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TO VIEW DAWN'S WILDLIFE AND LANDSCAPE PHOTOGRAPHY,
visit www.dawnwilsonphotography.com or www.Facebook.com/DawnWilsonPhotography

Photos: Dawn Wilson
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Faced with events that
pointed to the brevity of life,
photographer and writer
Dawn Wilson bought an RV
and launched a quest to
enjoy our “beautiful world.”

BY KERRIE FLANAGAN

7 September 2015, 44-year-old award-winning nature pho-
tographer and writer Dawn Wilson uprooted her life. She
sold her house in Colorado, bought an RV, and set out to
travel the country. Her goals: be on the road for at least

six months, visit as many national parks and wildlife ref-
uges as possible, and photograph all 428 mammals of North
America. She ended up on a 15-month coast-to-coast adventure.

A SHIFT IN PERSPECTIVE

A few years prior, Dawn’s world had crashed down around her.
Over the course of a year, her mom was hospitalized; her boy-
friend, Aeric, died unexpectedly; and her father passed away after
a sudden heart attack. In addition, she changed jobs twice, sold a
house, moved into and out of a condo, and bought another house.

While at a conference for work, it hit her that something needed
to change.

“I went out to dinner that night by myself, and I lost it. I sent an
email to my boss and said, ‘I can’t do this anymore; I am giving
you my two weeks’ notice.” He called the next morning and asked
if I really wanted to do this, and I said, ‘Absolutely.”

Dawn realized she wanted to start living her life. She listed the
places she had visited with her dad or Aeric, others she had always
wanted to see, and destinations she found interesting. She separated
them into A, B, and C locations. She called it her “Year in an RV List.”

“The A locations were my priorities,” she said. “They were the
places that Aeric and I didn’t get to. Those were my bucket list places —

didn’t want anything to happen to me without seeing them.

“I spent 20 years chained to a desk wondering why I was never
happy. It took some major losses and changes in my life to open
my eyes to the fact that we live in a beautiful world and that life is
very, very short.”

@ Dawn shucked the shackles of a traditional office job and set off on the road, pursuing
a career in wildlife photography and writing while learning about the RV life.
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© Inaddition to “finding herself* in her full-time
travels, Dawn met Richard, a fellow RVer who was
on a similar journey.

NOTHING WILL STOP ME!

After quitting her job, Dawn spent two
years building up her photography and
writing business. She eventually sold
her house, put her belongings in stor-
age, and bought a 2012 24-foot Thor
Chateau Type C motorhome.

On September 8, 2015, she was
ready to begin her adventure. The
phone rang. Her doctor called to say
she had found a cyst and was worried
it could be cancerous. She wanted
Dawn to come in. Dawn refused.

“I hear so often from people, ‘I
wish I did this or I hope I can still do
this when I retire.’ But what happens
if you are told tomorrow you can’t
anymore. You can’t hide away; you
have to live life.”

With more purpose than before,
she told the doctor she’'d schedule an
appointment when she returned in
November. Then, she loaded her two
dogs and two cats in the RV and took
to the open road.

OUT ON THE ROAD
Prior to buying the RV, Dawn had no
experience driving a motorhome.

“I was so green!” she said. After
she took a 15-minute test drive and
an hour walk-through with the sales-
man, he handed her the keys.

During the walk-through, the
salesman told her about the sewer
system and how to clean out the
black and gray tanks. He neglected to
tell her that she’d need to visit a
camping supply store and buy a
sewer hose. “I didn’t know there was
such a thing,” she said.

She looked at the pipe and tried to
figure out what she could use that was
small and light. She went to Home
Depot and bought a silver dryer hose.
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“It worked, except I had to hold it
there,” she said. “I made sure I had
gloves. I would put it in a plastic bag
when I needed to store it. Other than
the one time it slipped, which was
disgusting, it worked.”

LOVE, WHEN YOU

LEAST EXPECTIT

Driving was a challenge at first. She
had to learn how fast she could go
without flying down a mountain,
how to drive near semi-trucks, and
how to back up the motorhome.

“I never felt lonely on the road.
Every place you go there are other
campers, other RVers that are help-
ful. They were always curious about
my back story,” Dawn said.

She has stayed in touch with some
she met along the way. Dawn had
been following the blog of a couple
visiting all 59 national parks in
52 weeks, and she was thrilled to
meet them in person in Alaska. There
were two couples from Argentina, a
couple from Michigan, and some
photographers in Maryland.

In mid-October, Dawn was staying
at Rocky Mountain National Park.
While she was leveling the RV, a man
came over and asked whether she
needed help.

https://familyrvingmag.advanced-pub.com/Vizion5/print.aspx?id=69&start=53&end=57

“We just got to talking. He was
kind of in the same boat. He had
some things happen in his life and he
was out traveling full-time,” she said.

She and Richard enjoyed each oth-
er’s company, but he was heading to
the Southwest and she to California.
He called a week later and they
talked every day.

In November, she returned to
Colorado and stayed at St. Vrain State
Park. One night, she and Richard
were on the phone discussing meet-
ing up at the Grand Canyon. He
asked her to look outside to see
whether she saw any headlights.
Confused, she did and there he was.
That whole evening while they had
talked, he had been driving to see her.

“That has to be the sweetest thing
anyone has ever done for me. It’s
pretty flattering when someone wants
to surprise you that much,” she said.

They spent a couple of weeks at
that campground together. At one
point, Richard asked her where her
sewer hose was. She held up her
dryer hose in the baggie. He looked
at her like she was kidding, and
when he realized she wasn’t, he told
her they needed to go shopping.

“So, we got a real sewer hose, and I
said, ‘Oh, look at this, it even attaches.”
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Tech Connecg.'. FMCA

PLU

Technology is everywhere; why not take part in a
benefit package that delivers it at a lower cost?

Introducing FMCA Tech Connect+, a benefit package designed to bring
travel-friendly technology offers to FMCA members. For just $49.99 per
month, members gain access to tech-related discounts and mobile data connectivity

plan offers. Check FMCA.com/techconnectplus regularly for added benefits. made easy so

What do you get in the FMCA Tech Connect+ benefit? you can spend

« Stay connected, virtually anywhere with the Sprint Mobile Hotspot Plan*
* Receive a 10% discount on all WiFiRanger products

* Receive a 15% discount on all CellBooster products

+ Receive $50 off DISHForMyRYV satellite system

Sign up today at www.fmca.com/techconnectplus

more time doing
what you love -

* FMCA Tech Connect+ will be billed at a rate of $49.99/monthly by FMCA. If you choose to take part in the FMCA Sprint Mobile Hotspot Plan there will be a one-time rental fee of
$39.99 charged for the mobile hotspot device, payable to FMCA. The Sprint Mobile Hotspot Plan is a no-contract, month-to-month plan. The FMCA National Office must be contacted
if you wish to cancel your Sprint Mobile Hotspot Plan at any time. Upon cancellation, the hotspot device must be returned within 15 days after request to return has been made or the
member will be charged a $200 administrative fee. Effective November 15, 2017, the pricing for this benefit package will not change for two years. If a member joins or renews his or her
membership to take advantage of the Sprint service, the membership dues are non-refundable. This plan is available in the U.S. only; there is no international data included in this plan.

FMCA's Connect-On-The-Go Verizon offer is not part of FMCA Tech Connect+. Members are welcome to take advantage of both Connect-On-The-Go and FMCA Tech Connect+.
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When she set out on this RV
adventure, she planned to do it all on
her own. But Richard changed that.
In January 2016, Dawn sold her
Type C, and together she and Richard
bought a 39-foot 2005 Fleetwood
Discovery Type A.

“I spent three years doing my
own thing and now, unexpectedly,
there was someone to share those
things with,” Dawn said. “I think
that was the biggest thing I missed
about being in a relationship —
experiences together. Whether it
was sharing the experiences or
talking about them.”

During another trip back to
Colorado, she had outpatient surgery
to remove the cyst. Richard helped
take care of her before they contin-
ued their travels. She was relieved to
find the cyst was benign, and grate-
ful she hadn’t let the concern stop
her back in September.

GREAT PHOTO OPS

As a wildlife and nature photogra-
pher, Dawn always looks for great
photo opportunities. Photographing
the Firefall in Yosemite National
Park was on the top of her list. This
phenomenon happens for about 10
days each February when the light
from the setting sun backlights water
pouring down Horsetail Fall, making
it look like liquid gold.

For years, she had tried to see this
natural wonder, but it never worked
out. “It was one of the last big trips
Aeric took, and I didn’t go with him
because I put work ahead of traveling
with him,” she said.

This time, with Richard there with
her, Dawn spent four days photo-
graphing the waterfall, allowing her
to cross it off her bucket list.

The day they were scheduled to
leave, they heard there was a bobcat
hanging around a Yosemite visitors
center. They hoped to see the cat.
When they stopped for a bathroom
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RV LESSONS LEARNED

1. Things will go wrong with the RV.

onto the bed.

5. RVs use a lot of gas — A LOT!

work great to hold things in place).
everywhere.

willing to provide information.

On her blog, Dawn shared what she learned during her first week of RV ownership:

2. Not everything will go your way during your travels — rain will fall, kayaks will
loosen on top of vehicles, and dogs will bring mud into the RV and then jump

3. The RV lifestyle may cost more than you think.
4, Always return items to their proper location — it saves time from hunting in all
those nooks and crannies of creative storage spaces in RVs.

6. Always detach the Jeep from the RV on flat, level ground.
7. RVs rattle a lot — nothing is spared from the constant jiggling (I found sticky dots

8. Vinyl flooring and seats make a ton of sense in RVs — road dust and dirt gets
9. You will meet a lot of people who share stories, want to hear your stories, and are
10. Just because you no longer own a brick-and-mortar home doesn't mean you

don't have chores to do — kitty’s claws still have to be cut, beds still need to be
made, and dishes still need to be washed (or they rattle around in your sink).

break, it walked by them right before
they went in.

“We followed the cat around for
about three hours. He could not have
cared less that we were following him.
We watched one guy try to go up and
pet him (that had to be one of the most
stupid things I have ever seen anyone
do). I got some amazing photos.”

She enjoyed photographing the
bears and sandhill cranes in Alaska,
the elk on the sand bluffs in Point
Reyes National Seashore in
California, the spoonbills in
Louisiana, the bluebonnets in Texas,
and the bald eagles in Maryland.

WHAT’S NEXT
During her 15 months on the
road, Dawn traveled more than
58,000 miles, saw two oceans, visited
27 states, coped with the death of
one of her dogs, had surgery to
treat a cancer scare, took more than
75,000 photos, and fell in love.

In December of 2016, she ended
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her adventure and now lives in Estes
Park, Colorado. She picked up a job,
while she continues her freelance
business. She and Richard are
upgrading the RV with solar power
and modern electronics in prepara-
tion for their next big adventure.

Although Dawn currently is taking a
break, she hopes to be back on the road
soon with Richard. Dawn is grateful
she had the chance to travel, experi-
ence the nomadic lifestyle, and con-
tinue to further her career. She now
embraces each day, makes time for the
people who are important to her, and
does not let opportunities pass her by.
She looks forward to exploring more
of our beautiful country.

“When I left Jackson, Wyoming, in
September after a visit to Grand
Teton National Park, there was a sign
in front of one of the businesses that
really summed up my feelings about
this project, this adventure, this wan-
derlust year: ‘Don't cry because it is
over; smile because it happened.” ®
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