The Flyin' Solo VanLife on the Highways and Byways of Narth America

RICK'S ROADS

Ride Along and Enjoy the People, Places, and Who Knows What

BLOG POST: 2025.09.06
Yosemite National Park, California — Day 3, Mono Lake

After leaving Yosemite and Tioga Road behind — though continuing east on CA-
120 -- | could now focus on my search for a fictional town. Two years ago, | drove this
desolate byway (which was named Mono Lake Road along this stretch) taking a few
looks to my left at the large lake and the desert terrain around it and thinking nothing of
it, honestly. | just focused on putting more miles in my rearview mirror, crossing the
biggest void of the year (central NV), and getting to Vegas.

But, later, while reviewing the fine points of the route | had just driven, so | could
name the roads in my blog, | noticed a “point of interest” marker on the south shore of
the lake: “Site of town of Lago in High Plains Drifter.” Well, I'll be dipped.

A Clint Eastwood classic, High Plains Drifter was shot on location here in 1973.
The crew built Lago, a 19"-century gold-mining town, consisting of 14 full buildings (not
just facades), in just 18 days. Photos prominently displayed on Google Maps showed
the wooden structures with the lake as a backdrop.
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So, | clicked on the gray marker. It turned red and an info window opened on the
left of my iPad screen. There were even photos of the town.

As I've said often, when I’'m scouting out potential places to go, | do just enough
research to tickle my curiosity, then leave the rest to be discovered on arrival. In this
case, | should’'ve investigated a wee bit more.

At the very least, | should’ve noticed that the buildings were new in some pics
and painted red in another. Around the middle of the movie, the “stranger” (Clint’s
unnamed character) had told the townspeople to paint everything that color, so the non-
reds should not have been there. And even later, much of the town was burned, so...

What misled me most, | think, is that the photos in all other such info windows
that | had seen on Google Maps seem to have been submitted by Google Maps users.
It did not cross my mind that these might be movie stills and not vacation photos. Duh.

But anyway, now that | was back here in 2025, this was the movie site that | had
come in search of. So...

By the time Maxx and | got to the bottom of Tioga Road, where CA-120 met US-
395, the world had changed considerably. Astounding granite formations? None to be



seen. Towering redwoods? None to be seen. Thick forests? Lush meadows? Nope.
Waterfalls? Forget it; no flowing water to be seen, and nothing for it to fall from.

| took the right onto US-395 south, then quickly hung a left onto the narrow dirt
path called Test Station Road, leaving pavement behind. Everything had very quickly
turned to dry and dusty desolation.

There was one reasonably delapidated looking ranch house, which | think was
still actively lived in, that signaled my hard right turn down to the lake shore.

Test Station Road, south of Mono Lake



When | reached the general area where Lago was supposed to be, | pulled Maxx
into a narrow dirt turnout, grabbed my walking stick (The Luckless Log, you remember
him) and ventured out into the desert.

The scrub brush was difficult to step through in some areas, but there was
usually a way around it. | was wearing shorts, which was dumb, because this stuff
could really scratched the shit out of my lower legs if | got careless, not to mention how
vulnerable | was to bites from whatever large insects or small varmints might be out
here.

Or snakes.

Or scorpions.

Come to think of it, what the holy hell was | doing stomping around in 100° heat,
at midday, with almost no knowledge of the local ecosystem??

And after more than an hour of no-Lago-here-mate, | came to the conclusion that
(a) I was looking in the wrong place (after all, | had seen no gi-normous pin stuck in the
ground, like | saw on Google Maps), or (b) there was nothing to be found anywhere. |
suspected the latter.

One thing | did find that was interesting, though, was obsidian. There were
baseball-sized chunks of this shiny black rock scattered all over the landscape. They
were not shaped like baseballs, of course; the chunks were irregular, as if blasted apart,
with at least one smooth, glass-like face. | adopted an especially appealing sample as
a consolation prize.



From where | was searching, though, | could see Mono Lake’s more prominent
attraction — the tufas -- sitting off shore. | had a vague notion of what they were —
calcite formations similar to stalactites — and | knew | needed a closer look.

So, when | returned to Blue Maxx, | took a few minutes to revel in the AC, all the
while getting Little Bird ready for another aerial excursion. The nearest of the tufas
were less than a kilometer away, so it was an easy flight.
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He soared high over them, flying in from the northwest, with the vast desesrt
stretching out as far as you can see in the distance; then passing over the spiny reef for
a more detailed look at the odd shapes; proceeding to an even better view of the




rippling water and pale, craggy towers on the sunlit southern side before panning up to
see the High Sierras where Yosemite lives; then backing away in a long zoom-out.
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| paused the video at certain points so | could also secure some good snaps. It
breaks the vid’s flow a bit, but those transition points are sometimes needed to keep the
viewer’s attention fresh, and it avoids having to repeat the whole flight just to get some
coveted stills. [As always, you can find the video on YouTube.com/@little-bird-video.]

So, with my bird back on his roost, | returned to Maxx’s air-conditioning, and
headed over to where | should’ve gone in the first place: the Mono Basin Scenic Area
Visitor Center. It was just a few miles away, but it had not been “on my way” earlier, so |
eschewed the wisdom that was surely contained within, saved several minutes, and
then wasted an hour-and-a-half hunting phantoms

Yeah, sometimes that “save it for discovery” strategy doesn’t quite work out.

There was a humongous hunk of obsidian sitting out front of the Visitor Center
(see next page). My sample was about 1/1000t" the size of that.

The MBSAVC was pretty nice! | looked around a bit, snapped a pic of the cool
flock-o-birds sculpture that hung from the high central ceiling (photo next page), and
aiting my turn to ask questions.

There were two women staffing the info desk. The younger one — maybe about
24 — was available first, so | went up ask her about Lago. She had no idea what | was
talking about. | tried to fill her in on what little | knew, and that caught the ear of the



older woman — maybe about my age — and she brought the elderly couple that she had
been advising, as well as the young woman and myself, into her explanation.

“You might find a rare fleck of red paint,” she explained, “but, otherwise, they
were obligated to haul out every trace and leave the area as it was when they got here.”

So, in other words: no-go Lago, Bozo.

| asked if she got this question much. “Fewer times each year. You're the first in
quite a while.” [In my mind | could hear the word “dumbass” between “first” and “in”.] She did
say she was a bit surprised that Google Maps was displaying it that way, but added with
a grin, “You did see the movie site, just not the movie set.” She was a kick.

So, with Lago out of the way, | turned my queries to tufas! With this, the bvarious
displays were very helpful.

Mono Lake is endothermic, with ancient heat vents in the lake bed. Alomng the
seasm of those vents, over the centuries, tiny particles of calcite accumlated and very
slowly grew into irregular lumps, then piles, then towers — thousands of them, a few as
tall as 40 feet. The tufas grew completely underwater and only came into view as lake
levels dropped over the last several thousand years. It's arid wasteland now, but it's not
hard to look around and envision this huge bowl as an ancient inland sea.



| gleaned what | could from those placards and then headed back to the now-
familiar Test Station Road.
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Not far from my futile search zone was the South Tufa Interpretive Trail parking
area, which | could drive to, and the Mono Lake Navy Beach, which | would have to get
out and walk to.



| parked in the lot for the Interpretive Trail, and immediately ... went back to my
living room to make myself a nice, fat, chicksal samich.

My tufa zeal had waned. | knew LB had provided better pics than | could get
from this viewpoint, and | had had quite enough of wandering about in this desert
environment, thank ya much, so | deemed it time to return to the lush and noble glories
of Yosemite.

? A ﬁ'ﬁ A ‘;! ‘\:\\ X ai‘xf{.’- = S Sah s
There was plenty of sunlight left in the day, and ride back up Tioga Road and into
the high ground of Yosemite was spectacular. The outbound views had had better sun
angles, but | still reveled in the viewpoints along the way.
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When | got about halfway back to Crane Flat, | pulled over near a big old




sequoia, opened the slider door, deployed the slider screens, and climbed onto the bed
for a satisfied nap.

I'd eventually get down to Yosemite Village and buy a hat. It was after dark when
| reached CFCG for my last night in YNP. It was a good day!

ADDENDUM: as | write this, months later, I'm vexed by the Google Maps image
that | copy-pasted onto page 2. | lifted it from GMaps as | was writing, but it is noft the
location that GMaps was showing me that day.

The marker on 9/6/25 was farther up onto the west bank, well beyond the tufas:

Site of town of Lago
in High Plains Drifter

" e o
W, %

| added the red dot and the accompanying text that | saw when | was there. The
dotted line is my approximate hike. No wonder | did not find a trace, right?

The blue rectangle is Blue Maxx, though not to scale (duh). That’s where |
launched Little Bird. | would have had totally opposite angles had | take n off from this
‘new” Lago location.

So, yeah, I'm miffed, but it helps to know that that location would have been a
futile search as well.

If I drift into in this nape o’ th' woods again, though, I'll go take another look...



