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Prologue: Selling the Truck

I used to take road trips. On my sixteenth birthday, when I received my driv-
er’s license, I inherited my parents’ 1988 red and white Isuzu Trooper, a gar-
ish, dangerously top-heavy vehicle that was quick to overheat. The Trooper 
always had a rugged demeanor. We had broken it in—and I emphasize 
broken—on a drive over Elephant Hill in Canyonlands National Park a week 
after buying it new. Elephant Hill was a mound of  sandstone in the desert 
that a road pretended to go over, a foreboding barrier for four-wheelers, with 
steep grades and drop-offs. We banged the undercarriage and dented the 
tailpipe of  our brand-new sport utility vehicle. It was just as well.

I could rally the Trooper a long way at a few hours’ notice. I packed a 
sleeping bag and pad, a Coleman stove, a Gore-Tex coat, and some CDs and 
I was gone. Within five hours of  my Salt Lake City house was enough pub-
lic land to explore for five lifetimes. I drove the Trooper south to the desert 
and north to the mountains. My parents always worried that the Trooper 
wouldn’t make it out of  the city.

A few years later, after the Trooper died, I bought a silver Toyota pickup 
truck. I installed a lighted camper shell over its bed so I could sleep in it. 
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A few days after I bought the pickup I drove it alone to Oregon—to the 
Cascades, the coast, then on to Portland. The next year I took my brother 
to the Olympic Peninsula. I drove the truck to British Columbia and Alberta, 
Baja and Chihuahua.

Spending time on the road led me to work as a reporter for various news-
papers. A job that allowed me to travel the West’s byways in search of  good 
stories seemed too good to be true, and I loved chewing up miles in my truck 
between obscure western places. I camped in the truck a lot. One night my 
girlfriend and I slept in it to wait out a blizzard in Carbondale, Colorado. We 
froze in our sleeping bags as the blinking plows scraped up and down Main 
Street all night. I lived in western Colorado, southern Colorado, northern 
Arizona, and eastern Utah, but they were more like stops on one long road 
trip. I kept my stuff  in the truck.

As these trips accumulated, I sensed something about the West that I 
was able to pinpoint only later. The mountains and deserts I explored were 
plenty scenic, but they possessed something else, and it was this: So many 
of  the aspects of  America that defined our country, for better and for worse, 
had always lay westward. They were the persona Jackson carved out of  
Appalachia, the designs Jefferson had on Louisiana, the dams Floyd Dominy 
built on the Colorado, the sublimity John Muir saw in the Sierra. The West 
was the frontier of  a young frontier nation, its biggest mystery box of  what 
might come next. The West owned opportunity, freedom, adventure, and 
America’s most spectacular landscapes. A mobility-addicted nation went fast-
est in the West. The West had always been a well for what we valued about 
our country.1 Making all of  this possible, of  course—this big multi-century 
westward reach—was transportation, and on the road I was part of  the story. 
That’s what I felt as I drove all those miles.

When my truck turned ten, we had a party for it. I had driven it in the 
neighborhood of  150,000 miles, to all ends of  North America. By then the 
road trips had tailed off. I had moved to the Bay Area and my life had been 
in stasis, on a happy circular track of  work, neighborhood, and family. Every 
day my wife and I woke up our two-year-old daughter. I took her to school. 
I went to work. I got lunch at the same places at the same time of  day. I 
visited the same sports websites, took a break at the same time, and came 
home along the same route. We bought a house and rebuilt our yard and 
sank ourselves into our neighborhood like the young trees we planted. My 
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pickup, once the vehicle of  choice among my friends and I, seemed out of  
place among the Priuses and MINIS that populated the area. The truck sat 
in the driveway.

I sold my truck when it couldn’t safely transport our daughter’s new car 
seat. We didn’t get much for it. We traded it for a new family car. The man 
at the dealership who negotiated with me explained that my truck would 
be bundled with a bunch of  other old beaters and put on a barge to Asia, or 
something like that. An ignoble end for a traveling companion.

As spring came around last year, I got the urge for the road again. I felt cabin 
fever in the house and in the neighborhood. I had a surfeit of  vacation time 
at work. My list of  western places to visit still contained a lot of  unchecked 
items. In my head, I began to plan a solo three-week road trip: California, 
Nevada, Utah, Oregon—I could cover a lot of  ground in three weeks.

But I was also now painfully aware of  something about the West that I 
loved. I had spent the last ten years studying cities in one way or another as 
a journalist or student or city planner. And having lived in large coastal cities, 
I had become used to getting around much of  the time by modes other than 
cars. I biked or bused to work and took Bay Area Rapid Transit from my 
East Bay house to explore San Francisco. I lived in a neighborhood where 
a three-minute walk led to three grocery stores, a hardware store, a café, a 
few restaurants, a few bars, a bookstore, a music store, a dry cleaner, and my 
barber. I drove, sure. I mean, I lived in California. Our house’s convenience 
to Oakland’s gazillion freeways was one of  its major selling points. But I 
did not choose to drive with the automation that I did growing up. As with 
many people my age, cars did not hold the appeal they once did. We realized 
there were other ways of  getting around. We rediscovered the pleasures of  
walking, of  riding a bike, and of  public transportation. I reveled living in a 
place where the other options were close at hand. I started to spend fewer 
weekends driving to bike rides outside the city and did more biking inside the 
city. My daughter and I took the train to our adventures.

I knew that having a variety of  options for getting around is a rarity in 
America. We have been the grounds for what Bill McKibben calls the “sunk 
costs” of  oil-dependent auto infrastructure.2 What has been best for America 
is what is best for cars. So eventually people suffered. Where, half  a century 
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ago, almost half  of  American school children walked or biked to school, now 
almost 90 percent do not.3 Most of  the country cannot walk to their daily 
needs within ten or twenty minutes, let alone three.

The Interior West is the greatest offender: the square states are a web of  
freeways tying together knots of  mega malls and subdivisions. The places 
where most of  us westerners live are quasi cities that are too spread out to 
walk in or for mass transit but too close together to be a home on the range. 
They are perfect for one thing: driving cars.4

I had watched it happen. That I drove all those miles in my truck was 
no accident: the automobile built the West. And at first, automobility had 
heightened the things that made the West great. We arrived at more spectac-
ular places faster. We lived in farther flung, prettier places where we could 
remove ourselves from the idea of  million-person conurbations but still get 
to our metropolitan jobs in less than half  an hour. The individual freedom 
that cars seemed to offer was in step with the open vistas of  the West. And 
so we gave ourselves to cars and, outside of  historic downtowns and central 
city neighborhoods, they dictated the shape of  the places we lived. This is 
true throughout America, but it is especially true in the West, where cit-
ies emerged as factories began to produce internal combustion engines and 
grew as the auto became ubiquitous and all-powerful. In the twentieth cen-
tury, the car paced everything we valued about America’s frontier.

But even for a road-loving person like myself, it had become clear that 
love had become dependence, and dependence had become addiction. And 
the West’s overdependence on autos had put in jeopardy all of  these things 
we loved about it in the first place. Cars, seemingly providing a kaleidoscope 
of  choice, actually narrowed the possibilities for living in such wide-open 
country. The course of  this western experience, while appearing limitless, 
presented limited options. The enormous returns of  mobility and opportu-
nity seen decades before had begun to diminish rapidly.

Perhaps most important, the auto had jeopardized the West’s mystic hold 
on the American future. In the wake of  the Great Recession, the West’s boom 
cities appear to be relics of  a twentieth-century ethos that rode the auto until 
it broke down and then bought a new one. Western cities, once paragons of  
mobility, are constantly threatening to become congested messes. Once fash-
ioned as clear mountain-aired sanitariums to heal the sick, they create some 
of  the worst air quality in the nation. Once unique places that bore a connec-
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tion to their landscapes, western metropolises began to look like everywhere 
else.5 Take, for example, a drive down State Street in Salt Lake City. You start 
at the hilltop perch of  the Utah State Capitol, looking down into the bowl of  
the Salt Lake Valley, clear across to the sharp peaks of  the Wasatch—if  the 
view is not mucked up by smog—and begin heading south, moving through 
the grandeur of  Eagle Gate and the Beehive House, which optimistically 
marked a new kind of  community in the open valleys of  the West. As this 
community grew, State Street, as its name implies, became the string that con-
nected the communities of  Utah—eventually, as U.S. Highway 89, reaching to 
the Arizona border. A ribbon of  asphalt and a car provided a day’s ride from 
the Capitol through fruit orchards, Lombardy poplars, and big sagebrush to 
the far-flung communities of  the state. But on the State Street of  today it’s 
only a few blocks until you see the toll the auto has taken on this profound 
road of  the West. State Street has become a treeless seven-lane traffic canal 
that, despite its continuing throughput, produces a hostile public realm for 
people. Drive on it fifty miles to the southern tip of  the Wasatch Front metro 
area and find few respites from car malls, strip malls, boat malls, empty malls, 
drive-throughs, drive-ins, drive-ups, double left turns, and Double Whoppers. 
Dozens of  State Streets cross the West, and without the scene of  the moun-
tains rising behind them it would be very hard to distinguish one from another. 
Autos are their means, but they have no ends.

I dare say that cars have betrayed the American West by promising the best 
things about the West and then breaking those promises.

A big part of  the problem is that we hold onto the old meanings of  the 
words that have long defined the West as America’s frontier. The ways we 
define opportunity, freedom, and mobility are too dependent on fossil fuels, 
freeways, low-density subdivisions, space between people, and free parking 
lots. Meanings from a mythic past, an insolvent present, and an unpleasant 
future. I’ve come to realize that the meanings of  these words should evolve. 
We need to not only reclaim but also redefine these words in the West.

I grew up, I realize now, during the absolute height of  automobility. For 
much of  my childhood gas cost less than $1. Streets in Salt Lake City were 
wide and uncomplicated. The peak of  the industrial dream similarly defined 
other aspects of  life in the 1970s and 1980s. One of  my earliest memories is of  
sitting in the back of  my parents’ car in a giant parking lot of  a chain drug-
store, eating a hamburger from the McDonald’s drive-through.
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And that’s the thing. Mounting evidence tells us that we have seen the peak 
of  cars. Yes, the private auto still constitutes the way 86 percent of  America 
commutes to work, including 75 percent of  us who drive alone.6 These fig-
ures are even higher in the West, with autos having a 90 percent share of  the 
commutes in most western metro areas. But throughout the 2000s, joining 
several other upward curves that defined twentieth-century American life—
income growth, the expanding house, insane real estate appreciation, smok-
ing—driving started to decline. Auto travel appeared to be slowing down for 
the first time since the invention of  the car. The number of  miles a person 
travels in a given time period, called Vehicle Miles Traveled, or VMT, leveled 
off  in 2004 and then began to decline for the next decade.7 One researcher 
estimated that the US VMT in 2010 was 10 percent below what it would have 
been had twentieth-century trends continued.8 Although the Great Recession 
hastened the decline of  VMT, the reduction began well before the downturn 
and has continued through the recovery (Yes, VMT started to increase again 
in mid-2014, likely due to plunging fuel prices, but has not returned to the 
historical trend). By late 2012 the total decline since 2004 amounted to 7.5 
percent. This change has affected nearly all of  the country’s metropolitan 
areas,9 where Americans began to commute less by private vehicle and own 
fewer cars.10

Meanwhile, Americans are once again discovering other ways to get 
around. The proportion of  people who commute by transit in the United 
States remains small—averaging about 5 percent in the nation’s metro areas—
but since the 1990s, transit’s share of  American transportation has grown, 
especially in recent years.11 From 2010 to 2011, as vehicle use declined, transit 
use jumped by 2.3 percent, reaching its second highest ridership since 1957 
(after 2008) and increasing by another 5 percent from 2011 to 2012.12 According 
to the Federal Transit Administration’s National Transit Database, the total 
annual miles traveled on public transit increased by 20 percent from 2000 
to 2011.13 As more comfortable and classy urban rail systems become avail-
able and mobile device applications allow would-be passengers to use GPS 
to track buses, many people who can afford a car are choosing to ride transit.

The 2000s also saw a bicycle revolution. The largest changes in America’s 
transportation behavior from 2000 to 2009 stemmed from an increase in city 
bicycling.14 Bicycling’s share of  commutes in the nation’s thirty largest metro 
areas’ central cities increased by almost 60 percent from 2000 to 2009.15
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America is slowly responding to the demand for alternative transporta-
tion.16 Since 1981 a dozen formerly bus-only cities have built light rail sys-
tems.17 Cities are building bike lanes by the tens of  miles. They are becom-
ing serious about walking, rewriting street standards and zoning codes to 
encourage getting around on foot.

On America’s onetime frontier, the same trends are apparent, and in some 
cases westerners are leading the way. A report by the Maryland Public Interest 
Research Group found that interior western metro areas for which data was 
available all experienced declines in VMT for 2006–2011, including Salt Lake 
City, Tucson, Albuquerque, Spokane, and Denver, whose VMT decreased by 
over 10 percent.18 The West offers many of  the nation’s best new rail systems 
and has experimented with train-like buses called bus rapid transit.19 Western 
cities with new rail systems are seeing their populations ride transit signifi-
cantly more, including 33 percent increases in per capita transit miles traveled 
in metropolitan Salt Lake City and Phoenix and almost a 300 percent increase 
in Albuquerque.20 A recent Brookings Institution report ranked the best and 
worst cities in the United States for transit service to and from work, and all 
of  the top ten cities were in the West. Considering that, unlike the older cit-
ies in the East and the Midwest, the largely post-auto metros of  the West are 
building both their transit and transit-supportive communities from scratch, 
that’s remarkable.

In addition, western cities have pioneered bike-sharing programs, doubled 
and tripled their bike lane miles, and brought mountain trails into urban 
transportation networks. The West has become home to America’s most 
physically active populations.21

Clearly, in the West we have an opportunity to decide which way we want 
to point our arrow and to reconcile the contradictions between the soul of  
the West and our servitude to the auto. To redirect all the State Streets. It is 
clear the car is not going away, nor should it. But what we have are possibil-
ities, options, choices in a world where only one choice existed for the last 
fifty years.

But back to my road trip. A solo journey by the station wagon that we 
bought to transport our daughter safely was less appealing than by my 
departed silver pickup. So I thought of  another idea. When I had traveled 
to other countries, in Europe as well as in South America and Asia, I got 
around by train and bus without even thinking about it. Who would rent a 
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car in those places? Who would want to? I had covered hundreds of  miles 
by train and bus in China and Peru. I had traveled their cities by cabs, trains, 
bike, and foot without ever looking for parking. Why couldn’t I do the same 
thing at home? And so I became intrigued by the prospect of  a carless road 
trip through the West—what the West would feel like without the speed and 
convenience of  a car or whether it was even possible.

Planning this trip also became an investigation of  sorts, and I set out a few 
parameters for it. First, I would need to understand the West’s cities, simply 
because most westerners lived there. Our lifestyles drove almost everything 
that shaped the West, from our footprint on the land to our economic oppor-
tunities. Changing the West had to happen in the cities. If  the places we lived 
couldn’t embody opportunity, freedom, and adventure, how could the rest 
of  the West? I wanted to talk to people in the cities who were changing how 
we got around them, fundamentally shifting the foundation of  the region.

I researched the changes taking place in the ways the urban West got 
around, and I picked six cities to visit on my trip. These cities embodied the 
important qualities I saw in the West, in the frontier of  America, and were 
now beginning to rediscover the region’s character and identity—and the 
common thread was ditching the car.

But I would also need to understand the vastness around the cities, the 
space of  the American West. So in between my urban stops I would travel 
historic routes of  the region in order to appreciate the origins of  these qual-
ities of  the West and America and how we might recapture and reinterpret 
them. My hypothesis was that these historic routes—Spanish explorations, 
emigrant trails, railroads, early highways—created and shaped the mod-
ern West and the things we liked about it. I wanted to gain a history of  the 
western road trip, if  you will. As John Wesley Powell found out 150 years 
ago, explaining the West requires a mix of  adventure and public policy. And 
I believed that the people I’d encounter in the twenty-first century would 
be caught in the same themes of  this young American province as those in 
Powell’s time.22

I drew my route from Las Vegas across the three deserts of  the Mojave, 
the Colorado Plateau, and the Great Basin north to Salt Lake City, across 
the Rockies to Denver, down the Front Range into the Great Plains, back 
over the Continental Divide, through the Navajo Reservation and down to 
Phoenix, then due north a thousand miles to Boise, and finally out nearly 
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to the West Coast to Portland. In a few places, I could not avoid the car, but 
mostly I found ways to travel without one—by bus, train, and on foot. My 
bicycle, packed with panniers and decked out with a GPS, would be my prin-
cipal vehicle.

Each chapter in this book is focused on a segment of  this trip. More impor-
tantly, though, it is focused on a quality, a characteristic, an ingredient of  
America that has traditionally been owned by the West: the future, the land, 
opportunity, freedom, adventure, and mobility. Each of  these was born in 

The trip.
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the torturous historic transportation routes I would be exploring. Each was 
heightened by the automobile, just as each was threatened by overdepen-
dence on the automobile. And now, each is experiencing a revival in the cities 
of  the West by people choosing to get out of  their cars and explore other 
ways of  getting around. Each of  the six chapters follows this story arc: the 
West created, lost, and reclaimed.

With the auto’s hold on the American West seemingly loosening, I set out 
to see how we are reclaiming America’s frontier and the things we love about 
it. If  not the car, what does define the West? I took to the road to find out.
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