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WHY WANDER? WHY NOT? 
Wander through Indiana? Why? “There’s nothing here but a patchwork of cornfields 
connecting cities and towns,” is what I’ve been told repeatedly. I beg to differ and for 
over 37 years, I’ve been wandering the highways and byways of Indiana. Without 
mountains and expansive beaches, there’s quieter beauty here. I’ve learned to slow 
down to discover and savor the people and their places. Traveling from the Ohio 
River through the forests of its southern hills to the farm fields of the central till plains 
to its northern lakes show an Indiana that is distinctive and authentic. For another 
view, drive the National Road (US 40) from Richmond to West Terre Haute as early 
American pioneers did in wagons settling the Northwest Territory. Stop at the 
intersection of Seventh Street and Wabash Avenue in Terre Haute where old US 41 
and US 40 intersected making Indiana the Crossroads of America.    

In my childhood, I began traveling on Sunday drives with my father. As a farmer, he 
was a “looper” like many farmers and I am one myself. What is a Looper? It’s a person 
who takes one route to a 
destination and another route 
on the return trip. These 
looping trips can be across 
multiple states or as simple as 
a trip to town. When you’ve 
seen the crops on the way 
there, you want to see other 
crops on the way back.  

My personal journey began in 
1979-80 during my term as an 
Indiana FFA State Officer 
traveling to high schools, 
agribusinesses, and radio and 
television stations in Indiana. Throughout my career, I have been driving through 
hamlets, villages, towns, and cities throughout Indiana.  Out of sheer curiosity, I 
wanted to see what was there and find the rural shortcuts that connected them. 
During my time in agricultural sales, I traveled the eastern-southeastern third of 
Indiana extensively. That’s when I began marking the places I had visited in my now-
tattered atlas.  
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Then with the Indiana Corn Growers Association I traveled through the grain-growing 
counties of wrapped around southern Indiana’s forested areas. Veal production is 
centered in north central and northern Indiana, so I learned every route to Wabash, 
Warsaw and back as I traveled to Indiana Veal Assocaition board meetings and other 
events.  

In the 1990s, while serving the Indiana Beef Cattle Association, I focused on livestock 
farms scattered across the prairies and concentrated on cow-calf operations in 
southern Indiana. While doing this, I decided to visit all 2,230 dots on Indiana’s map. 
By the time I began working for the Indiana Rural Development Council in the 
mid-2000s, I was already committed to learning what makes them tick and now I had 
a chance to help them. Finally, as a private consultant and passionate wanderer, I 
mapped out the final trips on this journey. 

In November 2016, I completed my quest as I drove into Friendship, in southern 
Ripley County, the final stop. 
Along the way I’ve seen 
beautiful scenery, vibrant 
farms, struggling towns, 
revitalized communities, 
buildings with long forgotten 
stories, visited local eateries 
and met wonderful people. 
Many were solo journeys, but 
the best trips were those 
spent with my traveling 
partner and wonderful wife 
Beth.  

When it comes to wandering Indiana I can honestly say, “I’ve been everywhere man, 
I’ve been everywhere.” Traveling off the highway taught me things about myself and 
a lot about Indiana. From these experiences, I developed a set of tips to help you  
maximize your wanderlust. 
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10 TRAVEL TIPS 

1. HEAD OFF IN THE GENERAL DIRECTION OF YOUR 
DESTINATION.                      

Pick the destination and then set wide boundary lines for your route. I 
recommend selecting key state highways to create a outer lines and then 
feel free to travel anywhere within the lines. On a trip to Terre Haute, we 
knew we needed to head west-southwest so if we stayed between 
Interstate 70 and US 36 we would get there eventually. We wandered 
through small towns, paralleled railroad tracks and admired modern 
farmsteads and old barns. We found a barn with a poem painted on its 
side, passed by a covered bridge, and eventually entered Terre Haute a 
new way. It’s really quite freeing.    

2. WONDER WHAT’S DOWN THAT ROAD? TAKE IT AND FIND OUT.         
Through my willingness to turn, I’ve found the old house, the beautiful 
barn, the church tucked away on the knoll, driven alongside the stream, 
or crossed the scenic bridge. I was took a main road in southern Indiana in 
Autumn and it wound back 
and forth tracking the 
stream through the valley. 
The sunshine through the 
canopy of golden leaves 
displayed a beautiful 
pattern on the pavement. 
It would rival many scenic 
drives, and it just 
happened because I took 
that road instead of the 
next. I’ve also ventured 
down roads that started 
with pavement, transitioned to gravel, and finally looked like a narrowing 
cow path with grass growing down the center before I turned again or 
turned around, but I never hesitated to get off the highway.   
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3. AVOID INTERSTATES, LEAVE THE HIGHWAY, THERE’S A CAR 
WASH FOR GRAVEL ROADS.                                                                                      
Interstate highways and bypasses were designed for efficient travel, but 
rarely do people describe memorable trips by the interstates they drove. 
U.S. routes (or blue highways), state routes, county roads, and gravel 
roads have the history, courthouses and lodges, local restaurants and 
other sites that give cities and towns their distinctive character. We might 
envision majestic river roads like those along the Mississippi River, but I 
experienced the opposite. While searching for Crawleyville on the Wabash 
River, I headed west from Princeton and crossed up and over the levee 
with nearly a mile to go. Upon arrival I saw a Department of Natural 
Resources Public Access Site sign marking Crawleyville. Then I wandered 
upstream on a gravel road for several miles realizing that a few months 
before that this entire area was underwater from early summer flooding. 
You rarely see or experience this on the main roads.         

4. LEARN TO USE A MAP/ATLAS (CELL SERVICE IS SPOTTY, GPS 
ISN’T ALWAYS RIGHT).                                                                                          
Like many, I began traveling with the Indiana State Highway Map we 
picked up new each year at the Indiana State Fair. As a agricultural 

salesman, I began 
carrying a county-by-
county atlas and then a 
detailed historical 
guide. Later, I added a 
topographical atlas, 
with a number of 
unusual additions, 
including housing 
subdivisions that were 
never established as 
distinct settlements. In 
this age of smart 

phones, there is a 
comfort and growing dependence on GPS systems that are effective in 
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urban settings, but lacking in many rural areas. Map reading should not 
be a lost art, so be among the learned.  

5. EAT, SHOP, AND STAY LOCALLY.         

Small cities and towns can’t survive on tourists’ spending, but every dollar 
helps.  And, although local people work at the chain retailers and 
restaurants, the profits leave town. So support the local bar and grill, visit 
or recommend the antique mall, or look for places along Main Street. 
Whether it was visiting Gropp’s Fish of Stroh, Jag’s in Centerville, 
Venturi pizzeria in Goshen, the Overlook in Leavenworth or Ivanhoe’s in 
Upland, grab a bite and make a memory. Know ahead of time that you 
will stand out and as we heard at The Chicken Place in Ireland, “You’re 
not from around here, are you?” Staying at a local inn or B&B, as we have 
done many times, is an enjoyable way to learn about the history of a town 
or community. Many former department stores and industrial sites have 
been turned into antiques stores and malls where we picked some small 
and a few larger antiques which fill our home with memories of times 
spent on the road.  Many small towns offer several amenities so support 
small, local businesses because it’s an investment in them and you.  

6. GET OUT OF THE CAR.           
When you’re driving through a small city avoid the drive-through window 
unless you’re grabbing food for a picnic. Better yet, pack a picnic lunch 
and find a local park.  Take a walk up and down Main Street. Many 
beautiful old homes are 
found on the main drag or 
the block or two on either 
side.  It’s very hard to 
observe and appreciate 
architecture from the front 
seat of your car. Look up 
and see the letters and 
symbols designating the 
Masonic Lodge, IOOF 
(International Order of 
Odd Fellows) Lodge, 
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businesses or converted bank buildings. It’s difficult to get a feel for a 
place from the seat of your car or truck, so park it and get out!  

7. ENJOY THE DRIVE, RIDE, OR WALK.         

The key to wandering is to travel at a different pace. Take a car ride but 
stop often to look around. Get on your bike and check out the side streets, 
parks or the unmatched views along former railroad lines. There’s 
growing network of hiking/biking trails and nature preserves that are 
inviting travelers to visit. Don’t overlook a chance to get on the water in a 
kayak or canoe and paddle down one of Indiana’s streams to see from still 
another perspective.    

8. STOP AND READ HISTORIC MARKERS.        

There are numerous markers throughout the state. Many plaques, 
statues, and memorials are found on courthouse squares and in town 
parks paying honor to servicemen and women who fought for our freedom. 
Military paraphernalia such as planes, jeeps, and artillery shells often 
stand in tribute. To honor World War I veterans, Spencer, Indiana’s E.M. 
Viquesney designed the American Doughboy statue that decorates eleven 

sites in Indiana and 
159 across the country. 
While many markers 
are in cities and towns 
or along highways, 
there are many others 
tucked in cornfields or 
off on side roads. We 
most often think of the 
traditional gold-
lettered black metal 
markers with the 
outline of Indiana at 

the top. However, markers come in all shapes and sizes, they are stones, 
tablets, byway and trail markers, and interpretive panels at historic sites. 
There are even murals painted on the sides of downtown buildings telling 
the history of people and their places.    
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9. DON’T BE AFRAID TO TURN AROUND IF YOU MISS SOMETHING.            
When you’re out wandering, you may pass this way only once so don’t 
miss something interesting because you drove by it too fast or missed the 
turn. Many times I stopped to check the atlas or look up something in the 
historical guide. I’ve also turned around again and again to make sure I 
saw the historic, natural, or unusual. I’ve always had a good sense of 
direction, but on my final “official” trip, we were down in a valley trying to 
find Manville and I got lost. Several roads converged so the atlas was of no 
use and GPS was non-existent so instead of finding my destination 500 
yards to my right, I took the six-mile, fifteen-minute route, had to ask for 
directions, and returned the same way I came. It was humbling, but I 
turned around all the same.     

10. CURATE YOUR 

EXPERIENCE…TAKE 
PICTURES!     

In the age of smart phones 
and digital cameras, 
there’s really no excuse 
not to visually capture 
your travel experiences. 
Your pictures don’t have to 
be web-worthy, just good 
enough to record your 
memories. If you are social 
media savvy, share your 
high-quality shots with your friends. They’re more than places people 
missed, but rather the places others can visit too.  In fact, please share 
your pictures and stories on LifeOffTheHighway’s Facebook page.  

These are not hard and fast rules. They simply carry the weight of experience. 
As an adjunct professor teaching Cultural Heritage Tourism at IUPUI, I begin by 
helping students understand that they are either travelers, taking what others 
market, or Experience ArchitectsTM, creating their experiences and stories. 
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These tips are the elements that make traveling memorable. But you don’t 
have to try them all at once. Try one or two tips on your next journey and enjoy 
a little LifeOffTheHighway.  

 

   www.lifeoffthehighway.com 
   Facebook: LifeOffTheHighway
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