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TO BAKER

FOR CHANGE

BY COURTNEY LEAKE |

The Baker Bus arrives with an undeniable energy and jolly
spirit as it swoops into the parking lot of the Valero gas station.
The driver hops out and riders patiently hand him their boards
and skis, then pack into the busses, passing the ‘get in, shut up’
instructions spray-painted on the passenger door.

After settling into their seats on the bus, some catch a few
more minutes of shut-eye while others gaze out at the fog stll
lingering in the fields and low clouds blanketing the forests.

Western hemlock trees bow towards Highway 542 with their
droopy tips and outstretched limbs, thanking the bus for providing
riders with an environmentally friendly and cost-ethcient way to
access Mt. Baker’s slopes.

“It’s a really great deal, and you can get a 10 ume nde card
for only 50 bucks,” said lan Tefft-Moeker; a Schome High School
junior who holds a season pass for both the mountain and the bus.

The bus’ interior is covered in stickers, like “Welcome to
Bellingham, Now Get on Your Bike,” surf magazine cutouts and
the signature of the very first nder, “Arielle G. First customer.
12/15/708.”

The bus passes through Deming at daybreak, stops in Maple
Falls, Wash., at Harvest Moon Bakery, then again at Graham’s
Restaurant in Glacier, Wash. Each time, other vehicles zoom past
in a rush for the first chair. As the bus pulls into the parking lot,
the White Salmon Lodge and the icy blue glacier on Mt. Shuksan
greet riders as they emerge from the bus. Weaving through the
rows of vehicles is the last leg of the bus’s journey.

Duncan Howat, manager of the Mt. Baker Ski Area, esti-
mates that on weekends and holidays, several hundred vehicles fill
the upper and lower lots of the ski area. Many of these are cars

full of carpooling friends, but a significant number of them are

PHOTOS BY JORDAN STEAD

individual riders and two-seater, gas-guzzling trucks.

The exhaust from cars directly pollutes the ecosystems sur-
rounding the North Fork of the Nooksack River, the glacial-fed
river that flows adjacent to Highway 542, providing nostalgic
glimpses of a wild and scenic place. The Baker Bus, which runs
to Mt. Baker seven days a week, provides an ideal solution to this
problem.

Born in 1985 as a school bus, the original Baker Bus grew up
serving day campers at Camp DeBaun in Oceanside, N.Y. Two
of the camp’s employees, Brian Caruso and Anthony Romano,
shared a desire to travel, so when they heard the bus was for sale,
it was a sign for them to pursue their dreams. In its early teens,

the Baker Bus switched gears to live a more adventurous life, and

became known as ‘El Wanderer.’
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Caruso and Romano drove from New York Island to Cali-
fornia, then headed south, down the coast to the tip of the Baja
Peninsula. In August 2007, Caruso and Romano flew home to the
Atlantic Northeast, but *El Wanderer’ made its way to the Pacific
Northwest to take a rest in the dense forests ol Glacier, Wash.

Anne Baker, a Glacier resident and volunteer for the Surfrid-
er Foundation, a non-profit environmental organization devoted
to protecting ocean ecosystems, dreamed about an affordable,
community supported shuttle service to the Mt. Baker Ski Area
to help protect the Nooksack watershed. In Spring 2008, Baker’s
dream materialized when ‘El Wanderer’ was rescued from thick
bushes and transformed into the Baker Bus. Paul Engel, owner of
Cascade Adventures, the company through which the Baker Bus
1s now run, helped make her dream come true.

‘El Wanderer” had to be stripped and restored to become the
new ‘Baker Bus.” Brandon Whitebeck, owner of auto-repair shop
ServicePro, donated his time to make this bus road-friendly once
again.

“It was a well-loved bus,” Engel said. “We had a lot of work
to do.”

The bus needed a new starter, replacements for the pulleys
damaged by sand and salty air, and of course, a custom rack for
ski and snowboard gear. Without the help of Whitebeck, Engel
doesn’t believe the project would have ever been completed.

Surfrider sponsored the project until Summer 2009, when
it became entirely reliant on the support of volunteers and local
businesses.

The following summer, a second bus was purchased on Orcas
Island to accommodate the demand for more seats. Each bus
can seat 15 people, allowing for up to 30 riders. As of Christ-
mas 2009, the Baker Busses had taken at least 300 people to the
mountain, exceeding Engel’s estimate of 200 for all of last season.

Engel has been devoted to making this project more efficient
and effectuve. He has worked with Whatcom Transportation
Authority to establish a direct, affordable route to the slopes.
Monday through Friday from Bellingham, you can catch the

72X bus to Kendall, then hop on the Baker Bus, ski all day, and
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be chauffered home for only $6 total for transportation (85 for
Western students with a bus pass). The cost for riding the bus goes
directly to fuel, and the price of advertisements covers mainte-
nance, inspections and insurance.

‘The hour and a half drive from Bellingham to Mt. Baker is
quite the trek to make daily, weekly or even monthly. With gas
prices approaching 83 per gallon, the drive to Mt. Baker comes at
high cost, both monetarily and environmentally. The Baker Bus
provides an alternate way of accessing the mountain, a way one
can be a little greener, saving money and the earth.

From their pocket, to the project, to protecting the vast eco-
systems from sea to ski, people can participate in this local cause
and make a difference by getting involved as a rider, a volunteer
driver or by purchasing advertising space on the bus for their
company or employer.

Chas Eberle, a volunteer driver, has only driven to the
mountain by himself once in the four years he’s been snowboard-
ing at Mt. Baker.

“Less cars on the road means less pollution in the water-
shed,” he said.

And it’s that simple. i

COURTNEY LEAKE is a senior majoring in environmental education. This is
her first time writing for The Planet.

JORDANSTEADIsajuniorpursuingavisualjournalismdegreewithanemphasisonphoto-
journalism. Thisquartermarksthesecondtimehehasshotfor ThePlanet. Jordanhasalso
been published in The Western Front, The AS Review and Seattle Magazine.



An abandoned tire left along North

Red River Road in Bellingham




