bordering the Quinault Indian Reservation. Impreésse
by the blurb, we book in advance at the PacificdBe
Inn. We quickly learn why Pacific Beach has b
kept a secret. It is blanketed by a sea fog. Tde i
out, the sand grey, the sky grey. An old couplekval
the sea. Dimly discernable in the mist, semi-ndkelibn children play disconsolately
around an expiring log fire. An air of quiet desmla prevails. And this is midsummer.
That night we are awakened by a man and a girlyadidagreeing as to whether they
are to effect congress to cheer themselves upattmer himself, by the sound of things.
An ambiguous silence descends.
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Saddened by nature’s grey veil and the cruel inmigalaof human desire, we proceed
next morning in dense fog down the coast road Wehvy heart. We skirt Grays

Harbour to reach Hoquiam and Aberdeen; surely isg¢he end of the world? But

as we ponder this depressing question, suddenkuthélazes down. Nature’s black dog
lifts with the fog as we find ourselves on a stiesksicing, crowded 10-lane freeway,

hurtling towards Seattle along Route 5. At a laya®yfind a very welcome free coffee

and toilet, courtesy of the City of Seattle, andeshed, voided and collected, we drive
on to Seattle and our downtown hotel in Springedtremall, cheap yet good.

Seattle is beautifully S|tuated on Puget Soundsiahe, Lake Washington on the other, a
backdrop including the melodramatic Mt. OlympuseTh
town centre has interesting shops and excellent
restaurants. What they call ‘Northwest’ cuisine
comprises much salmon and lamb, with interestiog fr
and vegetable combinations, accompanied, if thisus

¢ inclination or addiction, by Washington State winéise
whites, especially their rhine riesling, are tohkile the reds are

gutsier than Canadians achieve with the same hyimaghe

varieties. The pinots are not as good as Oregariowhich are

world famous, as are now if not then, Tasmaniamtpinin

Seattle we come across another feature that we doeted; ol |

that monument to cut-price capitalism, the factowylet, where ,‘l

prices for quality shoes and runners, Reebok, Niaxkport, =% —- .
are less than half those of Stanley Market in HEngg itself,
that barren rock that cut-price capitalism turnetd ia mighty
city.

We find the dark side of Seattle in a newspapétlart-or alleged health reasons, the
Mayor of Seattle ordered the clearance of a sqeatiistrict, ‘The Jungle’ as the locals
called it. He sent bulldozers in to flatten thergles and lean-tos in which about 1,000
people had been living. They couldn't afford amyghgrander. ‘Where will they go?’ a
reporter asked the Mayor. ‘Ain't my problem. | go¢ my job to do, is all.’

We found out where they went. They camped on tleetstorners in Seattle, in Pike
Place Market, in Spring Street where our hotel #wedrich tourists are, in First Street,
down by the waterfront. They stood, or sat, ordaythe street, their placards reading:
‘No home. No job. Two children to support.” Thepat or sat or lay patiently, with
hopeless eyes and hopeful hands. Canada hadr ighéae of beggars, many no doubt
panhandlers like my pretty French Canadian — theatisther story for another day —
while some were no doubt genuine. In USA, and @dsdily in Seattle, and later in San
Francisco as | shall be relating, most were genUiheir eyes said so.
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We are to spend a few days in San Francisco withiezc€Catherine’s nephew, then
we part, me back to Australia, Catherine to Tordatuisit her mother. On the spur of
the moment, we decide to go via Yosemite, thusragdsome considerable distance to
our schedule. Make that one clear day in San FseociDoubting that the compact
Mitsubishi we have been using so far isn’'t up ie #peeded schedule, | swap it for a
Pontiac. A wise decision as it turned out.

We leave after lunch to overnight at Castle Rodke Trive has some picturesque
features: some nice lakes, except they are crowddd screaming power-boats.
Castle Rock itself has little of interest, the Gag&ock motel of even less interest, as
is the Mexican dinner in a nearby restaurant. Tilg thing of interest in fact is our
waitress, who looks like Miss Tijuana 1994.

We detour to Mt. St Helens: there it is with h&l§ side blown away. That happened
e ) at 8:32 Sunday morning, May 15N :

1980, the north face collapsing in i
v Mmassive rock debris avalanche.
. people and 7,000 large animals jg
bear, elk, moose — were Kkilled. |
looks peaceful now, but thg
i volcano is dormant and could go u
again any time. There is a trade in ash artefa@atherine bought thig
lovely wolf lady.

We lunch with the mountain watching us, and themedto
&= Astoria and follow the road via the Oregon Coasijclv we
have heard is so picturesque. But it is boringrat, fall main
road and towns, the most interesting thing a Tdsrtfire
engine. Things improve from

Wheeler, but | have to say it is a

shy coast; the Old Coast Road in Victoria is simbat
more dramatic.

We overnight at Newport, where it is 60 degre
Fahrenheit but the wind is freezing; as cold asatibls at a similar 16 degrees C
when a southerly buster belts you around the &ws.guide book says tells that
Newport has charming old shops and restaurantg@and accommodation. Our B&B

of choice is old, said to have sea views. It hlagou climb a funny old watch tower,

perhaps like the widow’s walk in Canadian housesefe the wife watches and waits
for her seafaring husband to come home).

Jan, our landlady, describes herself as an ‘exedofayrm’. The lounge room shelves
have several books and issue of a magazine chllBdE, containing articles on
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Machiavelli, new gods, S&M and cross-dressing, sstigg that Jan might be a
schoolmarm with interesting ideas about disciplWe
flee those possibilities to have dinner at Wealer's r
Rest a restaurant on the water front, which is jushly |
crowded in view of the fabulous seafood. On
return, we learn the rules of guest houses where
than one party is staying there: first in bagsThie We
retire early to our room.

We revisit the waterfront next morning. It is verigturesque, with nice murals along
warehouse walls. The coast from here on is momrasting. Seal Coast has wide

g beaches, rather like the area before and afterTWedve
Apostles. We stop at the Devil's Churn, where weeha
superb espresso coffee at a little stall. Maybettbes
aren’t Australian, but the rest could be.

Brookings is an uninteresting place on the
Oregon/Californian border. | am on the alert fomsobeautiful old
houses | remember seeing from a Greyhound bus wheavelled in
these parts in 1979. Crescent City? No, must bekauthen. Yes it is,
but Eureka fifteen years on is huge and sprawtgy,it is late, there is a
traffic jam, and we have to bypass it. We see tlhoaeses in the distancd
but at least | now know where those splendid oldaem houses are.

We are travelling at high speed, with an urgentndge Willetts is our target for

tonight, if we are to make Yosemite tomorrow. Sal®eod, Redway, Gamberville,

and splendid stands of sequoias speed past intr@guing, regretful blur. We find a

good motel, and an excellent Japanese restaurdnawery nice table in the garden.
The waitress is so thin she must be a rice grasydvrom death, yet she is ebulliently
happy and serves us with a brilliant smile.

Early next morning we turn east to Route 5, acrg
‘ i Williams Lake, a beautifu
place, with lovely houses|
beside the lake, and splendig
flowers. Soon after, the
countryside is harsh, flat and brown. Sacramentihas

capital of California and an old place of note, g

have to bypass it at high speed. Thence to Yosenat®oute 148; dramatic, steep
brown hills rear up like startled mustangs as weerpast and soon we are in the
Merced Valley. Our hotel is just outside YosemitatiNnal Park, right beside the
Merced River. On a balcony just above the river,haee dinner helped down with a
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terrific Californian zinfandel, that oddball grapleat Californians know what to do
with but few Australian winemakers do (Cape Memtelkcepted).

We spend the next morning cramming Yosemjg
into a few hours. We do the valley floor then itfg
up to Glacier Point and on to visit the Valley &
the Giants. Glacier is 16 miles out of town andg
think we have plenty of petrol. The drive i
fantastic, lots of wild flowers out. Then
suddenly, the petrol gauge drops to zero and the
warning light signals trouble. | decide to go aheaagiway. To turn back would mean
losing everythlng and | thought the car must haveserve. We proceed in a state of

o high anxiety. Glacier point is magnificent, the air
couldn’t be clearer. | had walked here from the
Valley floor 20 years ago, and had quite forgotten
just how magnificent the view is. You can see the
whole shape of the Valley, the town an airplane
drop below, the curved rim and its series of falls

: £ framed on the left by Half Dome. But to more

urgent matters | ask a ranger where is the negessstation. Mariposa, he informs
me. With higher anxiety, and cruising in™
neutral where possible, we reach Mariposa. -
turns out the fuel gauge and lights wer
completely wrong; we had gallons still left
but by this time it is too late to see the Valle
of the Giants. I'll have
to settle for the
different giants in our
Styx Valley, if Forestry Tasmanian would only jlesave them
alone

The tank filled, we proceed with all haste to Saangisco. A
terrible shame, for there is much to photographe Gight
outside Livermore intrigued me: a vast wind farmtlofee-
armed crucifixes, thousands of them along the talbs,
turning gracefully to green California long beforee’'d

thought of doing it...

We are staying at a downtown hotel run by Eddieth€ane’s
entrepreneurial nephew: he runs the hotel, sewandergartens,
and is a part-time actor. After checking in, welseausy, nerve-
wracking and visually sumptuous day with an equaliyptuous
but definitely not nerve-wracking dinner of excetleduck and

Eddie Tang
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salmon, with a Clos du Bois merlot. It is the bewal we have had this trigafé
Mozart, 708 Bush Street, if you happen to be that waynwfext in SF.

We have but a day to take a cruise to the art@tsg of Sausalito, passing Alcatraz
on the way. Eddie whisks us off to more cut-priapitalism at a factory outlet on the
way to the Napa Valley, thence to wineries Beringeia fabulous castle and a huge
Viognier at $10 a taste, Chandon which specialisdsubbly, and Franciscan where
you discover how small you are by sitting in trggant-sized garden seat.

Eddie drives Catherine to the airport in the mognidy flight not being until late that
night, | walk around the downtown area.
Grace Cathedral on Nob Hill ;
impressive. Inside, the choir

some Chinese students are practising
lion dance, a metaphor for Catherine ane
" | perhaps.

Wandering back to the hotel via Chinatown, | amckled, as | was in Seattle, at the
number of beggars. One guy, who seems healthy énaigolding a placard: ‘I have
AIDS and a wife and children to support.’ Is it@m? What do you do about that?
Whatcouldyou do that would change anything?

| ponder these questions over a beef wellingtoBadé Claudewith a glass of Qupe
syrah, as they call shiraz, followed by a glasSwirr’'s zinfandel, which is fragrant,
complex, and more interesting than the syrah. lsare the man with putative AIDS
would like to know that. Well fed, and happy withy raxplorations of Californian
wine, | walk back to the hotel to collect my stafid head for the airport. On the way
| notice three different lots of beggars rummageubbish bins, seeking succulent
scraps, which they promptly eat.

Something is wrong with the USA and its prioritiegand no doubt some would say
with my priorities too.
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