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The Wandering Dolphin or “Erv,” the motorhome the McLaughlins traveled and lived in
for three years. (Courtesy of Angela K. McLaughlin)

It was Oct. 19, 2015, when my husband, Andy, and I first le! Minnesota for what we called

our “great adventure.”
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We jokingly told people we were going into early retirement — but we weren’t totally

kidding. We sold our beautiful home in St. Paul, bought a motorhome, quit our retail

management jobs and headed out on the road for the adventure of a lifetime.

Our goal was to find a place to land that made us happy and to find work that was more

meaningful. We wanted more out of life than plugging away at mundane jobs while

dreaming of our next vacation.

Andy and Angela McLaughlin (Courtesy of
Angela K. McLaughlin)

We were 27 and 28 years old.

We set out with the outlines of a plan in

mind but no timeline or budget. Traveling

with us were our two dogs, two cats and

bird — all in 300 square feet of livable

space.

A!er covering blacktop and dirt roads in

Iowa, Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma,

Colorado, New Mexico and Arizona, we

finally landed on the shores of the Pacific

Ocean in Southern California. And it was here that we decided to stop for a while.

We found a park host position in the small town of Ramona, Calif., about 40 minutes

outside of San Diego. We picked up part-time jobs, along with new friends and hobbies.
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Replay

inRead invented by Teads

We lived and breathed Southern California for two years, venturing to the beach as o!en as

we could and hiking in the foothills in between. Things were perfect for a while, especially

with the near-constant sunshine.

But we knew something was o". We missed our friends and family still in the north. We

missed the the feel of community, the way absolute strangers would smile and greet us as

we walked down the street. We didn’t miss the weather of Minnesota, but we started to

miss weather in general.

We loved Southern California, to our very cores, but we knew it wasn’t where we were

supposed to end up. We knew our adventure wasn’t over yet. So, when the conversation

came up of heading back to Minnesota to help our families out, we decided it was time to

move on.

The plan wasn’t to come straight back to Minnesota; it was to keep looking to see where

we’d eventually land. With that in mind, we put together a route that took us along the

West Coast.
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We knew it would be expensive — gas isn’t cheap in a motorhome — but we also knew that

this was our chance to see what else was out there. So we saved up for several months to

make sure we could do it all. We had a list of places we didn’t want to miss, and we were

ready to explore.

Our journey started from our park host site, about an hour from the U.S./Mexico border. As

we headed up the coast of California, we felt excitement, nerves and regret. I knew we

were going to miss where we had been, but I also knew that we were ready to move

forward.

The biggest di"erence this time around was that we had a final destination — and I was

working from the road. It was a di"erent feeling, a di"erent vibe. We’d learned from the

first leg of our journey that a budget and some sort of income made things easier.

The Pacific Coast Highway/Big Sur. (Courtesy of Angela K. McLaughlin)



All of our planning was worth it. We saw things we never thought we’d see. The rolling hills

and vineyards of wine country surrounding Paso Robles; the dramatic cli"s of the Pacific

Coast Highway and Big Sur; the indescribable height and majesty of the giant sequoias in

Redwood National and State Parks; the massive ferns and rocky shorelines of the Pacific

Northwest; the hustle and bustle of Portland, Ore.; the distant snow-capped mountains in

Washington and Montana — and so much more.

We found beauty in places we’d expected to find beauty, and beauty in places we didn’t —

such as the panhandle of Idaho and western Montana.

When we initially set out in our motorhome, we were learning how to exist in a small space,

along with combating the seemingly endless hurdles of living and traveling in an RV. On

the return trip to Minnesota, we felt like veterans. We’d been in our motorhome, which

we’d dubbed the Wandering Dolphin or “Erv,” for more than two years at this point; we

knew it inside and out.

A view of Mount St. Helens in Washington. (Courtesy of Angela K. McLaughlin)

We’d gone through snowstorms, extreme heat, tornadoes and earthquakes. We’d had our

refrigerator break, our propane start leaking, our waterline behind the shower break so

that we had to bust open the wall in our bedroom — and we’d come out the other side

learning more about our home and ourselves in the process.



So our trip back to Minnesota was filled with hard-earned confidence, a feeling of security

that we could handle whatever the road threw our way — even if that hurdle happened to

be misjudging a turn on an exit ramp and having to jump out, detach our tow vehicle and

enable it to drive, adjust the motorhome in the middle of the road, reattach the tow vehicle

and prep it for towing, and keep on driving, all in less than 2 1/2 minutes.

When we landed in Minnesota earlier this summer, our state welcomed with wood ticks

and tornado warnings. Things were familiar but also di"erent. And it was with a weird

awkwardness that we slipped back into a routine in our home state.

Andy and Angela McLaughlin check out
Chandelier Tree is Leggett, Calif. Their
motorhome was too large to drive
through it, but other cars did. (Courtesy
of Angela K. McLaughlin)

As we sat in our motorhome living room,

which now feels like just the right size, we

reflected on the past few years. Now 30

and 31 years old, we feel wizened

compared to the optimistic youngsters

we were when we le! — still filled with

optimism but with more knowledge from

our experiences and with an

understanding that there is still so much

more to learn.

Andy o!en shares how grateful he is for

our small space, that we are no longer

“being controlled by our stu",” as he puts

it. Having never been much for material

possessions, he is happy that our smaller

space makes having a lot nearly

impossible (although I somehow

managed to squirrel away 161 books in

the RV).

I, on the other hand, have learned that material possessions do not equal happiness. When

you live in 300 square feet, gone are the days of “retail therapy.” There isn’t enough space,

for one thing, but I find it isn’t necessary when your stress is minimized and you’re in a

place that brings you happiness.
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Neither of us has any regrets. I o!en say to Andy, “Thank you for being willing to go on this

crazy adventure with me.” And he responds with, “No, thank you.”

We learned more about ourselves, our relationship and what makes us happiest. We’ve

learned that we never want to go back to our previous lives. That’s not to say we don’t miss

what we once had: Our St. Paul house was beautiful, and it will forever hold the distinction

of being our first home. But having a mortgage made us feel trapped in a life that didn’t

allow us room to explore, that kept us in jobs we hated and in a life that didn’t inspire us.

We learned that we’re adventure junkies, and we’ve created a life that feeds that, that

allows us to explore. Our experiences are what bring us fulfillment — the thrill of another

adventure and the satisfaction of completing it.

We’ve learned that the feeling of fulfillment can be as simple as seeing an animal in the

wild for the first time. When I finally saw my first bobcat and my first rattlesnake, I rode

those highs for nearly a week. Watching a fox prance across the snowy hillside, an elk graze

peacefully in a field of wildflowers, an elephant seal cover itself with sand, a pod of

dolphins cross in front of your kayak — each experience compounds to create an almost-

overwhelming feeling of satisfaction.

We’re back in Minnesota, and our Wandering Dolphin is leading a fairly stationary life. But

we know our adventures will never truly be over, and that’s what makes this whole thing so

wonderful.

Follow Angela and Andy McLaughlin at thewanderingdolphin.com.

Angela McLaughlin
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