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BY ANDREA SACHS

I forgot my passport, but that didn’t matter. I was
in El Paso, technically not Mexico, but close enough.
I knew that Mexico was over there — the country felt
like a portrait whose eyes were always following me
— but it was also here, on this side of the fence. (One
constant reminder of the shared boundary: U.S.
Border Patrol vehicles parked along Interstate 10
and helicopters flying overhead.) Signs in restaurant
windows advertised menudo soup, and not just for
Sunday supper; girls dressed in their quinceañera
best posed for photos in San Jacinto Plaza. At H&H
Car Wash and Coffee Shop, a waitress returned my
morning greeting with a “buenos dias” before
setting down a heaping plate of huevos rancheros. At
bars around town, I learned that a chile is the
cocktail condiment of choice. Two customers at Love
Buzz introduced me to the paleta shot, which evokes
the chile-fied watermelon lollipops of their Mexican
youth, and a bartender at Cafe Central rimmed a

YOU’RE GOING WHERE?

El Paso
The influence of Mexico is impossible
to miss, but this Texas border town’s 

quirks and charms set it apart

mescal-filled glass with ground-up crickets, chiles
and salt. Note to high school Spanish teachers: Add
the phrase “sal de grillos” to your lesson plan. Of
course, the southern Joneses aren’t the sole influenc-
es on this sun-broiled city in the Chihuahuan Desert.
El Paso is in the United States, after all, which means
the Spaniards left their mark, as did — and still do —
the Pueblo Indians. A shopkeeper at the Tigua
Indian Cultural Center shared her recipe for tradi-
tional oven-baked bread. I’d need flour, water, salt,
lard and an horno, she told me, or I could throw
down six bucks for quicker loaf gratification. And
then there is the Texas connection. To feel it, I could
look up at the 459-foot-long illuminated star set in
the Franklin Mountains, or down at the pair of
Rocketbuster cowboy boots that taught me how to
walk the El Paso walk.
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BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN
Special to The Washington Post

One day in April, I returned
from a camping trip — a quick 24
out of the city — and ran a load of
laundry. What’s more telling is
what I didn’t do. 

I didn’t hose down a muddy
tent, I didn’t soak a shoddily
cleaned pot, and I categorically
did not empty a cooler or clean out
a car. Instead, I relied on a new
District-based adventure outfitter
called Trailhead Outdoor Journey
Cooperative, an Airbnb of sorts for

car camping, to provide all my
gear and — blessedly — clean up
afterward. 

Trailhead is the brainchild of
Brandon Smith, a Washingtonian
who was an Airbnb host in Chica-
go and plans to expand the camp-
ing service to other cities. Not only
does Smith provide more than 100
items that he values at $7,100, but
his insured car is part of the pack-
age. When I emailed about reser-
vations, I imagined a fleet of vehi-
cles. Smith wrote back, “We just
have the Subaru Outback avail-
able. It’s a v small operation!” I

asked him about dogs. “Def cool
with canines,” he wrote. “Our stan-
dard cleaning/damage policy ap-
plies: anything we can clean is
cool. (And we have a lint brush.)” 

Like many travelers, I enjoy
preparing for a trip — I like mak-
ing lists, packing the right gear
and anticipating possible scenar-
ios. I love setting off on a journey
knowing I’m equipped well. But
Trailhead’s website got me think-
ing about what it would be like
without hours of preparation and
post-trip cleanup — which is ex-
actly what Smith had intended.

“Think what all you could think
about if you didn’t have to think
about stuff,” teases the website
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Just pop the hatch and put up the tent
A wayfaring pair give an inclusive car-camping 
service, based in the District, a Virginia road test

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: In El Paso, Tex., the San Elizario Presidio Chapel, along the El Paso Mission Trail; a blooming cactus; 
Juan Villalpando and an espresso flight at Salt and Honey Bakery and Cafe; a shady spot near a Mission Trail shop.

MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN

Trailhead Outdoor Journey Cooperative supplies a 2008 
Subaru Outback jammed with camping gear — ready to go.
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Carol and I are both eager, but
infrequent, campers. We probably
camp a couple of times a year and
generally let others take care of the
heavy lifting, or at least the com-
plicated tent poles that easily con-
found us. We agreed that Trail-
head was great for people who
didn’t have all the camping gear
they needed or those who do have
it but want to test out different
products before a purchase.

After dinner we walked with
Seamus and Hammy around the
park and greeted a half-dozen oth-
er campers. The beagles followed
their noses, pulling us to aban-
doned campsites and indiscern-
ible smells of long-ago meals.

The sun set, and we burrowed
below a heavy Ikea duvet with the
hounds. I flipped through one of
Smith’s books, “Cabin Porn: Inspi-
ration For Your Quiet Place Some-
where,” reading about treehouses
and yurt-building. Before long, I
switched off my headlamp.

“Hear the frogs?” Carol asked.
I heard a chirping sound.

“Those are frogs?” The question
hung in the cold air, punctuated
by the sound of a snoring beagle.
Carol was asleep.

We woke, toasty and rested, to

the sound of a woodpecker in the 
distance and snowflakes on the 
roof. Carol prepared steel-cut oat-
meal on the campground fire (so 
we could pack up the Solo while it 
was cold) while I fixed tea and hot 
chocolate in silicone expandable 
mugs. She’s a coffee-drinker, and 
the Costa Rican/Ethiopian coffee 
with “notes of apricot and brown 
spice” smelled lovely, but Trail-
head’s hand-cranked coffee grinder
and copper Hario V60 pour-over 
cone and its filters were a little 
daunting. 

After breakfast, we deflated the
dome (“Easiest tent ever,” she de-
clared, as the tarantula collapsed)
and boiled water to rinse out the
pots. We couldn’t find dish soap,
and I think we mistakenly used a
microfiber washcloth for the dish-
es instead of the dish towel.

After a short hike across the
street on the Bear Wallow trail, we
stopped by nearby Henry’s Gro-
cery, where you can buy firewood,
camp food, bulk pipe tobacco and
25-ounce beers. A fierce hunger
overcame us. “Elevenses,” Carol
said. Somehow naming our hun-
ger made us feel better about or-
dering subs an hour after break-
fast. 

Back home, the Yeti cooler was
still cold. Smith arrived to pick up
the car and solicit feedback. (He
asks campers for a 60-second con-
versation about the experience.) I
told him we appreciated that ev-
erything was clean and high-qual-
ity, and I suggested laminated in-
ventory lists to make it easier to
find stuff. A few more instructions
— especially for novice campers —
would be helpful too, I said. I
admitted that we’d improvised for
a sheet because we hadn’t figured
out until morning that the item
we’d set aside — thinking it was a
tent divider or mosquito net —
was actually a mattress sheet. And
we didn’t understand how the tri-
pod camp stove grill worked, but it
became obvious after I saw the
pictures on Trailhead’s website 
and Instagram page. As for the
dish soap, we’d somehow missed
the tiny package of soap leaves.

Enveloped in a bouquet du
campfire, I unpacked my clothes.
Carol emailed to let me know Eliz-
abeth Furnace wasn’t a person
after all; it was a 19th century blast
furnace in the Shenandoah Valley.

I started the laundry.
travel@washpost.com

Kaplan is a freelance writer based in 
the District. Her website is 
melaniedgkaplan.com. Find her on 
Twitter: @melaniedgkaplan.

Carol pulled some fire-starter
sticks out of a linen drawstring
bag and lit a blaze in Trailhead’s
stainless steel fire pit — a Solo
Stove Bonfire. We made tea and
chopped veggies on an end-grain
cutting board and, after realizing
we’d forgotten the pasta, dug into
the stash of extra-fee (but reason-
ably priced) minibar-type items
and settled on a pouch of dehy-
drated Thai curry.

waterproof notebook and pen,
clothesline, collapsible saw, no-
rinse shampoo, salt and pepper
grinders, chain mail pot-scrubber,
compass and topographical maps
of George Washington Forest.
Many were contingency items —
just in case it rained or we got lost,
developed blisters, ran out of food
or wanted a Nerf ball — but what a
treat to have someone else worry
about that for a change.

The pump bag inflater for the
cushy Exped Megamat Duo 10
sleeping mat ($369 at REI), like a
few other pieces of gear, required
some trial and error. But ultimate-
ly, we were pleased to know we
had the competence — and pa-
tience — to figure things out with-
out Google instructions or You-
Tube videos. 

As much as I loved setting up
the big-ticket items, the real fun
came in rummaging through all
the classy waxed-canvas bags to
see what goodies the camping 
fairy had bequeathed. Smith had
typed (like, on a typewriter) labels
such as, “Emergency/survivalist
pack. If your life is in danger, use
beacon as last resort.” I found
many tools I knew we’d need
(chef ’s knife, titanium sporks, 
LED headlamps), some I was
thankful we wouldn’t have to em-
ploy (SAS Survival Guide, poison
plant wash and water purification
germicidal tablets), and others I
didn’t even know how to use (solar
panel and bear-proof food canis-
ter, which also turned out to be
writer-proof).

I opened bags upon bags of
items: pencil torch, heatproof
glove, bear locks for the cooler,

trailheadjourney.com. Whether 
you’re renting someone’s house,
van, bike or car camping equip-
ment, you’re paying for entrepre-
neurs like Smith to deal with the
hassle of acquisition, mainte-
nance and storage — so you don’t
have to. 

I learned about Trailhead from
my neighbor and reserved a night
in early April ($202.50, plus tax)
for my friend Carol, her beagle
Seamus, my beagle Hammy and
me. I had one conversation with
Smith, and we had a friendly email
exchange about logistics. 

Sometime during the night be-
fore we left, Smith did his best
imitation of the tooth fairy and
left the Outback on my block on
Capitol Hill, then emailed me a
code to access the key. In the
morning, I was excited to see the
car packed with colorful gear bags
(and relieved to see it hadn’t been
vandalized). 

As Carol and I loaded our back-
packs, ukuleles, food and beagles,
the four of us quickly scanned the
contents of the vehicle and found
them to our liking: Trailhead’s
formidable Yeti cooler was already
cold with ice packs, a glass jug
with five gallons of water sat in the
hatch and a bag of dog treats
awaited the hounds. 

We set off with a full tank of gas,
which — awesomely — Smith 
doesn’t ask customers to replace.
He had suggested Elizabeth Fur-
nace Recreation Area in Virginia’s
Shenandoah Valley, so we headed
west out of the city. The city stress
and the busyness of our lives be-
gan wicking away.

I pulled off the highway near
Front Royal, cruising by a Confed-
erate flag, a 7 Express Mini Mart
and a large cemetery. As we en-
tered George Washington Nation-
al Forest, Carol said, “I wonder
who Elizabeth Furnace was.” She
began typing into her phone —
which she had been juicing up
with Trailhead’s charger — and a
moment later, she lost coverage.
We soon arrived at the camp-
ground, chose a spot near the 
stream and began setting up
camp.

Smith was meticulous in curat-
ing Trailhead’s inventory. The tent
is a two-person geodesic structure
called the Cave ($760 on the
Heimplanet website) that we un-
rolled onto a ground cover and
inflated in what seemed like just a
few pumps. The frame came alive
like a giant tarantula, leaving us
giddy with the ease of assembly.
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chairs at the rooftop pool. Then,
close your eyes and let yourself
slip south.

If you dreamed of robbing a
bank during your night at the
Gardner Hotel and Hostel, don’t
worry: You aren’t drifting to the
dark side. More likely, you stayed
in Room 220, 221 or 222, where
John Dillinger and two members
of his gang slept shortly before
their arrest in Arizona in 1934.
The oldest continually operating
hotel in El Paso (established 1922)
retains much of its old-timey look
and feel. The 44 private rooms
and six dorms are furnished with
original pieces, and an evapora-
tive cooler in the hallway blasts
Arctic air through the transoms.
The lobby displays artifacts from
the early years, including
Dillinger’s death mask and want-
ed poster. (Further up the time-
line, the owners could add the
novels of Cormac McCarthy, who
lived and wrote in the hotel on
and off for two years.) In the
basement, guests have access to a
kitchen and game room, where
they can play ping-pong.

Explore
Local Fave

Five Points makes a strong
case for retaining authenticity
and grit without sacrificing hip-

ster tastes. “The older businesses
didn’t want to gentrify,” Adam
Bedoya said. “They wanted keep
the feeling of Five Points alive
while bringing some new life
into it.” That new vitality in-
cludes the year-old Salt and Hon-
ey Bakery and Cafe, where
Bedoya, a waiter, serves all-day
brunch and breakfast, house-
made pastries and coffee drinks,
such as a tri-flight of espressos.
Across the street, Joe, Vinny &
Bronson’s Bohemian Cafe hy-
drates patrons with the holy
trinity of beverages: coffee, wine
and craft beer. JVB’s signature
drink is the Golden Milk, a sym-
phony of turmeric, honey, soy
milk and cinnamon, with a cre-
scendo of espressos. Around the
corner, Pershing Inn, which
opened in 1946, takes its booze
and bands outside to an open-air
patio with a full bar, stage and
picnic tables that encourage
family-style drinking. Love Buzz
hosts live and loud music —
metal, punk and indie rock —
three times a week. For a taste of
Old Five Points, grab a red plastic
tablecloth-covered table at the
Italian Kitchen, which recalls the
neighborhood from seven dec-
ades ago.

Guidebook Must
Known as the “Ellis Island of

the Border,” El Segundo Barrio
was established by Mexican im-
migrants in the late 19th century
and is considered one of the most
historic Hispanic neighborhoods
in the country. It’s also a great
place to experience Mexico with-
out a passport. “Do you want to
try some pig skin?” asked a wom-
an behind the counter at Burritos
y Carnitas Yoni, which also sells
burritos, tortas and tacos. At Rui-
doso Super Market, pick up bilin-
gual religious candles and Cost-
co-size packs of tortillas. Murals
illustrate the area’s people and
past in vivid detail. “El Paso Port-
All,” a 90-foot-long artwork at the
International Bridge, offers a
highlight reel of El Paso. Images
include the crocodiles in San Ja-
cinto Plaza (once live, now sculpt-
ed), a taco cart, a Mexican woman
harvesting crops and the giant
star over the Franklin Mountains
that shines down on two cities
sharing one border.

andrea.sachs@washpost.com

coasters, wall hangings and even
the soap dispenser. The rate in-
cludes a homemade breakfast —
ask Marlene for green chiles, if
you dare — and the patios are
equipped with brushes to sweep
away the sand whipped up by the
spring winds.

Guidebook Must
The two-year-old Hotel Indigo

El Paso Downtown is a bed-to-
bathroom, pool-to-parking-lot
tribute to its home city. The nod
to El Chuco — the city’s nickname
— starts in the garage, site of the
“Downtown El Paso” mural
painted in part by one of the
hotel’s concierges. The street-lev-
el restaurant, the Downtowner, is
named after the previous occu-
pant, a 1960s motor inn. On the
fifth-floor lobby, a satellite view
of the city cuts the topography
out of denim, an ode to the earlier
garment industry. (Ditto for the
staff ’s uniforms.) On the guest
room floors, the hallway carpet
pattern echoes the shape of the
Franklin Mountains, and win-
dow boxes filled with (fake, to
avoid a slow and withering
death) succulents hang outside
each door. Colorful serapes warm
the beds, and mimbre baskets
from a Native American reserva-
tion provide light. If you need a
respite from El Pasorama, com-
mand one of the plastic Acapulco

lated by traditional and nontradi-
tional figures, and Encarnacion
(grandfather) crafts animals,
birds and bugs out of metal. Allie
Hope (granddaughter, 10) and
Paul (grandson, 11) contribute to
the family trove with painted
wooden crosses, felt ornaments,
pottery and ojo de dios, or God’s
eyes conceptualized in yarn. Op-
posite the shop, two hornos pro-
duce fresh-baked loaves of Pueblo
bread, sometimes up to 30 a day.

Stay
Local Fave

From the backyard cactus gar-
den at Casa de Suenos Country
Inn, you can tick off Texas, New
Mexico and Mexico. The four-
room lodge in the Chihuahuan
Desert is only two miles from
West El Paso, although its prox-
imity belies its New Mexico ad-
dress. Marlene Eichner and her
husband purchased the three-
acre property in 2002 and set
about renaming and redecorat-
ing. Out: the original Cowboys
and Indians Board and Bunks
moniker and John Ford-style
props. In: the English-translated
House of Dreams and Southwest-
ern-Mexican motif. Each room is
named after a spirit animal or
figure. In my Kokopelli suite with
a private patio and gurgling foun-
tain, the fertility god appeared on

Wall of Fame for additional heel
dropping.) But even regular peo-
ple wear the iconoclastic foot-
wear. A geologist for Chevron
commissioned a pair featuring
fossil-strewn strata and the com-
pany’s classic logo. A woman sub-
mitted 50 episodes from her life,
several of which — her Jeep, pet
dogs, tennis ball, school emblem
— cover her boots like quilt
squares. Visitors who can’t afford
the starting price of $1,000 can
take a free tour of the workshop
and see the Guinness World Rec-
ords’ largest pair of boots and a
collection of vintage boots, plus
new orders in progress. You can
even try on a pair (I chose the
Coachella-appropriate desert 
rose style) and experience the
sensation of being a non-boring
person.

Three generations of Alvidrez-
Herreras showcase their talents
at the Eagle’s Path, an art gallery
at the Tigua Indian Cultural Cen-
ter. Yolanda (grandmother) and
Albert (son) specialize in Pueblo
pottery molded of red or white
clay. Their mugs, plates, bowls
and wedding vases (two spouts on
one vessel for the happy sipping
couple) are resplendent in Native
American iconography such as
bears, feathers, flowers, lizards
and the sun. Pamela (daughter)
constructs nativity scenes popu-

throws from Colombia and large-
scale photographs by Peter Svarz-
bein, a local politician. If your
energy starts to wane, stop by the
Sugarfina station and pop a
champagne gummy bear or Kir
Royale cordial in your mouth —
the candy of champions.

At TI:ME at Montecillo, a
four-year-old development with
nearly 10 stores, behold the won-
ders inside shipping containers.
Chuco Relic packs its repurposed
structure with El Paso-centric
items such as handmade drums
by tween wunderartist Chance
Bailey Johnson; cheery land-
scapes by Patrick Gabaldon, a
prosecutor in the District Attor-
ney’s Office; and fanciful post-
cards of toads and lizards by
graphic artist Andrew Candelar-
ia, the store’s manager. The retail-
er features a T-shirt design of the
month; April was the retro El
Paso Sunrise Tee. Texas political
insiders will understand the real
message behind the “I Love El
Paso” shirt: Beto O’Rourke, the
Democrat challenging Ted Cruz
for his U.S. Senate seat, wore a
similar one as a kid. Next door, at
Trendy:Decor, Monica Vela is a
one-woman Etsy stop, with mugs
displaying cheeky  sayings (“I just
want to drink wine and rescue
dogs”), recycled denim pillows
and tiki torches inhabiting empty
bottles of booze. Purchase one of
her handmade cards and she will
type a personal message on her
old Royal model. Stock up on
Tex-Mex bars at the New Mexico
Soap Co. Designs include the
Lone Star State, a cactus, Frida
Kahlo and a chihuahua, which
will please both dog lovers and
fans of the local minor league
baseball team, whose mascot is
the pint-size pup.

Guidebook Musts
“Boring people don’t want our

boots,” said Nevena Christi, own-
er of Rocketbuster, which has
specialized in custom-made cow-
boy boots for nearly 30 years.
Some of the fascinating people
who bust rockets include Taylor
Swift, Julia Roberts, Ethan
Hawke, Arnold Schwarzenegger
and Steven Spielberg. (Check the
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Influences of Mexico and Spain — and Native Americans — mold a singular city

In D.C., a car-camping outfitter’s service puts the cleanup in your rearview
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At Elizabeth Furnace Recreation Area in Virginia, the 
author’s camping companion, Carol Backstrom, top, 
deflates the tent. Chairs and a fire pit, above, were included. 
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LEFT: A ready-to-rumble luchador stands among other artworks at Chucho Relic in TI:ME at Montecillo in El Paso.
RIGHT: A mural in El Segundo Barrio, the “Ellis Island of the Border,” which was founded by Mexican immigrants in the 1800s.


