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Introduction 

Wandering Willie, Cecil Doten and Their Kin 
I suppose it was inevitable that I would end up on the road during retirement. It’s in my 
blood. In fact, I think most Americans have wandering in their blood. We are, after all, a 
nation of immigrants. Except for the tribal people, who have their own history of 
wandering, all of us came here from somewhere else in the last 400 years or so. 

My own maternal grandfather, Cecil Doten, was very proud of being a Mayflower 
descendant, and also that over his lifetime he had traveled to all of the contiguous 48 
states. Raised on a small farm in Vermont, he came to Detroit in 1917 to earn a dollar a 
day working for Henry Ford. A self-taught tool and die man, he eventually had a good 
enough income that by being thrifty he was able to take spring and fall trips each year, 
tooling around the country by car, when gas was cheap and lots of little white cabins 
dotted the countryside. He used to say that he looked for cabins that had wooden 
screen doors, because he knew that if the owners hadn’t spent money upgrading their 
properties, their prices would be lower. Sometimes he and Nana would travel with 
another couple and share a room to save on expenses. 

Grandpa was a thrifty Vermonter; he and Nana prepared meals at roadside parks, and 
drank water from a thermos. He even clamped clothespins around the base of his 
accelerator pedal to serve as a governor, so that he wouldn’t make what he called 
jackrabbit starts and waste gas. If he needed to go faster, he would reach down and 
remove one of the clothespins. 

Cecil also loved photography. When he was a child, his father had been the local 
photographer in their little Vermont town, and we have many of his glass photographic 
plates in the family archives today. Grandpa photographed the country as he traveled, 
using both filmstrips and movies, which he shot with a hand-wound camera. When he 
got home from a trip, he would set up a projector and screen in his basement and invite 
all his friends and relatives over for a picture show. His little private theater became 
quite popular. We children loved to watch his shows, especially the movies, and by his 
example my own family caught both the travel and photography bugs. 

There is also an interesting character on my father’s side. George Balthazar Gaertner 
arrived in the United States from Germany in the 1800s, much later than the Mayflower 
Dotens on my mother’s side. George was a self-taught artist, and a very good one. In 
Germany, his family could not afford to buy him art supplies, so he made his own 
brushes, using hair from the family livestock. After the family emigrated to Michigan, he 
became the founding professor of Hillsdale College’s art department and had a long 
career there. His son, William Stanley Gardner (the family name was changed during 
the first generation), became a wanderer as well. In fact, the family knows him as 
Wandering Willie. William disappeared one day at the tender age of 13, and no one 
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knew where he was for the next two years. He hitchhiked all over the country, and most 
people thought he was most likely dead. He turned up back at home two years later, 
none the worse for his travels. But the travel bug was too strong for him to stay there 
long. Coming from a devout Christian family, he eventually volunteered as a missionary, 
and traveled to India, Hawaii, Costa Rica, and several other places, including Florida 
and California. Even though he married and had five children, it was left to the boys to 
take care of the farm and their mother and sisters while Dad was off preaching. He died 
in India, and is buried there. Willie was my great grandfather. 

When my siblings and I were growing up, Dad and Mom took us camping every year, 
sometimes more than once. The soldier boys in World War II had obtained a lot of 
practical knowledge about outdoor living, and when they came back, camping for 
pleasure really took off. The state and federal governments began to develop more 
parks to visit and campgrounds to accommodate the burgeoning number of visitors. 
Many of our vacations were spent camping in our native state of Michigan, which 
provided a wide variety of experiences with all the lakes, sand dunes, forests, waterfalls, 
and other natural resources available in this very diverse state. But we also took longer 
trips: east to New England, Florida, the Appalachians, and Canada, and west across the 
great plains to Yellowstone, the Badlands, and the Rockies. We seldom camped in one 
spot for more than a day or two, and had a routine set up. When we arrived at the day’s 
campground, Garry and I, who were the oldest, helped Dad set up the tent, then each of 
us inflated his own air mattress. Mom set up the kitchen and began preparing a meal. 
Dad would always choose a site with two trees just the right distance apart so that he 
could hang his hammock. Then he would install a clothesline for swimsuits, towels and 
diapers. Yes, we traveled even with tiny babies, and Mom would heat water over the 
Coleman stove to use for washing the cloth diapers. It was a lot of work, but it was also 
a very special time, when we bonded as a family and were able to experience wonderful 
adventures together. 

When Art and I married, I shared the camping bug with him, and we did a lot of it when 
our children were at home. We started with a tent, but eventually upgraded to a VW 
Vanagon camper, which we reluctantly parted with a few years ago. The Vanagon made 
a lot of trips around the country with our three younger children in the back seat. We 
revisited a lot of the places Mom and Dad had taken us, and added a few more. Even 
so, we never dreamed that we would be able to do extensive traveling during 
retirement. Our budget was just too slim. However, as the time approached, we began 
to see possibilities. . . 

(So ends the introduction to Van Trek. Send us your email if you would like to be notified 
when the completed book is finished and online. Or, just keep watching this site)
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