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[UPDATE:  October, 2009—As I gradually go back over my old travelogues, I’ll be leaving the original text intact but 
adding additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said.  I’ll also add some 
additional scanned photos to enhance the original travelogues.] 

 

 
David Burrow in the plaza outside the Louvre – Paris, France 

 
 It’s hard to believe that the better part of two decades has passed since the last time I was in Europe.  It was, however, 1985 
when I made two trans-Atlantic trips—first visiting what was then the communist Soviet Union and then traveling to a poverty-stricken 
Spain that was still adjusting from fascism to democracy.  Back then I was a young and inexperienced traveler [barely out of college].  
In the past seventeen years, both I and the world have changed a lot.  For years now I’ve wanted to go back to Europe, but as a “real” 
adult I can never seem to get enough money together to do it.  So, when my sister Margaret approached me with the prospect of 
accompanying her and my brother Paul as they took students to Europe—at a cost that was a small fraction of what the kids paid—I 
jumped at the chance.  [I forget the exact price, though I know it was in the hundreds of dollars rather than the $2500 or so the 
kids were paying.  Student travel companies generally provide trips for chaperons either free or at a reduced rate, depending 
on how many students are traveling.  That certainly makes sense, since the kids are likely to be better behaved if there are 
more eyes watching over them.]  The trip would take me back to Spain, where I would see some things were the same, but most 
things had changed beyond imagination.  It would also take me to a place I had never been before, France.  In anticipation of the trip, I 
lived as frugally as possible through the winter and spring, but it still ended up with very little “mad money”.  [Compounding that was 
the fact that, largely because of going on this trip, I wasn’t teaching summer classes.  That meant a hefty check I was used to 
getting from Iowa Lakes Community College wasn’t coming in, but LOTS of money was going out.]  Even so, this turned out to 
be a most enjoyable vacation. 
 



Thursday, June 13 
Algona, Iowa to Bloomington, Minnesota 
by car 
 
 I left Algona around 11am.  For much of the first part of the trip I found myself constantly rubbing my teeth with my tongue.  
That’s because last week I broke a tooth, and just yesterday the dentist had put in a temporary filling.  While he assured me it would 
last indefinitely (and it would be months until I could schedule an appointment to get the tooth permanently repaired), I still had my 
doubts about traveling thousands of miles with temporary dental work.  Fortunately, the dentist was right, and the filling held up well.  
Before long I got used to how it felt and didn’t have to constantly rub it with my tongue.  [It’s interesting that I recently broke another 
tooth and spent much of the summer with another temporary filling.  I was able to get it replaced just days before I left on a 
trip to Hawaii.  The permanent cap was nearly as strange as the temporary one, though, and I spent a lot of that trip rubbing 
my teeth with my tongue as well.] 
 
 I thought to myself as I drove how nice it was to see green countryside.  We had a cold, wet spring, and the crops were all late 
coming up.  I always wonder when people say spring is their favorite season.  I hate spring; it’s always wet, and everything looks gray 
and barren.  There are few things I find uglier than bare cropland, and Iowa in spring is definitely not a place anyone would find 
beautiful.  Now, though, the whole landscape was carpeted in green, and Iowa had that “pastoral” look of a Grant Wood painting. 
 
 My first stop was at the Culver’s restaurant in Clear Lake.  Culver’s is a Wisconsin-based chain that most people would call 
“fast food”.  They certainly didn’t demonstrate any speed in their service today, though.  Literally the entire staff was made up of senior 
citizens, and they all seemed to move at a care center rate.  It took twenty minutes to get a ham sandwich and an ice cream cone. 
 
 As I turned onto the entrance of Interstate 35, there was a hitchhiker at the side of the ramp.   It’s been years since I’ve seen a 
hitchhiker anywhere, and probably over a decade since I’ve seen one in Iowa.  There were so many horror stories about hitchhiking ten 
or fifteen years ago that I’d figured it had died out.  Apparently not, though, as evidenced by this scruffy young man with a back pack 
and a scrap of cardboard with “Des Moines” scrawled on it.  Unfortunately for him, I was headed just two exits south, so he’d have to 
wait for someone else if he wanted to go to Des Moines. 
 
 I took the new Avenue of the Saints eastward to Charles City and continued east on highway 18.  There’s a major detour on 
18 around New Hampton, where they’re apparently working on the new four-lane of U.S. 63.  There’s so many new four-lanes these 
days, it amazes me we ever got anywhere before them.  Not that 63 can’t use the improvement, mind you—I remember my father 
cursing that road for years as we headed up to my grandparents’ house.  He’s been dead for almost twenty years now, so that gives 
you an idea of just how overdue those highway improvements are.  [63 is now four lanes from Waterloo north to New Hampton.  It 
dies just north of there, though, and it’s a bad two-lane on up to Spring Valley, Minnesota where it once again becomes a 
major highway.  I’m not sure if there are plans to finish the gap or not.] 
 
 I stopped for gas in Calmar and then continued on to Margaret’s.  She lives at the bottom of a valley in the middle of the forest 
east of Decorah.  It’s a gorgeous drive any time of year, and it was especially nice today. 
 

I was surprised to find she was already packed and nearly ready to go.  (Hopefully she’ll pardon that catty remark, but I think 
she’ll that she and I are opposites when it comes to packing—I am ready to go days or even weeks in advance, while she usually waits 
until the last minute to get out a suitcase.)  [I find planning to be one of the joys of travel, which is why I tend to prepare long 
before the actual trip.]  She had a much bigger surprise for me, though.  All the adults associated with the Cresco group were getting 
money in cash to help pay for meals on the trip.  The money came from candy they had sold at Cresco during the school year.  We got 
what was left after the students had been allocated their share.  Obviously they had done very well with their candy sales, and given my 
shoestring budget, I was certainly grateful to have a bit of money to fall back on.  [This really was a substantial amount of money—
well over a hundred bucks, I think.  It was definitely not necessary to give anything—let alone so much money—to a tag-along 
like me.] 
 
 We loaded up my car and then headed out.  We stopped briefly at a pharmacy in Decorah and then drove on to Cresco, where 
we stopped at the home of Michelle (I hate to admit it, but I don’t remember her last name [Osberg, I think]), another member of the 
Cresco faculty.  For years Michelle has taught French at Cresco, as well as teaching some Spanish and working with the yearbook.  
With the latest round of budget cuts the Cresco school board decided that the French program had to go.  (What they thought they were 
going to do with the students who were already part way through the program, nobody knows.)  So Michelle was suddenly faced with 
the prospect of finding a new job and moving.  Fortunately for her, things were working out pretty well.  She managed to find a Spanish 
position in a growing district south of Des Moines, where they found the prospect of adding a French program appealing.  Then just 
today she had found a buyer for the home she owned in Cresco.  Taking the French students to Europe would be her last official duty 
here, and then she could start things fresh in southern Iowa. 
 
 We went out to Crestwood High School where Margaret and Michelle made copies of various information for the kids.  [One 
good thing about the company Margaret travels with, Interact, is that they provide lots of background information that kids 
can read on the plane or at their hotel.]  Then we had dinner at a nice little Chinese restaurant called the Panda Garden.  After 
finishing my sesame chicken I was amused to get a fortune cookie with a most appropriate message:  “Nothing is certain but the 
unforeseen”.  Could there be any more sage advice for the traveler? 
 



 After dinner we went to the home of Marlene Michael, a long-time friend of Margaret’s who was also joining the tour group.  
Marlene made arrangements with an elderly neighbor for me to store my car in that lady’s empty garage.  We then waited for 
Margaret’s friend Vicki Cline to drive up from southeast Iowa.  Vicki would make the last of the adults in the Cresco group.  [Vicki has 
since passed away after a battle with cancer.] 
 
 We finally left Cresco about 8:30 at night.  We took Vicki’s minivan north to Minnesota.  It’s a big vehicle, but with five adults 
and their luggage, it made for pretty cramped quarters.  Traffic was light, though, and the trip went quickly.  About a quarter to eleven 
we made it to the Airport Exel Inn south of Minneapolis. 
 
 Our rooms (and the parking while we were in Europe) were also being paid for by the candy fund.  Michelle had intended to 
put everything on her credit card and get reimbursed for it after the trip.  Unfortunately something was goofed up, and the girl at the 
desk said the credit card had been declined.  I was just reaching in to get my credit card out when Margaret got out her wallet and paid 
cash for all our rooms.  I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anyone pay cash for a motel room before—let alone pay for three rooms plus 
parking, to the tune of over $200 cash.  I’m not sure I’ve ever carried that much cash on me in my life, but I guess I’m glad Margaret 
had it on her tonight.  [Margaret seems to think nothing of carrying large amounts of cash, while I pretty much never have over 
a hundred bucks and often less than twenty.  She’s never had an issue with having lots of money on her person, but it always 
strikes me as both strange and risky.] 
 
 I was a little surprised when the girl at the desk handed us old-fashioned keys.  I think Exel Inn must be the last motel in 
America with metal keys.  Even Motel 6 has those magnetic key cards these days, and it really surprised me not to have them here. 
 
 Exel Inn is certainly not anything luxurious.  We hauled our luggage up steps (there was no elevator) and down cavernous 
halls.  Our rooms were not unattractive, but definitely had a dated décor—brick walls and wood tone formica and contact paper that 
reminded me of an apartment from the ‘70s.  In theory there was satellite TV, but I think they had taken one hook-up and split it 200 
ways to service all the rooms.  There was more snow than anything else on every channel.  My room also featured a wastebasket that 
the maid had not emptied after the last guest.  While it was most assuredly not worth over $70 a night, it was certainly not the worst 
place I’ve ever stayed.  [I’m not sure if the room was a park-and-fly rate or not.  If it was, it was actually a fairly good price; if 
not, it was a rip-off.  Even today there are better hotels available in the area for $70, and ones of similar quality to the Exel Inn 
would be $50 to $60.]  The bed was comfortable, and before long I was able to get to sleep. 
 
 [The Exel Inn no longer exists.  The building was demolished shortly after this trip to make room for a parking lot 
used by a park-and-fly service and an expansion of an industrial park.  I think the entire chain is now out of business.  All the 
other Exel Inns I’ve known of (in places like Cedar Rapids, Sioux Falls, and Sioux City) are now Econolodges or Super 8’s.] 
 

Friday, June 14 
Bloomington, Minnesota to somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean 
by airport shuttle and plane 
 
 I was up at 6am.  I spent much of the early 
morning watching snowy children’s shows on public 
television.  On Reading Rainbow I heard “The Story of 
the Paper Crane”, a Japanese fable about an origami 
bird that came to life.  [This was almost certainly 
“Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes”, a well-
known short story by Eleanor Coerr.]  Then on 
Sesame Street I heard distinguished news anchor Peter 
Jennings offering his rendition of the old Carpenters’ 
song “Sing!  Sing a Song!” 

 
Otis Spunkmeyer 
blueberry muffin 

 
 I went down to 
the lobby where I looked at 
what the Exel Inn had to 
offer for their compli-
mentary breakfast.  It was 
a rather strange selection.  
In addition to the   stand-
ard     juice     and    coffee  
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machines, they had toast, bagels, and muffins.  My preference would have been the bagels, but they had no cream cheese to go with 
them.  So instead I had pre-packaged Otis Spunkmeyer’s® homestyle blueberry and chocolate chip muffins.  [A lot of hotels serve 
Otis Spunkmeyer products; they must get a good deal on them.  The concept of a packaged “homestyle” muffin certainly is 
bizarre, though.] 
 
 As I munched on Otis’ muffins, I enjoyed the lovely view outside my room.  My window looked out on a lovely tree-filled 
courtyard that the entire motel surrounded.  [This was definitely the highlight of the Exel Inn.  No one ever seemed to use the 
courtyard for any purpose, but it really was a nice little green space.] 



 Before long it was time for us to leave for the airport.  We put our luggage in the airport shuttle, a van that was distinguished by 
having impossibly little legroom in every seat.  [I’ve since found almost every airport shuttle has this characteristic.  They seem to 
cram far too many seats into the vans, probably hoping they can make fewer trips that way.  The result is seating more 
cramped than on a city bus or subway car.]  The shuttle driver was a gray-haired man with a bizarre sense of humor.  He kept joking 
about leaving Vicki (who had to park in the long-term lot) behind, but from the way he said things it was not entirely clear he was 
kidding.  When one of the women complained of having a headache, his response was “What’s his name?”—which drew a combination 
of stares and forced chuckles.  Fortunately it was just a short ride to the airport, so we didn’t have to put up with such humor for long. 
 
 We met the Cresco students by the Continental desk at the airport, and before long it was time to check in.  None of us had 
flown since the horrible terrorist incidents last fall, so we had no idea what to expect in terms of security.  In Minneapolis it came across 
as more tight than in the past, but not really anything exceptional.  They had obviously turned up the setting on the metal detectors.  
Everything set them off.  Each of us had pins that said “Interact” (the name of the tour company), and we were told to remove them, 
because they would set off the machines.  One of the girls in the group had a number of body piercings.  The machine went crazy when 
she went through, and they spent quite a while going over her with a hand-held wand to show that everything was okay.  A couple 
members of our group were randomly picked to have their shoes inspected—presumably to prove they had no explosives in the soles.  
They sent my carry-on bag through the x-ray repeatedly.  I have no idea what they thought was there (they never did ask me to open it), 
but they kept looking and looking as if they were concerned about something. 
 
 [Things have gotten more efficient in the years since 9/11, but even today they seem to find repeatedly x-raying 
things preferable to hand searches.  I would think a hand search (where you can see what’s actually there) would be both 
quicker and easier, but they always save that for the very last resort.] 
 
 The worst thing was one girl who had scissors in her carry-on bag.  It’s no great secret that scissors are a no-no under the 
increased security rules—as are knives, box-cutters, and pretty much anything else sharp or pointed.  [It actually surprised me that 
the Interact pins were allowed.]  They found and confiscated the girl’s scissors, and then regulations forced them to manually inspect 
every item in her bag.  They did that quite efficiently, and she certainly had nothing incriminating or dangerous with her.  I’m sure it had 
to be a bit traumatic, though. 
 
 While we waited at the gate, Margaret and I enjoyed overpriced rolls and coffee from a Cinnabon stand that was just down the 
concourse.  I also browsed through a gift shop that featured mementos of Minnesota.  Probably the most amusing item they sold was a 
postcard with a cartoon of the governors of all fifty states.  It showed forty-nine stoic men and women in conservative suits, together 
with Jesse Ventura in pink feathers and wrestling garb. 
 
 Our plane was scheduled to take off at 11:08am, but we were told the aircraft was “slightly delayed” on arrival from Houston.  It 
was, in fact, only a slight delay.  Before long we boarded and taxied forever, and we were in the air around 11:30.  The pilot told us we 
should still be arriving in Newark on time. 

 
Photo of a Boeing 737 from Continental’s website 

 Our plane, a Boeing 737, was full of high school 
students on their way to foreign destinations.  [Continental 
appears to be the airline of choice for tour groups.  The 
only time I’ve flown them was on tours with Margaret 
and Paul, and when the kids from Garrigan go places, 
they’ve invariably flown Continental as well.]  Our group 
was both one of the smallest and quietest on board.  Most 
annoying was a group from Minnesota who were going to 
Costa Rica.  (Why you’d go to Central America by way of 
New Jersey, I don’t know—but no one ever asked me to 
come up with an airline schedule.  [That really is an odd 
itinerary, given that Continental has a hub in Houston, 
which would be MUCH more convenient to Costa Rica; 
in fact, after leaving Newark they almost certainly 
transferred in either Houston or Miami before arriving in 
San Jose.])  At one point a girl from the Costa Rica group 
actually got on the flight attendant’s microphone, told us it 
was their group leader’s birthday (I’m pretty sure it wasn’t), 
and urged us to join her in singing to her.  On a more 
positive note, the same girl’s whining managed to get a a 
stewardess to hand out those plastic wings they usually give 
to  young  children.   While it’s  been a  while  since I  was  a 

child, I certainly won’t complain about getting a pair of wings. 
 
 Aside from all the school kids, it was a fairly uneventful flight.  The head flight attendant was a young Caribbean man named 
Paul, and he certainly made us feel at home.  While it was exactly lunch time, the included meal was “snack”—which meant a tiny 
sandwich, a small bag of chips, and a single piece of candy.  [Almost certainly today there would be either food for purchase or 
nothing at all on such a flight.] I’ll never put down free food, though.  We also had unlimited coffee and soft drinks (including cans of 
7-Up from Germany).  Overall it was a very smooth flight.  Having taken the train recently, I tried to compare the feeling of flying to 
being on the train.  For the most part this flight was smoother than an Amtrak ride—and generally I thought the train was perfectly 
smooth.  There was a bit of turbulence as we passed through a huge cloud bank just before landing, but even that was nothing too bad. 
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 We landed in Newark 9 minutes 
late at 2:48pm.  Paul met us at the gate as 
we came off the plane and walked us to 
Continental’s “group room”.  This is a nice 
service that the airline provides to groups 
who have a long time to wait while 
transferring between flights.  Located right 
next to the VIP lounge at Newark airport, the 
group room provided a “home base” with 
free snacks and drinks and a place to sit 
where we were all together and out of the 
hair of other people in the airport. 
 
 In the group room we met Paul’s 
students and also the third “group” that was 
part of our tour.  That third group included 
just three people—two adults and one 
student.  They came from the Kansas City 
area, and they were by far the hardest 
people in the group to get to know. 
 
 The group room was one of many 
nice features at Newark International Airport.  
I had heard that this was the nicest of the 
New York area airports, but I had never 
flown there before.  It really is a nice place.  
While it’s enormous, things are well 
organized.  There are also lots of shops and 
restaurants to entertain passengers while 
they wait.  They even provide 
complimentary magazines on the 
concourses.  It certainly beat dealing with 
the mess and confusion at JFK. 
 
 While we waited, many of us in the 
group changed money.  Here was one of the 
big differences between this trip and going 
to Europe seventeen years ago. That 
summer I took travelers’ checks and 
changed them into pesetas, pounds, and 
escudos (not to mention rubles).  Today I 
changed the cash Margaret had given me 
from the candy sales into the nearly 
universal European currency, the euro.  For 
the rest of the trip I just put my  ATM card 
into bank machines in France and Spain and 
got cash in euros taken directly from my 
home bank account. 
 
 It was certainly convenient to us 
that at the time of our trip the euro was worth 
almost exactly one U.S. dollar  (actually 
about €1 = $0.95) .  That has to be a bit 
confusing to people who for most of their life 
have used currencies that are worth less 
than a cent, but it worked out great for us. 
 
 As money goes, euros are really 
sort of boring.  The euro itself is a two-tone 
coin about the size of a quarter that is brass 
on the outside and nickel on the inside (a lot 
like the Canadian $2 coin).  There is also a 
€2 coin that is just slightly larger than a 
quarter (the size of new U.S. dollar coins) 
and is brass on the inside and nickel on the 
outside.  The euro is divided into “euro-
cents”,  and there are  three frequently  used 

 



 

brass coins worth 50 (just larger than a quarter), 20 (just smaller than a quarter), and 10 (a little larger 
than a dime) euro-cents.  There are also three copper coins worth 5 (the size of a nickel), 2 (exactly the 
size of a penny), and 1 (smaller than a dime) euro-cents.  The 5’s are used pretty often, but no one other 
than banks and grocery stores ever seems to use 2’s or 1’s.  All the coins have a number with their value 
and a map of Europe on one side.  On the other side there is a design representing one of the countries 
of Europe—not unlike the state designs on the back of our quarters.  Some countries, like France, have 
the same design on the back of every coin; others, like Spain, have different designs on different coins.  
No matter what country a coin is from, though, you can spend it in any country that uses euros. 
 
 The euro bills are actually less interesting than the coins.  There are really only three bills that 
people use with any  frequency.  First there is a tiny banknote  (about  two-thirds as  long as our  bills and  
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slightly less wide) in a dull blue color that is worth €5.  There is also a pink €10 note that is exactly the width of our bills, but not quite as 
long.  The €20 note is larger than our bills and comes in a bright blue color.  They also have bills worth €50, €100, €200, and €500, but 
even the fifty is rarely used.  In fact, stores don’t seem to like to accept twenties unless your bill is well over €10. 
 
 The only word that appears on European currency is “euro”.  The bills have numbers with their value and then say both 
“EURO” and “EYPΩ” to communicate the type of currency in west European languages and in Greek. You won’t see any people on the 
bills, either (although some of the countries put people on their coin designs).  The fronts of the bills feature arches and doorways, while 
the backs show bridges.  None of the arches or bridges actually exists in the real world, either.  They merely represent various 
architectural styles that can be found throughout Europe. 
 
 Euro bills are high security banknotes.  Like all foreign money they are printed in numerous colors, which makes them much 
harder to counterfeit.  Every bill—even the fives—include a hologram strip down the side.  There is also a reflective metallic stripe on 
the back that gives the value of the note.  There is a security thread down the middle of each bill and a watermark with the same door 
or arch seen on the front.  The value in the corner of each bill is also printed with part of the number on the front and the rest on the 
back.  You can only see the whole number when you hold it up to the light.  There are even a number of invisible features.  For 
instance, each bill has apparently is magnetically recorded with its own serial number.  All that makes even the new U.S. currency 
seem hopelessly old-fashioned by comparison. 
 
 [After I wrote the original version of this travelogue, I posted it on my personal website.  Not long after that I had a 
letter from a security official who apparently worked for the European Union who apparently thought I knew more than I did 
about the security features in European banknotes.  My knowledge comes from simple observation (you can’t miss the 
holograms and watermarks) and from an experience at a supermarket in Spain where the cashier scanned my bill to verify 
that its veracity.  I asked her what exactly she was doing, and she told me the part about the magnetic encoding of serial 
numbers.  I assume we use a similar magnetic encoding on American bills, which has to be the principle on which bill 
acceptors on vending machines are based.  I responded to the inquiry I received with basically this same information, and it 
was apparently enough to satisfy the investigator.  I haven’t heard from him (or from anyone else) on the matter again.  I 
certainly wasn’t trying to pass on counterfeiting tips—just interesting things I had noticed.  It certainly intrigued me that a 
travelogue posted on my obscure personal website would generate such interest, though. 
 
 [I mentioned that at the time of this trip the euro was worth just less than a dollar.  That has certainly changed, and in 
the process Europe has become a much more expensive place for Americans to visit.  Today the euro is worth nearly $1.50.  
That means that even if there were no inflation every price quoted in this travelogue would be 50% higher from an American’s 
perspective, just because of the unfavorable exchange rate.] 
 
 Well, enough about euros—on with the trip!  I made one really stupid purchase while waiting at Newark airport.  One gift shop 
had cheap snow globes with the New York skyline that looked interesting to me.  Mine lasted all of about five minutes, until I set down 
my bag (not even very abruptly) and glittery water leaked all over the place.  Oh well, at least it was cheap!  [I haven’t seen snow 
globes in airport gift shops in years.  I think they disappeared with the limitations on carry-on liquids.] 
 
 We left the group room, waited a while at the gate, and before long it was time for our plane to leave.  The plane we were 
flying overseas on was a brand new Boeing 777.  A few years ago public TV did a series called Twenty-First Century Plane about 
designing and building the 777.  I taped that series and re-watched it just before we left on this trip.  The “triple seven” is the plane that 
is replacing the 747 on most international routes.  It’s actually a little smaller than the 747 (9 seats across in coach, instead of 10), and 
with just two engines it’s much more fuel efficient.  There are a lot of nice design features, such as overhead bins that close inward to 
create additional headroom.  The documentary even made a big deal out of the design of the toilet seats, which have a special catch 
that keeps them from banging down loudly.  I checked them out, and they definitely are quiet. 
 

This is really the first computer-age aircraft.  Until the 777, virtually every commercial plane derived from either the 747 (which, 
believe it or not, was first manufactured 34 years ago) or the 727 (which is as old as I am, with a 1962 birthdate).  Other companies 
copied Boeing’s two main airplanes, and Boeing just made improved or differently sized versions of the same basic planes (the 737, for 
instance, is basically a 727 with a shorter fuselage).  The 777 is an entirely new design, and it marked the first time that computer-aided 
design was used for an entire airplane.  It features an all-computerized “fly by wire” system, but a major selling point is that the pilot can 
(usually with difficulty) override everything the computer wants to do.  [The 777 and the Airbus A-330 are pretty much identical 
planes and are the standard for transcontinental travel these days.  More and more domestic routes are discontinuing big 
planes in favor of ultra-cramped “regional jets” that cost less to fly.  Soaring fuel costs have also meant that the both the 737 
and 747 are rapidly being phased out.  The 777 has just two engines to the 747’s four, and it uses correspondingly less fuel.] 



 Another big selling point is the “entertainment system”, which the documentary pointed out actually uses several times more 
computer power than it takes to fly the plane.  Each seat has its own TV screen, built into the back of the seat in front.  Each passenger 
is given complementary headphones (which I mostly didn’t use), and a combination control wand and telephone is built into the each 
armrest.  You can choose from a dozen different music programs on the headsets, or you can watch one of five movies or re-runs of 
various television shows—many of which with bilingual soundtracks on various audio channels.  With all the TVs in everyone’s seats, 
when you look forward, the effect is like looking at the electronics section of a department store.  [I personally don’t care much for 
this feature of modern aircraft, but it seems to be obligatory on almost every new plane.] 
 
 What I mostly kept my TV tuned to was “Channel 0”, which featured information on the flight.  Mostly they showed maps with 
the exact location of the plane.  We started out flying straight north and then turned to fly directly over Hartford, Providence, and Cape 
Cod before heading out over the Atlantic.  The monitors also showed information on elevation, speed, etc. in both French and English.  
As we taxied on the ground our elevation was shown as 10 meters (or 33 feet), which is probably the elevation of Newark.  We quickly 
rose to 14,000 feet, then more gradually rose to 32,500—which is when the pilot turned off the seat belt sign.  Eventually we leveled off 
at 37,000 feet.  It’s weird to think about being more than five miles above the Atlantic Ocean; it certainly made me hope that all those 
wonderful high-tech features in this new plane worked. 
 
 During much of the flight I thought of Charles Lindbergh, and I noted on the maps that our flight plan was almost identical to 
Lucky Lindy’s original trans-Atlantic crossing.  He, too, started in suburban New Jersey, and he flew north past Newfoundland and then 
over the coasts of Iceland and Ireland before entering France at Normandy and cutting inland to Paris.  They have the Spirit of St. Louis 
[actually a replica of it] hanging above the elevated train station at the St. Louis airport, and it’s amazing for me to think of anyone 
flying 50 miles—let alone 5,000—in what really isn’t much more than a wicket basket.  In The Century Peter Jennings likens the 
Lindbergh flight to landing on the moon; looking at his plane, it really seems almost a larger accomplishment. 
 
 The flight attendants passed out complimentary newspapers and drinks.  Then we received warm towelettes to clean up with 
before dinner.  I had chicken for dinner, which was accompanied by peas and carrots with bread pudding for dessert.  It soon was night, 
but a crying kid a couple of rows forward kept me from getting much in the way of sleep. 
 

Saturday, June 15 
Somewhere over the Atlantic to Paris, France 
by airplane, bus, and metro 
 
 While I remember getting a fair amount of sleep when I flew to Spain before, I really didn’t sleep much at all tonight.  Every 
time I rested my eyes the baby would start screeching again.  Eventually I gave up and decided sleep was a lost cause.  I figured 
Lindbergh had stayed awake all the way to Paris, and I could too.  I dug out my old high school French book, and I spent pretty much 
the entire night reading Son et Sens by the light of the in-seat TV monitor.  Honestly, that was probably one of the smartest things I 
could have done.  It’s been twenty-two years since I last studied French [though since I’ve been tutoring French to one of my gifted 
and talented students], and cramming through the book really did help me to feel more confident communicating in France.  (It also 
reminded me just how many silly vocabulary phrases language books teach, but that’s a different story.) 
 
 I would periodically take a break from mumbling French phrases to myself and peer up at the TV to watch our plane progress 
ever so slowly across the Atlantic.  (Actually it was going around 700 mph, but when you can’t sleep, that seems like creeping.)  They 
tried to put the location of the plane in perspective by showing cities on the land areas off the Atlantic.  Most of these I knew.  Toward 
the beginning of the trip we weren’t too far from Halifax and St. John’s in Canada, and I had even heard of Godthab in Greenland.  We 
then passed south of Rekjavik, Iceland, and the map changed to show Europe and Africa instead of North America.  The European 
cities they showed were all familiar—first Shannon in western Ireland, then London, Birmingham, Brussels, Paris, Madrid, and Lisbon.  I 
also recognized African cities like Algiers and Tripoli and Casablanca. 

 
What I didn’t recognize was Ghat, and every time they showed a map that included Africa Ghat was part of it.  I thought at first 

that this was the French name for a place I might recognize in English, but it was the same name in both languages—G-H-A-T.  It 
bugged me all through the trip that I had no clue where Ghat was (other than someplace in the middle of the Sahara, according to the 
map).  Paul and Margaret had noticed the same place, and they had no clue where Ghat was either.  I finally checked when I got home.  
Let me quote from “Miftah Shamali”, which bills itself as “the largest website in North Africa”: 
 

Ghat is almost as far away from anywhere as you can get, and you should try to get here. The old city is 
found on a hillside, but as many other places in the Libyan Sahara, people don't live there anymore. Ghat was earlier 
a part of the trans-Saharan route and became part of French territory after the Tuareg (the natives of the area) made 
several attacks into Algeria around the turn of this century. The result is that some people here still understand 
French.  When visiting the old city, it is the mosque you should look out for first. It's everything but splendid, but It 
does represent the type of simple architecture found in the southern fringes of Sahara.  Ghat is also a place to stay 
when you visit the beautiful Acaus Mountains, not among the highest in Sahara, but competitive with ranges in 
Algeria and Morocco for example. 

 
I debated about including the tourist information in the quotation, but I figured they so damned the place with faint praise that I simply 
had to quote it in its entirety.  I’m certainly not planning to include Ghat (or anywhere else in Libya, for that matter) on my next trip. 
 



 I added to my trans-Atlantic French lesson by reading the bilingual flight information.  I learned that “vitesse au sol” means 
velocity and “heure prevue d’arivee” is “ETA” (estimated time of arrival).  It was also not too hard to figure out that “Heure locale a 
prochaine escale” was the local time at the next stop (in English at the “destination”) and “heure local actuelle” was the actual local 
time. 
 
 At 2:30am local time (5:30 in France) the cheery flight crew passed out more hot towelettes, and then it was time for breakfast.  
Breakfast featured a croissant and fruit cocktail with very tasty melon, as well as the requisite juice and coffee.  We were over France 
by the time dinner [that is what I wrote, but it was breakfast, of course] was over (when it was 6:15 both locally and at the 
destination).  We descended fairly quickly, and it was not long before we saw mostly farmland below us.  The farms continued all the 
way to our landing—in what seemed an impossibly rural area I’d have guessed was nowhere near a major city. 
 
 We landed promptly at 7:00am, which was 45 minutes earlier than the schedule stated but exactly when the ETA on the flight 
information said we’d arrive.  There was a long line at immigration, but things went quite efficiently.  There were no questions 
whatsoever, and while we had to show our passports, most people didn’t have them stamped.  (In fact the only ones who did were a 
couple of girls who I think the officers thought were cute.)  Things were slightly—but not much—more complicated for people with 
passports from other places than the U.S.A. 
 
 We went to baggage claim and waited quite a while for our luggage to arrive.  All the time we saw a piece of tropical fruit going 
round and round on the carousel.  Eventually we saw the bag that it had obviously fallen out of.  No one claimed either the lone piece of 
fruit or the bag, and I had to wonder if it was legal to bring that into France.  In America you’re not supposed to bring in agricultural 
products of any sort (because they might spread diseases that could hurt our agriculture), and they’re always especially concerned 
about fresh fruits and vegetables. 
 
 We got our luggage and proceeded to the customs area, where we were literally waved through without any question or 
inspection whatsoever.  We then met Cristina, who would be our “courier” for the trip—escorting us throughout France and Spain.  
Cristina has dual French/Spanish citizenship.  Either she was born in France and her parents are Spanish or the other way around.  
She currently lives in a small town in northwestern Spain, and she speaks both Spanish and French fluently.  What she doesn’t speak 
as fluently is English.  She does speak it, but she lacks confidence and she lacks a lot of often quite basic vocabulary.  She would often 
start a sentence in English and switch to Spanish or French when she couldn’t find the word she wanted.  Almost all the adults on the 
trip spoke Spanish, and we most often found it easiest to communicate with Cristina “en español”. 
 
  Cristina first led us down an elevator to the basement of Charles de Gaulle Airport.  We spent a long while using the restroom 
and then proceeded to an adjoining parking ramp where we boarded a charter bus to go to our hotel. 
 
 My first impression of Paris was that it was really a very dumpy city.  Indeed on the outskirts it looks almost like a Third World 
city.  The buildings are very modern, but very cheaply constructed.  There’s also graffiti everywhere.  [Not long after this the poverty-
stricken Paris suburbs would erupt in riots.]  Even as we got toward the city proper, it still seemed far from the beautiful place I’d 
heard about.  It reminded me a lot of Mexico City (much of which was modeled on Paris), with block after block of look-alike grim gray 
buildings separated by monumental traffic circles.  There’s very little green space, not even the sidewalk trees you see in American 
cities, and the narrow streets gave me claustrophobia.  Over the next few days we’d see a lot of Paris, but I still wonder just what it is 
people find “beautiful” about the place.  Of course, I wondered the same thing in San Francisco last summer.  At least San Francisco 
can boast a lovely natural setting, though.  The landscape near Paris has all the charm of Omaha; table-flat farmland and a cement-
walled river with questionable brown water. 
 
 I must temper my comments on Paris’ lack of beauty, though, by saying I was pleasantly surprised at how friendly the people 
of were.  I had heard horror stories—mostly from people who had themselves been to France—about the superior attitude Parisians 
had.  Of course, I’ve heard the same thing about New Yorkers, and I found them to be quite pleasant, too.  Without exception every 
Parisian I dealt with was pleasant, and most went out of their way to be polite and helpful.  Pretty much everyone in the group had the 
same reaction, though some felt the friendliness was just a temporary thing because tourism was down this year.  Perhaps that’s true, 
but one way or another I certainly found the people of Paris pleasant, friendly, and helpful. 
 
 The Hotel Ambassadeur was on Rue Legendre, which is in the northwest part of Paris.  For those who know the city [even 
after being there, I don’t], it’s just north of Montmartre.  Montmartre is known as a Bohemian district like Greenwich Village in New 
York.  That atmosphere certainly didn’t extend out to Rue Legendre, though.  Indeed, it would be hard to find a duller street anywhere in 
the city.  It’s a very residential area, filled with 10 – 12 story gray apartment buildings.  They looked old and dumpy, but my guess would 
be that they were actually built after World War II.  The street itself is one-way, with parking along both sides and room for barely a lane 
of traffic in the middle.  Because traffic can’t move easily along it, there’s very little traffic.  The narrow sidewalks were also mostly 
deserted.  There are businesses on the first floors of most of the buildings, but many of them were closed the entire time we were there 
(most of which was a weekend, of course).  The most interesting business was probably a Pizza Hut franchise about a block from the 
hotel.  It was delivery only—no seating inside at all—and they delivered the pizzas on mopeds. 
 
 It was still far to early to check in to the hotel, so we just dumped our luggage and went out to see the city.  Cristina led us 
down Rue Legendre probably about half a mile to a strange seven-way intersection with an entrance (“Guy Môquet”) to the Paris metro. 
 
 People who have read these travelogues before know that I like subways and other public transportation.  I had read a lot 
about the Paris metro and had heard it described in glowing superlatives as if it were the finest transit system on earth.  From all the 
build-up, I was really looking forward to it.  While it wasn’t really a disappointment, I certainly can’t say it was anywhere close to the best 
system I’ve ever taken.  It’s old and dirty, and it’s confusing and not very user-friendly. [Getting pretty much anywhere requires 



multiple transfers, and there’s almost always multiple possible routes.]  It’s one of two systems I’ve used (New York was the 
other) that I’d say had too many lines.  Instead of one good way to get from one place to another, there are many adequate ways.  The 
map is confusing, and complicating things more is the fact that there are actually two competing underground train systems that are 
shown on the same map.  [The two sort of interchange, but not well—and it requires an additional fare to switch from one to the 
other.] 

 
Entrance to Guy Moquet metro station – Paris 

 To use the metro we had to first buy tickets.  Cristina instructed us to buy the 10-ride passes (€9.60).  I assumed we would get 
a fare card encoded to work for ten rides.  Instead we each got ten individual tickets.  To enter the metro we had to scan these in a 
high-security turnstile.  It intrigued me that while it would be next to impossible for someone to jump the turnstiles at the entrances, 
there were numerous unattended exits to the Paris metro where they just had gates that often didn’t close properly.  Over the next 
couple of days I saw lots of people sneaking in without paying at those exits.  [I got the feeling they lose A LOT of money to fare 
evasion in Paris.  They can hardly complain, though, when the entrances near attended booths were highly secure, but those 
in the remote outskirts of the stations were low-tech and unguarded.  That’s the exact opposite of what they do in New York 
and Chicago.] 
 
 Cristina herded us to a platform and instructed us that we would be taking the train two stops to “Place de Clichy”.  What she 
didn’t tell us was that in order to get in the cars we had to turn a lever to open the doors.  I’d never seen that before; on every other 
subway I’ve taken the doors just opened automatically.  We managed to get on okay, though, and before long we had reached Place de 
Clichy. 
 
 Place de Clichy was nowhere near our ultimate destination.  (Indeed, Cristina didn’t tell us what that ultimate destination was 
until we got there.)  This time she herded us down a maze of narrow tunnels to transfer to another line.  We went six stops to “Charles 
de Gaulle—Etoile” and then transferred again in an even bigger maze of tunnels.  We went six more stops and got out at “Bir Hakeim”, 
an elevated station on a bridge over the Siene River.  We went through one of those unguarded exits and then walked about four 
blocks to our first destination for the day, the Eiffel Tower. 
 
 The Fodor’s guide book to Paris says “the Eiffel Tower could be a cliché, but it isn’t.”  There’s actually some truth in that 
statement.  While it is the ultimate tourist trap, it’s also a monument that has stood the test of time.  Later in the trip our local guide told 



us that they had taken a poll of people all over the European Union, asking them what they thought was the best symbol of Europe.  
Apparently the Eiffel Tower ended up #1 on that list. 
  
 We spent most of the morning at the Eiffel Tower.  Most of the kids went up to the top—
which required a wait for tickets and then another wait for the elevator.  I’ve been to the top of other 
tall things, and I decided I could do without waiting in line all morning.  So I, along with most of the 
other adults, waited in the gravel plaza below while the kids admired the low-rise Paris skyline. 
 
 Much of the time during our wait we were assaulted by Middle Eastern vendors mostly 
attempting to sell us packages of postcards and tin keychains shaped like the tower.  Everything was 
impossibly cheap (mostly €1 or €2), and before long we found out why.  A police car pulled into the 
plaza, and as if someone had shot off a starter’s pistol the  vendors were off  like a light and instantly 
scattered in all directions.  They obviously were not authorized to be there, and as long as the cops 
were around they didn’t re-appear.  As soon as the police left though, the vendors were back 
hawking their trinkets. 
 
  It fascinated me that the vendors seemed to know instinctively what language all the 
tourists spoke.  They cried out “two euro” to us, while saying “deux” to other visitors.  A lot of people 
who dealt with tourists in France seemed to have that instinct.  It may be that most Americans are 
just larger than most Europeans (both taller and fatter), which makes it easy to target us as English-
speakers.  I saw people quickly identify Spaniards and Germans, too though, so it may just be a skill 
one picks up in a place where so many languages are common. 
 
 I killed some time buying cheap souvenirs (like a €3 coffee mug) and expensive ice cream 
(also €3—for a single scoop).  I walked all around the plaza several times, and eventually the kids 
finished their sightseeing and it was time to be on our way. 

 
Eiffel Tower—Paris 

 
 The Missouri ladies had been to France before, and they were certain there was a metro station closer than Bir-Hakeim.  
Cristina seemed less than totally familiar with the Paris metro, and she believed them.  So we walked … and walked … and walked … 
and walked – all to get to the “closer” station.  We crossed the Siene and then walked almost straight uphill, pausing briefly in the plaza 
of the Palais de Chaillot (a sort of national museum of everything that is leftover from a world’s fair in 1937).  From there you can get 
the standard “Japanese tourist” photo of the Eiffel Tower, and there were scores of Japanese tourists doing exactly that.  In fact, I have 
a picture of one of them taking a picture of his wife posing with the tower in the background. 
 
 After having walked noticeably further than we had walked from Bir-Hakeim we eventually came to Trocadero station.  We 
made our way back to Guy Môquet (making two wrong turns en route—as I said, Cristina didn’t seem to know the Paris metro terribly 
well), and finally walked back to the hotel. 

 
Hotel Ambassadeur – Rue Legendre – Paris, France 

 
 The Hotel 
Ambassadeur is cer-
tainly not going to win 
many awards for 
excellence.  It’s official-
ly a three-star hotel, 
though I have no idea 
whatsoever what that 
means in France.  The 
lobby features a small 
check-in desk with 
vending machines sell-
ing over-priced drinks 
and snacks (like cans 
of pop for €2 each).  
There are two small 
sitting rooms adjacent, 
with well-worn furniture 
and faded wallpaper.  A 
tiny cage elevator and a 
steep staircase lead 
upstairs to the rooms. 
 
 Paul and I 
stayed in Room 21, 
which was on the 
second floor—that is, 
the floor that in America 

we would call the third floor, two floors up from street level.  Like most European hotels [or at least the cheap ones], this room 
featured two single beds (double beds are almost unheard of in Europe).  The only other piece of furniture in the main part of the room 



was a marble topped desk that blocked access to the tiny balcony.  There were four doors in the room.  One led to the hall, and a 
second was a microscopic closet.  The third led to a room that was barely larger than a closet.  Inside it were a sink and a bidet.  The 
fourth door, next to the balcony, led to a tiny room that housed the toilet and an item I suppose you’d call a bathtub.  I phrase things that 
way because it was one of the most awkward things I’ve ever seen.  It was a porcelain tub about three feet high (noticeably higher than 
American bathtubs) and not much more than 3 feet square on the bottom.  It was literally impossible to sit inside the tub, but there was 
a small ledge at the end where you could sit as you washed.  There was also a hand-held showerhead, but no shower curtain or any 
other way to keep water from splashing all over the room.  To top things off, there was a large window just above the tub that would 
have afforded anyone across the street [on an upper floor] a “lovely” view of the bather. 
 
 That window pretty much had to be open, though, because there was no air conditioning in the room.  It was in the mid 30s 
Celsius (lower 90s Farenheit), and we definitely wanted any ventilation we could get. 
 
 Another strange feature of the room was its lack of trash disposal.  Most hotel rooms have at least one wastebasket, and two 
is pretty standard.  Size varies, but you can usually get rid of at least a bit of ordinary garbage.  We searched and searched, but there 
were not real wastebaskets in our room.  What we ended up using was a tiny covered bin that I’m pretty sure was intended for disposal 
of feminine hygiene products.  It would certainly not hold any real quantity of trash, but it was the best we could find. 

 
Quick – Paris, France 

 
 We washed up and rested just a bit, and then 
everyone went their own way for lunch.  Paul and I took the 
metro back to Place de Clichy, where we lunched at a French 
fast food place named Quick [it’s actually Belgian].  While 
looking up some things before this trip I had come across 
Quick’s website, and I thought it would be an interesting place 
to eat.  They have over 300 restaurants in France, and I knew 
the one at Place de Clichy was near our hotel. 
 

Both Paul and I had value meals.  Mine was what 
they called a “menu salade”, which meant that instead of fries, 
I got a very tasty salad.  Most of their menu items had English 
names, which I found really interesting.  The only other place 
I’ve been where they spoke French was Quebec, and there 
have a bit of an attitude in the way they give everything a 
French name.  In France, though, my sandwich was called “le 
long-chicken”.  The hardest part about ordering it was trying to 
figure out how to say “long-chicken” with a French accent. 
 
 While I waited in line I carefully rehearsed exactly 
what I was going to say when ordering.  Everything went fine 
until the woman at the counter said something in French, and 
I had no clue whatsoever what she said.  I was pondering “do 
you want fries with that”, but realized the menu salade didn’t 
come with fries.  She repeated what she had said again, and I 
just shrugged.  Then she said in broken English “you eat 
here?”—which is, of course, the other likely question at the 
end of a fast food order.  I quickly and sheepishly said “oui”, 
and before long I had my chicken sandwich and salad. 
 
 The counter attendant was a young black woman I’d 
assume had immigrated from one of the former French 
colonies in Africa.  There are a lot of black people in Paris—
not as many as you’d see in most big American cities, but 
probably a higher percentage than you’d find in Des Moines or 
Minneapolis.  There were absolutely no non-white people in 
either Spain or Russia on my previous trip to Europe, so it 
surprised me to see so many in Paris. 
 
 If I were visiting France on my own, I would live on 
fast food.  It’s one of the few ways you can eat cheaply there.  
The value meals at all the fast food places are all under €5, as 
compared to the fixed-price menus at “real” restaurants which 
start at €10 and go up and up.  (The other cheap food is at 
hole-in-the-wall take-out places that serve baguette 
sandwiches or Asian food.  Their prices are comparable to 
fast food.) 
 
 It  was  not  too  hard  to   figure  out  that  mad   cow 

disease was still on the minds of European consumers.  While hamburgers were still on the menu (indeed, that’s what Paul had at 
Quick), the fast food places in Europe did everything they possibly could to distance themselves from beef.  McDonalds, Burger King, 



and local places like Quick were all pushing their salads and their chicken, pork, and fish items.  They also push snack foods and 
desserts, as opposed to full meals.  For those who do want hamburgers, all the fast food places have posters and flyers certifying the 
purity of their beef. 
 [I did a web search for the photos that accompany this part of the 
travelogue.  I’m not positive the photo above is of the Quick we ate at.  In 
particular, I don’t remember the Coke billboard above it.  Otherwise, the 
appearance was quite similar—a very urban multi-floor fast food place.  I’d also 
forgotten, but the photo of the sandwich reminded me that Quick’s buns have little 
pieces of oatmeal on them.  I’m not sure if that’s supposed to be healthy or if it’s 
for texture or what, but it was weird.  Otherwise the long-chicken came with 
mayonnaise, lettuce, and pickle.  Mustard and catsup were served on the side.] 
 
 While it was two metro stops away, Place de Clichy was really just a short walk 
from our hotel.  Paul and I walked back, and then he rested in the hotel room while I 
went out and explored the neighborhood. 
 
 The first place I went was an ATM.  This was a major change and a major 
improvement from my last trip to Europe.  Instead of waiting in line and going through 
endless  paperwork  at  a  bank,  I did  all  my  money  changes  electronically.  The  first  

 
Quick long-chicken sandwich 

question European ATMs ask is what language you want to use.  They don’t actually have words, but rather  pictures of  the  flags  of  
France,  England,  Spain,  Germany,  and one  or  two other nations.  I pressed the button next to the Union Jack, and the rest was 
easy.  The only real difference between using an ATM in Europe and in America is that the European machines never ask you what 
account (checking or savings) you want to take your money from; it just comes out of checking automatically.  The added bonus of 
getting money from an ATM overseas is that there are no exchange charges.  Unlike banks which charge commission of about $5 on 
every transaction, the ATM just exchanges the money at the going rate.  They don’t even have the usage fees American bank 
machines do.  Since I pretty much assumed a euro and a dollar were equal in value and the machines exchanged without commission, 
every price was actually about 5% off the price I thought of in dollars. 
 
 The ATM was on Rue de Saint-
Ouen, just across from the Guy Môquet 
metro station.  Further down Saint-Ouen 
was what amounted to a traditional 
market, with everything from vegetables to 
Middle Eastern carpets for sale on the 
sidewalk.  I wandered through it, but didn’t 
buy anything there.  I did, however, 
wander into a small shopping mall that 
was just beyond the market.  The anchor 
store of the mall was a place called 
Champion.  Champion calls itself a 
“supermarché”, but it’s really sort of a 
combination of a supermarket and a small 
discount store like Pamida.  It intrigued 
me, given  that  restaurant  prices were  
noticeably higher  than  they  were  back  
home,  that grocery  prices in  France 
were basically about  the same as in  
America.  My main purchase was actually 
in dry goods, where I picked up a velour 
shirt.  It intrigued me that the shirt didn’t 
have any tags given its fiber content or 
country of origin.  I guess they must have  

 
Delivery mopeds at Pizza Hut – Rue Legendre – Paris 

different regulations on that sort of thing in the EU than we do in the USA.  [I still have that shirt and wear it fairly frequently.] 
 
 [Champion was one of numerous faces of France’s largest retailer (and the world’s second largest), Carrefour.  Most 
Carrefour stores are enormous “hypermarkets” (like multi-story Super Wal-Marts) located on the outskirts of European, 
Asian, South American, and African cities.  I’d visit one in Madrid later on this trip.  Champion is a chain of much smaller 
stores.  This one was about the same size as an old American dime store, and its merchandise mix was what you might find in 
those Dollar General locations that have a grocery department.  As I write this revision Carrefour is re-branding their entire 
holdings to reflect the company identity.  Champion is becoming “Carrefour Market” (in half English, like a lot of French 
trademarks), which is contrasted with just plain “Carrefour” (the big stores), “Mini-Carrefour” (convenience stores), and 
“Econo-Carrefour” (discount close-out stores).] 
 
 Dinner was included each night on this tour.  In Paris we ate our dinners at a restaurant just the other side of Rue de Clichy, a 
short walk from the hotel [about half way back to the Place de Clichy metro station].  The restaurant was strange, and I can’t say I 
cared for it a lot.  The walls were plastered with posters of American rock stars, and the place wasn’t particularly well lit.  They had long 
dark wood tables with white table cloths and napkins. 



 We entered the restaurant and were seated as a group, even though we were the only people in the place.  There were 
baskets of bread and carafes of water set on each table, and at each place they had a plate with a tiny bit of salad and a selection of 
unidentifiable and truly disgusting looking cold cuts.  I had visions of our breakfasts in Russia where we attempted to choke down 
purple sausage and runny eggs.  As an adult supervising students, though, I had to at least make an attempt to eat politely.  
Unfortunately the cold cuts tasted every bit as unappetizing as they looked.  My method for dealing with them was to wash down large 
bites without chewing using copious amounts of water.   Then I would remove the bad taste from my mouth with bread; I’m not sure I’ve 
ever eaten so much bread at a single meal before.  [It really was repulsive.] 
 
 All this time I was eyeing Cristina’s plate and becoming jealous.  Cristina had asked us earlier if anyone in the group was a 
vegetarian, and her dinner appeared to be a vegetarian selection.  She had a lovely salad with assorted greens and tomatoes topped 
off with a couple of boiled eggs and some grated cheese.  I would have far preferred that to congealed mystery meat. 
 
 I ate as much of those horrible cold cuts as I could possibly keep down and played with the remainder a bit.  What I didn’t 
know as I choked the stuff down was that this was just the appetizer.  (It doesn’t help that in French the word for appetizer is “entrée”—
which means the “opening” or “entrance” to the meal.)  They cleared the cold cuts (and I noticed many of the other adults had eaten 
less than me) and brought out what we in America would call the entrée, which turned out to be roasted chicken with a huge portion of 
very tasty pasta on the side.  That was followed up by a dish of canned fruit cocktail for dessert. 
 
 We walked back to the hotel, and I almost literally collapsed.  At this point I had been up well over twenty-four hours, and it 
was definitely time to get some sleep.  Unfortunately, though, we had to put up with other tour groups at the hotel.  One group arrived to 
check in just as we were dozing off, and they all talked loudly as they got off the bus.  Another came back from an evening of exploring 
singing loudly as they came up the steps.  Finally, though, things quieted down and we could get some much-needed rest. 
 

Sunday, June 16 
Paris, France 
 by metro and on foot 
 
 I was up around 7am.  I attempted to shower in the strange hotel tub, meeting with most limited success.  Then I headed down 
to the basement of the hotel (floor “-1” on the elevator buttons) for breakfast.  We had the classic continental breakfast:  croissants and 
bread with unsalted butter and jam.  I washed that down with bad orange juice and surprisingly weak coffee.  Not exactly a great 
breakfast, but at least it was something in the stomach. 
 
 Once everyone was up and had breakfasted we walked en masse back to the Guy Môquet metro station.  We made another 
double transfer and ended up at “Palais Royale—Musée de Louvre”, just outside the entrance of the world´s most famous art museum.  
Even with the transfers, Cristina had majorly overestimated the time it would take to get to the Louvre by metro, and we had nearly 
forty-five minutes to kill before it was time for our tour.  The kids went around exploring the area, while most of us adults just relaxed in 
the courtyard.  [This was obviously when the “Japanese tourist” photo at the beginning of this travelogue was taken.] 

 
Venus de Milo 

 
 The metro station’s name tells you the history of the Louvre.  It was 
originally a fortress-like medieval castle and was then transformed into a royal 
palace in the 1500s.  After the French Revolution toppled the monarchy, the 
Louvre became a public museum in 1793.  It has been periodically enlarged 
and modernized since then.  The most recent addition is an enormous glass 
pyramid that fills much of the courtyard and basically serves as the main entry 
lobby.  There was a lot of controversy when the pyramid was erected, and I can 
see why.  The stark modern I.M. Pei design is really quite beautiful, but it is 
completely out of place next to the Renaissance palace.  There’s a lot of that 
awkward mix of old and new in Paris, which adds to what I was saying earlier 
about its not really being a very attractive city.  Either the old or the new would 
look okay on its own, but side by side they fight horribly. 
 
 We spent most of our wait fighting off more Middle Eastern trinket 
vendors, but eventually it was time to go in.  We had a very good guided tour 
where we saw all the “must sees”—paintings like the Mona Lisa and sculptures 
like the Venus de Milo and the Winged Victory of Nike.  We also went down to 
the basement where we had a fascinating view of the original medieval 
foundation of the Louvre Castle. 
 

On the way to all the things we were “officially” supposed to see we 
saw a number of other works of art.  One room of sculpture particularly caught 
my eye.  It featured larger-than-life male figures who I suppose were holding 
clubs, but who looked as if they were gigantic baseball players.  I’ve had 
baseball on my mind a lot lately, since one of the nicest students I ever taught 
was drafted by the Milwaukee Brewers last year.  The student (Brad Nelson) is 
playing A-ball in  Beloit,  Wisconsin this  summer,  and I’ve  gone over  there  to  



watch him play as often as I could.  Just before we left for Europe he was selected to play in the Midwest League All-Star Game.  
These enormous statues reminded me of Brad and made me wonder how he was doing of late. 
 

You could literally spend days at the Louvre.  We spent about two and a half hours, and it seemed like ten minutes.  The place 
is truly vast, and we saw only a tiny fraction of what is on display.  Sometime I’d like to go back and spend time just wandering around 
and seeing what else is there. 

 
 [By the way, the Venus de Milo picture on the previous page is from another internet search.  Photography was 
prohibited in the Louvre (and most museums) in 2002.  That is changing fairly rapidly, as most museums cave in to the tidal 
wave of digital cameras.  It helps that digital photography generally doesn’t require flash.] 
 

After seeing the Louvre we took the Metro back to Trocadero and walked back down past the Chaillot Palace to the plaza by 
the Eiffel Tower.  Next on our agenda was a boat ride on the Siene.  I can’t say this was something I was really looking forward to, but 
since it was free, I wasn’t going to complain.  The tour was in a glass-topped boat (which focused the dreadful heat on us, but didn’t 
allow us to get a suntan as we fried).  As we sedately cruised along, we could listen on headphones to an audio program in either 
French, English, Spanish, German, and some Asian language.  They combined bad music with superficial commentary about the 
buildings we passed by.  Probably the best part of the boat ride was their €5 souvenir book, which had in one place good pictures of all 
the monuments in Paris [quite a bit better views than we had from the water, actually]. 

 
We had reservations at the Hard Rock Café for lunch, and by the time the boat ride was over we were already late for our 

reservations.  So what did we do? – Well, basically we just stood around the dock and wasted and incredible amount of time.  Cristina 
asked everyone when they wanted wake-up calls the following morning (why she couldn’t have done that at dinner, I don’t know).  Next 
there was an endless discussion as to what different people would be doing after lunch.  Then, one at a time, several of the girls 
changed money at an American Express kiosk that was set up next to the dock.  When we were already late, it would seem to me they 
could have borrowed money and paid it back later, but that’s not what happened.  Cristina kept telling everyone to hurry, yet a lot of the 
delay was her fault.  She also explained that normally she would use her cell phone to call and change the reservation, but her cell 
phone was from Spain and it was extremely expensive to use in France.  (Why she couldn’t just go to a phone booth and use a couple 
coins to make a call, I never could figure out.)  At any rate, we were nearly an hour and a half late when we finally got to the Hard Rock 
Café. 
 

Fortunately the Hard Rock had relatively few customers, so it was not really a problem that we were late.  Lunch was definitely 
an experience, though not really what I’d expect at a Hard Rock Café.  It was here that we got our first taste of just how important World 
Cup soccer is in Europe.  Ireland was playing Spain in a World Cup play-off game this afternoon, and they had basically turned the 
Hard Rock into a sports bar for the occasion.  They were playing the game on the big screen TVs where they normally show music 
videos, and the customers were really getting into every kick of the ball.  There was one woman from Ireland who bellowed “IRE – 
LAAAAAAAAND!!!!!!!!!!!” each time the team from her country made a good move.  Probably for no reason other than to spite her, 
virtually everyone else in the place cheered loudly for Spain.  (France had already been eliminated at this point.)  While I’m no soccer 
fan (a fact which put me on the bad side of a couple of the boys from Oskaloosa, who apparently play that sport), I gather from the 
raucous reactions that this was a good game.  It ended in a kick-off (I always thought soccer was one of the few sports where you could 
tie, but I guess you can’t in the World Cup), and Spain’s eventual win elicited thunderous approval from everyone but the Irish lady.  It 
was interesting that we were served no food whatsoever while the game was in progress, but once it had ended all the food came 
quickly.  We guessed there must have been a TV on in the kitchen, too. 

 
Here in the capital of France, the center of haute cuisine, I chose to have Tex-Mex for lunch.  The fajitas I had were delicious, 

and the price (€15) was just only slightly more than it would have been at a Hard Rock in America. 
 
The price of the fajitas reminds me of another thing.  Both travel books and people who had been to France had warned me 

ahead of time that France was a very expensive country.  That really was not how I found things.  Since a euro was virtually the same 
as a dollar, prices were easy to compare, and in stores most things were about the same as they would be at home.  Some sit-down 
restaurant food was overpriced, as were hotel rooms (the rack rate on the Ambassadeur started at €89) and absolutely anything from a 
vending machine.  It’s certainly possible to travel cheaply, though.  What’s more, all those prices include the God-awful 19.6% value 
added tax that is assessed on all goods and services sold in France.  The tax is already included in the price, rather than added on at 
the end like we do.  When you remove that tax, those fajitas I bought were only about €12.50, which is actually be less than they’d 
probably go for at home.  (Then again, we’d put no more than about 7% tax on them at home, too.)  In theory tourists can get the tax 
refunded, but it’s a complex process that you can only do at an airport in France.  For the amount of money I spent, it definitely wasn’t 
worth it. 

 
It was nearly 5pm by the time we had finished lunch [another clue as to just how late we were starting it].  Various groups 

left to do different things for the afternoon.  I ended up going with a boy named Jacob, the lone boy in the Cresco group.  Having spent 
most of the day in the historic city center, I decided to go out to the new part of the city, an area called La Defense that is just outside 
the “peripherique” (the inner beltway), west of the city limits. 
 

The metro station for La Defense is called “Grande Arche”.  That’s because the major point of interest there is La Grande 
Arche de La Defense, an enormous modern counterpart to the classical arches downtown. It’s an enormous marble and stainless steel 
arch with sleek square sides that stands directly in line with a series of arches that march along the famous Champs Elysées 
Boulevard.  I found it quite a striking work of architecture and engineering.  [It was really one of my favorite things in Paris.]  The 
Grande Arche was built in 1989 to commemorate the bicentennial of the French Revolution.  Rather than just a monument, it’s actually 
an office building that houses part of the French bureaucracy. 



 

 
LEFT:  Overview of La Defense 

(Note the image of a soccer player on the 
skyscraper at center.) 

RIGHT:  Grande Arche de La Defense, with 
the sun reflecting off it 

 Actually, pretty much all of La 
Defense houses the French bureaucracy.  
While the French president’s residence and 
the parliament buildings are downtown, for all 
practical  purposes  La  Defense is  where  the 

government of France actually operates (not unlike having a lot of our government in Arlington, Virginia).  [There’s a lot of corporate 
headquarters as well.]  The whole place is modern office buildings in assorted shapes and sizes.  Many of them are quite striking, and 
in a completely modern setting they look much nicer than the bits of modern architecture that are scattered through the historic city 
center.  It is really weird, though, to have the tallest buildings in the city out on the edge of town. 

 
La Defense is an entirely pedestrian district.  You can get there by car, but you have to park in an enormous underground 

garage.  You can also get there by either of the competing metro systems, by commuter train, by city bus, or by long-distance bus.  
Everything converges at a cavernous underground transportation center beneath the arch.  From that plaza you can look in any 
direction, and you won’t see a car anywhere. 
 

We got another taste of World Cup fever here, since one entire skyscraper was completely covered with a picture of a soccer 
player.  Another strange sight was an enormous bronze sculpture that was shaped like a finger.  [This is also visible in the picture at 
left above.]  (I joked with Jacob someone was giving us “the finger”, though you can’t really tell from the sculpture which finger it is.)  
We also saw a huge glass geodesic dome and an elegant restaurant with a most improbable name:  Hippopotamus.  My purpose in 
going to La Defense was to see the Grande Arche, but the whole neighborhood was fascinating to explore.  [I love going to unique 
places everywhere I travel.  It’s good to get away from the “must see” tourist attractions and see something totally different.] 
 

After a brief walk around La Defense, Jacob and I went back to the metro.  Some announcement was made in French as we 
boarded the train, but I didn’t really think anything of it.  The train itself, however, was intriguing.  While most subway trains are made up 
of separate cars with two or three doors on a side, each train on this line was just one long car.  I really couldn’t begin to estimate how 
long the car was, but it would be the equivalent of at least five or six regular subway cars.  I could count a dozen doors on the side, and 
I know there were more than that.  I couldn’t see all the way from one end of the car to the other.  At various places along the length of 
the car they had little turntables (like they have on those extra-long buses you see in big cities) that allowed the car to bend in the 
middle to go around curves.  [According to Wikipedia, the line 1 cars are equivalent to six standard metro cars.  They were 
designed this way to allow more standing room, as this is by far the busiest line on the Paris metro.] 

 
We made it two stops back toward downtown, and then the train stopped at length in the station with the doors open.  They 

repeated the announcement, and a few people got off the train.  Then they repeated it again.  While my French is far from perfect (even 
with cramming on the plane), I managed to catch that there would be a 10 – 15 minute delay due to construction in the tunnel.  I passed 
this information on to Jacob, and we decided we might as well walk—at least until we got tired. 

 
We went upstairs and started walking down the Avenue de la Grande Armée (you really don’t have to speak French to figure 

out what that means).  This is basically just the western extension of the Champs Elysées, and it’s a pleasant tree-shaded boulevard.  
Before very long (probably quicker than if we had waited in the stuffy subway), we reached our destination:  the Arc de Triomphe. 
 

“Arc de Triomphe” simply means “Arch of Triumph” or “Triumphal Arch”.  I have a sarcastic guide book (Let’s Blow Through 
Europe) that says Napoleon commissioned the arch to commemorate the French army’s  victories “back in the days before they needed 
America to save their sorry butts in every war”.  While I’m not sure I’d editorialize quite so much, it certainly is noteworthy that the 
battles all are pre-20th Century. 

 
The Arc de Triomphe looks exactly like a monument in a European city should look.  It’s grand and—well—monumental.  

While I liked the Eiffel Tower, I really think the Arc de Triomphe is a more impressive monument.  It would certainly be on my “must see” 
list for Paris, and I’m glad to have taken the time to see it up close. 



 

 

LEFT:  Arc de Triomphe – Paris 
RIGHT:  View of Paris from the Arc de Triomphe 

 
 [The Let’s Blow Through Europe book I 
mentioned earlier also says that every city has a “tall 
thing” that tourists should go up.  In Paris they advise 
that “tall thing” should be the Arc de Triomphe rather 
than the Eiffel Tower.]  We had the time, so we decided to 
climb the steps to the top.  It’s an endless spiral staircase, 
and it goes up and up and up.  I was just about ready to 
stop and rest when I realized we were just a few steps from 
the top.  Up at the top you have basically the same view you 
would have from the Eiffel Tower, the main difference being 
that you can see the Eiffel Tower from the Arc de Triomphe 
and vice versa.  We looked out over the rooftops of a very 
geometric, low-rise stone city.  Off in the distance we saw 
La Defense towering over   everything else except the Eiffel 
Tower, which really does tower over everything.  It’s not an 
ugly view, but it’s definitely not so impressive as say the 
view of Chicago from the John Hancock Center.  Again 
Paris  reminded  me  of  Mexico  City;   the  view  was   quite 

similar to what we saw from the top of the Latin American Tower there. 
 

We took the metro back to our hotel (actually getting off at the LaFourche stop, which was slightly closer to the hotel than Guy 
Môquet).  Dinner tonight was at the same restaurant, and it started with the same disgusting cold cut platter.  Knowing that something 
better surely was coming, I ate virtually none of the first offering tonight.  Indeed something better did come.  We had delicious beef tips 
on penne pasta, followed by a cheesecake for dessert. 
 

After supper I walked Margaret to the same ATM I had used earlier.  She then went back to the hotel, while I went out 
exploring.  I walked up Avenue de Saint-Ouen, past the market and the Champion store I had been to earlier, and then I just kept on 
walking.  Saint-Ouen is a business street, though virtually nothing was open on Sunday.  It was interesting to just do a bit of window 
shopping and people watching, though. 
 

Before long I made it to the Peripherique.  I wasn’t tired, and I had noticed that the metro ran under this street (since I had 
periodically passed stations), so I just crossed underneath and kept on walking.  Just beyond the beltway I saw signs for “Ibis”, 
“Mercure” and “Formule 1” hotels.  I recognized these from having stayed at their American cousin, Motel 6.  All of these and several 
other chains of lodging establishments are owned by the French company Accor.  I stay at Motel 6 fairly often [less so in recent 
years].  Their directory advertises Formule 1, and I thought it would be interesting to see what the place was like. 
 

The Accor lodging establishments are all built around the same tiny parking lot, about three blocks (and two turns) off the 
beltway.  [Apparently such “Accor estates” are VERY common in suburbs of European and Third World cities.]  They were all 
built with cheap cement-block construction, each about five stories tall.  None of them looked like a really “nice” place to stay.  All the 
windows at the Mercure were closed, but open windows gave away the fact that the Ibis and Formule 1 hotels appeared to have no air 
conditioning.  There was a flyer littered near the parking lot that described the differences in the hotels.  Mercure is basically pretty 
close to an American hotel.  (We’d be staying at one later in the trip, so more on that later.)  Ibis and Formule 1 each have a similar 
room design.  Accor describes the rooms as sleek and modern; I’d describe them as cramped.  It would be like staying in a motorhome.  



The room features one bed on the floor, with another bed that pulls down from the wall.  There is also a sink in the room, but not a stick 
of furniture other than the bed.  The difference between Ibis and Formule 1 is that Ibis also has a microscopic bathroom (again, it would 
be like a motorhome), while at Formule 1 you have to go down the hall to use the toilet or shower [which apparently clean 
themselves automatically].  The Formule 1 in Paris charged €45, Ibis was €70, and Mercure was €95. 
 
 [Margaret has stayed at Ibis hotels on 
other trips to Europe, and she clearly disliked 
them.  If I were traveling alone, I think I don’t 
think I would mind either Ibis or Formule 1—
provided the weather wasn’t oppressive.  With 
others in the room, it would probably get a bit 
claustrophobic, though.  On the other hand, 
Formule 1 is enough cheaper than other 
lodging establishments, that it might be worth 
it.  I seriously considered staying there in 
London, and if I ever make my ultimate dream 
trip (New Zealand), I’d very likely patronize 
them.] 
 
 I made my way from the hotels back to 
Avenue Saint-Ouen and then continued 
northward.  Here the neighborhood changed quite  

 
The “sleek, modern rooms” at Hotel Formule 1 

noticeably.  It was much newer, and everything was very cheaply constructed.  It reminded me of public housing projects in America or 
the communist-built apartments towers we saw all over Russia.  [It was in projects much like these where the immigrant riots 
happened.]  The business on the first floors was mostly chain stores—and largely low-end chains at that.  For instance, in two different 
locations I saw “UNIPRIX”, which means “one price” and I assume is analogous to the dollar stores we have all over America.  There 
was also an enormous “Carrefour”, which looked like a run-down Wal-Mart (without the parking lot).  [Every other Carrefour I’d see 
would be nicer.]  The people here were also different than elsewhere in Paris.  The neighborhood was almost exclusively made up of 
recent immigrants—mostly African, Asian, and Caribbean people, with some non-French-speaking Europeans (I’d guess Greeks, but 
I’m not sure). 
 

Eventually I got to a fork in the road (Place Garabaldi), and I decided it was time to end my excursion.  Not only was it getting 
late, but I wasn’t sure which street the metro would follow at the fork.  I stopped briefly at a McDonalds [in a lovely new building with 
a drive-through—it was just about the nicest thing in Saint-Ouen (which is, by the way, where Joan of Arc’s remains are 
buried)] to get something to drink and then took the metro back to the hotel. 
 

Paul and I watched French TV for a while in our hotel room.  We hadn’t realized it, but today was election day in France.  On 
the news they were giving the election returns and talking with people about their reactions.  Apparently the country as a whole voted 
moderately conservative, while Paris voted for liberal candidates. 

 
The heat and humidity were absolutely oppressive tonight, and it was very difficult to get to sleep.  We tossed and turned for 

much of the night, but eventually we did catch a few winks or rest. 
 

Monday, June 17 
Paris to Tours, France 
mostly by bus 
 

I was up again at 7:00.  I gave up on trying to make the microscopic tub work and instead “bathed” with wet wipes—a less than 
satisfying experience.  I had noticed yesterday that the McDonalds at Garabaldi was open for breakfast, and I thought it might be 
interesting to see what a fast food breakfast was like in the place that invented the continental breakfast.  So I went to the metro station 
and jammed in with the rush hour commuters heading out to the factories on the Peripherique.  [It was interesting that there was a 
big rush TO the suburbs in the morning.] 
 

The McDonalds at Place Garabaldi opens at 7:30am, and as it happened I was exactly their second customer of the morning.  
I chose to have the “menu salé”, which literally means the “salty meal”.  For €2.60, I got an Egg McMuffin® (more on that in a moment), 
two potato wedges that would best be described as “home fries”, a demitasse of espresso, and what a small cup of freshly squeezed 
orange juice (they had a juicer behind the counter).  Overall that was better value than the breakfast value meals at home.  They also 
had a “menu sucré” (“sweet meal”) which basically was continental breakfast (danish, croissant, coffee, and juice) and a “menu 
Americain” which was the “big breakfast” they serve at McDonalds here (bacon, eggs, and pancakes, plus drinks). 
 

The Egg McMuffin® was similar to, but not completely the same as its American counterpart.  On a grilled English muffin they 
had three strips of crisp bacon (instead of the Canadian bacon you get at home) and folded-over scrambled eggs (instead of the 
circular eggs fried in a form American McDonalds serve).  [I would have this later as a “bacon McMuffin” in England; there “egg 
McMuffin” is a vegetarian item.]  It was really quite good, though, and a number of French people (and immigrants to France) were 
enjoying the same breakfast as me. 



I should mention that McDonalds, like every restaurant in France, offered a choice of hot beverages.  In lieu of espresso (café 
noir), I could have had café au lait, café Americain (weaker coffee, with milk), chocolat, or the anglaise (English tea).  One problem the 
French have is that they automatically sugar almost every hot beverage; you have to learn to say “sans sucre” (without sugar) if you just 
want black coffee—period.  There are hot beverage vending machines all over France, but I soon learned these were not a wise choice, 
because they automatically sweetened everything with no option for sugar-free. 

 
I stopped at a news kiosk outside McDonalds and picked up one of the Paris papers with information about the election.  

Newspapers are another thing that is definitely overpriced in France.  I paid €1.70 for a small tabloid (similar to the Chicago Sun-Times, 
which sells for 35¢).  [The Sun-Times has since risen to 75¢, but that’s still less than half what the French papers cost.]  I had 
avoided buying papers over the weekend, because the Sunday editions sold for €4 each. 
 

Paul was getting tired of paying vending machine prices for pop, and he had asked me to pick up some “Coke Light” (“Light” is 
equivalent to “Diet” in America) at Champion.  I stopped by there a little after 8:00.  While it didn’t seem terribly busy, the doors to the 
mall were open and the security gate at the front of the Champion store was up.  I walked in and started browsing around the store.  I 
had picked up a couple of items when an employee came up to me and explained that the store was “ne pas ouvert”—and that they 
wouldn’t be open until 10am.  Why they had things set up so you could just walk in there if they weren’t open, I surely don’t know. 
 
 [In writing this revision, I went to the Carrefour website and looked up this location, which is now a Carrefour Market.  
They really do have quite limited hours.  It varies day to day, but generally they’re open from 9am to 1pm.  Then they take a 
“siesta” until somewhere between 3 and 5pm, from which time they stay open until 7:30 or so.  It’s hard to imagine a 
“supermarket” with such limited hours back home.] 
 

It was still well before our departure time when I got back to the hotel, so I had a second breakfast in the hotel basement.  
Then I escorted Jacob down the street to the “fruterie”, where he bought some fruit he was planning to eat for lunch.  While Jacob 
would certainly have been perfectly capable of going to the green grocer by himself, the kids were not supposed to go anywhere on 
their own—a rule which it’s probably best to not even stretch a small bit. 
 

We were supposed to leave the hotel around 9:30.  The whole group was in the lobby with our luggage by that time, but 
Cristina was nowhere to be seen.  Apparently she was not used to groups actually being on time for departure, so she had told us to be 
in the lobby well before we actually had to be.  We ended up leaving around 10am.  [I tend to give kids earlier deadlines than are 
actually essential, too, but at least I’m down there when they are.] 

 
ABOVE:  José, our bus driver in the mirror of the Europullman, 

battling Paris traffic 
RIGHT:  Parking on Rue Legendre – Paris 

First, though, our bus had to show up to meet us, and watching it arrive 
was an experience in itself.  With parking on both sides, the traffic area on Rue 
Legendre is quite narrow; in fact the bus from the airport had left us off down the 
street, rather than attempting to stop right in front of the hotel.  There is a stopping 
area in front of the hotel, but it’s sized more for a taxi or two than for a tour bus.  
Somehow, though, our driver managed to turn into the impossibly small space and 
parallel park—with the right wheels of the bus on the sidewalk.  We got things 
loaded up quickly and were on our way. 
 

Parking by the hotel was one of many incredible maneuvers that José the 
driver managed to perform.  I honestly can’t imagine driving in Paris.  My seat was 
at the front of the bus, and as I looked out the front window it reminded me of one 
of those driving  simulators where every couple  of  seconds another  hazard pops   



out at you.  José described the traffic using the Spanish word “formidable”—which means essentially the same thing in English—and I 
would certainly second his assessment. 
 

The single thing that makes driving in Paris worst is parking—or perhaps I should say the lack thereof.  I’d guess that virtually 
everyone in Paris today owns a car, though many of them are probably used only for trips out of town.  The big problem is that there’s 
nowhere to put all those cars.  Everybody in the city lives in apartments.  That means they don’t have garages, so everyone has to park 
on the street.  There are no lots or ramps near most of the businesses or tourist attractions, either, so again people have to park in the 
street.  There are also no alleys for delivery trucks to use, so they end up double (and even triple) parking while they drop things off.  If 
someone had asked me, I’d suggest they build a bunch of parking ramps all over the city (which I’d find out later is basically what Spain 
did—and it’s what we do in the downtown areas of big American cities).  Then I’d ban virtually all on-street parking.  That would provide 
room on the streets so traffic could actually move. 

 
It surprised me a bit that the traffic in Paris was not made up mostly of small cars.  The average car size is probably a bit 

smaller than it is at home, but you see a fare share of SUVs and minivans hogging the road.  Not only would I imagine those would be a 
headache to drive here, but they’d also cost a fortune.  Gas prices were pretty uniform all across France, with the cheapest grade 
running about €1.09 per liter.  Most stations had many grades, with the priciest going for €1.49.  That works out to anywhere from $4.10 
to $5.60 a gallon—which would certainly add up quickly in an SUV. 

 
There are also a fair number of electric cars in France, but they wouldn’t be cheap to run either.  I passed a service station 

while walking on Saint-Ouen that recharged electric cars in addition to selling gas.  The prices varied (presumably depending on the 
size of the batteries involved), but they ranged from €30 to €60—which would be pretty comparable with a tank of gas at French prices. 

 
Margaret’s co-worker Michelle kept raving about a type of vehicle called the “smart car”.  Made by Mercedes, these are hybrid 

gas/electric cars, sort of like the Hondas you hear about that get 75 mpg.  [Actually Smart cars (which are now available in 
America) are not hybrids.  They’re just super-small and extremely fuel-efficient gas-powered cars.]  While Michelle found them 
cute, I thought the boxy things were ugly as sin.  They essentially seat two (there’s a back seat, but it would make my Metro look 
spacious), and there’s virtually no storage space.  The big feature they have is that the wheels can turn to full right angles, which makes 
parking in impossibly small spaces more possible.  If I lived here, it probably is the car I’d drive, but honestly I’m glad I don’t live here. 
 

As we started off on our city tour it fascinated me that many things were still not open at 10am.  I guess a lot of Parisians just 
aren’t morning people.  … And that 24/7 concept has definitely not caught on here. 
 

We started our city tour by driving through Montmartre, stopping briefly by a historic train station that apparently is featured in 
a famous Monet painting.  (I must confess, I don’t know that particular work of art.)  We saw the Paris Opera (as in Phantom of the …) 
and the Vendome quarter with its famous church.  As we passed, I couldn’t help but think of a simple song we learned in high school 
French class years ago: 

 
   Orleans, Beaugency 
   Notre Dame de Paris 
   Vendome, Vendome! 

 
The words are simply names of famous churches in France.  The song is a round, and when sung together it’s supposed to 
approximate the sound of church bells ringing—really quite pretty. 

 
We made our way downtown where we again saw the Louvre, the Arc de Triomphe, and the “great perspective” of the arches 

along the Champs Elysées.  Here the local guide told us that the boulevard is the location of almost every parade in Paris.  Apparently 
just yesterday Paris’ large Senagalese community had staged a parade celebrating their country’s World Cup victory. 

 
We crossed to the Rive Gauche, the artsy left bank of the Siene.  There we saw the house where Voltaire died.  That intrigued 

me, because I always mention Voltaire in my Math V class.  In Candide he parodies one of the creators of calculus, Gottfried von 
Leibniz, through the incurable optimist Dr. Pangloss and his “best of all possible worlds”. 
 

Anne Marie, our local guide, spoke French and English, while our driver spoke mostly Spanish.  The guide would give 
directions to Cristina in French, who would then translate to Spanish for José.  The time it took to make the translation led to some 
rather abrupt turns, but we always seemed to get where we were supposed to. 

 
We went past the National Assembly, where we learned that there are 577 deputies that were elected yesterday.  We passed 

Les Invalides, which is so named because it was originally a military hospital and the gold dome of Napoleon’s chapel.  We then 
stopped at the Ecole Militare de la Republique (National Military Academy), which almost sixty years later is still pocked with bullet 
holes left by the Nazis. 

 
In a plaza across the street from the military academy is the Millennium Peace Monument, which features the word “peace” 

etched in glass in virtually every language known to man.  It was probably a lovely monument when it was erected, but just a year and a 
half after the millennium large panels are sitting shattered on the ground—perhaps a not so subtle comment on the state of peace in 
our world. 

 
We went right past the tunnel where Lady Diana died—perhaps not the sort of place that should be a tourist attraction, but I 

gawked along with everyone else.  We then drove right down the Champs Elysées and on to Place de La Concorde, which features an 



ancient gold-tipped obelisk that was given to France by the Republic of Egypt for their help in saving antiquities when the Aswan dam 
was constructed.  Just beyond the plaza is Pont de la Concorde, a bridge that was built with the ruins that were left after the storming of 
the Bastille.  We also saw the formal Tuillerie Gardens and the Pont Neuf (“New Bridge”, which was built by the Romans and is actually 
the oldest bridge in Paris) 

 
The guide explained to us that the original inhabitants of Paris were Celtic people.  They were known as the Parisee, which 

supposedly means “people living with their feet in the water” because they built their homes right along the banks of the Siene.  The 
Roman name for the city was Latecia, but it gradually came to be known by the name of those early inhabitants.  On a side note, the 
guide explained something I had never known, but that makes perfect sense:  Hungary was so-named because the Huns came from 
that direction. 

 
Seine River, with Notre Dame Cathedral at the center 

We stopped in the middle of St. Louis Island and got out to see our principal destination of the day, the Cathedral of Notre 
Dame.  There are, of course, many cathedrals of “notre dame” (which just means “our lady” in French), but the one in Paris is the Notre 
Dame.  (“Dame”, by the way, rhymes with “mom”—not “name”.)  For me the most beautiful feature of Notre Dame was its windows.  
The sun shone through the stained glass while we were there, and the effect was truly gorgeous.  Beyond that, it’s hard to really do 
justice to the cathedral in words, so hopefully it will suffice to say it was both interesting and beautiful. 
 

It was about 1pm when we left Notre 
Dame.  We left via the Latin Quarter, where the 
famous Sorbonne University is located.  Here we 
passed a historic church named Saint-Jacques, 
and it intrigued me that this was the same saint 
who in Spanish is known as Santiago—Saint 
James, whose shrine in northwest Spain was the 
site of pilgrimages in the Middle Ages. 

 
Our local guide got off at a gas station 

right next to the Perepherique.  She said she 
would be taking the metro home, but I didn’t see a 
metro station anywhere near there.  Presumably 
she knew where one was.  Then we set out 
southward on the “autoroute” (interstate).  For 
about half an hour we passed one industrial park 
(aire industriale) after another.  Then we finally 
left Paris behind, traffic thinned out, and we drove 
through farmland for most of the day. 

 
 While  the  landscape  was almost totally 

 
Main façade of Notre Dame Cathedral – Paris 

rural, we were certainly never far from gas or food on the autoroute.  About every 25 km (every 15 miles or so), we’d pass an “aire”.  
“Aire” literally means “surface” in French, though here it would basically translate “area”.  Some of these were similar to the rest areas 
you’d find on interstates here, others were like the service areas you see on toll roads, and others were even more complex—with gas, 
shopping, restaurants, and even a motel all in one pull-off.  Instead of the exit business you see along expressways here, they tend to 
put businesses into these “aires”. 

 
“Aire” by the way is pronounced like the thing you  breathe—air.   That isn’t how either José or  Cristina said the word,  though.   



They pronounced it like the Spanish word for air—EYED-ray.  After hearing them, every time the signs for an “air” would come up, the 
picture of a huge oxygen tent would come to my mind. 

 
We had lunch at Aire d’Orelans (air-door-lay-own), the “air” just outside the city of old Orleans.  The restaurant concession at 

every aire in France appears to be owned by a company called L’Arche (which made me think of McDonalds, but apparently has 
nothing to do with it).  This particular L’Arche had a formal sit-down restaurant, a counter-service place where you could get sandwiches 
and salads, and a cafeteria.  Cafeterias seem to be very popular in Europe.  I think the last time I ate in one in America was at Bishops 
in Cedar Falls—and I think that whole chain has gone out of business.  They’ve really been replaced by the “all-you-can-eat buffet”.  
Old-fashioned cafeterias were certainly everywhere in Europe, though.  All the service areas had them, and I also saw them in several 
cities.  I’m not really sure I see what the attraction is, but they really seem to go for it here. 

 
The L’Arche cafeteria was not cheap.  Most things were priced a la carte, and the prices added up quickly.  Any full meal 

purchased a la carte would total at least €15, and it would not be hard to exceed €20.  They also had a “menu saveur”, which we took to 
calling the “saver menu” though it really would be the “savory” or “flavorful” menu.  For around €11 the menu saveur included a main 
course (basically ham or chicken), a vegetable (green beans, rice, or something unrecognizable), a bun, and a dessert.  Drinks were 
extra, and they added a minimum of €2 (and easily as much as €4) to the bill.  Salad was also extra, with prices from €3 to €5.  We 
could have eaten somewhat more cheaply at the counter service place, but even that would have been around €10. 

 
[The French autoroutes have been contracted to private companies, which in turn sublet rights to the concessions.  

Each autoroute apparently is separately owned and operated, and L’Arche was most likely only the concessionaire on A-10, 
the Autoroute du Sud.  I just did some checking in writing the revision for this, and as far as I can tell L’Arche no longer 
exists.  The main concessionaires on the southern motorway are a company called FLUNCH (in all capitals) and the largest 
French hospitality company, Accor.] 
 

Part of the point of all those “aires” is that the French have very strict laws on how long truck or bus drivers can go without 
resting.  While in America drivers are supposed to keep a log of their on and off time, it’s very easy to fudge those and lots of truckers 
drive for hours on end without a rest.  José’s bus had an electronic device that was almost like an airplane’s black box and made a line 
graph on a cardboard disk showing exactly when, how long, and how fast he drove.  I never did figure out exactly what the French law 
did say, but given our stops it was certainly less than three hours—and my bet is two hours is the maximum they could go without 
resting.  [America would grind to a halt if we made truckers stop so frequently.] The typical length of rest appears to be 45 
minutes, and stopping that long every couple of hours means you can’t travel nearly as far in a day as truckers do in America.   
 

Trucks are the largest part of the traffic on the autoroute.  The overall percentage of trucks is definitely higher than you find 
even on a rural interstate at home.  It’s interesting, too, that virtually all European trucks are the kind with fabric sides [on the trailers], 
rather than having metal sides like most American trucks do.  The majority of American semi trailers actually hold interchangeable 
cargo containers that can be shipped by rail, sea, or highway.  Those don’t seem to exist at all in Europe.  Even with fabric sides, 
though, the trucks are big.  It’s pretty much all semis you see on the autoroute.  When they get to their destination, they stop in an 
industrial park on the edge of town and transfer their load to small trucks and delivery vans for the remainder of the journey. 
 

Trucks drive slower than cars in Europe, and with those electronic monitors, it’s easy to enforce the speed regulations.  Every 
commercial vehicle has a series of white circles slapped on the back, next to the license plate.  In each circle is a number that tells how 
fast the vehicle is allowed to go on different kinds of highway.  The car speed on the autoroute is 130 km/h (about 80 mph), but most 
trucks are only allowed to go 100 km/h (about 60 mph).  On side roads, which are universally bad throughout Europe, the maximum 
allowed speed for trucks can be as low as 60 km/h (less than 40 mph).  That variation in speed means cars are forever passing trucks, 
and it surprises me more accidents don’t happen in the process.  [They finally did away with the lower speed for trucks in Illinois, 
and it was evidence that the law actually increased accidents that finally led to its undoing.] 
 

The autoroutes are another thing that is similar to, but not quite the same as an American interstate.  They are four-lane 
limited-access highways, but they are built on far less land than equivalent highways in the States.  Where we would have a median 
wider than either half of the highway, the medians in Europe are a yard wide at most.  There’s always a metal divider in the median, 
and usually the area is also planted with flowers or flowering bushes. 
 

European signs are also different than ours, and I must say I prefer the American system.  I remember learning in driver’s ed 
how shape and color communicate meaning on a sign.  There’s a lot less of that in Europe, where all the signs tend to be red and 
circular.  I’d have expected fewer words on signs in a place where so many languages are used.  There are a lot of pictures, but there 
was also an amazing amount of French words that you either had to know or figure out from context.  There’s also an odd signage 
convention in Europe that assumes that anything that begins must also end.  Whenever a special zone (such as a reduced speed) 
ends, you will see a sign with a grey “ghost” image of the warning, with a slash through it.  There are even signs at the end of city limits 
that will have “PARIS” with a slash through it, indicating that you are leaving the city.  That really seems a bit excessive to me, and I 
kept wanting to make such signs mean “NO PARIS” or “DOWN WITH PARIS” in my mind. 

 
What they could use more of is directional signs.  In our country we drive mostly by highway number and direction.  If 

someone wanted to get to downtown Algona from the east, I’d tell them to take highway 18 west until they reached the junction with 
highway 169.  They’d then turn left and follow 169 south.  While in theory highways have numbers in Europe, those numbers seem 
irrelevant.  Signs at exits on the autoroute usually just have the name of the town that is nearest the exit.  Where autoroutes 
interchange, it is destinations like “PARIS” or “BORDEAUX” (actually “BORDX” on signs) you see on the signs—not numbers or 
directions.  If you want to go somewhere short of the destinations, you’ve got to know where you’re going.  Secondary roads often 
intersect at traffic circles, and there are tiny signs shaped like arrows in the middle of the traffic circle that tells you what town is in what 



direction.  Again, though, the place you want to go might or might not be listed.  [It intrigues me that Third World countries like 
Mexico and Peru have better signage than most of Europe.] 
 

There are no billboards in rural France.  In the cities they have rotating billboards, similar those rotating ads you see in big 
league stadiums.  [Such billboards are becoming quite common in American cities as well.]  Out in the country, though, there is 
no advertising whatsoever.  There is one strange kind of sign that looks like a billboard, though.  When a point of historical interest is at 
the next exit, they have enormous brown signs painted with a silhouette of whatever the point of interest is.  There are no words; you’re 
just supposed to know from the outline what the castle or cathedral or whatever might be. 

 
The autoroutes are toll roads, and the tolls are steep!!!  We stopped at our first toll booth between Orleans and Tours—

probably about 150 miles outside of Paris.  I have no idea what the bus paid for toll, because José put it on a credit card.  I do know that 
for cars the toll is €18.40.  By comparison, you can cross the entire state of Indiana on for $4.35, and on I-88 in Illinois it costs $3.00 to 
get from Moline to Chicago.  [It’s now up to about five bucks, but that’s still much more reasonable.]  Both of those distances 
would be pretty equivalent to what we drove today. 
 

Just a little ways north of Tours (pronounced “toor”) the bucolic countryside was broken by the sight of a nuclear power plant.  I 
pondered the fact that the flat, agricultural French landscape looked remarkably like Illinois and wondered if there was a connection in 
the fact that Illinois has more nuclear power plants than any other state and France uses more atomic energy than anywhere else in 
Europe. 

 
We made it to Tours, but it would be quite some time before we got to our hotel.  The problem was that both José and Cristina 

were from Spain, and neither of them had ever been to Tours before.  They had directions on how to get to the hotel, but those 
directions were sketchy at best.  Pair that with the poor signage found on French highways (we took an exit that said “Tours-Sud”—the 
southern part of Tours, but in fact there were four different exits that said exactly the same thing), and we got hopelessly lost very 
quickly.  In some ways it was kind of nice to be driving aimlessly around Tours, though.  It’s really a lovely city.  Most of the place (which 
is one of the largest university towns in France) is quite new, and it features broad boulevards planted with flowers all the way.  There 
are tree-filled parks and sidewalk cafes; it really looks as if it would be a nice place to live. 

 
We could have called for directions, but again Cristina didn’t want to use her Spanish cell phone in France.  We stopped twice 

at gas stations, but they didn’t have any clue where the thing was.  Eventually we got to a traffic circle that was shown on the map that 
came with Cristina’s directions.  There was even a little sign for the hotel in the middle of the traffic circle. Unfortunately the road that 
led to the hotel had a height restriction, complete with a big bar across the road keeping anything but a car from going through.  We 
rounded the traffic circle a couple of times as Cristina and José discussed what they should do.  Finally we crossed the expressway and 
pulled into the parking lot of a hotel on the other side.  The hotel advertised that they had “self check-in” (AUTO ACCUEIL) from a 
vending machine instead of a staffed desk, and I held out little hope that we’d find anyone to help us there.  Fortunately, though, there 
was a janitor on duty who was able to give José directions to the back entrance of the hotel we were going to.  He backed the bus out 
of the long entrance to the one hotel, rounded another mess of traffic circles, went from one exit to the next on the expressway, and 
then was greeted by another big bar blocking access.  This one, however, had a box beside it where you could push a button to raise 
the bar.  José did this, and finally we arrived at our destination. 

 
Hotel Mercure – Tours, France 

Our hotel was part of 
the Mercure chain I wrote 
about earlier, and it was really 
a lovely hotel.  Except that it 
had single beds instead of 
doubles or queens and that it 
had a bidet, it was similar to 
any mid-range hotel in 
America.  Perhaps best of all, it 
was air conditioned.  After 
sweltering in Paris, I knew I’d 
get a good night’s sleep here. 
 

After freshening up a 
bit I did what I always do when 
I travel—I went out walking.  
The immediate area around the 
hotel didn’t look too promising.  
From our room we had a lovely 
view of a Michelin tire factory 
on the other side of the 
expressway.       There     really 

didn’t seem to be any other business, or anything at all for that matter, close to the hotel. 
 

I walked first down the road that led to that traffic circle where they had the height limit.  The road led through a pleasant 
wooded park, but there was no reason whatsoever for having a height restriction.  The trees shaded the road, but they were well above 
the height of our bus. 
 
 



 

 
Michelin factory – Joue le Tours, France 

On the other side of the traffic 
circle was a place called ATAC that 
appeared to be some kind of supermarket, 
or perhaps even a discount store.  It 
advertised itself as being open 24 hours, 
so I figured it ought to be open now 
(around 6pm).  It wasn’t.  In fact, it looked 
as if it were locked up tight.  So I turned 
and kept on walking. 

 
Across the expressway (the 

Tours Peripherique) was the suburb of 
Joué les Tours (Play the Tours?????).  
This was where that “self check-in” hotel 
was located, and it could have been a 
dumpy little suburb anywhere in the 
developed world.  A two-lane highway led 
past pole building businesses, ramshackle 
bungalows, eight-plex apartment courts, 
and schools surrounded by portable 
classrooms.  The place had all the charm 
of Coralville in the ‘60s, but it wasn’t an 
unpleasant walk. 

 
McDonalds with playland – Joue le Tours, France 

  
 My only stop was at a brand new McDonalds, which was really about the most interesting thing in Joué les Tours.  They had a 
McDonaldland and a “McDrive” (a drive-thru).  I had orange juice (which this time was from the standard machine, not fresh squeezed 
from the juicer) and a caramel sundae (try saying the word “sundae” to make it sound like a French word).  The sundae was only €1.00, 
but the juice cost a steep €2.70.  The help here was definitely different than in Paris.  There fast food counters were staffed by 
immigrant women; here it was local schoolboys, just what you’d see on the evening shift in Iowa. 
 

By the time I got back to the hotel it was nearly time for dinner.  We ate at the hotel restaurant, which was very nice.  The first 
course was a shrimp quiche.  Never having cared much for any kind of seafood, I attempted to eat the eggs and leave the shrimp.  That 
was followed by prime rib, with roasted potatoes and onions on the side, and then by apple tarts for dessert.  While I may not have liked 
everything, I certainly couldn’t complain about not being well fed on this trip.  [This was true throughout the trip.  We always got two 
different courses, each of which could have passed for a main course.  That honestly struck me as excessive, and I’d think 
they could reduce costs a bit by skimping on the food.] 

 



 
Leaving Joue les Tours and end of bike route signs 

[There are, by the way, billboards on side roads in France, but not on the autoroutes.] 

After dinner I went out walking 
again.  This time I took a stroll through 
the park next to the hotel.  Parc des 
Bretonnieres (the park of the people 
from Brittany—and I wonder if 
“Bretonnieres” might not be some sort of 
service club) is a medium-sized city park 
built around a small lake.  They have 
one of those fitness trails going through 
it, where you’re supposed to stop every 
so often and do different calisthenics.  I 
passed on that, but I did have a pleasant 
walk through the park. 
 
 When I returned to the hotel 
Margaret and her Cresco comrades 
were sitting in the bar having coffee.  
They were discussing the trauma de 
jour, a girl whose ATM card wouldn’t 
work.  What apparently happened was 
that her card was set up to draw funds 
from a savings account, but in Europe 
the cards automatically take money from 
checking.  The girl was in tears about it, 
and didn’t seem to be comforted when 
Margaret  and  Michelle  offered  to  loan 

her money until things were straightened out.  Eventually they were able to contact her father, who transferred money to the correct 
account.  That took time, though, and of course a couple of days is forever to a teenager. 
 
 [I did a bit more reading in revising this travelogue and found that the other sign that appears in the picture above (a 
yellow diamond with a white border around it) means that the road through Joue le Tours is a priority road.  In much of France 
intersections are uncontrolled, and traffic from the right has the right of way—the same system that is used on most of the 
streets in Algona.  Where side roads must stop for a major road, drivers on the main road are notified of that fact by signs like 
this.] 
 
 Back in the room Paul and I flipped through the channels of French TV, which I can’t say I found terribly inspiring.  I don’t 
speak French anywhere close to well enough to really understand television.  I wish they had closed captioning, because I’m pretty sure 
I could get a lot of things through reading that I can’t get through listening.  That advance doesn’t seem to exist yet in France, though, 
so I didn’t catch much on TV. 
 
 Closed captioning is one of many ways that our country seems far ahead of Europe (and France in particular) in our treatment 
of handicapped people.  I can’t imagine being a disabled person in France.  There are almost no sidewalk cuts and very few ramps, 
elevators, or handicapped restrooms in public buildings.  I don’t think any of the metro stations in Paris was handicap-equipped, and 
even if they were you’d have to be able to reach that lever that opens the doors.  There were no accommodations for blind people, like 
the Braille signs you see in hotels here or the elevators that beep each time they pass a floor.  We’d find that Spain was much better in 
its accommodation of the handicapped, but both countries could take a lesson from the Americans with Disabilities Act.   
 
 [I really don’t follow why closed captioning doesn’t seem to exist in other countries.  It’s simple enough to do, and it 
provides a service both to the deaf and to the community at large.  I almost always have captioning turned on.  I find that I can 
read things I miss in spoken dialogue, and it also allows me to mute things if I want to.  I’d think that a wealthy, developed 
place like France could afford to provide such a service, but they don’t.] 
 
 While there may not be accommodations for the handicapped, not speaking the language really wouldn’t present much of a 
problem in France.  I had heard from other people that the French had an attitude about their language and that they insisted that 
everyone speak it and speak it properly.  If that was true in the past, it certainly isn’t today.  In Paris it was almost literally true that 
everyone spoke English, or at least enough English to deal with tourists.  English was less common away from Paris, but service 
people were certainly pleasant about dealing with less than flawless French.  When worse came to worse, the “point and smile” method 
worked just fine.  There were English signs and guidebooks at all the touristic points of interest and in all the hotels we stayed at, and 
all the hotel desk staff appeared to be multilingual.  I’m glad I knew at least a little French, but really it seemed less important here than 
in Quebec (the other place I’ve used it).  […And a few years later I’d go back to Quebec and find that English was perfectly 
acceptable there these days.] 
 
 Eventually the TV became boring, so we just nodded off to sleep in the pleasant air-conditioned coolness. 
 



Tuesday, June 18 
Tours, the Loire Valley, and Bordeaux 
 by bus 
 
 I was up at 6am this morning.  I enjoyed one of the most pleasant showers on the trip and then stuffed myself on the all-you-
can-eat breakfast buffet they served in the hotel restaurant.  I had cereal (Frosted flakes), yogurt, rolls, a croissant, fruit, applesauce, 
juice, and coffee … and I could have had quite a bit more. 
 
 We left the hotel around 7:30 and again got thoroughly lost driving around the city of Tours.  Eventually we found the main 
information office, where we met our local guide.  Her name sounded like Aubergine (eggplant???), but might have been something like 
Opeline.  She showed us a few of the sites in downtown Tours (a place I would like to have gotten out and explored), and then we were 
on the autoroute back north.  [This, of course, is the problem with ANY Tour; you see what the tour guide shows you, not 
necessarily what you want to see.] 
 
 When she talked on the bus microphone this guide was one of the most boring, unintelligible people I have ever heard.  She 
was sitting just one seat in front of me, yet I could barely understand her.  Most of what I did catch amounted to glaring grammatical 
errors—like a king who she said “died quite youngly”. 
 
 There was a sign for road construction along the autoroute.  It amounted to a group of people who were sweeping the 
expressway, by hand.  It’s interesting that that while “safety orange” is the color of construction in America, in Europe everything is a 
sort of Mountain Dew green—that same color they tried to paint fire trucks for a few years, until everyone complained because they 
weren’t red. 
 
 We went north past that same €18.40 toll booth and then exited on to the old road, which we followed back south through the 
Loire Valley. We went through a bunch of dumpy little towns that I’m sure the tour books describe as quaint before we finally came to 
the 500-year-old walls that marked the domain of Chambord. 
 
 Chambord is a national park.  Its 
enormous grounds, which were originally used for 
entertainment hunting by the French royal family, 
are now a nature preserve.  They still hunt here; in 
fact, this coming weekend they were having a 
game fair, and they were setting up for that during 
our visit.  The main thing to see here, though, is the 
Chateau de Chambord, one of the finest old castles 
in France. 
 
 The building of Chambord (pronounced 
shahm-board)  was commissioned by King Francis 
I in 1519, and it is definitely one of the treasures of 
Renaissance architecture.  The highlight is the 
main staircase, which is a double spiral design like 
the structure of DNA.  It was designed by Leonardo 
da Vinci and, our guide told us, it highlights the 
Renaissance desire to see and be seen.  To see 
this effect, we divided into groups and ascended 
the 500-year-old stairs.  At several points along the 
way we could see the people in the other group, 
but  we never did meet them until we got to the top.   

 
Chateau de Chambord 

Apparently da Vinci’s original design called for four intertwined spirals of stairs, but construction costs forced it to be trimmed to just two. 
 
 To give an idea of just how enormous Chambord is, the da Vinci stairs are one of eighty-four staircases in the chateau—
thirteen of which are described as “grands escaliers” in French.  The chateau has 440 rooms, 365 fireplaces (even though the place 
was apparently rarely used in winter), and 880 sculpted columns.  It has been under restoration by the government of France since 
1947, and even fifty-five years later those restorations are nowhere close to complete. 
 
 In addition to the staircase, the guide showed us Francis’ apartment. Then we had time to explore other parts of the chateau 
on our own.  I took a walk through Louis XIV’s apartment (much more elaborate than Francis’) and I paid a brief visit to the lovely little 
chapel (which the guide had described as “God’s apartment).  It intrigued me that there was still holy water in the chapel fonts.  I can’t 
imagine the place is used with any regularity for religious services (they have more problems finding parish priests in France than we 
have here, so I can’t imagine they’d assign someone to a place that basically has no parish), but it is certainly well maintained. 
 
 They had a portable building with toilets set up on the grounds at Chambord.  Inside the men’s room was a sign in English and 
French asking patrons to please flush after using the facilities.  At the bottom of the sign someone had written in French “ESPAGNOL, 
S’IL VOUS PLAIT” (Spanish, please).  Below that someone had hand-written in Spanish “DESPUÉS PI-PI, AGUA”  (after peeing, 



water).  That word “pi-pi” (pronounced “pee-pee” – and as a verb it’s “hacer pi-pi”) seems to be the standard way to describe doing 
one’s duty in Spanish.  There doesn’t seem to be anything either childish or vulgar about it, and several times both Cristina and José 
used the English phrase “make pee-pee” as a reason for stopping and taking a break.  It was all I (and most of the group) could do to 
keep from laughing each time they said that, but apparently there’s nothing particularly unusual about the phrase in Spanish. 
 
 While waiting for the rest of the group to get back to the bus I sipped a French soft drink called “Gini”.  It was lemon flavored, a 
flavor I’d learned to drink in the hot Spanish weather on my first trip to Europe.  Lemon isn’t particularly popular in France; in fact Gini 
was the only lemon brand I found.  The slogan on the Gini can amused me.  It said “la plus chaude des boissons froides” (the hottest of 
cold drinks). 
 
 Having brought up soft drinks, I’ll comment just a little more on them.  Pepsi definitely dominates the soft drink market in 
France.  That surprised me, because everywhere else I’ve gone except Russia (where at the time Pepsi was the only American 
product available), it’s been Coke that was far and away the leader.  I added numerous French items to my collection of Pepsi 
containers on this trip, without having to go out of my way to look for anything.  In addition to regular Pepsi, the same company makes 
Pepsi Light and a sickeningly sweet fruit concoction called Orangina.  There are vending machines with those three products, plus 
bottled water, absolutely everywhere—a definite change from 1985 when I saw virtually no vending machines at all.  Sizes have gotten 
a lot larger in the past 17 years, too.  Then cans and bottles were notably smaller than they were in America.  Today the standard can is 
33 centiliters, which is virtually the same as our 12-ounce can.  The standard bottle they sell in vending machines is 500 milliliters (why 
cans are in centiliters and bottles in milliliters, I don’t know), or about 16 ounces.  In stores they sell 1, 2, and 3 liter bottles.  Fast food 
places still don’t have the “super size” cups they have back home, but the other sizes have increased to fit the American standard.  
Outside of a grocery store, all pop is expensive.  The cheapest cans I saw in vending machines were €1.80, and €2 was the standard 
price for bottles. 
 
 We left Chambord at 10:25 and returned to the old road.  It intrigued me that there was almost no traffic on the road.  Since 
there was also not a huge amount of traffic on the autoroute, my conclusion would be that people must drive a lot less in France than 
they do in America.  France is a heavily populated country.  It’s about the size of Texas, but has almost three times as many people (60 
million).  It’s also well developed and fairly prosperous, so it surprised me a bit there weren’t more cars on the highways.  We did, 
however, see an amazing number of bicycles.  It wasn’t anywhere close to Tour de France time, but apparently a lot of people here just 
ride bikes for either fun or as a means of transportation. 
 
 We saw some interesting signs along the highway.  One group that stood out was all the cautionary signs, each of which had 
the word “RAPPEL” on a little red and white sign above it.  Apparently “rappel” means “recall” in Franch.  I had never heard the word 
before though, and I kept picturing people rock-climbing around a curve. 
 
 One thing that stood out was that there were almost no stop signs.  Often minor intersections are unmarked [with the priority 
right-of-way I described earlier], and where main roads come together they either have a traffic circle or a sort of semi-exit set-up.  It 
was also interesting that where there were stop signs (mostly in town), they looked like our signs and said “STOP”.  I’ve seen “ARRET” 
signs in Quebec (and even in French-speaking areas of Ontario and Manitoba, for that matter), so it amazed me that the home of the 
French language would put the English word on their signs.  [In traditional French “arrêt” actually means “stopping place” in the 
sense of a bus stop or a rest area.  That’s all it means in France (where the bus stop signs do say  “arrêt”, and it’s not totally 
clear how Quebec generalized the word mean a command to stop before proceeding.] 
 
 There is an interesting way of marking passing zones on the rural roads, too.  Instead of the double-line system we use, in 
France there’s always just one white line down the center of a highway.  It’s dashed if you can pass and solid if you can’t (which is most 
of the time).  When you get toward the end of a passing zone, the dashes turn into arrows that point back toward your lane—a clue that 
you need to get back over now. 
 
 The roads wind a lot and go up and down a lot of hills.  That gave José quite a work-out using the gear shift.  More correctly, I 
should say gear shifts, because there were actually two.  There was a stick shift on the floor that appeared to have six forward gears, 
plus a lever on the dashboard he could put in at least four different positions to make smaller shifting effects.  My father used to 
describe driving vehicles that worked that way, but I’d never seen one up close [nor do I really understand the principle of it]. 
 
 We went through Bracieaux, which really was a quaint little town, and then through Chevery.  It’s interesting that the towns 
here are made up of individual houses.  With most of my knowledge of Europe coming from Spain (where everyone lived in apartments 
twenty years ago) and England (where all my mother’s penpals lived in rowhouses), it surprised me to see so many single-family 
homes here.  That really does seem to be the standard in rural France, though.  While many of them were new, there were some 
detached homes that were obviously old (even historic), so it’s not just a modern trend. 
 
 Away from the towns the landscape around here looks a lot like central California—intensely farmed with crops of assorted 
vegetables.  The whole country seems to be agricultural, and most of it is very flat and open.  There are quite a lot of individual 
farmsteads here, where people live on their land.  That, too, is different from Spain.  There everyone lives in a village and commutes to 
the farm.  I’d guess there’s some of that in France, too, since there are definitely fewer farmhouses than you’d see in Iowa.  It is pretty 
generally settled in the rural areas, though. 
 
 As I was taking all this in Margaret, Paul, and most of the kids on the bus were sleeping.  I really can’t imagine traveling to a 
foreign country and sleeping while you travel.  [I almost never sleep in vehicles—period, and I NEVER sleep when I might miss 
something while traveling.]  Whenever I go anywhere, I want to find out everything I can about the place.  After a while Paul started 
snoring quite loudly, and José joking—saying that his driving must be smooth and restful. 



 Our second stop of the day was another of the famous Loire Valley chateaus, this time Chenonceau (shen-on-sew), which is 
located on the tree-lined Cher River.  I didn’t care for this place as much as Chambord.  It’s privately owned, and parts of it struck me as 
a bit of a tourist trap.  It is pretty, though.  The main palace is actually built atop a bridge over the river.  Outside there are formal 
gardens, with strange plants such as apple trees that had been trained to grow horizontally.  The inside is much more formally restored 
than Chambord was, though I’m not sure it’s all entirely authentic. 

 
Chateau de Chenonceau 

Our guide gave us some interesting background history on the place (such as how the king who built it worked in both his 
wife’s and his mistress’s initials in the monograms that adorn every surface), and then we had time to explore on our own.  I went 
through the place pretty quickly (honestly, to some extent, if you’ve seen one castle, you’ve seen them all).  So I went back to the bus 
and sipped some vending machine coffee as I talked with the driver. 
 

I really had quite an interesting discussion with José—all in Spanish.  That alone amazed me, because I’m not sure that 17 
years ago I said more than a few words to anyone.  José lives in what he calls a small town (about 25,000 people) just southwest of 
Madrid.  He is 43 years old and has been a driver for about 15 years.  He works for a company that is based in Barcelona that operates 
buses all over Europe.  (Apparently a large percentage of bus drivers in Europe are Spaniards, because wages are somewhat lower in 
Spain than they are elsewhere on the continent.)  He has driven in every country in Europe, and while he basically speaks only 
Spanish, he has picked up enough of the other European languages to be able to drive without any problems.  He thinks Scandinavia is 
the most beautiful part of Europe, followed by northern Spain and Greece.  He says the hardest places to drive in Europe are Italy and 
Germany, and the easiest place is Spain.  He has driven in England (on the “wrong” side of the road), but he says even that is easier 
than driving in Italy.  José has a family, but he can sometimes be away from home for three weeks at a time.  He says the pay is good, 
though, and there is always steady work.  [We really did have a surprisingly in-depth conversation, and both of us understood 
each other very clearly.  Few things have helped me gain confidence with my Spanish more than this.] 
 
 We left Chenonceau at 1:10 (you’ll notice it’s still not anywhere close to lunchtime) and continued southward.  It was 
interesting to me that while the countryside was still very rural, there were city bus stops all along the road.  We passed a number of 
caves, some of which are apparently used for growing mushrooms and others of which were habitations in prehistoric times.  In the 
fields we saw every kind of crop imaginable; probably most unusual was poppies. 
 
 Things quickly became more and more suburban as we approached Tours.  There were traffic circles everywhere.  The term 
in French is apparently “rond-pont”, though in Paris they were sometimes called “etoiles” (stars) from the roads that went off in all 



directions.  We went under an enormous viaduct that carries the tracks for the TGV, France’s famous high-speed train.  Literally 
underneath the bridge was a “camping”, a seedy little campground with no charm whatsoever. 
 
 The guide asked where the group was from and seemed a bit surprised when we said Iowa.  She had apparently been an 
exchange student somewhere southeast of Des Moines [though she couldn’t remember the name of the town, which made me 
wonder if perhaps she didn’t just make up a similar story for every group she had].  I guess it really is a small world. 
 
 We made our way back down the flower-lined boulevards of Tours and back through the downtown area.  Rather abruptly we 
switched from the sprawling new downtown to the tiny historic area of the city.  Here we saw a classic Gothic cathedral, complete with 
flying buttresses and a vast vaulted sanctuary.  The guide then gave us more dull commentary about what seemed like every building 
in the historic district.  Honestly, I found the modern downtown more interesting, but she said next to nothing about it.  [There is a near 
universal obsession with obscure history among tour guides; they seem to think tourists should find everything old more 
interesting than anything new.] 

 
ABOVE:  Flying buttresses of the Cathedral de 

Saint-Gatien – Tours, France 
RIGHT:  Street of half-timbered buildings in the 

medieval quarter – Tours, France 
 We passed a pleasant fountain that was 
dedicated to the U.S. troops who served here in 
World War I.  Technically the land for the fountain was 
given by Tours to the people of the United States, and 
the guide explained to us that technically it can be 
considered U.S. land.  Just beyond the fountain there 
was a major construction project.  They’re apparently 
putting in underground parking, but in the process 
they uncovered the original city harbor.  The parking 
ramp is being put on hold while they do 
archaeological excavation. 
 
 Our ultimate destination in Tours was the 
medieval district, which looked like an old British town 
to me—the sort of place you see in documentaries on 
Shakespeare.  The buildings are all half-timbered, 
sort of like an old Super 8 motel, with steeply pitched 
slate roofs.  It’s really hard to believe that they’re the 
better part of a thousand years old; they’re 
remarkably well preserved.  
 
 While it’s a pretty area, I can’t say I cared a lot for medieval Tours.  While the buildings are real, the neighborhood is fake.  I 
don’t think much of anyone lives here; it’s all just restaurants and gift shops.  It reminded me of the historic district in Quebec City, 
where you see an old artsy district that basically exists for the benefit of tourists.  In Tours it’s also for the benefit of college students 
who want a picturesque place to get drunk, but the concept is the same. 
 
 While we were out exploring the medieval district, José had parked the bus next to a very modern building that was part of the 
nearby university.  A delivery truck came by while we were away and clipped the outside mirror on the outside of the bus.  When we got 
back José was replacing the broken mirror with a spare, which had a big crack running the length of it.  He said that would get us to 
Madrid, and there he could get a good replacement at “Lavapies”, a district in the old city south of downtown where I remember having 
been 17 years ago. 
 



 After replacing the mirror, José and the driver of the delivery truck had to deal with the paperwork of the accident.  Cristina 
served as interpreter between the French-speaking delivery driver and José.  It amazed me just how much paperwork there was, but 
apparently everything is taken care of on the spot in Europe, rather than being reported and dealt with later. 
 
 While we waited a UPS truck double-parked next to the delivery truck.  The driver got out to deliver some packages to the 
university, and it was interesting that he was in a tank top and shorts.  I always picture UPS drivers in neatly pressed brown uniforms, 
and a tank top definitely didn’t fit the image they try to convey in America.  [I’m not really sure I was aware UPS delivered overseas 
prior to this trip.  It appears that in Europe no one thinks of them as an American company.] 
 
 Eventually José and the delivery driver settled things up and we were on our way down the autoroute again.  Just past Tours 
was another tollbooth, this time with a huge back-up.  It reminded me of the back-ups on the Illinois tollways on holiday weekends.  We 
eventually paid our toll (again by credit card) and set off south.  The landscape got hillier south of Tours, more what I think of in Europe.  
It was still heavily farmed, though, with compact fields of widely varied crops. 
 
 After about an hour we stopped for lunch.  By now it was around 3:30pm, and even with the big breakfast I was absolutely 
famished.  We again ate at a L’Arche cafeteria, and I again had the “menu saveur”.  This time the only “vegetable” available was French 
fries, but the dessert amounted to pre-packaged cups of yogurt or flan.  I supplemented lunch by buying a chocolate and pistachio ice 
cream “coronet” from a vending machine outside.  [One of my favorite things to do while traveling is to sample local snack foods.  
Sometimes they’re dreadful, but ice cream is almost always a good bet.] 

 
Gas station at the Aire de Potiers 

 
 We drove south past Potiers and “Futurescope”, 
which is apparently a science-oriented theme park not unlike 
Epcot Center.  [It’s actually called Futuroscope (with an 
“o” in the middle), and the word is also the trademark 
name of the 3-D cinema process they use in their 
shows.]  Late in the afternoon we stopped for gas and “pi-
pi” at yet another of those aires.  We spent quite a bit of time 
browsing through the convenience store at the aire.  In 
honor of the world cup I ended up picking up “futbol 
surprise”, an enormous cardboard cone wrapped in soccer-
oriented paper and filled with little kid’s toys.  The big toy 
was a squirt gun shaped like a dinosaur, which I’ll keep as a 
souvenir of France. 
 
 When I went back to the bus I decided to take a 
picture of the pump, showing the price José had paid for our 
fuel.  [The price, of course, didn’t actually show up in 
the picture.]  The bus used diesel, which in France is called 
gazoil and cost about €.89 per liter.  Our total bill was 
€216.91—over  $200  just for  a tank of  gas.  I  asked  José  

what sort of mileage the bus got.  In Europe they measure fuel efficiency in terms of “liters per hundred kilometers” [one of the most 
cumbersome measurements I’ve ever heard of], so lower is better than higher.  This bus got 30 l/hkm, which if you do the rather 
complex algebra works out to about 7½ miles per gallon. 
 
 It was evening by the time we got to Bordeaux.  Again neither José nor Cristina really knew exactly how to get to our hotel.  
Cristina had a map that had been faxed to her that basically looked like a bunch of circles with lines between them.  We spent nearly 
two hours driving from one traffic circle to another, all the while seeing “beautiful” suburban Bordeaux (mostly the town of Merignac)—
which is one of the dumpiest places I’ve ever been to in my life.  [Merignac’s raison d’être is the Bordeaux Airport, and the place 
reminds me a lot of the dumpy suburb of Kenner where the New Orleans Airport is located.  At least New Orleans doesn’t 
have traffic circles, though.]  We kept coming past the same things over and over, most notably a sign for a crematorium that brought 
to mind that mass grave they found in Georgia earlier this year.  We also kept passing the same shopping center with an enormous 
Carrefour supermarket and a three-floor cement block building where they sold nothing but beds. 
 

We were lost, but neither José nor Cristina seemed to want to do anything about it.  Neither wanted to stop to ask directions.  
Once again Cristina insisted that it was too expensive to use her Spanish cell phone in France, and it never seemed to occur to anyone 
that there were public phone booths all over the place. 
 
 I kept my mouth shut all through this, because Cristina and José were close to being at each other’s throats.  They reminded 
me of a married couple on the verge of divorce.  Each time we stopped at a traffic light, they would argue over which way we should go, 
and the argument would usually lead to sarcastic comments both ways.  That would continue until Cristina would say “está en verde” 
(it’s green) with a huff, and José would set off again.  This kept up until after sunset. 
 
 We wandered through the back side of an industrial park and then made our way into the city proper.  Somehow, I think totally 
by accident, we managed to find our hotel.  Strangely, though, it was a different hotel than our itinerary had said we were staying in.  
We were supposed to stay at a place called the Kyriad, and instead we were at the Hotel Alton.  I wasn’t going to complain, though; a 
hotel is a hotel, and we were here. 
 



 This was really a kind of weird hotel.  It was a massive place that rambled down hallway after hallway around a flower-filled 
courtyard.  The lights in the hallways were on a timer, so that after about 30 seconds they shut off automatically.  There were switches 
in the halls where you could turn them on, but there were similar switches that served as doorbells for the rooms, so you had to be 
careful which button you pushed.  The rooms were oddly shaped and badly lit.  They had kitchenettes in every room, which in America 
is usually a sign of a place that is going downhill.  It was definitely not my favorite place, but at least they had a bed. 
 
 It was after 10:00 when we ate dinner.  It started with couscous, a Middle Eastern pasta dish which is apparently quite popular 
in France.  That was followed up by a hamburger roll-up thing with potatoes on the side and then a very dry cake for dessert.  We also 
had the omnipresent bread, which accompanies every meal in Europe.  José had joined us for dinner, and he was obviously 
unimpressed with the quality of French bread.  [I like bread, but it’s never something I’ve eaten as an accompaniment to meals.]  
He described it as “gum” and felt its chewiness gave you nothing to sink your teeth into. 
 
 They had satellite TV at the hotel, and we were able to pick up the CNN European service, which originates in London.  
Honestly, there wasn’t much of anything happening in the world, but it was good to hear some news in English. 
 
 At dinner several of the girls were whining about wanting to stay up and visit in each other’s rooms.  I felt like suggesting that 
they should have visited on the bus, instead of sleeping all the time, but I thought better of it.  The tour company we were traveling with 
had a definite 11:00 curfew.  Dinner was already pushing us past that curfew, and Paul was certainly in no mood to put it later still.  He 
emphatically said that there would be no exceptions, and that was that. 
 
 … or so we thought.  Not long after the official bed check, Cristina had called around to rooms asking when people wanted a 
wake-up call the following morning.  No one was in one of the rooms belonging to some girls from Oskaloosa.  She called us to let Paul 
know that, and he—well, let’s just politely say he was less than happy.  It turned out that three people were playing cards in another 
room.  There was nothing terrible going on, but they had still directly disobeyed the rules.  Paul’s method of dealing with it was to make 
the group (I think one boy and two girls) his “friends” for the next few days.  He sat with them on the bus, and everywhere he went, they 
went with him.  The message did get through pretty well, and we had no more serious incidents on the trip. 
 
 As I went to bed tonight I thought again of Brad Nelson, the minor league baseball player from Garrigan.  He had been 
selected to play in the Midwest League All-Star Game, and sometime while I was asleep they’d be playing that game in Lansing, 
Michigan.  As I faded off to sleep, I wondered how things would go for him.  As it turned out, they went quite well.  While he was 0 for 1 
in the game itself, Brad won the home run derby that they played before the game—which is really the ultimate honor at an all-star 
game.  [He’d win another home run derby in the Southern League a couple years later.]  After the all-star game, Brad continued to 
have an outstanding season in Beloit, leading all of organized baseball (all levels, major or minor league) in runs batted in.  As I write 
this in early August, he was just promoted to the High Desert Mavericks in Victorville, California (by brother John’s birthplace), and it 
looks like he’s also doing great there.  I said in last year’s travelogue that I was looking forward to seeing Brad in the Majors one day; 
I’m even more confident of that now.  [After a long recovery from a wrist injury, Brad finally did make the majors at the end of the 
2008 season.  He was also in Milwaukee at the start of the 2009 season, but had a VERY bad start and was released.  He 
became a free agent and signed with the Seattle Mariners system, playing for their AAA team in Tacoma.] 
 

Wednesday, June 19 
Bordeaux, France to Madrid, Spain 
by bus 
 
 We were up around 6:30 this morning.  This hotel also had a breakfast buffet, though not nearly so nice as the one we had in 
Tours.  We ate, and then at 7:40 we got on the bus and left for the day. 
 
 It was chilly and rainy as we set off, and that gloom pretty much frames my opinion of Bordeaux overall.  We covered just 
about everyplace in the city—though much of it not intentionally—and I was about equally unimpressed with everything.  Perhaps most 
memorable was the graffiti; it was absolutely everywhere in Bordeaux.  Even traffic signs were tagged, and nobody seemed to bother 
cleaning anything up. 
 
 We went around the Bordeaux peripherique right at rush hour, past dumpy factories and tacky suburban sprawl.  We kept 
seeing signs for that Carrefour store we passed over and over again last night in Merignac.  We also passed a car dealer who stacked 
the cars vertically in little elevator affairs, and we passed another of those ATAC supermarkets.  Like the one in Tours, it had a “24 
heures” sign, and also like Tours it was closed.  [ATAC is owned by Carrefour’s main rival in France, the Auchan Group.  They 
have nearly as big a presence in France as Carrefour does, and they are the principal supermarket chain in most of Eastern 
Europe.] 
 
 We took Exit 6 off the peripherique and wandered around forever on two-lane roads through densely built suburbs.  It 
reminded me a lot of Wisconsin, where they have a lot of two-lane suburban strips.  On the day I wrote this paragraph I had driven 
through Prairie du Chien, and traveling down the tacky congested strip there was like déjà vu. 
 
 We kept seeing signs that said “CASINO”.  At first I assumed they were for—well—casinos.  (That would also be like 
Wisconsin, where there seems to be an Indian reservation around every bend.)  Apparently, though, the term is used to mean “strip 
mall” or “shopping center” in France.  I suppose they must feel you’re taking a gamble buying stuff there. 



  We crawled around a maze of two-lane suburban roads, broken only by the endless traffic circles.  Eventually we made it into 
a residential area, full of detached cement block homes with tile roofs.  While the residents were obviously much wealthier, it intrigued 
me that the construction was identical to what I had seen in Merida, Mexico years ago. 
 

Many of the homes here face away from the street, and all of them have brick, stone, or cement block walls keeping the riff-raff 
on the street out.  (In Bordeaux those walls as often as not are covered with graffiti.) That’s certainly a different feeling than you get in 
American suburbs, where the open yards frame the homes and fences are more for decoration or for keeping pets and children safe.  
[I’d find on later trips to southern California that many of the suburbs there do have similarly unfriendly walls.] 
 
 The houses weren’t the only buildings with tile roofs.  Everything in southern France seems to be roofed in tile.  Even pole 
building warehouses had red tile on top. 
 
 Our destination this morning was a winery that was located in an old town of Margeaux, which has now become a suburb.  By 
now it was no surprise that we couldn’t find it.  After driving around aimlessly for a while, we eventually stopped in front of the Margeaux 
post office (la poste).  José asked a man who was parked nearby for directions, and the man decided it was easier to just lead us there 
in our car—which is precisely what he did. 
 
 The vineyard tour was markedly less interesting than its equivalent in California.  Any vineyard tour is essentially an industrial 
tour.  Such tours are most interesting when something is actually happening in the factory.  The California the wineries are big enough 
that things do happen year round—and even when there isn’t much of anything going on, the staff have dealt with enough tourists that 
they can give you the impression that you’re seeing something of interest.  At the winery in Bordeaux absolutely nothing was going on.  
What’s more, the guide spoke limited English, so she really wasn’t even able to explain the winemaking process or tell us much about 
what we did see.  Moreover, with a tour mostly of teenagers, we couldn’t have a wine tasting (though that didn’t stop José from 
indulging).  Technically the kids could have drunk in France, but they were all underage in America, and the company and school 
regulations expressly forbid it—as well they should. 
 
 We drove back to Bordeaux proper past a really dumpy industrial park—absolutely characterless cement block boxes set 
among weeds, scraggly trees, and mud.  It’s nothing I didn’t see all over Mississippi and Louisiana, but hardly what would come to mind 
when I think of France.  Largest among the factories was “Ford Aquitaine, SAS”, which stretched from one traffic circle to another—
probably better than a kilometer in length. 
 
 While Bordeaux was worse than most places, it’s really kind of sad that the vast majority of France lives, works, and shops in 
what amount to really grungy American-style suburbs.  I’ve read that Australia is like that, but I didn’t really expect it in a place people 
think of as so “cultural” and so “beautiful”.  If people would borrow any concept from America, I can’t imagine why it would be suburban 
sprawl.  I’ve always thought the suburbs were the worst part of American cities.  They have all the disadvantages of a big city (traffic, 
crime, etc.) without the nice museums, parks, historic sites, and top-rate entertainment facilities.  In France they seem to have gone 
head over heels for suburban living, though.  In Paris, for instance, less than 2 million people live in the city proper, while nearly 12 
million live in the area.  The smaller cities have similar settlement patterns.  I guess the lure of single-family homes over city apartments 
must be very strong. 
 

The problem is these really aren’t nice suburbs, by anyone’s definition.  While they’re mostly pretty new, they come across like 
the seedy old inner suburbs of American cities. They’re not poor, but there’s nothing beautiful about them whatsoever; saying they’re 
tacky would be a generous description.  It reminded me of when we used to drive up the then two-lane Manheim Road in Chicagoland 
thirty years ago to take Margaret to O’Hare for her earlier trips to Europe.  Manheim is mostly six lanes now, and widening it got rid of a 
lot of the seedy strip malls and post-war bungalows. The French suburbs could use both of those improvements. 
 
 On our way back into the city proper, we passed the hotel we were supposed to have stayed at last night—the Kyriad 
Bordeaux-Lac, which would have been right off the autoroute.  It looked as if it would have been a pleasant hotel, and I pondered again 
why we didn’t end up staying there. 
 
 It was sunny by the time we reached the city proper, but that did little to improve my opinion of Bordeaux.  It really is a dumpy 
city, with very little I could find to recommend it.  While there is a small historic area (more on that later), most of the city proper appears 
to date from the twentieth century.  What’s more, almost every surface in the place is covered with graffiti.  It reminded me of the 
pictures you used to see of the New York subway.  They’ve cleaned that up, but they sure haven’t cleaned up anything in Bordeaux. 
 
 Right downtown we passed what used to be a central market.  Now abandoned, it had big holes in its graffiti-covered walls.  
There was a pleasant riverfront park right next door, though with a view of that market one direction and abandoned factories the other 
way, I can’t imagine anyone would want to spend much time there (and no one was there as we drove by). 
 
 There is one big difference between Bordeaux and similarly bleak American cities (Baton Rouge, Gary, Detroit, etc.):  while in 
American cities the slums are usually filled by people of color, in Bordeaux everyone is white.  It was really almost spooky just how 
white of a city it was.  Paris had a lot of Third World immigrants, and Tours had exchange students from overseas, but in Bordeaux 
there was no one who wasn’t natively French.  The people in Bordeaux were also decidedly older than those in either Tours or Paris.  It 
was no surprise that a college town like Tours tended toward the young side, and Paris seemed to have a pretty good cross-section of 
all age groups.  Bordeaux, though, was definitely heavy on senior citizens.  While it was a big city, it came across in some ways like 
those dying towns in Iowa where about the only people left are retired. 
 



 Again we proceeded to get completely lost.  We drove along the riverfront boulevard, past the port of Bordeaux and a set of 
locks.  Before long we were back to the peripherique, where we made a U-turn and went back downtown.  We again passed the 
abandoned market, and at a stop light nearby there was a beggar going from car to car. Once again José and Cristina argued about 
how we should go, making for a rather tense trip. 
 
 We were looking for the central tourist office, and Cristina appeared to have fairly detailed directions on how to get there.  
Unfortunately there was a major construction project (we found out later they were putting in a new tramway—though why what 
amounts to a streetcar should require underground excavation, I don’t know), and that blocked the main access to the historic area.  
We kept cruising up and down the riverfront drive for probably twenty minutes, but then eventually we took a minor street and 
eventually reached the tourist office. 

 
Construction in Bordeaux 

 A middle-aged woman was our tour guide in Bordeaux.  She was trilingual in French, Spanish, and English, so she mostly 
gave her driving directions directly to José in Spanish.  At one point when she had told him to turn, but he didn’t turn as soon as she 
expected, she exclaimed, “La, la, la!  ¡Aquí, aquí!”, combining both French and Spanish in one mouthful. 
 
 The guide found most of historic Bordeaux beautiful.  She justified her opinion by pointing out every example of symmetry and 
geometry in the dull, look-alike edifices of the old city.  One traffic circle that she simply gushed over was surrounded by identical gray 
stone buildings with identical balconies by every window.  There was no monument in the middle of the circle, nor any vegetation to be 
seen anywhere.  The geometry of the boring architecture, though, apparently made it scenic. 
 
 In several places the guide pointed to preparations that were being made for the “Fête de Bons Vins” (Good Wine Festival), 
which is apparently Bordeaux’s summer celebration.  It’s interesting that in America you get a lot of food fairs (and alcohol is certainly a 
big part of many of them), but I don’t think even Milwaukee or Napa has a “summerfest” dedicated to beverages. 
 
 In her brief history of Bordeaux, the guide mentioned that its most important era was during the slave trade.  She really didn’t 
mention much of any history since that era, and it made me wonder just what the economy of the city is today.  They have industrial 
parks out in the suburbs, but except for the run-down port I really didn’t see much of any major employers downtown. 
 
 The first of two real points of interest we stopped at in Bordeaux was its cathedral.  The guide described the cathedral as 
“eclectic”—noting that it had been added onto and modernized many times, and therefore showed examples of many different styles of 



architecture.  We made our way past a beggar at the door and into the main church, where the most interesting thing was that the 
organist was practicing as we walked by.  Outside the guide directed our attention to the fact that they were in the process of cleaning 
the limestone façade.  There was certainly a difference between the cleaned and uncleaned—basically gray vs. black—but I can’t say I 
found either part exceptionally beautiful. 
 
 The other point of interest we saw was the Bordeaux opera house.  I’m sure the guide told us how old it was, but I really don’t 
remember.  It looked to me like it dated to the 1800s (sort of neoclassical), but it could well be a bit older.  It certainly isn’t old, though, 
in the sense of the Loire chateaus.  [According to Wikipedia, it was opened in 1780.  It’s apparently interesting because it has a 
stone façade over a wooden frame and is the oldest wood frame building in Europe that hasn’t burned.  No one bothered 
telling us that—which would have made the place quite a bit more interesting.]  All we really saw at the opera was the lobby 
(which houses an information center) and a grand staircase that leads to the auditorium.  We didn’t see in the auditorium itself, nor did 
we look at the stage or backstage areas.  I’ve toured old theatres in Chicago, St. Louis, and Atlanta, and there we got to actually see 
everything up close.  Here we really didn’t see much of anything. 
 
 After that rather superficial tour we had about forty-five minutes to kill on our own.  Many of the kids used the time to change 
money.  Paul went to a bank with one of his students and noted afterward that the bank teller tried to give the girl a €200 note.  Since 
even €20 is more than some businesses wanted to take, €200 would be absolutely unspendable.  Paul doesn’t really speak French 
(and neither did the student), but he managed to come up with the phrase “plus petit”, which the teller easily understood. 
 
 I killed some time at a “Tabac”—officially a tobacco store (something you don’t see very often in America these days), but 
really more of a convenience store, with food, books, tourist-oriented gifts, and assorted sundries.  I bought a book about Bordeaux 
(which really didn’t tell me much more than the guide had) and some postcards. 

 

 
ABOVE:  Smart Car with advertising 

for the Four Sisters Hotel 
LEFT:  Kiosk toilet in a park –  

Bordeaux, France 
 
 I also  made a point of using a kiosk toilet. 

They have these all over the place in France, on street corners and near the entrances to parks.  They are oval-shaped  corrugated 
metal shacks, usually painted green, with “TOILETTE” written above the door in an antique script.  [The one I used in Bordeaux was 
actually black and proclaimed its use in a modern font.]  They work like a vending machine.  You deposit coins (in this case €.30), 
and the door opens.  You go in, close the door, and a light comes on.  You then use the facilities and open the door.  Once you leave, 
the door closes again, and you hear a huge spraying noise like a car wash.  In fact the entire facility is cleaned with boiling water and 
then quick dried between uses.  Unfortunately the cleaning process doesn’t catch junk that people throw in the sink; it just sits there and 
gets wet.  The toilet paper was also wet to the point of being unusable.  [It really does seem ridiculous to just leave toilet paper 
exposed in a self-cleaning restroom.]  Fortunately that wasn’t a problem for me, but it would have been for any woman. 
 
 I still had a good half hour to wait after I had used the toilet.  I kept wandering around in the two-block or so area nearby.  The 
most interesting thing was the building the toilet happened to be in front of, which bore a sign that said “Night Club Le Monseigneur”.  
Again I was intrigued by the use of English, that this was a “night club” rather than a “boite de nuit”.  I also kept wondering just how 
much the monsignor got around to have his own club.  
 
 Eventually everyone got back, and we made our way back to the bus.  We left Bordeaux by a totally different route than we 
had been on any of the times we were lost.  We did, however, eventually make our way back to the autoroute, and we were quickly out 
of the city. 
 
 We stopped for a late lunch at a different brand of cafeteria [Campanile] (I guess “L’Arche” doesn’t control every aire—just 
most of them).  They didn’t have the “menu saveur”, and the a la carte prices were rather expensive.  Once again I had ham and rice, 
together with an apple tart for dessert.  The total for that alone was about €15.  I also bought a tiny little bottle of Bordeaux wine to take 
home as a souvenir, and some chips and juice to snack on as we drove. 



 The landscape became very flat again south of Bordeaux.  We passed farmland and then entered a forest preserve.  The 
woods here looked planted; the trees grew in too straight of rows to be natural.  It made for a pretty drive, though. 
 

Before long we entered the Basque country, which apparently is called “Gascogne” in French.  I wondered just how much of a 
Basque separatist movement there was in France.  They’ve had problems with Basque separatists in Spain for decades, and they’ve 
made a lot of concessions to allow them to preserve their unique language and culture.  In France, though, all the signs were in French, 
and there was really nothing other than what amounted to a “state line” sign to let us know we had entered the Basque region. 

 
 I’m not sure if it was part of his punishment or not, but one of those students of Paul’s who had been in the wrong place after 

hours came up to the front of the bus and spent much of the afternoon chatting with José in Spanish.  While most of their conversation 
was pretty much the same stuff I had discussed with José in Chenonceau, it was still interesting to listen in on things.  What’s more, it 
amazed me how easily I understood what José said.  When I was in Spain in ’85,  it struck me that everyone I spoke with was mush-
mouthed and swallowed just about all of their words.  By contrast,  I found Mexicans much easier to understand.  While he had some 
classic Castillian speech patterns, José spoke as clearly as a Mexican.  I was always able to get the gist of what he said, and a 
surprising amount of the time I understood every word. 
 
 One thing that was noteworthy about José was his cap.  He always wore an adjustable baseball cap that said “Grand Canyon” 
in English.  Apparently some relative of his (I knew at the time, but don’t remember exactly who) had been there on his honeymoon 
(which in Spanish, by the way, is literally translated “luna de miel”—moon of honey). so it was the equivalent of those “all I got was this 
lousy T-shirt” souvenirs. 
 
 I learned a French word as we drove along.  The road we were taking, while still four-lane was not limited access (sort of like 
most of the new Avenue of the Saints in Iowa), so there were periodic intersections.  There was one sign that showed an exclamation 
point on it (the standard “caution” sign in Europe), and below was a small sign that said “CARREFOUR”.  I recalled that as being the 
name of the big supermarket we kept going past in Merignac, and it intrigued me that the word apparently meant “intersection”.  (I 
recently entered it into one of those on-line translators, and it confirmed the meaning was “crossroads”.)  That seems like kind of a 
strange name for a grocery store, but then I can only imagine what visitors to our country must think when they see stores named 
“Piggly Wiggly”. 
 
 Again most of the traffic was trucks, and it struck me that most of the drivers were younger than their American equivalents.  
José was 42 years old, and that would probably be toward the older end of the drivers on the road here. 
 
 I noticed something else that had changed since I had been here before.  It used to be that if a European vehicle traveled 
outside its home country, it had to have an oval-shaped sticker by the license plate that identified where it came from.  French cars said 
“F”, Spanish cars said “E” (for España), German cars said “D” (for Deutschland), and so on.  Well the advent of the European Union 
has brought the end of those identity ovals.  What’s more, as people renew their licenses, they plates themselves are changing.  The 
new plates all over Europe feature a small EU flag (a circle of yellow stars on a blue background—much like the U.S. President’s flag) 
at the left.  It intrigued me that Europe would go for single licensing throughout the continent, while we have left that entirely to local 
authorities. 
 
 We went through a variety of weather zones as we drove southward.  Near Bordeaux the corn fields were irrigated, but the 
further south we drove the wetter it got.  In the Basque Country we drove through old growth forest with ferns at the foot of pine trees.  
Before long we made it into the Pyrenees Mountains, the rugged natural border between France and Spain.  We were barely five miles 
from the Atlantic coast, so the mountains weren’t all that high, but they were definitely rugged.  It was obviously a major work of 
engineering to push the autoroute through here.  It was absolutely gorgeous country, and again it surprised me that most of the group 
on the bus was asleep. 
 
 Again we paid for the privilege of driving on a good road, though here the toll seemed a bit more reasonable than it had up 
north.  For cars, the rate was €3, though I assume we paid a bit more than that.  Again José tried to scan his credit card, but this time it 
wouldn’t work.  Eventually an attendant took the card, went to a nearby booth and came back with one of those old pressure-printed 
receipts you got from a manually operated slider machine.  José signed it, and we were on our way again. 
 
 We passed one more urban area in France, the twin cities of Bayonne and Biarritz.  Apparently this is a major resort area, but 
from the autoroute we saw little more than industrial parks.  The most interesting sight in Biarritz was a warehouse for Intermarché, 
which is apparently a department store chain.  The warehouse had a sign on it that said “Les Trois Mousquetieres” (the three 
musketeers).  I have no clue why; perhaps it was owned by three brothers or something.  It was interesting to see, though. 
 
 We reached the Spanish border late in the afternoon.  José and Cristina had indicated that there should be little or no border 
formalities, and indeed that’s what appeared to be happening in most of the lanes at the border.  Cars with EU license plates slowed 
down, but then they were literally waved on before they reached a full stop.  It would be harder for Americans to enter California (where 
they do agricultural inspections at the border) than it is for Europeans to enter Spain these days. 
 
 Apparently José and Cristina were expecting virtually the same treatment for our bus, and they were both surprised when we 
actually had to stop.  A jovial young officer came aboard and spoke briefly with José and Cristina in Spanish.  He clarified that they 
were Spaniards and that the rest of the group was made up of American tourists.  He then said “Passports, please” in English and went 
down the aisle looking at people’s identification.  That presented a small problem, because one of the girls had stupidly left her passport 
in her suitcase—which was now underneath the bus.  Cristina explained the problem, and José offered to open the storage area and 



get out the suitcase.  The officer assured them that this was unnecessary, but he jokingly threatened to send the girl to jail—which, of 
course, he had both the authority and the reason (albeit a technicality) to do. 

 
Spanish border south of Biarritz, France 

 As we pulled away from the border, Cristina and José commented that they had never seen such an inquisition at the border.  
Cristina apologized over the bus microphone and commented that she thought security was heightened because the European heads 
of state were meeting this week in Spain.  She may have felt it was heightened security, but it was certainly less than we had in Spain 
seventeen years ago—which was still nothing compared to getting into the Soviet Union.  [Some years later I’d cross the 
U.S./Canadian border by bus.  The security I encountered there would make this border crossing seem like stopping at a 
tollbooth.] 
 
 Remember Cristina’s cell phone that was too expensive to use in France.  Well, within two minutes after we had crossed into 
Spain, Cristina got out her “movil” and proceeded to check her messages.  She chatted with a friend for a while, and she also called the 
hotel where we would be staying tonight to confirm that they would have dinner waiting when we arrived.  Between here and Madrid 
both she and José would also receive calls on their cell phones—in fact on at least seven different occasions the phones rang while we 
were driving.  It intrigued me that apparently the standard way to answer the phone in Spain is by saying “sí” (yes).  That doesn’t strike 
me as terribly friendly, though it probably does beat the Mexican “diga” (talk). 
 
 Before long we passed our first Spanish tollbooth.  In Spain they have sensors that detect what kind of vehicle you have, and 
the toll you need to pay appears on a digital readout.  Our toll was €1.46—and all the tolls in Spain were equally strange amounts.  I 
suppose they must have been even amounts of pesetas that were directly converted into euros.  We didn’t pay €1.46, though.  The 
tollbooth was supposed to be manned, but there was nobody in it.  Instead the control arm was locked up, and a handwritten sign that 
said “SIGA” (proceed) was taped on the booth.  José did proceed, and we saved about a buck and a half. 
 
 The drive through the Spanish Pyrenees was absolutely breathtaking.  I remembered Spain as a very dry country, but here in 
the extreme north it’s lush and green.  The mountains rise abruptly, with quaint little houses scattered here and there among them.  It 
looked remarkably like pictures I’ve seen of Switzerland.  It certainly was much more “European” in appearance than anything in 
France, and it was far and away the most beautiful landscape we saw on the entire trip. 
 
 We drove past the Atlantic port of San Sebastian, which also carries the Basque name Donostia.  Unlike in France, Basque is 
one of half a dozen official languages in Spain.  (That’s a big change from the Franco era, when it was illegal to speak anything but 
Spanish.)  All the traffic signs in the Spanish Basque country are in both Basque and English, and elsewhere in the country destination 
signs for places in the Basque country always show both languages.  From the looks of it, Basque would be absolutely impossible to 



learn.  “Donostia” has to be the simplest word in the language; most of them seem to be all consonants, and they go on for five 
syllables.  Fortunately, the two people I actually spoke to in the Basque country spoke perfect Spanish. 

 
Pyrenees Mountains near San Sebastian, Spain 

 San Sebastian was the first Spanish city we passed, and it was immediately clear that Spanish cities were completely different 
from French cities.  Except for a few remote farm houses (like those ones halfway up the mountains), there is literally no such thing as a 
detached single-family home in Spain.  Spain has suburbanized a lot since I was here before, too, but the Spanish suburbs are mostly 
made up of high-rise apartments. The closest thing to single-family homes you see in Spain are brand new rowhouses like the condos 
you see down in Ankeny.  The Spanish word for this is “chalets”, but they’re definitely not cottages in the Alps—they’re rowhouses in 
the suburbs. 
 
 Rowhouses and apartments take up much less space than detached homes, and accordingly the Spanish cities are much 
more compact than their French (or American) counterparts.  San Sebastian, for instance, is bigger than Des Moines, but it covers no 
more land than Iowa City (not even counting Coralville) or Dubuque. 
 
 The Spaniards do a better job of controlling industrial sprawl, too.  Every city has a “polígono industrial” (literally an industrial 
polygon, which is probably more descriptive than calling such places parks).  The polygons are densely built up, and—with the 
exception of the region just south of Madrid (where the “polígono” is larger than the city of Madrid itself)—they don’t sprawl nearly so 
much as the equivalent areas in France. 
  
 While we’d see a notable exception to this tomorrow in Madrid, on the whole the Spanish cities were noticeably cleaner than 
those in France.  There was much less graffiti, and what graffiti we did see was on the sides of bridges and similar places.  In France 
there was graffiti on the fronts of occupied buildings—something I couldn’t imagine the owners putting up with.  There was also less 
litter along the highway [in Spain]. 
 
 Even though we were right on the coast, we passed through major mountains west of San Sebastian.  We went through a 
series of tunnels and soared over valleys on some of the highest bridges I’ve ever been on.  It is absolutely gorgeous country here.  I’d 
love to come back and just spend time here, as opposed to the more traditional tourist destinations further south. 
 
 We passed another tollbooth and were again greeted by a raised control arm.  This time the digital readout said “SIGA” 
instead of displaying a price.  We found out later the tollbooth workers were on strike.  This was the beginning of a nationwide general 
strike that we would shape our day tomorrow.  For the moment, though, it was actually a good thing, since José was saving money by 
not having to pay any tolls. 
 
 We made a “parada de pi-pi” (a toilet stop) at a service area near the city of Bilbao.  Service areas in Spain are called “areas 
de servicio”, and they are not nearly so nicely appointed as the French “aires”.  This is probably because Spain has much more exit 
business of the type we have on American interstates.  In France there’s rarely much of anything at the exits (sometimes a hotel or two, 
but almost never gas or restaurants), so the service areas are more important. 
 
 It was immediately obvious at the service area that Spain is a much less expensive country than France.  Gas, for instance, is 
priced in the 80s in Spain, with diesel in the 50s or 60s.  In France gas was invariably over a euro, and diesel was in the 80s or 90s.  I 
mostly bought magazines at the convenience store in the service area, and they were unbelievably cheap.  For €2 – 3 you got not only 
a magazine, but also some come-on that was intended to make you buy it—usually some sort of CD or computer software.  Pop was 
also cheaper, selling for €1 in machines here, as opposed to the standard €2 in France.  Part of the difference is that Spain’s value 



added tax (IVA) is less than half that of France (around 8% as opposed to over 17%).  Even discounting the tax, though, prices would 
still be lower in Spain.  I had read that one of the purposes of going to the unified euro currency was to highlight price differences 
between countries.  It certainly does that clearly.  Spanish wages are also lower than they are farther north, but I think that with the 
differences in prices you’d still be better off in Spain. 
 
 We mostly tunneled under Bilbao.  That’s probably 
as well, since guide books compare the Basque capital to 
such British industrial centers as Manchester, Birmingham, 
and Liverpool—none of which is exactly known for its scenic 
splendor. 
 
 We did pass through a corner of suburban Bilbao 
at ground level, and it was interesting to see the streets 
crowded with people going “de paseo”, promenading 
through the streets on their traditional evening stroll.  We 
slowed down for some of these people as we rounded a 
traffic circle and switched from one expressway to another. 
 
 As we entered the new expressway, José 
explained the difference between the roads called 
“autopistas” and those called “autovías” in Spain.  An 
autopista, which is what we took across the Pyrenees from 
the border to Bilbao, is always a toll road.  They are also 
always limited access, usually with very few exits.  The 
speed limit on them is normally 120 km/h (appx.. 75 mph).  
Autovías, by contrast, are always free expressways.  They 
may, but rarely do have at-grade intersections.  What they 
do have is very frequent interchanges. Every little crossroad 

 
Sign in Basque, Spanish, English, and French 

Elf service station – Bilbao, Spain 
has an interchange, and sometimes in the middle of nowhere they’ll have a “cambio de sentido”, an interchange to nowhere for the 
exclusive purpose of changing direction—most likely so you can get to a business that is on an access road on the other side of the 
highway.  Autovías can also have more severe grades than autopistas.  For that reason, the speed is normally lower—usually 110 km/h 
(70 mph) and sometimes 100 (62 mph).  We would keep switching between these types of roads as we made our way across Spain. 
 
 Just past Bilbao José put in a tape of Spanish guitar music.  It was a fascinating tape.  Some of the selections I assume were 
traditional Spanish favorites, while others were standards from the ‘60s (like Beatles tunes) arranged in a Flamenco-esque style.  When 
the tape ran out he turned on a talk radio station.  It amazed me just how fast the Spanish language is spoken.  It’s much faster than 
French.  I really didn’t follow most of the show; in fact, I was really pleased to just catch a few words here and there. 
 
 The land got drier and flatter as we drove south from the Basque country into Castilla Leon.  Before long we were in farm 
country that looked a lot like South Dakota—huge fields amid mostly flat land, with big buttes in the distance.  Here there were no farm 
houses.  Instead there were small villages filled with rowhouses that housed the local farmers. 
 
 The tollbooth operators in Castilla Leon were not on strike.  We had to stop to pay a toll of €23.93 for abut a 100-mile stretch of 
autopista.  Cars would have paid €7.79 for the same stretch—still more than it would be in America, but significantly cheaper than in 
France.  [The tolls varied a lot in Spain.  Some were extremely cheap, and others quite a bit more expensive.  All were less 
than France, though.] 
 
 It’s interesting that Spain, which I perceive as a poorer country, is much better signed on its highways than France.  Like in 
Iowa, there are distance signs after every exit, and the exit signs tell road numbers, and both near and distant destinations.  The 
warning and guide signs are almost always in pictograms; there’s notably less language on the signs here than in France.  There’s also  

 
Tío Pepe bull 

(Internet picture that is  
much better than anything 

I took myself) 

very little traffic, and everybody seems to drive very politely.  Combining all those things, I think 
Spain would be an easier place to drive than France.  [The signage is likely because the roads in 
Spain are generally a lot newer than those in France.  The lack of wording is likely because 
Spain has numerous official languages (most of which foreigners would call dialects of 
Spanish), while France has but one.  Whatever the reasons, though, Spain would easily be the 
better place to drive.] 
 
 At several points along the way we passed “Tío Pepe” bulls along the road.  Tío Pepe is a 
brand of sherry (jerez) that is popular in Spain.  Instead of billboards, on hilltops all over the country 
they have enormous steel silhouettes of a bull that is the symbol of the product.  It’s one of those 
shapes people who know the product immediately recognize—sort of like the Nike swoosh or the 
CBS eye.  José had a sticker with the Tío Pepe bull on the back of our bus, as well as a little figurine 
that looked like a voodoo doll featuring Uncle Pepe himself that hung above his seat. 
 
 We pulled off to one of those access road businesses near the town of Tudanca, which is 
literally in the middle of nowhere vaguely near the city of Burgos.  José bought gas while the rest of 
us checked out the combination convenience store/restaurant/hotel.  I bought a Fanta limón (it was 
good to be back in a place where sour soft drinks were common)  and a package of chocolate euros.  



These were like the “gelt” that Jewish kids get at Hanukkah—really bad little chocolates embossed and wrapped to look like euro coins 
and bills.  I have no intention of ever eating them [though I think I did at some point], but it made an interesting souvenir.  [This 
paragraph reminds me of the scandal around the time of this trip of Chinese-made chocolates that contained melamine.  
These were bad enough, they certainly had some sort of filler in them—and who knows what that might have been.]  
 
 It started to get dark around 9:45pm.  Soon after we crossed yet another range of mountains and entered “Comunidad de 
Madrid”, essentially the “D.C.” of Spain.  The northwest part of the “autonomous community” is basically a rural mountainous area.  
Gradually the mountains flattened out, and we saw lights spreading out as far as we could see in front of us.  We passed a series of 
brand new industrial parks and housing developments and eventually made our way to the innermost of Madrid’s three ring roads (the 
M-30).  It seemed to me that we nearly covered the complete circumference of the ring, but I suppose we probably did almost exactly 
half of it.  We first followed signs for Valencia and Sevilla, then for Badajoz (on the Portuguese border in southwest Spain), and finally 
for La Coruña (called “A Corunna” by its Galician natives, and located on the Atlantic coast in northwest Spain).  We eventually exited 
at the Plaza de España, which was still bustling with people at 11:30 at night.  José paused briefly by the plaza so we could fetch our 
luggage, and then we walked about a block on a side street to our hotel. 
 
 We passed more reminders of the general strike as we walked to the hotel.  All along the street trash was piled up outside the 
buildings.  Normally trash is emptied overnight in Madrid (as we would find out later), but for now it was just left to set—not to mention 
smell. 
 
 We dumped the luggage in the lobby and immediately had dinner.  We knew ahead of time we would be having a cold dinner, 
as the restaurant was closed when we arrived.  I was picturing those Parisian cold cuts, but this was actually quite a pleasant meal.  We 
had boiled eggs with salad dressing on lettuce followed by cold thin-sliced beef roast.  Then we had the Spanish version of Neapolitan 
ice cream for dessert.  Spanish Neapolitan includes chocolate, vanilla, and the flavor Spaniards call “nata”.  Nata literally means 
“whipped cream”, and it is literally unflavored but delicious ice cream.  [Just today as I write this revision I was at a pretentious ice 
cream place in Ankeny.  They had a flavor called “sweet cream” that was essentially nata.]  The meal was accompanied by water 
and extremely hard rolls.  (José probably would have liked them; I thought they were like hockey pucks.) 
 
 The Hotel Señorial is well located, being just off the Plaza de España, a short walk from the Royal Palace, and just off Gran 
Vía (literally “Broadway” and the main street of downtown Madrid).  It has a lovely lobby, and the restaurant is nice.  Many of the rooms 
have also been pleasantly modernized.  Unfortunately that was not the case with the room Paul and I were in.  The room was small and 
badly maintained.  Light bulbs were missing from fixtures, wallpaper was peeling, and there was graffiti carved in the bathroom door.  
There was no air conditioning, and I don’t care if it is a desert heat—it gets hot in Spain in summer.  The window looked out on the city 
lights, which meant we either had to close the drapes and block any breeze or try to sleep with light shining in the window.   
 
 As it turned out sleeping both tonight and tomorrow would be a bit of a challenge anyway.  Tonight, just as we were fading off 
to sleep we heard chants of “Huelga!  Huelga! Huelga!” off in the distance.  Huelga (pronounced WALE-gah) means “strike” in Spanish.  
It was now after midnight, and the general strike had officially started.  Protesters were marching down Gran Vía to mark the official 
start of the event.  It was clear tomorrow would be no ordinary day. 
 

Thursday, June 20 
Madrid, Spain 
on foot and by metro 
 
 We were originally scheduled to have a formal sightseeing tour today, but Cristina was not sure if the things we were 
scheduled to see would be open because of the strike.  Therefore we had the entire day free to do what we wanted.  That was fine with 
me.  I could travel almost anywhere and be content just walking around and seeing what there was to see. 
 
 I was up around 8:00, and I caught a quick shower in the antique metal tub in our bathroom.  Breakfast was not scheduled 
until after 9:00, so I took a walk down Gran Vía to check out what effect the strike was likely to have on our day.  Anyone who spoke 
Spanish certainly couldn’t miss the fact that a strike was happening today.  There was spray painted graffiti everywhere announcing 
“HUELGA 20-J” (meaning the strike was the 20th of June.  I had complained about the graffiti in France, but this was far worse.  Gran 
Vía is lined with many of Spain’s most elegant shops, and their doors and display windows had all been vandalized by the strikers.  
Where there wasn’t spray paint, red and green stickers about the strike were plastered all around.  Many of the shop doors had red and 
green stickers on them that said “cerrado por la huelga general” (closed on account of the general strike).  On the metro entrances 
there were red and green posters that said “El 20-J no hay transporte” (on June 20th there is no transportation).  There was also graffiti 
in a number of subway entrances that said “huelga para limpieza en el metro”  (strike for cleanliness in the metro—a rather amusing 
point to make with graffiti).  There were also red and green leaflets littered all over everywhere—on the sidewalk, on the subway stairs, 
in store entrances, on the ground in parks—literally everywhere. 
 

The concept of a general strike is absolutely alien to Americans, and I was curious just what the strikers hoped to accomplish.  
The leaflets outlined the reasons for the strike.  Most importantly, the government was trying to cut unemployment benefits.  Spain has 
always had a high unemployment rate (though it was obviously much lower now than it was in 1985), so unemployment benefits are 
something that would matter.  I’m sure the timing of the strike was planned to coincide with the European leaders’ summit.   
 
 



 
General strike graffiti at the entrance to the Puerta del Sol metro station – Madrid, Spain 

 So, were things 
actually closed?  Well, yes 
and no.  Despite the posters, 
the metro was most 
decidedly open for business.  
They had signs in the 
stations that announced 
there would be a minimum of 
40% service on June 20th, 
and it appeared to me that 
trains were running on an 
absolutely normal schedule.  
However, there were almost 
no taxis to be found 
anywhere—in a city that is 
normally crawling with taxis.  
A number of small shops 
were closed for the day, but 
most chain stores were open 
all day long.  Some 
restaurants were open, 
others were closed.  There 
were even some places 
(most notably a Sony store 
across from our hotel) that 
seemed to open and close 
and then re-open.  I went 
back to the hotel and told 
Paul what I had seen, adding 

it could definitely be an interesting day. 
 
 Breakfast consisted of pre-packaged hard toast, a croissant, and the same hockey puck bread we had for supper.  (I had 
thought the bread was so hard because it had been sitting since morning; apparently it’s supposed to be that way.)  We did, however, 
have unlimited coffee, and I enjoyed two full cups of extra-strong café solo. 
 
 After breakfast I set off on my own to explore.  I mostly traveled by metro, which has changed dramatically since I was here in 
1985.  I thought the metro system was extensive then, but it wasn’t even close to what they have now.  They’ve basically made two 
main improvements.  First, they built a ring line that completely encircles the central city at about the same location as the M-30 
expressway.  Next, they expanded things to the suburbs … and expanded .. and expanded … and expanded.  The metro network has 
nearly doubled in length since 1985—with most of that growth coming in the last five years.  It’s growing by about 25% more next year, 
at which point it will become the second-longest subway network in Europe, passing Paris and Berlin and trailing only London. 
 
 I read an article recently that described the metro expansion as “the miracle of Madrid”.  Having just last summer been to Los 
Angeles, where it took twenty years to build the most skeletal of rail networks, the rapid expansion of Madrid’s metro seemed like a 
miracle indeed.  The article gave the secrets to how they did it.  The first big advantage Spain had was what the article described as “a 
favorable legal environment”.  Instead of the endless lawsuits that plagued L.A.’s metro, Spaniards wanted metro expansion, and if 
people did complain, a strong central government was able to push it through—come hell or high water.  [This is a big contrast to the 
“not in my back yard” attitude so many American cities have toward transit.] 
 
 The whole metro expansion project was treated as a make-work project, and as such it was comparatively cheap to build.  
They let bids to virtually every construction company in the country, and the size of the project meant that there was enough work to 
occupy pretty much everyone who wanted to be part of it. 
 

More important was the “creative financing” that was used to fund expansion.  Almost the entire project (which works out to 
about a billion euros—cheap by world standards, but a huge amount of money nonetheless) was funded by long-term (thirty year) low 
interest loans taken out by Comunidad de Madrid from Spanish commercial banks.  So why would banks be so willing to make those 
loans?  Because they were backed by more than the cash value in real estate.  At the moment there is almost no privately owned land 
in Madrid (or most of Spain, for that matter).  The government of Comunidad de Madrid inherited vast tracts of land (some developed 
with housing and business, others completely undeveloped) that had previously been “owned” by the Franco government.  The 
government put up some of that undeveloped land as collateral on the loans, and with today’s rapid suburban growth many of the 
banks would honestly rather get the land than the money that is due them for the metro loans. 
 

With all the additions, the Madrid metro today is a mixture of old and new.  Parts of the network date to the turn of the last 
century, and while they’re pretty well maintained they are definitely showing their age.  Other parts are ultra high tech.  There are some 
lines where you have to open the doors yourself, as in Paris [odd—since I don’t remember doing that when I was here in 1985].  
On others, everything opens automatically.  Sometimes there are no announcements; other times they have pre-recorded 
announcements, with digital text of the announcements showing on screens in the cars. 
 



 For its flaws and variety, 
though, I found the Madrid metro far 
superior to Paris.  It’s easier to use 
(probably because there are fewer 
lines—the expansion mostly just 
extended lines further out), and much 
better signed.  Moreover, all of the new 
stations and a surprising number of the 
old ones are handicap equipped.  They 
have two dozen park-and-ride ramps, 
which would make it much more 
practical for local residents to use. 
 
 While there are people in 
ticket booths in Madrid, virtually 
everybody buys their tickets from 
vending machines [a BIG change from 
the ‘80s].  The machines are high tech 
affairs with multilingual touch screens 
and mechanisms to take €5, 10, or 20 
notes (the only bill acceptors I saw in 
Europe).  The five is really all you’d 
need, unless you were buying a 
monthly pass, though.  Fares are about 
half of what they were in Paris (a third 
of what it would be in America); you 
can get ten rides (a single magnetically 
encoded pass) for €5.  [Apparently in 
2009 the fare is €5 per ride, which is 
still quite a bit less than in most 
cities in the developed world.] 
 

My first stop was at Barrio del 
Pilar, a wealthy suburban neighborhood 
northwest of central Madrid.  I had seen 
on a map that there was a shopping 
mall here, and I thought it would be 
interesting to see what a mall was like 
in Spain.  “Centro Comercial Madrid 2” 
(a not terribly creative name) was 
located just steps from the metro 
station.  [There’s a “Paris 2” mall 
near La Defense.]  It varied between 
two and three floors and filled all of a 
suburban-sized block—similar in size to 
the malls in Burnsville and Eden Prairie 
up in the Twin Cities or to Merle Hay in 
Des Moines.  The big difference 
between Madrid 2 and those malls was 
that there was no parking lot 
surrounding Madrid 2.  They had three 
levels of underground parking, but it 
appeared that a large part of their 
clientele came there just as I did—by 
metro.   
 
 The strikemongers hadn’t 
found their way to Madrid 2 (or to most 
of the suburban neighborhoods, for that 
matter).  There was none of the graffiti I 
saw on Gran Vía, nor any stickers or 
flyers.  No one was picketing, and while 
a few of the mall shops were closed, 
the vast majority were open and doing 
a booming business. 
 
 I  spent quite a bit of time 
browsing through the Madrid 2  location 

 
Madrid metro network after its 2003 expansion –  (Pretty much everything outside the 

circular Line 6 is new, and 50km more have been added since 2003.) 



of El Corte Inglés.   “Corte” is Spain’s primary department store.   They have an enormous store in downtown Madrid, smaller stores in 
the neighborhoods, and locations in virtually every city in Spain.  The Madrid 2 Corte was like a good J.C. Penney mall store. 
 
 Unlike a lot of mall anchor stores, the Madrid 2 Corte was more than just clothes.  It was a true department store, with books, 
appliances, art supplies—you name it.  I browsed at great length, but all I bought was a book that gave the origin of Madrid’s street 
names. 
 
 The other main place I went at Madrid 2 was a store called ALCA.  The place describes itself as an “hipermercado” (ee-pare-
mare-COW … hypermarket), and it’s pretty close to what you’d find at a Wal-Mart Supercenter or a Super Target.  It’s a full line 
discount store, plus an enormous supermarket.  The place was jammed with people; it was like the day after Thanksgiving at an 
American store.  I bought nothing but Pepsi and gum, but I had fun browsing.  [ALCA, short for “Alcampo”, is apparently owned by 
Auchan, the same company that operates the ATAC supermarkets in France.] 
 
 I browsed through the rest of the mall, without actually going in any other store.  With the exception of fast food and a Hallmark 
store, there were absolutely no stores identical to those found in an American mall.  Instead there were hundreds of Spanish chain 
stores that were close copies of their American cousins. 
 

I tried to use a cash machine at the mall, but it wouldn’t accept my card (even though it had the “Cirrus” logo on it).  
Fortunately there was a different kind of ATM in the metro station, and it worked just fine.  I quickly decided that as long as I was in 
Spain, I would frequent “Caja de Madrid” ATMs. 

 
Glorieta Mar de Cristal – Madrid, Spain 

(This is a traffic circle in a mostly residential and very typical suburban neibhborhood.) 
I next took the metro’s brand new Line 8, which rushes travelers from downtown to Barajas airport in just 12 minutes (as 

compared to the 50 it takes to get from the Loop to O’Hare).  I didn’t go all the way to the airport; instead I got off at Mar de Cristal 
(Crystal Sea), a very new suburban area east of central Madrid.  I had no idea what to expect here; mostly I chose the stop because I 
thought it had an interesting name.  It turned out to be like a lot of Spanish suburbs—high rise apartments amid broad streets.  [Even in 
the suburbs, most Spaniards live in apartments.]  There was quite a bit of litter by the station; the strike people had made their way 
out here.  Amid the “huelga” flyers I found a bullfight poster, which I folded up and put in my Corte Inglés bag. 
 

At one end of the traffic circle for which the station was named there was a small shopping mall that included one of those 
Carrefour stores I had seen in France.  I attempted to go into the store, but a guard stopped me and advised me that I would have to 
check my bag before entering.  Apparently they felt that if I had a bag from another store, I might shoplift from their store.  Never mind 
the fact that they, like everyone else in Spain, had security buzzers at the exit.  I decided I didn’t care for their attitude and therefore 
didn’t need to patronize them. 
 



I made my way back to the hotel and joined the rest of the adults for lunch.  We ended up at a very expensive restaurant in a 
heavily touristed area just off Gran Vía east of our hotel.  I really didn’t care for the place.  It was loud and crowded, and I felt it was just 
a total rip-off.  I had salad and ravioli, and that alone was as much as those cafeterias in France.  The place charged extra for table 
service (as opposed to eating at the bar), and they even charged for tap water.  I thought the service was slow and rude, and the food 
was tasteless (like Chef Boyardee). 

 
[After reading my travelogue from Hawaii, my brother John and his wife Janet seemed surprised and almost offended 

that Margaret and I had not eaten an expensive meal in the Aloha state.  Honestly, though, when I’ve traveled, the vast 
majority of pricey meals I’ve eaten (like the one described above) have been disappointing.  There have been a few exceptions 
(like the best dessert I ever ate, a berry crème brulée I had in Los Angeles or the outstanding Mexican food at Mi Tierra in 
Chicago).  Mostly, though, the best meals I’ve eaten while traveling have been at cheap places that are popular with the locals.  
The places tourists are supposed to eat are almost universally overpriced and overrated.] 
 

After lunch I took the metro to the Mendez Alvaro station.  The metro station there is in the basement of an enormous inter-city 
bus station.  No one appeared to be on strike there, either.  The place was full of people, and while I walked from one end to the other 
they announced the departure of three different buses. 

 
Mendez Alvaro area (El Corte Inglés at left) – Madrid 

My actual destination was about half a 
mile north of the bus station, a free-
standing location of Corte Inglés and its 
discount step-son “Hipercor” 
(hipermercado de Corte).  The building 
itself was one of the ugliest structures I’ve 
ever seen—an eight-floor windowless 
concrete triangle.  (The symbol of Corte 
Inglés is a pennant-shaped triangle, and 
I’d almost expect the store was built in 
that shape; the nearby streets are too new 
to have forced the store to fit onto an 
awkward parcel of land.)  There were 
police guarding  the entrances from 
potential strike violence, but it was 
business as usual when I went there. 
 

The bottom three floors are Corte 
Inglés, with two floors of Hipercor above 
that.  The top three floors are parking, and 
there are also two levels of parking 
underground.  They have moving ramps 
that lead you from floor to floor.  I went 
quickly through Corte and spent most of 
my time at Hipercor.  This is a lot like 
ALCA, though heavier on groceries and 
lighter on dry goods (they want you to buy 
those at full price downstairs).  Paul had 
wanted  Diet  Pepsi,  and I  bought  him  a  

twelve pack of it (as well as two souvenir bottles of regular Pepsi for myself) here.  I forget the price, but it was very reasonable.  The 
only real problem was that now I had a heavy, bulky bag to carry around with me everywhere.  [Carrying heavy purchases is almost 
always the biggest problem when I use public transit while traveling.] 
 

I made my way back through the bus station and took the metro just a couple stops north to Plaza del Conde de Casal.  There 
is absolutely nothing noteworthy about the mostly residential neighborhood nearby, but it was like coming home for me.  Back in ’85 
Janet booked me into the Hotel Claridge, which still towers above the plaza.  It was a mid-range hotel then, and it looks like it’s been 
improved, if anything.  It definitely would beat the Señorial without question.  [I checked on TripAdvisor.com while revising this.  
The Claridge is apparently now a Comfort Inn and has mix of favorable, mediocre, and scathing reviews.  Its rates are around 
€100 a night (right at $150 at the 2009 exchange rate), which appears to be about half of what most downtown Madrid hotels 
are charging these days.] 
 

I walked north on Avenida Doctor O’Donnell, a familiar tree-lined boulevard just west of the M-30.  I re-entered the metro at 
Sainz la Barranda and returned to the hotel to dump the Pepsi.  Unfortunately Paul was not in the room, and he had forgotten to leave 
the room key (there’s invariably just one in European hotels) at the desk.  I ended up leaving the Pepsi in Margaret’s room and setting 
out again. 
 
 Next I took the metro to Atocha station.  When I was here before this was a “muy típico” neighborhood full of middle class 
families and elderly people leading a very traditional Spanish lifestyle.  My has the neighborhood changed!  Today Atocha is a hip, 
happening neighborhood full of trendy youth with strange haircuts.  These wide-eyed idealists were only too willing to be part of the 
general strike (though I’d imagine most of them have no real jobs to begin with).  I was one of them once—not that long before my last 
trip to Madrid, actually—so I could relate. 
 



 My goal in going to Atocha was to see the Museo de Reina Sofía, which houses one of the world’s finest collections of modern 
art.  I made my way through the plaza in front of the museum, past a number of picketers who urged me to stay away on strike day, and 
went inside in spite of them.  The museum was open—sort of.  All their employees seemed to be working, but there were signs advising 
that some of the galleries might not be accessible due to the strike.  Because of that admission was free today. 
 
 The sign said “some” of the galleries might be closed; in fact every gallery was closed due to the strike.  I saw a pleasant 
sculpture garden in the courtyard of the building and I saw a few galleries through locked glass doors as I passed by in empty hallways.  
I had budgeted quite a bit of time to see the museum, but as it turned out I was there just a few minutes. 
 
 There was more to see after I left, though.  Just across the street from the museum is a McDonalds.  It was open when I got 
off the metro, but in the fifteen minutes or so that I was in the museum they had closed metal grates in front of all their doors and 
windows.  Someone had spray painted “MEAT IS MURDER” (in English) on one of the grates, and a group of demonstrators was 
gathering in front of the place, supposedly to protest globalization.  They were all carrying those same red and green signs that were 
the symbol of the strike, and it amused me that most of them had come by metro—never mind that these were the same people who 
had said “no hay transporte” (there is no transportation) on June 20th. 
 
 I took the metro to Plaza Eliptica, which is indeed below an elliptically-shaped plaza in a pleasant suburban area south of the 
city center.  I then got on another line that didn’t exist when I was here before and went out to Pan Bendito (blessed bread), at the end 
of the Line 11.  I made my way above ground, but quickly regretted my decision.  Most of residential Madrid looks pretty much alike:  
ten-floor red brick apartment blocks with business on the lowest floor.  Most of the streets are quite wide—many of them boulevards, 
and they intersect at grand traffic circles (plazas) with monuments in the middle of them. 
 
 While it still had high rise apartments, Pan Bendito was a very different neighborhood.  My first clue was that police guarded 
the entrance to the metro station.  My second clue was that there was no business on the lower floors of the apartments; indeed, the 
apartments were all behind iron fences with key-code locked gates.  Behind the gates shoeless children in tattered shorts tossed cheap 
plastic balls at one another.  Young men (my age down to teenagers) sat on the sidewalk in front of the gates and smoked. 
 

Plaza Pan Bendito was an unmowed vacant lot strewn with litter.  The apartments were in horrible repair; they reminded me of 
the “Stalin houses” all over Russia.  There was virtually no traffic on the streets, and the whole place just had a creepy feeling about it. 
 

The people here (and those on the train to and from the place) looked and sounded Mexican rather than Spanish.  I really 
don’t know, but I wonder if the area isn’t a place where immigrants settle when they first come to Madrid.  It would certainly make sense 
that Mexicans might come to “the mother country” looking for work.  If that’s true, though, they don’t seem to have found work in nearly 
the quantity that most Hispanic Americans have.  I picture Mexicans like most immigrants in U.S. cities as extremely hard-working 
people who willingly do the horrible jobs that long-term residents don’t want to do.  I don’t picture them sitting around on the sidewalk 
smoking, as if they had nothing to do.  Then again, I don’t make a point of frequenting American slums.  The Mexican areas I’ve been to 
in Chicago and New Orleans and Los Angeles were basically middle class neighborhoods.  [Actually they were poor neighborhoods, 
but they were real neighborhoods with the civic pride that term conveys; they weren’t slums.]  This place really did come across 
as a slum, and with the exception of a few quick walks in mostly black areas of Chicago (where neighborhoods can change dramatically 
in two blocks), I’m not sure I’ve ever really been out of my car in a real slum before. 
 

I made my way to the one business in the entire neighborhood, a street vendor who was selling ice cream novelties.  In most 
Madrid neighborhoods there would be three or four ice cream vendors; that there was only one was yet another clue to the place’s 
poverty.  A couple of ragged children in front of me had pooled their money to buy a popsicle.  I took out a couple of coins and bought 
an ice cream bar.  Then, with all the confidence I could muster, I made my way back past the cops and down into the metro. 

 
 I went out past Aluche, another area I had been to back in ’85.  I thought that was a bad area then, but it was wonderful 
compared to Pan Bendito, and it’s obviously become a better neighborhood in the intervening years.  Then I went above ground past an 
amusement park and back downtown to the hotel. 
 
 Dinner tonight started with macaroni, topped with that same flavorless sauce I had for lunch.  We then had a very nice pork 
chop, fries, and an apple. 
 
 Margaret knew that on the other side of Plaza de España was a genuine Egyptian temple that had somehow ended up in 
Spain.  She suggested we walk over to see it.  The walk took us through an underpass where a black woman was laying.  She may 
have been a homeless person, or she may have been a prostitute—possibly both.  She was dressed in nothing but a bra and shorts, 
and she had obviously not bathed in days.  She wasn’t begging, but she scowled at us as if we were somehow intruding on her by 
taking a public walkway.  I didn’t really know whether to be sorry for her or disgusted by her.  In the end I, like everyone else, just kept 
walking. 
 
 The temple was interesting, though we could just see the outside of it.  There is a lovely park around it that affords a beautiful 
view of much of the city, and the kids spent a lot of time looking around and taking pictures.  Many of them also came to talk (in English) 
with a religious nut who was roaming through the park.  After we had been there for nearly half an hour (and it was going on 10:30), I 
went over and suggested that we should probably get started walking back to the hotel.  The religious nut just about bit my head off.  
He accused me of being a dictatorial so-and-so, for making that rather hesitant suggestion.  I just shrugged him off and again 
suggested that we should probably get started on our way back.  I noticed that all the kids quickly joined me as I walked away.  [I’d 
completely forgotten about this guy, who was one of the more colorful people I’ve encountered in my travels.] 
 



 When we got back to our room there were again more demonstrations going on.  I figured it would be interesting to see the TV 
coverage of the event, so I turned on the TV in the room.  It was interesting that only one station was on, and it was running only 
infomercials.  Apparently the strike had shut down most of the television broadcasts. 
 
 We knew the strike was over, though, when at 11:30pm garbage trucks stopped outside the window and sanitation workers 
began picking up all the trash that had accumulated in the neighborhood.  That was really kind of annoying, because the fumes from 
the garbage truck drifted right up to our room.  Eventually I did get to sleep, though, and it was actually a surprisingly restful night—after 
a very interesting day. 
 

Friday, June 21 
Madrid & Toledo, Spain 
by bus, on foot, and by metro 
 
 I was up relatively late this morning (7:30 or so).  I showered and then took the metro just one station up the line, where I 
bought coffee and a delicious pastry right in the station.  It was fascinating to note while I was out just how quickly things had returned 
to normal.  Already this morning people were out cleaning up the strike graffiti and picking up the littered flyers.  Everything was open, 
and the general attitude was that it was as if nothing at all had happened yesterday. 
 
 I bought all the major newspapers (which at about a euro each are quite a bit more expensive than their American equivalents) 
and read the coverage on the strike.  It didn’t take long to figure out that the coverage tended to reflect the political slant of each 
newspaper [something that’s becoming more and more common in America as well].  There was everything from it was a total 
success to it was a total failure.  Neither of those positions would be exactly true, but I’m pretty sure that in Madrid at least it didn’t have 
the impact the organizers had hoped it might.  (Apparently there was greater participation in the outlying provinces.)  Probably the most 
sensible measure of the strike’s impact was one report that noted the decrease in electricity usage nationwide on the 20th.  It was down 
about 25%, which was much less than previous strikes had lowered the figure. 
 
 Aside from the strike, the big topic of discussion in the papers was immigration.  This was apparently a major focus of the EU 
leaders’ summit, and it appears to be an even hotter issue in Europe than it is in America.  Just as Latin Americans come north to work 
in the U.S., Africans come north (often illegally) to work in Europe.  Their first stop is invariably in Spain, and from there they disperse 
around the continent.  Governments looked the other way and even encouraged immigration in the prosperous ‘90s, but with 
unemployment rising today there’s an attitude of “Europe for Europeans”.  Many business owners, however, respond job openings have 
gone unfilled when they were made available just to Europeans; they need immigrant workers, because they’re the locals aren’t willing 
to do hard physical labor.  It really was precisely the same arguments we get in our country, and it was interesting to see that other 
places deal with the same issues. 
 
 There was one thing that I couldn’t help but notice as I was out exploring today.  Madrid has to be one of the youngest cities 
on earth.  It seems as if the entire city is made up of “yuppies”, those twenty and thirty-something white collar climbers.  I gather from 
things I read and heard that almost no one in Madrid these days was born here.  It’s the place young people move to for opportunities, 
just as the students I teach move to places like the Twin Cities.  The oldest generation (the old men in funny hats and old ladies in black 
scarves I remembered from seventeen years ago) have mostly died off, and many of the next generation down (the last group that 
really lived under the Franco regime) have retired to small towns in the provinces where it’s cheaper and easier to live.  That makes the 
oldest people in Madrid middle-aged—a very different mix than you get most places.  [It comes across like a college town, which is 
really strange for one of the biggest cities on earth.] 
 
 The schedule called for us to board the bus for a trip to Toledo right after breakfast.  Unfortunately when we were gathered in 
the lobby, Cristina got a call on her cell phone from José.  He was stuck in traffic (apparently due to an accident), and expected to be 
quite late.  A half hour later, he hadn’t moved at all.  We ended up leaving a full hour late, which made this a very hectic day. 
 
 It was pushing ten by the time José finally arrived and we set off for Toledo.  We drove around about a third of the M-30 ring 
road, which uses the cement-lined Manzanares River as its median.  We then exited on a different six-lane highway and headed south 
for Toledo. 
 
 Just south of Madrid proper we saw a neighborhood that would make the Pan Bendito slum I saw yesterday look nice.  It was 
basically a bunch of squatter’s huts—the kind of thing that rings the edges of Mexico City and other Third World communities, but not 
exactly what I expected to see in Europe.  Obviously there are some people that Madrid’s economic boom has left behind.  [More than 
almost anywhere else on earth, Spain is at the edge of the developed world and the Third World.  Downtown we could have 
been in London or Chicago, but the outskirts look like Rio or Manila.] 
 
 South of the squatters’ settlement we basically saw suburban sprawl.  Just as American firms have moved from the “Rust Belt” 
to low-wage states like North Carolina and Texas, a lot of Europe’s manufacturing and distribution companies have moved to Spain.  
More than a “polygon”, I’d call the area between Madrid and Toledo an industrial corridor.  You can see farmland off in the distance, but 
for about a mile either side of the highway, it’s just one long industrial strip.  You name a global company, and they probably have a 
location here on the central plateau [or several].  They seem to make everything here, and they store and distribute even more. 
 



 The actual factories tend to be quite substantial and attractive.  Unfortunately the vast majority of the highway is lined with 
pole-building warehouses called naves. “Nave” (NAH-bay) is actually the Spanish word for “ship”, related to English words like 
“navigator”.  No one could really explain to us why the word was extended to mean “warehouse”—perhaps because they all have 
peaked roofs reminiscent of a ship’s hull, rather than the flat roofs you’d find on similar buildings in America. 
 
 Mixed among the factories and warehouses are “urbanizaciones”—that is, housing developments.  White stucco rowhouses 
with red tile roofs march in neat lines toward the horizon.  They are broken only by an occasional red brick apartment block.  The 
rowhouses are as close to a private home as you get in Madrid, where the suburbs are as dense as an inner-city neighborhood in 
America.  Everything is brand new, though, and while the Spanish word “chalet” doesn’t really give the right connotation in English, they 
really look like quite lovely homes [which they ought to, at a quarter million euros each]. 
  
 We crossed the “state line” between Madrid and Castilla-La Mancha.  There was an enormous sign there that said 
“COMUNIDAD DE MADRID – ¡HASTA PRONTO!”  (Community [i.e. state] of Madrid – See you soon!)  A much smaller and badly 
rusted sign said “Comunidad Autónima de Castilla-La Mancha, Provincia de Toledo”  (Autonomous community of Castilla-La Mancha, 
Toledo Province).  The factories abruptly (though temporarily) ended at the border, and for about ten minutes we drove past corn fields.  
Then we reached Toledo’s “polígono industrial”, and before long we were at the walls of the old city itself. 
 
 While most of Toledo (tow-LAY-doh) is a modern industrial city, the central core is one of the best-preserved historic areas in 
Spain.  Toledo was the capital of the ancient kingdom of Castille, and under Ferdinand and Isabella it became the first capital of a 
united Spain.  While few people live there, the historic area remains a surprisingly active business center—both for locals and tourists. 
 
 Old Toledo is a walled city at the top of a steep mountain.  When I was here back in 1985 our tour bus negotiated the narrow 
streets to the central square.  Other tourists and most of the locals walked up and up and up to get from the modern suburbs to the 
historic city center. 
 
 Access to the city has changed.  We 
ascended to the top via the Millennium Escalator, 
which is actually a series of automatic staircases that 
runs from bottom to top.  The escalator is literally 
built into the side of the mountain, and it’s 
constructed so it doesn’t spoil the view of the old city.  
It does remove the smoke of the tour buses, though, 
and I’m sure it’s prevented some heart attacks or 
cases of heat stroke from people walking up the 
whole way. 
 
 
 We had a guided tour through the back 
streets of the old city.  It was interesting, though 
difficult to do justice to here.  While there are scores 
of guide books that will tell you Toledo is beautiful, 
really it isn’t.  The whole city is tan stone, much of it 
blackened with the grime of centuries.  All the wiring 
of the modern world is exposed on the outside of the 
buildings.  There is almost no vegetation anywhere, 
and  the narrow streets  give a rather  claustrophobic 

 
Millennium Escalator – Toledo, Spain 

feeling.  Beyond that, though, what pervades Toledo is a feeling of history.  It’s amazing to think just how old everything around here is. 

 
Burial of the Count of Orgaz 

 
 Our first major stop was at the Iglesia de Santo Tomé, which is apparently still a 
church but basically functions as an art museum that houses a single painting, El Greco’s 
famous Burial of the Count of Orgaz.  [The painting is gorgeous, but the church is really 
quite dull.]  We then visited Toledo’s cathedral, the main cathedral of Spain.  It’s probably 
the nicest of the cathedrals we visited; only Notre Dame would give it much of a challenge.  
[Partly because it’s comparatively small, the cathedral in Toledo isn’t as 
overwhelming as many are.] 
 
 After touring the cathedral we walked through the main business streets of Toledo, 
stopping for lunch at the Plaza de Zododover, a cement slab filled with umbrella tables and 
lined with historic buildings that are under renovation.  One of those buildings housed the 
local McDonalds, and Paul and I (as well as most of the group) made our way over there.  
The place was absolutely packed—mostly with small Spanish children—but the service was 
very efficient.  It was also a much better deal than the place we ate yesterday.  I had the 
McRib value meal (which, interestingly, doesn’t come with barbecue sauce in Spain [but is 
apparently a permanent menu entry, rather than a seasonal special]), and it cost 
€3.95—pretty similar to the U.S. price and about a fourth of what I paid for lunch yesterday.  
As with everything, tax was already included.  [People poo-poo eating fast food 
overseas, but I think it’s an interesting way to take in a bit of the culture.  The vast 
majority of people at EVERY foreign McDonalds are the locals in that place.] 

 



 

 
LEFT:  Toledo cathedral, seen from a typical narrow street 

ABOVE:  McDonalds at Plaza de Zododover – Toledo 
 After lunch we walked downhill to the new city [on foot; the 
escalator is only one-way] and took the bus over to the polígono 
industrial.  There we visited a factory that makes swords.  Toledo has 
a long history of steel work, and it is especially famous for its swords 
and knives.  When I was here in 1985 we actually toured the factory 
and saw how the swords were made.  There was none of that today, 
though.  We just made a quick stop in one of their many identical sales 
rooms [they have multiple such rooms so they can accommodate 
several tour groups at once, without the groups getting mixed up 
with each other] where a few of the students took the opportunity to 
pick up some souvenirs.  [When I was here before, swords and 
similar souvenirs were invariably part of carry-on luggage.  With 
the new security rules, that is impossible these days.] 
 
 It was well into the afternoon by the time we left Toledo.  
Traffic was absolutely horrible as we headed up the freeway back to 
Madrid.  We apparently had timed tickets at our next stop, and it was 
obvious we would not get there on time.  Fortunately Cristina was able 
to call on her cell phone, and she used the traffic as an excuse for our 
tardiness.  [That was actually honest, but I got the feeling it’s the 
excuse she would have used in any event.]  We slowly retraced our 

steps, and eventually made it to the Royal Palace. 
 
 The Palacio Real (Royal Palace) is to Spain what Buckingham Palace is to England.  The king doesn’t actually live here—at 
least not normally—but it is the “official” palace, the place where state visitors are greeted.  It has also been the site of treaty 
negotiations, apparently most recently one involving Middle East peace.  We visited this place in ’85, and I recalled it as very ornate, but 
rather dull.  I was much more impressed this time.  We had a very informative tour, where we actually learned the stories behind the 
rooms and their furnishings—rather than just marveling at how beautiful everything was.  I especially enjoyed seeing some things we 
hadn’t seen on the other trip, including billiard and cigar rooms that King Juan Carlos just recently finished redecorating. 
 
 After seeing the Royal Palace we had our official “city tour” of Madrid, which consisted of whatever we happened to pass on 
our way to our other destination, the Prado.  We happened to see the Madrid Opera House, the Plaza Mayor (the heart of the oldest 
part of the city), and the Puerta del Sol (an oval of cement that is really the heart of the city today).  Almost everyone on the bus had 
seen most of the highlights on their own anyhow, so it really didn’t matter that the city tour was so limited.  [We actually saw almost 
every point of interest there was downtown, because a straight line from the Royal Palace at the west to the Prado at the east 
covers most of the highlights.  What we didn’t see (and what the kids therefore missed out on) were most of the points of 
interest that are away from downtown.] 
 
 The big thing I noticed from the bus was the temperature.  All over Madrid there are time and temperature signs, which display 
their statistics on fluorescent green digital read-outs.  Spain, of course, uses the Metric system, and this afternoon the various 
thermometers we passed ranged from 42o to 47o.  That would put the heat anywhere from 108o to 117o Fahrenheit—or, as my father 
used to say, “just too durn hot”. 
 

Security at the Prado was tight, much tighter than they had at the Louvre.  Our guide had made the group stop to buy bottled 
water en route to the museum, but they wouldn’t let us carry bottles—even empty plastic bottles—inside.  All the women had their bags 
searched, and everyone had to pass through a metal detector.  In my case the pedometer I wear to count the miles I walk each day set 
the thing off, and the screener started rattling things at me in Spanish so fast I couldn’t understand.  I took off the pedometer and 



showed it to him, explaining what it was.  He acted like he was going to confiscate it, which I certainly didn’t want.  I tried again to 
explain its purpose, but he just rudely snatched the pedometer from me.  I passed through the machine (again setting it off, though no 
one seemed to care this time), and he did give me the pedometer back.  I’m still not quite sure what the whole fuss was. 
 

I was looking forward to going back to the Prado.  In 1985 we had quite a bit of time to roam around its vast galleries at our 
leisure and see those paintings that interested us.  It’s a lovely museum, and it was definitely one of the things I was glad I would be 
seeing again. 

 
Unfortunately, this was not a pleasant visit to the Prado.  Our tour was entirely guided, and the guide was BORING!  Skipping 

almost every gallery in the place, she focused on only three great Spanish painters—and those she showed us in almost painful depth.  
I’ve always rather liked Velazquez, but after this tour if I never see another of his paintings I think I’ll be quite happy.  Almost more 
frustrating than what she showed and explained to us was that she completely skipped over everything else in the museum.  She 
walked between her pre-selected galleries as if she had blinders on—rushing past hundreds of paintings that struck me as fascinating, 
without even acknowledging that they existed.  I got the feeling that she didn’t ordain them as worthy enough of being admired since the 
“big three” hadn’t painted them. 

 
The guide was definitely in charge, though; we couldn’t have gone off on our own had we wanted to.  This became apparent 

when Vicki did leave the group.  She had checked her purse rather than surrender that bottled water, and she had to go back to claim it 
before closing time.  When she left to get her purse the guide was obviously very perturbed with her.  There really wasn’t any option, 
though, and Vicki agreed to meet us at the exit. 

 
The guide had promised to leave time at the end of the tour so the kids could spend time at the gift shop.  She had made a 

similar promise at the Royal Palace and then backed out of it at the last minute “because there simply isn’t time”.  (Never mind that she 
felt there was enough time to insist that the kids buy that illegal bottled water.)  She had to renege on her promise at the Prado, too, for 
by the time we had finished yawning our way past all the Spanish masters the gift shop had already closed. 

 
We left the Prado through a different door than we had entered.  Needless to say Vicki wasn’t there, nor was Cristina, who had 

also arranged to meet with the group after the tour.  There was quite a wait as people tried to find them and locate José and the bus.  
The women from Missouri recalled that there was a bookshop across the street from the museum, and they and a few of the kids 
wondered if they could go there since they hadn’t gotten to visit the gift shop at the Prado.  None of the other adults were immediately 
present, so I gave my permission for them to quickly go shopping. 
 

Unfortunately I really shouldn’t have let them go, though, for it turned out that while our group was in no particular hurry, José 
was.  He was moonlighting by taking another group to the train station, and it was important that they get there in time to catch their 
train.  Since I had been part of the cause of the problem, I volunteered to find those who were shopping and escort them back to the 
hotel by metro. 
  
 The group was in the middle of the broad boulevard that runs beside the Prado, milling through some open air stalls.  The 
bookshop the Missouri women had remembered was apparently now a restaurant, so things had taken a bit longer than they planned.  
They finished making their purchases, and we set out toward the metro. 
 

The Prado is just about the only thing downtown that is not extremely close to a metro station; instead it is about equally 
inconvenient (between a quarter and a half mile walk) to three different stations. We walked toward Atocha station, the place I had been 
yesterday when I tried to see the Reina Sofía Museum.  We made it to where the station should be, but I couldn’t see any entrances 
around.  I ended up asking a passing pedestrian “¿Dónde está el metro más cercano?”, and he responded by pointing and saying “Está 
a veinte metros.”  I was sort of amused at the concept of the “metro” being “veinte metros” away, both because 20 meters is a distance 
we would never think about in English and because the same phrase could be interpreted as meaning “twenty subways”.  I thanked the 
young man, though, and we made the short walk to the entrance. 

 
The ride back to the hotel went quickly and uneventfully—until we reached our final destination.  Everyone got off the train and 

through the station okay, but when we made it across the street Justin from Oskaloosa was missing.  I knew he had been with us in the 
station, because I was talking with him as we went up the steps to the exit.  Somehow, though, he became separated in the middle of 
the vast Plaza de España.  Fortunately Justin is an intelligent young man, and while I sat fretting at the hotel, he walked in.  He had 
simply made a wrong turn and ended up walking down the Gran Vía instead of the street to our hotel.  He was about to summon a cab 
when he saw a familiar landmark.  He never did say what that landmark was, but my bet would be a “Sex Shoppe” that occupied the lot 
one block north of the hotel.  It was just about the only business in the neighborhood that totally closed during the strike, and I’m sure 
would stand out in the mind of any teenaged boy. 

 
While it was already well into the evening, we had plenty of time before dinner.  (Spaniards eat very late.)  I went out exploring 

again.  It was fascinating to see that lots of the strike-related graffiti and nearly all the littered brochures had already been cleaned up.  
It was almost as if nothing had happened. 

 
It had been quite a while since that McRib at lunch, so I decided to tide myself over to supper by having a salad at a Burger 

King across the street from the Sex Shoppe.  It took me by surprise when the clerk rattled off a question after I placed my order.  I was 
expecting “here or to go”, but that was not the question.  On repeating, I discovered he wanted to know what kind of dressing (“salsa”) I 
wanted.  That’s not something that’s normally a choice in Spain, where oil and vinegar is what you get—period.  Burger King is by far 
the most American of the fast food places in Europe, though.  Much of their food is imported (as compared with McDonalds, which 
mostly buys locally in each of their markets), and they serve precisely the same menu worldwide.  I’m sure most Spaniards have never 



heard of honey mustard or thousand island dressing, and they would certainly think “French” dressing would be oil and vinegar rather 
than glorified catsup.  I decided to be Spanish, ordering the standard “aceite y vinagre” to the approval of the clerk. 

 
A McDonalds in Madrid 

(Note 43o showing on the street thermometer and “HUELGA” graffiti on the far door.) 
A friend of mine who used to teach Spanish at Garrigan had asked me to pick up some olive oil for her in Spain, so I headed to 

Puerta del Sol and the flagship store of El Corte Ingles.  I made my way to their basement supermarket and was taken aback by the 
vast selection of olive oil.  There was literally an aisle full of the green fluid, together with additional displays.  I had to choose from over 
a dozen brands, each of which made a range of sizes and qualities of oil.  I assumed “extra virgin” (actually “virgen extra” in Spanish) 
was appropriate, and I bought a liter of what looked to be a good brand.  It cost €1.87.  I recently checked at Hy-Vee, and a smiliar 
bottle would cost about $6 there.  I also picked up some Pepsi (mainly to add some additional stuff to my collection) and a bag of 
assorted cheeses that came with a souvenir pen shaped like a soccer ball. 
 

Our dinner tonight started with paella, the distinctively Spanish version of leftovers on rice.  In Louisiana they call virtually this 
same dish jambalaya—the main difference being that yellow paella is seasoned with garlic and saffron while red jambalaya is seasoned 
with paprika and Tabasco.  Both are prepared with copious amounts of strange shellfish, and just as I did in the South I ate the rice and 
barely picked at the rest. 
 

The main course was called a “San Jacobe”  (Saint Jacob???).  It amounted to a deep-fried ham and cheese sandwich. 
They’d basically taken a slice of ham and a slice of cheese, breaded the two together, and then fried it like a tenderloin.  It was served 
without bread or condiments.  When they brought out plates of deep fried mystery, I assumed it would be fish and was prepared to pick 
at it even more lightly than I had at the paella.  The ham and cheese, however, was really quite good. 

 
One of the Cresco girls was having a birthday during the trip, and the teachers had all chipped in to buy a birthday cake for her 

(and anyone else with a summer birthday, for that matter).  We had large slices of cake, accompanied by the same Neapolitan ice 
cream we had enjoyed the first night.  All in all, it was a most filling meal. 
 

It was again very hot at night, but eventually I managed to get at least a bit of sleep. 
 



Saturday, June 22 
Madrid to Sevilla, via Cordoba 
by bus 
 
 We were up at 6:45 this morning.  I went out briefly to use an ATM and then came back to the hotel for breakfast.  Promptly at 
8:00 José showed up in the Plaza de España with the bus.  We had been using a different bus while exploring the Madrid area, but now 
we were back to the same “Europullman” we had used in France.  Interestingly, the cracked mirror was still there, unchanged from the 
accident in Tours. 
 
 Being a weekend traffic was very light today, and we reached the edge of the city quickly.  We again passed squatter slums 
and the vast sprawl of industry that lines every highway south of Madrid.  One interesting sight was the exit for “Warner Brothers Movie 
World”, a theme park that brought back memories of the studio tour Margaret and I took last summer in Burbank.  [It was apparently 
movie-themed rides, rather than the behind the scenes exploration we did in L.A. At the time the place was—oddly—owned by 
Six Flags, and they apparently had a reputation for endless lines in the scorching heat and inadequate customer amenities 
(restaurants, restrooms, etc.).  The park went bankrupt and was acquired by Comunidad de Madrid.  They renamed it “Parque 
Warner Madrid” and have apparently renovated it into one of the nicest theme parks in Europe.]  The sprawl continued to a 
mountain pass at Km 40 (about 25 miles from downtown Madrid).  There we again crossed the border into Castilla-La Mancha, Madrid 
again wished us “!Hasta pronto!”, and rapidly we were in an extremely rural area. 
 
 Spain was playing Korea in the World Cup play-offs (the semi-finals, I think) today, and José had the broadcast on the radio.  If 
you ever thought an American sportscaster got excited, just listen to a Spaniard.  Every play was reported as if it were life and death, 
and the basic cadence was to rush through the first two thirds of a sentence and then draw out the end for extra effect.  It reminded me 
of an episode of The Simpsons where they show Anglo and Hispanic American sportscasters announcing a soccer match.  The English 
broadcaster basically says “A passes to B, who passes to C, who passes to D, …”, with absolutely no intonation whatsoever—showing 
the basic feeling most English-speaking Americans have that absolutely nothing of interest happens in soccer.  The Hispanic, by 
contrast says the exact same thing, but shouts out every syllable, as if it were a last-second slam-dunk to win a basketball game.  I 
must say I share the Anglo attitude (there’s almost nothing I would find duller than soccer), but it was certainly interesting to hear the 
Spanish sportscast. 
 
 We headed southward from Madrid on the “Autovía de Andalucía”, a road that was built when Sevilla hosted the world’s fair 
back in 1992.  Nearby we could see the “vía vieja”, the old road I had taken when we made this same trip back in ’85.  The contrast 
couldn’t be more striking.  While we still had some nasty grades on our four-lane route, it was nothing that slowed the bus below 80 or 
90 km/h (50 – 55 mph).  On the old road, it seemed to take forever to go just a couple miles through the mountains.  I thought of the 
Spanish expression “se me bajó por la vía vieja”, which is what you say when you’re coughing or choking because food went down “the 
wrong way”. 

 
Autovía sign with typical scenery – near Toledo, Spain 

 About half an hour into Castilla-La Mancha we passed a big factory out in the middle of nowhere, spewing smoke all over the 
place.  This reminded me of one of the adult students I taught Spanish to at the college last spring.  He was the manager of the Snap-
On Tools factory in Algona, and his bosses in Kenosha had sent him on a tour of the company’s European plants, all of which are in 



Spain.  He noted (with a mixture of concern and jealousy, I think) that the environmental regulations were very lax in Europe, but no one 
seemed to care because the factories were outside of the actual cities and just polluted the countryside—sort of “out of sight, out of 
mind”.  [There is some of that same attitude in the American South, where much of the industry is also located out of town—
and certainly away from anywhere that people with means or influence live.] 
 
 The countryside of LaMancha is really quite dull.  It’s basically red clay that should be range land, but that is mostly farmed 
with irrigation.  The agriculture has changed somewhat in seventeen years.  In ’85 we mostly saw olive trees.  There are still a lot of 
them, but their numbers have been reduced.  The European Union regulates farming in all its member nations, and they decreed that 
Spain should cut down some of its olive trees so it would improve market conditions for Italian olive growers.  That doesn’t sound like 
that big of a deal (not particularly different than all the various government programs farmers in Iowa participate in) until you realize that 
mature olive trees are often hundreds of years old; those same trees have brought in the family income for generations.  They’ve 
replaced the olives with corn and salad vegetables, all of which require irrigation.  The combination of bone dry land with lush irrigated 
fields makes the place look a lot like central California.  In addition to the farms we admired the flowering bushes that lined the median 
through our entire trip and counted down distances on the frequent signs that lined the road.  Interesting on these signs was that they 
used different font signs for places of different importance.  A typical sign, for example, might look like this: 
 

Villanueva                     16 
Puerto Lápice        71
Córdoba         284

 
The distances are fictitious, but they make a point.  Córdoba is an important city a long ways away.  Puerto Lápice is a small town that 
is an important crossroads (more on it later).  Villanueva is probably the most common town name in Spain.  There’s a Villanueva de 
_____ for every mountain, river, and what-not in the country.  None of them are large or important in any way.  “Villanueva” literally 
means “new villa”, and I suppose it’s equivalent to place names like “Newton” in English.  It stood out to me mostly because the catcher 
on Brad Nelson’s baseball team is a Dominican named Florian Villanueva.  He’s a good ball player—one of the names I got to know 
quickly on my trips to Beloit—so it was interesting to see so many towns of the same name. 
 
 [It was discovered a couple years after this was written that Villanueva’s actual name was Frolian rather than Florian.  
He had been with the Brewers system for nearly a decade before anyone noticed the error—and it was actually a radio 
announcer in California who corrected the error rather than anyone with the Brewers themselves.  That no one had noticed in 
all those years tells you that while Villanueva was not a bad player, he was in no way a superstar.  Not speaking English and 
lacking a good agent, he floundered in the low minor leagues at the minimum salary for his entire career.  That really is a 
shame.] 
 
 At 9:30 we made it to Puerto Lápice, the same “typical La Manchan 
village” where we stopped for lunch on the way between Madrid and the 
South seventeen years ago.  While it’s not much of a town, it’s pretty much 
the only thing between here and there, so this year too we stopped for a 
break.  I bought some lemon soda and then killed time browsing through a 
grocery ad that was littered on the pavement.  It was for a place called “Día 
Porciento”  (Day Percent), and the prices seemed absurdly low by American 
standards—most things were about two-thirds of what they would be at 
home.  [Día is owned by the French  conglomerate  I mentioned  earlier, 

 

Carrefour.  They have positioned 
it as a “hard discount” chain, 
distinct from the Carrefour or 
Champion  stores.   Día’s   biggest 

competition is the German discount supermarket chain Aldi—which 
explains why its prices struck me as unusually low.  They were 
founded in Spain but now also operate stores in Latin America, Africa, 
and Eastern Europe.  The “%” is apparently just a logo, not actually 
part of their name.] 
 
 Back on the highway we passed a town called Llanos del Caudillo.  
While its name may have originated from other sources, I remembered that 
“El Caudillo” was the self-proclaimed title of Francisco Franco.  If it is named 
after Franco, it would be just about the only thing in modern Spain that in 
any way acknowledges the former dictator.  When I was in Spain in ’85, 
there were still a number of streets that were named after Franco and his 
associates.  Today, though, those are all back to their former names (in the 
same way that “Leningrad” is once again “St. Petersburg”), and there are no 
monuments   in  any   Spanish  city  to   the  Civil   War,   nor  much  of   any 

 
Parish church in Puerto Lápice 

acknowledgement at all of the middle half of the Twentieth Century.  It’s really kind of eerie—almost like fifty years of history never 
happened.  [While “Caudillo” normally does refer to Franco when used in Spain, in fact just means “leader” or “chief” and can 
refer to any number of other leaders, both local and national.  My bet is that the name Llanos del Caudillo probably predates 
Franco,  If it were named after him, in modern Spain it would probably just be called “Llanos” (which, by the way, means 
“Plains”.  In doing a bit of research for this revision, I found that in 2007 the Spanish national government officially outlawed 



all public references to Franco and ordered any remaining statues or plaques of him removed.  While there is a great deal of 
political correctness in such historical whitewashing (and Spain is only one of the places such things happen), I don’t like it.  I 
think we should learn from history rather than trying to pretend it never happened.] 
 
 The biggest difference I noticed as we drove southward was that there was much more agriculture now than there was 
seventeen years ago.  They grow everything in Spain these days; it really is the California of Europe.  One totally new crop was 
grapes.  They’ve always grown grapes in the northern mountains (the region called La Rioja), but now there are vineyards all over the 
country.  [Spanish wine has gotten something of a cachet among the foodie elite in the new millennium.  It is considered 
affordable, but almost universally good.  Now that wines are most often identified by the type of grapes that they are made of 
rather than their place of origin, it is harder to tell just where anything is from.] 
 
 The World Cup game was tied, so they went into a kick-off, the same thing that had happened in the game we saw at the Hard 
Rock Café in Paris.  The announcer went into an absolute frenzy, and at every kick José and Cristina would either scream in pain or 
shout for joy.  In the end Korea won, which the announcer blamed on faulty refereeing.  Korea was hosting this year’s World Cup, and 
the implication was that the officials were skewing things to please the home crowd.  [Just yesterday I was listening to a playoff 
football game where the local radio announcer carefully avoided saying—but strongly implied—much the same thing.] 
 
 The land became more rugged, and we hit serious mountains around 11:15 at the Andalucía border.  It amazed me that we 
had reached Andalucía in just over three hours—including a stop.  On the “vía vieja” it took the better part of a day to do the same trip. 
 
 Lest we forget about the vía vieja, though, we were reminded of it in the Andalusian mountains (the Sierra Nevada or Snowy 
Mountains).  They had built the autovía cheaply here by just adding two additional lanes beside the old road—the same thing we often 
do when we widen roads in Iowa.  Northbound traffic had the new lanes, which cut a somewhat steep but mostly straight path across 
the mountains.  Unfortunately we were southbound, and we got the vía vieja.  We wound our way up and up and then down and down 
and down, curving through the tightest of hairpins, often well out of view of the modern northbound lanes.  The only thing that made this 
better than the original road was that it was now one way, so we didn’t have to worry about oncoming traffic as we rounded the tight 
turns.  [I would bet this is an intermediate step and that the eventual plan is to build another set of lanes to replace these.] 
 
 We passed another squatter settlement near the town of Navas de Torso.  Andalucía has always been the poorest part of 
Spain, and it would appear this is still the case.  We also began to notice signs, both billboards and official highway signs, in Arabic.  
While Arabic is not an official language in Spain, there is a large population of Arab immigrants, particularly in Andalucía.  A lot of 
African people also travel through Spain en route to the rest of Europe, so it is certainly appropriate to have signs they can read.  We 
even passed a rest area with a welcome center that advertised the staff spoke Arabic. 
 
 Beyond the mountains the autovía became a brand new concrete highway.  It had a much wider median than the autoroutes in 
France, and both the shoulders and the median were lined with pink and white flowers called adelfas.  [The flowers are called 
oleander in English, and they are apparently quite toxic in addition to being beautiful.]  At the side of the road we still mostly saw 
farms.  The most common crop here is probably corn, followed by sunflowers and olives.  They also raise a lot of livestock.  Bullfighting 
is, of course, a major sport in Spain, and this is apparently the prime bull-raising area.  The farms were broken by the occasional 
industrial polygon, and among those the most interesting sight was a warehouse with the name “Concepción Purísima” (Immaculate 
Conception). 
 
 The farmers here all live in villages and commute to work in the fields.  Most of them seemed to ride to the fields on mopeds.  
The farm equipment looks quite modern, if perhaps a bit smaller than what you’d see back home. 
 
 As we rode along Cristina would periodically give commentary on the bus microphone.  It was amusing to listen to her, 
because her English was so filled with unusual expressions and outright errors.  A lot of the mistakes involved prepositions, which are 
the hardest words to master in any foreign language.  For example, she described today’s itinerary by saying “We go at Córdoba” 
instead of “We’re going to Córdoba”.  The Spanish word “a” means both “at” and “to”, so it’s an easy mistake to make.  She also used 
the verbs “to up” and “to down”, as in “Do you want to up (the Eiffel Tower)” or “We down the bus and make pi-pi”.  These are direct 
translations of the Spanish verbs “subir” and “bajar”, which mean to go up and down respectively.  The idea of a compound verbal 
expression like “go up” seemed lost on Cristina, though (even though Spanish has many similar expressions, particular involving the 
verb “tener”, “to have”).  Cristina also spoke of “surrounding” buildings, as if we were making a military invasion (she meant we would 
circle them in the bus), and she made the classic Hispanic mistake of putting “no” before verbs instead of “doesn’t” or “don’t”.  Perhaps 
most amusing was her pronunciation of the English word “Spanish”, which came out something like “ay-SPAIN-eech”. 
 
 I spent quite a bit of time reading through El País (the nation), Spain’s leading newspaper.  There was a fascinating editorial 
about the U.S. government and the World Trade Center disaster, and after months of hearing the American reaction, it was fascinating 
to see a different viewpoint.  El País is a businessman’s paper, and it is hardly known for its liberalism.  That made it all the more 
interesting when they strongly attacked the Bush administration.  They were concerned, as I am, that the investigation into the 
September 11 attacks has been veiled in secrecy, and they felt the American government wanted its people to surrender their freedom 
in the name of security.  There was even a subtle implication that the Bush administration might have played a behind the scenes role 
in the plane bombings, sort of like an arsonist who sets a fire so he can then be a “hero” by rescuing people from the burning building.  
While I really don’t agree with that last implication, I agree with El País that our government is going too far in the name of security.  
Perhaps it’s just a coincidence, but I find it most disconcerting that “Office of Homeland Security” is precisely what the Russian initials 
“KGB” stood for in the old Soviet Union.  We’ve been in such a hyper-patriotic mood in our country the past year, that any opposition to 
Bush’s proposals has gotten little more than lip service.    It was certainly interesting to see a broader view in the opinion pages of 
Europe.  [All these years later, there’s almost nothing I’d change in that last paragraph; it’s still pretty much my opinion, and if 



anything, I’m bothered that the new administration doesn’t seem to be acting fast enough to undo the Stalinist measures 
Bush put in.] 
 
 It was very warm as we drove along; thank goodness the bus was air conditioned.  The heat was probably most noticeable 
because a large number of vehicles had overheated.  They were stopped at the side of the road with their hoods up.  You don’t see that 
many broken-down cars in America these days, but there were certainly a number that had trouble getting up the mountains here. 
 
 To reflect that heat, buildings in Andalucía have traditionally been whitewashed, and that’s still true today.  Everything is white 
in Andalucía.  In the old towns whitewashed stucco houses march up the hills, while in newer towns even a drive-through McDonalds 
will be painted all-white. 
 
 As we neared Córdoba we passed a regional prison.  José joked about the place, saying [in Spanish] it was a “free hotel … 
but the only problem is you can’t go ‘de paseo’ “.  That would be a problem indeed for Spaniards, for the traditional evening stroll (the 
paseo) is one of the most established customs in the country.  Everywhere you go the whole city is out at night walking—or perhaps 
“promenading” is a better term.  It wouldn’t surprise me if they even maintained the custom by walking around the prison yard in the 
evening. 
 
 We entered Córdoba in the middle of a motorcade.  I have no idea what was going on, only that we joined a long of important-
looking cars with their lights on.  No one seemed to care, though, and we made our way through the new part of Córdoba and on to the 
walls of the old city. 

 
ABOVE:  “More clean, More Córdoba – Use trashcans” 

RIGHT:  Moorish arch – Cordoba, Spain 
 I had never been to Córdoba before, and I was expecting it 
to be an interesting place.  Frankly, I was unimpressed.  It comes 
across as  an artificial  city that exists mostly as a tourist trap.  There  
is  a real city here,  but tourists aren’t  supposed to notice  it.   Instead they’re supposed to limit themselves to the historic region—
where they can shop at scores of absolutely identical gift shops, eat at a number of uninspired restaurants, and watch the other tourists 
circle the main square.  There’s really no business in the old city other than gift shops and tourist-oriented restaurants—not a pharmacy 
nor a grocery store in sight.  [That’s VERY different from Toledo and Sevilla, and it is what bothered me most about Córdoba.  
The historic area is photogenic, but it got old fairly quickly.  I wanted to get out and see people and how they lived, but that 
was pretty much impossible here.] 
 
 We had lunch at a restaurant José recommended across from the mezquita (the mosque/cathedral), the main point of interest 
in Córdoba.  The main part of the place looked like a nice restaurant, set in a pleasant courtyard.  Unfortunately that was closed 
(actually it may have been fortunate, since it would almost certainly have been sweltering in the sun), and we ended up eating in the 
bar.  Some of the food tended toward traditional Spanish favorites, which I avoided.  Instead I had roast pork and mixed vegetables, 
which was toward the pricey side, but made a pleasant lunch. 
 



 The most interesting feature of lunch was observing a family whose child was probably being baptized.  Four generations were 
dressed in what each generation considered its finest clothes, ready for a big family dinner to commemorate the rite of passage. 
 
 We had lots of time to kill before our formal tour of Córdoba [which, combined with the heat, is why I got bored and 
antsy].  I wish I had brought a map of the city, because then I might have done some real exploring.  As it was I just kept circling and 
re-circling the mezquita, pondering how so many gift shops could survive when they all sold the exact same junk (things like “¿Dónde 
está mi cerveza?” T-shirts and little Asian-made troll figures that said “Spain” on them in English).  After about three rounds of the 
plaza, I got thoroughly bored and went outside the walls of the old city.  There was a pleasant little park along the Guadalquivir River, 
and I spent most of the rest of my time there.  I wish I had gone there earlier, because it was really far more interesting than anything 
inside the walls. 

 
The mosque/cathedral in Córdoba, as viewed from a park on the Guadalquivir River 

 Our tour of Córdoba was led by an ancient little gentleman who hobbled along in baby steps at a pace that forced me to take a 
step, pause, and then take another.  (Meanwhile he had taken three or four of his steps.)  While Paul and Margaret seemed to find his 
commentary interesting, I thought he mumbled to a point that he was almost impossible to understand.  I had to ask Paul later to fill me 
in on just what the man had said. 

 
Jewish Quarter -- Córdoba 

 Córdoba’s cathedral was originally a mosque.  It was built by the Moors, the 
Arab people who ruled most of Spain from the 700s to the 1400s.  Probably the nicest 
part of the cathedral is its forecourt, where a grove of orange trees is planted.  Inside 
the place is a forest of pillars, all intricately carved in the geometric patterns that are 
famous in Arab architecture.  The center has been a cathedral for centuries, and its 
architecture truly fights with the Moslem base on which it is built.  They’ve gradually 
been “Christianizing” the whole place by building side chapels around the perimeter.  
It’s not really a beautiful church, but it is interesting to see. 
 
 After seeing the mezquita we went for a slow-motion stroll through the 
Jewish quarter.  In Moorish times this was exactly what the name implies, the place 
Córdoba’s Jewish population lived.  In virtually every Spanish city we visited, the 
guides made a big point of how Jews, Moslems, and Christians all lived peacefully 
together in Moorish times.  (They fail to mention the fate of the non-Christians in the 
Inquisition that followed.)  Guidebooks describe the Jewish quarter as a “typical” 
neighborhood—“typical” coming from the Spanish word “típico”, which really is closer 
in meaning to “traditional” or “old-fashioned” or “picturesque”.  It’s full of two-floor 
whitewashed stucco on stone houses with wrought iron balconies overlooking narrow 
pedestrian-only streets.  It is a pretty area, but again it basically comes across as a 
tourist trap.  I suppose someone  must live here,  but  not much  of anyone  other than 



tourists and those catering to tourists seemed to be out this afternoon.  I might have enjoyed things more if it were a cooler day, but this 
afternoon the sun reflected off the whitewashed buildings and made it absolutely miserable to be out. 
 
 We made our way back to the bus, which was pleasantly cool.  José told us with pride that he had managed to park in the 
shade.  We left via the “real” city of Córdoba, a place of industrial polygons, shopping malls, and ten-floor apartment blocks that looks 
pretty much like every other city in Spain.  Outside the city we saw fields of sunflowers with their blossoms turned away from the sun.  
With the intense heat we had today, I think that’s what I’d do if I were a flower, too. 
 
 As we were driving Cristina called to confirm our hotel reservations for this evening.  Her conversation basically amounted to 
the words “vale” (probably the most common word in Spain, and basically translated “OK”) and “sí” (yes).  At one point she responded 
“vale, vale, sí, sí, sí” as a single response.  I guess the reservations must have been acceptable. 
 
 The industries here are different than they were further north in Spain.  The largest part of the factories appear to make 
furniture (muebles), which seems surprising, given that there really aren’t many trees around.  There are also a lot of glass factories 
and brick manufacturers.  You don’t see the high tech or major assembly industries they have further north, though. 
 
 The crops continue to be quite varied:  cotton, sunflowers, corn, wheat, and salad vegetables.  It interested me that the 
farmers burned away field waste rather than plowing it under, feeding it to animals, or making it into fuel.  (It also tells of their year-
round growing season that they were dealing with field waste in summer.) 
 
 Just outside the city of Sevilla we saw signs for “OBRAS” (“works”—i.e., road construction).  It turned out that it was not 
construction at all, but rather a roadblock set up by the Guardia Civil, Spain’s national police.  Our bus was stopped, and a young officer 
spoke briefly with José and Cristina.  He mostly wanted to know where the group was from and seemed quite satisfied to hear that we 
were Americans.  Sevilla was the site of the European Union summit, and I suppose they were expecting protestors and possibly even 
terrorists from various EU countries. 
 
 The EU summit would make this an interesting visit to Sevilla (say-BEE-yah, the place that in English is often spelled 
“Seville”).  Everything in the city was closed, far more than had closed in Madrid due to the general strike.  All the real stores had grates 
pulled down over their doors and windows, and even the ice cream vendors and lottery ticket sellers on the street corners had closed 
up shop.  Many of the main streets were closed, so we had to take a round-about way through residential neighborhoods to get to our 
hotel. 
 
 We were supposed to stay at a place called the Hotel Fernando III, which is on Calle San José right in the heart of Sevilla’s 
historic district.  We did indeed check in at that hotel, but we were then directed around the corner to a place that was officially called 
the Hotel Alfonso Rey.  Actually the two places appear to be under the same management; we had Fernando III soap and stationery in 
our rooms at Alfonso Rey.  [Being bumped into the alternative location is undoubtedly the subject of Cristina’s long cell phone 
conversation earlier.]  At any rate, the place we stayed was a very nice hotel.  It was a historic building, but the rooms were 
pleasantly modern.  It was almost overly air conditioned, and we had clean and modern bathroom facilities. 
 
 We rested in our rooms and watched a bullfight on Spanish TV.  Then I went out and bought some pop at a funny little grocery 
store (that looked like a general store from the 1800s) down the street.  We had dinner in the basement of the Fernando III.  It featured 
an intentionally cold cream soup, roasted chicken, green beans, French fries, and a fruit parfait.  After dinner we went back to the 
Alfonso Rey, and Paul and I watched CNN’s European service.  There we learned that there had been a number of bombings by the 
ETA (Spain’s Basque militants) today.  Fortunately none was anywhere near where we presently were.  Then we watched part of the 
movie Airplane (dubbed into Spanish), and we finished the night by watching a strange and rather risqué comedy show that explored 
the love lives of couples after varying numbers of years of marriage.  We then just relaxed in the air conditioning and went to sleep. 
 

Sunday, June 23 
Sevilla to Granada 
 by bus 
 
 It was late this morning (8:45) when I got up.  I had a nice shower, and then watched a bit more of CNN on TV.  The big news 
from the States was that the fires in Colorado were still burning; residents of suburban Denver had been living in school gyms for two 
weeks now.  [This year they’ve had evacuations in southern California due to forest fires, and—as with those in Colorado—I 
find it difficult to have much sympathy with them.  When people expand suburbia so far out, it seems to me they are asking 
for trouble.  I had much more sympathy when floods in Cedar Rapids destroyed decades old homes in an area that had never 
before seen high water.] 
 
 We had breakfast in a different restaurant in the Fernando III.  The chairs were all covered with cloth, tied with bows at the 
back, almost as if the place had been set for a fancy wedding reception.  [Having worked in a restaurant that did formal affairs, I 
know that one of the purposes of putting cloth over the seats is to cover up tears, stains, or mars—or to disguise cheap 
furniture and make it look elegant.]  It was a bit much for breakfast, but I certainly didn’t complain. 
 
 The bus could not negotiate the narrow streets by the hotel, so we had to walk to the main thoroughfare to board.  [I looked 
up the reviews of this place on  TripAdvisor.com, and  universally people complained that it was impossible to find.  The hotel  



 
Cresco group by the Plaza de España – Sevilla 

is in the Barrio Santa Cruz, a 
historic quarter that is a maze 
of narrow streets lined by 
white stucco buildings.  It’s 
really quite a short distance 
from the main drag, but it 
would be a pain to drive there 
in a car—and truly impossible 
by bus.]  A “maletero” (suitcase 
boy) took our luggage to the bus 
in a van.  Our local guide joined 
us, and we had a pleasant tour 
of the main sights of Sevilla.  
Many of the points of interest 
are left over from the Ibero-
American Exhibition, a world’s 
fair that was held near the turn 
of the last century.  Most 
notable among these is Seville’s 
Plaza de España, the heart of 
which is a fountain surrounded 
by ceramic depictions of each of 
the provinces of Spain.  That 
fountain was reproduced about 
twenty years ago for the New 
Orleans world’s fair, and the 
reproduction still stands in front 
of Riverwalk Mall at the foot of 
Canal   Street  in the  Big  Easy. 

[Being newer, the New Orleans monument actually looks nicer than the one in Sevilla.  However, the Spanish original is set 
among historic buildings, while the American copy has skyscrapers in one direction and a mall made up of old warehouses in 
the other.  Overall, I think Sevilla has the nicer plaza.] 
 
 We were given time to shop in the stalls that were set up in the Plaza de España.  I didn’t buy much of any souvenirs, but I did 
buy a “granizada”, Spain’s version of what American street vendors would call “Italian ice”.  It’s really nothing more than a high-class 
slush, but it was refreshing. 

 
Scan of tile of 

Our Lady of Perpetual Help 

 We passed by the Giralda Tower and Torre de Oro (Tower of Gold), 
both of which I had seen back in ’85.  We also walked through the Murillo 
Gardens, which was both new for me and very pleasant.  Unfortunately Sevilla’s 
two biggest attractions were not really open to us.  The European presidents 
were meeting at the alcazar (the old castle), and they were having Sunday mass 
at the cathedral. 
 
 We spent quite a while walking through Sevilla’s Jewish quarter (the 
Judería).  It’s a lot like the equivalent area in Córdoba, but it seems to pull things 
off better.  I got the feeling people actually did live in Sevilla’s Judería (extremely 
wealthy people, but people nonetheless), and there’s a wider range of 
businesses.  [The place reminds me a lot of the Vieux Carré in New 
Orleans—and Louisiana’s history comes more from southern Spain than 
from France.]  We ended our walk at a gift shop that was probably run by our 
guide’s brother-in-law.  [I always do wonder on tours just what sort of kick-
back the guides get.]  It was not a bad store though.  The merchandise tended 
toward traditional Spanish crafts, rather than the tacky souvenirs they had in 
Córdoba.  I bought a miniature guitar in imitation metal inlay (damascene or 
dimasquinado) that I plan to give my niece for her birthday as well as what 
amounted to a tile icon [a really lovely ceramic tile] of Our Lady of Perpetual 
Help. 
 
 The group made our way to the square in front of the cathedral, and we 
were given quite a bit of free time for lunch.  I wasn’t really hungry, so mostly I 
went out exploring.  The cathedral marks the boundary between the historic city 
and the new downtown, and it was fascinating to see the difference one block 
could make.  Basically I liked Sevilla, though—both old and new.  [I liked it 
much better on this trip than I did in ’85, when we stayed in a dull suburban 
area and my biggest memory was getting lost in a questionable 
neighborhood.] 
 
 After walking around a while I found the other adults, who were lunching 



at a sidewalk table in front of a bar.  I joined them for dessert, which featured assorted ice cream novelties.  Margaret implied that they 
were made on site, but they certainly looked pre-packaged to me.  At any rate, my “requestón de miel” (honey flavored ice cream in a 
clay pot, topped by peanuts) was quite good. 
 
 We had a fascinating drive out of the city.  José commented that there was extremely little traffic; indeed there was almost 
none.  There was certainly a lot of police, though.  On every overpass there were guards with machine guns patrolling the expressway.  
I assume that’s how the EU presidents were leaving the city, but it honestly seemed a bit excessive.  [This makes me wonder what 
happens when President Obama flies into O’Hare.  Do they line all the overpasses between there and his Hyde Park home—
twenty-plus miles to the south?  What about the train platforms in the middle of the freeway or parallel to Lake Shore Drive?  
I’d hope they don’t go to ridiculous extremes, but who knows?] 
 
 We spent the afternoon just driving straight eastward on the autovía.  The country is bone dry here.  We saw a few olive trees, 
but there wasn’t even much of the irrigated agriculture we saw earlier.  It looks a lot like Wyoming or Montana—rugged, low mountains, 
but mostly just dry range land. 

 
Typical mountain scenery, with a sign warning of slow-moving trucks – between Córdoba and Granada, Spain 

 It was fortunate we were headed east.  Shortly before we got to Granada there was a major accident in the westbound lanes.  
A truck had gone off the road, and it looked like it had exploded in a major fire.  Traffic was backed up for miles headed west.  We 
passed by things quickly, though, and before long we were in Granada. 
 
 Our hotel in Granada (grah-NAH-dah … the word means “pomegranate” [or grenade]) was the Mariola.  While I hope never to 
stay there again [TripAdvisor ranks the place #99 among the hotels in Granada—a city that doesn’t have all that many hotels, 
which tells you something], it was certainly a fascinating place.  Granada is one of Spain’s main university towns, and during the 
school year the place is apparently used as apartments for college students.  In summer they rent out those apartments as if they were 
hotel suites.  The suites are certainly spacious.  Paul and I had a large bedroom with dorm room sized twin beds (as opposed to the 
extra-small twins we had in many of the hotels), a large living room, a dining area, an entrance alcove with two closets, and a bathroom.  
(There was also a kitchen, but it was closed up.)  You knew this was a collegiate apartment, though.  The furniture was old and 
sagging, the décor was in several different styles that fought with one another, and every surface of the place seemed to be covered 
with graffiti.  I read about the romantic escapades of generations of young Spaniards, not to mention learning their political views. 
 
 I took a long walk in the late afternoon, and after a comprehensive exploration of the city I can honestly tell you that Granada is 
one of the dullest places on earth—at least on a Sunday afternoon.  Lots of people were out, but I have no idea where they might have 
been going.  I went straight through the downtown area, past a suburban-style shopping mall, and down a number of commercial 
streets.  Except for a few gas stations and an occasional ice cream shop, nothing was open.  The streets are broad and the apartments 
look pleasant, but there’s certainly not much to draw a tourist to central Granada.  [It’s likely to be MUCH more interesting on a 
business day, but on a Sunday it was very dull indeed.] 
 
 I took Paul to an ATM I had passed during my walk.  It was interesting that while virtually every ATM I have ever used (in Eur- 



ope or America) gave crisp, new currency, this one gave Paul a badly damaged €20 note.  The bill had obviously been mangled, and it 
was being held together with Scotch tape.  Lots of shopkeepers looked at bills closely before accepting them.  At Corte Inglés in Madrid 
they even had bill acceptors at the check-outs that presumably looked for some hidden feature to verify authenticity.  I wasn’t sure 
Paul’s bill would pass muster.  You can’t return money at an ATM, though, so he was stuck with it. 
 
 Dinner tonight consisted of pasta, chicken with French fries, and yogurt.  Two groups of American students made up the bulk 
of people at dinner (and presumably the bulk of guests at the hotel).  There was also a group of Arab tourists who were fascinating to 
watch at dinner.  The men and women seated themselves at separate tables.  The men were in casual but conservative western dress, 
while the women all had their heads covered in traditional Moslem clothes.  A couple of the men photographed absolutely everything.  It 
was almost like watching a group of east Asian tourists catching everything on film. 
 
 After dinner we went to a flamenco show.  Many of the girls changed into nice clothes for this occasion.  I really don’t know 
why.  It’s not like they were on a date, nor as if “theatre clothes” are expected at what is basically a glorified bar.  The girls seemed to 
use any excuse to dress, though.  It amazed me how many clothes they brought.  I could excuse their dress for the flamenco (since 
many of them were wearing clothes they had brought on the trip), but an amazing number of them had packed dress shoes in their 
luggage and hauled them out tonight. 
 
 If the girls thought they were putting on a show with their outfits, they needn’t have bothered.  We were almost literally the only 
people at the flamenco club.  (I think the handful of Spaniards who were there were relatives of the cast.)  The show was held in a 
cavernous room, and it was really strange to be right up by the stage with hundreds of empty seats behind us.  I guess Sunday night 
must not be a big party time in Granada [and I seriously doubt many modern Spaniards would include flamenco in their party 
plans]. 
 
 The only other time I saw a flamenco show was in Sevilla.  There the club was right downtown in a tile-fronted building that 
inside looked a bit like a dinner theatre.  In Granada we were at a suburban club, located right off the ring road in a neighborhood of 
warehouses.  [It’s the sort of setting where I’d expect to find a strip club.]  Inside it was set up like those Vegas showrooms you 
see on TV, sort of like an enormous cocktail lounge with scores of tiny tables, each surrounded by too many chairs.  At the front was a 
tiny stage that was little more than a big wood box with a few lights above it.  The cast alternated leading the dances, with a bit of 
singing and instrumental music thrown in for good measure. 
 
 The dance show was interesting, but the cast really just seemed to be going through the motions.  Afterwards Paul and I both 
commented on their guitarist, who appeared to be stoned out of his mind.  I don’t know what he may have been using, but he was 
certainly on a different plane of reality than I was.  None of the others was quite so obvious, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they were 
“feeling no pain” either. 
 
 The show lasted just over an hour, and we were back to the hotel around 11:30.  Shortly after that the management cut off the 
air conditioning (a fairly common occurrence in European budget hotels—after all, why would you need air conditioning while you’re 
sleeping?), so we sweltered through the night on rather uncomfortable beds. 
 

Monday, June 24 
Granada and Benalmadena 
by bus and on foot 
 
 We were up at 7:00 and had a nondescript breakfast.  Most noteworthy was the orange juice, which came out of a dispensing 
machine and was hot.  Indeed it was almost as warm as the coffee—hardly the refreshing fruit drink I expected.  [While looking up 
these hotels on TripAdvisor, I also looked up some other ones I’ve stayed at over the years.  One person gave a mediocre 
review to a Comfort Inn I stayed at in Los Angeles.  In regard to their continental breakfast, the main comment she made was 
that all the items were the temperature they were supposed to be.  That could not be said of the Hotel Mariola.] 
 
 I picked up one of my more interesting souvenirs in the lobby at the Mariola.  They had books on Andalucia in many 
languages.  I decided to see if I had learned anything tutoring Chris Kohlhaas for the past three years, so I picked up their Russian 
edition.  АНДАЛУЗИЯ:  Издание На Русском Языке (Andalusia: A Publication  in the Russian Language) is basically a picture book, 
but I am pleased to say that I have learned enough Russian that I could figure out most of the captions.  [It helps, of course, to have 
some idea of what they’re supposed to be saying.] 
 
 We took the bus to Granada’s one real tourist attraction, the Alhambra (unlike its namesake suburb in California, it’s 
pronounced “ah-LAHM-bra” here).  Granada was the capital of Moorish Spain, and it was the last Moorish stronghold during the 
Christian re-conquest.  It was here that Ferdinand and Isabella united to conquer the Moors.  The Alhambra (literally “red castle” in 
Arabic) is a collection of palaces that stand high on a mountain overlooking the city and preserve the history of the area. 
 
 We had a guided tour of the Alhambra, and the guide—a college-aged boy named Paco—was definitely a highlight.  He was 
knowledgeable, and he spoke clear and understandable English (though he insisted French was his best foreign language).  Back in 
1985 our guide basically told us “isn’t it pretty”; today I felt I actually learned something. 
 
 



 Among other things, the guide pointed out the 
striking contrast between the Moorish palaces and the 
Renaissance palace of Carlos V, which is built on the 
same site.  European architecture tends to focus attention 
to the outside of a building, with ornate entryways and 
lots of exterior highlights.  We had seen this in France 
and also at the Royal Palace in Madrid.  Here as in those 
places the interiors could be nice, but they really didn’t 
live up to the outside impression.  The Moslems favor 
almost the opposite architecture.  Their outside walls are 
bare and fortress-like, with little or no ornamentation.  
Inside, though, calling the place a “palace” almost damns 
it with faint praise. 
 
 We began at the Carlos V palace.  It fascinated 
me to see that this 500-year-old building is now used as a 
very modern concert hall.  There’s a grand circular 
courtyard in the middle of the palace.  It was filled with 
hard plastic chairs, and electrical wires were strung all 
over the place.  Apparently it has outstanding acoustics, 
and it certainly would make an interesting place to hear a 
concert. 
 
 Renaissance palaces are all but a dime a dozen 
in Europe, and absolutely no one would visit the 
Alhambra for the sake of seeing the palace of Carlos V.  
The Moorish palaces are just slightly older, but they are 
far more interesting.  Inside their stark walls are gorgeous 
formal patios lined with intricately carved archways.  Each 
individual detail is striking, and the overall effect is 
magnificent. 
 
 The walls and ceilings of almost every room are 
carved with Arabic script.  I assumed this was the famous 
passage from the Koran that translates “there is no god 
but the one God (Allah), and Mohammed is his prophet.”  
I still suspect that is essentially what most of the text 
says; it looked like the script on the Saudi flag, which I 
know says that.  Our guide, however, pointed out a 
phrase and said it translated to “God is the winner”.  I 
would probably phrase that more as “in God is our 
victory”, and the way he pronounced his English made it 
sound even worse.  Using Spanish vowel sounds, what 
he said came out as “God is the wiener”—and that sent 
all kinds of sacrilegious thoughts running through my 
mind. 
 
 I was also amused by the guide when we 
paused as a group of Asian tourists took photos of one 
another.  Someone made a light-hearted joke about 
Japanese tourists, and the guide immediately corrected 
“No, they’re KOREAN”.  He said “Korean” with utter 
disgust and rolled his eyes.  It was a bit like hearing 
President say “Iraqi” or hearing the phrase “evil empire” 
back in the Reagan years.  Korea was, after all, the 
country that defeated Spain in the World Cup. 
 
 It amazed me how much progress they had 
made on restoring the Alhambra.  When I was here 
before many parts of it were closed, and much of what 
was open was in disrepair.  They’ve obviously been 
working hard in the intervening years.  Not only have they 
stabilized what was crumbling; they’ve begun restoring 
the coloration of the walls and ceilings, so the place looks 
much as it did in Moorish times.  Several artists were at 
work while we toured the place.  It would be interesting to 
come back in another ten years or so to see it all 
completed. 

 
ABOVE:  Courtyard at the Alhambra – Granada, Spain 

BELOW:  Restoration at the Alhambra 

 



 The Alhambra, by the way, is the single most visited place in Spain.  It’s a national monument, completely maintained by the 
central government in Madrid.  That’s actually rather unusual, since most things these days are administered at the “autonomous 
community” level. 
 
 We hiked through a forest area and ended up in the Generalife Gardens.  We had tons of time to kill there [well over an hour, 
as I recall], but I just took a quick walk through them.  Formal gardens really aren’t my thing, and these excited me no more than any 
others.  The most interesting thing at the Generalife was a stray cat that was wandering around the place.  I have a photo of one of 
Paul’s students down on his knees, nose to nose with that cat. 
 
 We were given time to browse a gift shop near the Alhambra.  Most of their souvenirs were overpriced, and all I bought was 
junk food [also overpriced, but comparatively affordable].  Among my purchases were “Chipi-Cao®” (rather tasteless chocolate chip 
cookies), Lays® Mediterranean-style potato chips (with truly disgusting olive oil and tomato flavoring), an ice cream coronet, and a can 
of Fanta® limón. 
 
 [I really enjoy buying local snack food wherever I travel.  It amazes me how different Frito-Lay products in particular 
are in different countries and even different regions of America.  The differences in pop and ice cream are also fascinating.  
Certainly chips and ice cream novelties aren’t haute cuisine, but they are part of the local culture.] 
 
 Coming back from the Alhambra we followed signs that looked like a big target.  I suppose they were implying “city center”, but 
it’s a place where words seem to communicate more than pictures.  We made it past downtown, out to the suburbs, and then past the 
same accident we had seen yesterday.  They were still cleaning things up today.  One lane was still blocked off, and we could still see 
the burnt-out shell of a truck off in the ditch.  I can’t imagine that the driver survived that, but I certainly hope he did. 
 
 José gave us a number of informative tidbits as we drove along.  We learned, for instance, that the Sierra Nevada mountains 
near Granada are the highest in Spain.  They run from 3,500 to 4,000 meters in height (11,000 – 13,000 feet).  They really don’t look 
that tall to me, but I suppose the surrounding area must be fairly high to begin with.  He also told us that olives were harvested in 
January, a time of year no one around here would think of harvesting anything. 
 
 [Whenever José talked, he was mostly talking to Paul and/or me.  He always spoke in Spanish, and he never used the 
bus microphone, so the majority on the bus would never have heard them—not to mention that they were still sleeping most 
of the time.  Paul and I had gone to the trouble of speaking with him early in the trip, which he seemed to appreciate.  He also 
seemed to like that we mostly stayed awake and enjoyed the scenery of his native land.  We’d ask him questions as we drove 
along, and he was quite eager to answer them.] 
 
 We had lunch at a truck stop somewhere in the middle of nowhere west of Granada.  At the cafeteria I selected a salad that 
looked good under plastic but turned out to be mostly seafood.  I also had what they called “macaronis” (long, tube-shaped pasta) with 
the same flavorless tomato sauce we had “enjoyed” earlier in the trip, a cup of pre-packaged flan, and a can of Tab® diet soda.  
Honestly, most of my lunch ended up being the junk food I had purchased at the Alhambra.  [“Real” Italian cuisine is quite well 
seasoned, with spices similar to those used in the native cuisine of both Spain and France.  The universal lack of flavor in the 
Italian food we had really seemed odd.] 
 
 They had a change machine at the truck stop.  It was intended to give you change to play slot machines that were 
conveniently located right next to it.  I took advantage of it to get €20 in change, though.  At this point a €20 note was all the money I 
had left.  I didn’t intend to purchase anything large, and €20 is a lot of money with which to make a small purchase.  The coins (an 
assortment of €2 and €1 coins) was ideal, though. 
 
 As we made our way south to the coast, the girls on the bus got progressively more annoying.  They started singing songs 
from the ‘60s and ‘70s, loudly and badly.  I was annoyed by them personally and embarrassed that José had to put up with them.  
[Likely almost every group he drives does something similar; I was embarrassed to be part of this one, though.] 
 
 It was a bit of a shock to get to Málaga, the coastal city where we stayed back in 1985.  While even then it was the largest city 
in the area, a Baedeker travel guide I still have from that trip described it as “a sleepy town nestled around the port”.  Today the 
Michelin guide to Spain describes Málaga as “a vast, white, sprawling city at the mouth of the Guadalmedina”.  Oddly enough, both 
descriptions are accurate for their time.  Málaga has grown immensely.  Its suburbs now stretch not just along the ocean, but for miles 
up into the hills.  The city proper has over half a million people, and five times that many live in the immediate area.  There’s certainly 
nothing sleepy or little about Málaga today. 
 
 We were staying not in Málaga nor in the posh resort of Torremolinos, but rather west of there near the town of Benalmádena 
(bane-awl-MAH-dane-ah).  While both Cristina and José seemed to know almost every place in Spain quite well, neither of them had 
ever heard of the place we were staying tonight.  It didn’t help that the address was “Urbanización Torrealmádena S/N”.  “S/N” in 
Spanish stands for “sin número”—meaning that it had no street number; its only address was the development in which it was located.  
We drove around for quite a while (though not nearly so long as when we were lost in France), but eventually we did locate the place. 
 
 The Hotel Velazquez is part of Complejo los Pintores (the Painters’ Complex), a group of hotels that are all named after 
famous Spanish artists.  (There’s also a Hotel Goya and a Hotel El Greco.)  The place was almost brand new, but built as cheaply as 
could be.  We would not be allowed to check into our rooms until later, but when we did we would find paper thin walls, beds that were 
barely more than cots (with thin aluminum legs holding up foam rubber mattresses that sagged badly when we laid down on them), and 



a folding plastic accordion door on the bathroom.  One thing on the plus side, though:  the air conditioning worked, and we got to leave 
it on all night. 
 
 [This was very close to the worst hotel I’ve ever stayed in.  TripAdvisor rates them #44 of forty-seven hotels in 
Benalmádena.  When I checked, I found the only reason three other hotels were ranked lower is that they were yet to be 
reviewed.  Seventeen people have written reviews of the Velazquez, and thirteen of them gave the place the lowest possible 
rating.  I’m pretty sure that’s the lowest overall rating I’ve ever seen on TripAdvisor.  Some English-speaking reviewers 
implied in their reviews that native Spaniards might find the place more accommodating than Brits or Americans.  That was 
contradicted by reviews in Spanish, though, with titles like “Lo peor de lo peor”, “El peor hotel que he visitado nunca”, “No 
volveremos nunca”, Pensión en ruínas”, and “Una vergüenza de hotel”.  Even if you don’t speak a lot of Spanish, knowing 
that “peor” means “worst”, “nunca” means “never”, and “vergüenza” means “shame” give you a pretty goof clue of 
Spaniards’ feelings toward the place.  I gather, by the way, that they’ve stopped making the air conditioning available at 
night—which is something both Anglophones and Spanish-speakers dislike.] 
 
 It was around 4pm when we arrived at the Velazquez, but for some reason our rooms were still not ready.  We gathered up all 
the luggage and managed to cram it into a janitor’s closet that the manager assured us was secure.  Then the kids went to the beach, 
most of the adults sat on the deck, and I went out exploring. 
 
 Benalmádena is a well-developed resort, but virtually everything was closed today.  As it turned out, this was the town’s fiesta, 
the feast day of the local patron saint.  Nothing ever really did say who that patron was, but I checked a calendar of saints and the only 
important one assigned to June 24 was John the Baptist [presumably the parish patron].  At any rate all the businesses that catered 
to the locals [like a Día supermarket near the hotel I would have liked to check out] (and a surprisingly large number of tourist-
oriented shops) were closed for the local holiday. 
 
 I walked along a promenade above the beach for quite a long while.  The beach here is really far too developed.  I’ll take 
something secluded any day.  It’s pretty, though—if not exactly spectacular—a lot like the Florida coast. 

 
Mediterranean Sea – Benalmádena, Spain 

 The one place I stopped was at a place whose sign said “AMERICAN DRUGSTORE”.  While they did have health and beauty 
aids, the place was really more of a small supermarket; perhaps the people who named it were thinking of the grocery section of 
Walgreen’s.  Paul had wanted some Nutella, the chocolate and nut spread that is popular in Europe, and he had given me his badly 
damaged €20 note to pay for a bunch of it.  They didn’t have that here, but they did have its competitor Nocilla.  I also picked up some 
coffee (which at €1.38 for the equivalent of a pound was dirt cheap, and given the strength you use only about half as much as you 
would with American coffee), two one-liter boxes of citrus juice (Kasfruit®, in grapefruit and mixed citrus flavors), and yet another 
souvenir for my Pepsi collection.  The girl at the counter didn’t want to accept the taped-up twenty, but I acted as if it were the only 
money I had (I could have used those coins, of course [or a credit or debit card, which are accepted EVERYWHERE in modern-
day Europe]), and she eventually took it. 
 
 I went back to the hotel, and we checked in.  Our rooms were done, but the maids were still cleaning many other rooms and 
trash was piled high in the halls.  I don’t know if they were understaffed or if check-out time is unusually late or what.  [They very likely 
had a skeleton staff on the local holiday.]  After resting a bit, I set out walking again. 
 
 I had gone eastward along the beach before, so this time I walked west.  The most prominent thing to the west is Casino 
Benalmádena—and in Spain “casino” means exactly what you think it should mean.  The place was not exactly friendly from the street.  



They had guards with machine guns standing out front.  It made me wonder if the European leaders had made their way down to the 
beach. 

 
David Burrow reflected in a security mirror – Benalmádena, Spain 

 Near the casino is a string of 
condominiums, most of which appear to 
cater to wealthy British subjects.  There 
were British and Canadian banks nearby, 
and the grocery stores advertised typically 
British foods. There were even English 
names (like Adela Beach) on some of the 
developments.  Prices of the condos are all 
over the place, largely depending on how 
close they are to the water.  Cheap ones will 
sell for around €90,000 (or rent as time-
shares for €650 a month) and prices range 
up to €1,500,000.  By contrast apartments 
intended for the locals in Benalmádena go 
for just over €100 a month. 
 
 West of the casino is Benalmádena 
pueblo, the town where the people who work 
in the resort actually live.  It’s frankly a 
dumpy town, not unlike the city of Cancun—
as opposed to the beachfront resort of the 
same name.  Like all of Spain, it’s 
apartments, but these looked to be about as 
well-built and homey as our hotel.  [They 
were pretty much the European 
equivalent of American public housing.] 
 
 I stopped to get another Burger 
King salad on my way back to the hotel.  It 
shouldn’t, but it really does amaze me that 
the clientele at foreign fast food places is 
invariably foreign—that is people who live in 
the place the restaurant is located.  Burger 
King was not particularly busy, but there was 
a steady stream of Spanish teenagers.  The 
“Auto King” (competing with the “McAuto” 
drive through down the street) was also 
quite busy, mostly with young married 
couples.  [The proliferation of drive-
through fast food is a BIG change from 
when I was here in 1985.  At that point 
Madrid and Barcelona were the only 
places in Spain with fast food, and McD’s 

and Burger King (and Wendy’s, which as since gone out of business in Europe) were then only located in pre-existing 
buildings in the city center.  Fast food has spread to smaller cities and to the suburbs, and today the vast majority of fast food 
restaurants in Spain (and all of Europe) look pretty much the same as the American restaurants they were cloned from.] 
 
 I was glad I stopped for the salad, because dinner tonight was less than appetizing.  [One of the people who reviewed the 
Velazquez on TripAdvisor said, “If the hill doesn’t kill you, the food will.”]  It was an all-you-can-eat buffet, but honestly there 
wasn’t much I wanted to eat.  Hopefully Margaret and Paul will pardon me for saying that Spanish cuisine has to be one of my least 
favorite types of food—and the more authentically Spanish something is, the less likely I am to like it.  The Spaniards who made up the 
bulk of our hotel’s guests seemed to really go for the buffet, but I found it mysterious and often disgusting.  I made a salad of olives and 
corn, and I had a few of their cooked vegetables.  All the main courses looked awful to my eyes, so I basically passed on them.  I did, 
however, enjoy a large portion of flan for dessert. 
 
 Back in the room I watched President Bush’s speech on establishing a Palestinian homeland, which was carried live on 
European TV.  To me it appeared that Bush said absolutely nothing in his carefully worded address, but the British commentator noted 
that it was the first time he had ever acknowledged the possibility that a Palestinian homeland could conceivably exist.  [It was very 
likely the last time, too.] 
 
 One of the girls in the group had bragged about meeting a cute Spanish man in the afternoon, and while she hadn’t actually 
invited him to her room, she had apparently told him the hotel and floor where she was staying.  Paul sat in the stairwell until late at 
night to make sure no unexpected visitors arrived.  Fortunately, none did. 
 
 We were just about asleep when we were awakened by the loud boom of fireworks.  In the same manner that we’d finish off 
the Fourth of July, Benalmádena was ending their fiesta literally with a bang.  As it turned out one of the best places to view the 



fireworks was from our room.  [Indeed, just about the only good thing about the Velazquez is that it has a fairly nice of the city 
and the beach beyond.]  We were on an upper floor, and the fireworks were being set off in a ravine not far away.  I never bothered 
putting on my glasses, but even so I got a nice view of a very nice pyrotechnic show.  Then things settled down and we were able to get 
to sleep. 
 

Tuesday, June 25 
Benalmadena & Algeciras, Spain, and Tangier, Morocco 
by bus and ferry, and on foot 
 
 It was a short night.  We were scheduled to leave at 6:00 this morning, so we were up around five.  They had breakfast set up 
on the buffet, but no one was there to attend it, so we didn’t know if we were supposed to take it or not.  The meal was included in our 
price, though, so we decided to dig in.  The choices were rather minimal (though at least not so repulsive as dinner), but at least we got 
something in our stomachs. 
 
 A few of the kids had overslept, so it was more like 6:30 than 6:00 when we left the hotel.  Even so, it was still definitely night.  
Whether it’s the time zone or the latitude, the sun comes up much later here than it does at home.  It was after 7:00 when the sun finally 
came up.  [It would be the time zone that does that; southern Spain isn’t much different in latitude than Iowa.] 
 
 We drove about fifteen minutes on city streets to make it to the Autopista del Sol, the tollway that runs a couple miles in from 
the coast.  We paid two tolls on our way west; one was €7.99, and the second €6.42.  There were some interesting signs along the 
tollway.  One indicated “rest area” and I think was intended to show a picnic table.  It really looked more like a man sitting on the toilet—
perfectly appropriate for the meaning, but not quite what they intended.  Another sign indicated that helmets (cascos) were required.  It 
showed an odd shape that might have looked vaguely like an old aviator’s helmet.  Really it looked more like an amoeba, or perhaps an 
ink blot in a psychological test. 
 
 The whole Costa del Sol (Sun Coast) of Spain is developed.  Again it reminded me of Florida, where there’s basically a wall of 
hotels and condos the length of the state.  It’s too bad that they didn’t make some of this area a national park or something.  Instead, 
they’re really spoiling the beauty with so much development. 
 
 At some point in the future the Autopista del Sol will travel the whole way from Málaga to Cadiz.  Today, though, there’s a 
major gap at its center.  We exited onto the “vía vieja”, which amounted to little more than a city street.  Making things worse, the old 
road was under construction.  That and rush hour traffic made me pity José as he negotiated his way through a maze of traffic circles 
and construction cones.  Most of the time the speed limit was 50 km/h (about 30mph), but my bet is we never actually made it up to that 
speed.  [Apparently the Autopista del Sol was completed most of the way to Algeciras (which would have been our destination 
on this trip) in August of 2002, just a couple months after we were there.  As of 2009 it still ends about twenty kilometers shy 
of that city, though, and they haven’t even begun work west of there.] 
 
 It intrigued me to notice that road workers in Spain were much less protected they were in France.  Spain seems to enforce 
about the same level of safety that we would at home.  The workers wear reflective clothing (ugly green, rather than orange), but there’s 
not much more than a few cones separating them from traffic.  In France, by contrast they often put cement barriers around the 
workers.  When they don’t there’s always a heavy truck behind them with flashing arrows urging traffic over. 
 
 It was also interesting that there was much more heavy machinery used in construction than I had seen seventeen years ago.  
In ’85 they still did a lot of road work in Spain by hand.  You’d literally see men with picks and shovels fixing the roads.  Today the 
equipment is comparable to what you see in construction areas at home. 
 
 Eventually the road work ended and we made our way back to the expressway.  We passed a row of refineries at La Linea, 
the gateway city to Gibraltar that I had visited back in ’85.  Then we went past a mess of suburban sprawl (with things like Toys Я Us 
that would have been unheard of seventeen years ago) to the big port at Algeciras. 
 
 Algeciras (ahl-hay-SEER-ahss) is the gateway to Africa.  We waited outside the port building while Cristina bought tickets.  
She then presented us with tickets and stickers to identify us as a group, and we made our way down a long series of ramps to the 
docks.  Just before the docks we had to pass through exit customs.  This was routine, but since we were running a bit late, every delay 
was a bit of a concern.  We did make it to the boat on time, though, and before long we were on our way across the Strait of Gibraltar. 
 

The boat ride from Algeciras to Tangier was not a pleasant experience—at least not for me.  I was tired to begin with, and the 
combination of the boat’s motion and a hint of smoke from the boilers made me nauseous.  It was almost unfortunate that it never got 
so bad that I actually threw up; instead I just sat around with my head down, feeling horrible. 

 
I remember passing docks that looked remarkably like the rail yards in Los Angeles, with stacks of cargo containers ready to 

be shipped.  Next we saw the Rock of Gibraltar (which looks much nicer from the water than it does up close), and then it was just a 
long, jerky ride as the Atlas Mountains in Africa gradually grew larger. 
 
 Once we landed, getting into Morocco was a joke.  Cristina (who was much more sick than I was on the boat) had taken 
everybody’s passport and gone to a customs office on one of the lower levels of the ferry.  The official had placed both entry and exit 



stamps in the passports, which Cristina gave back to us on the boat.  [I’m pretty sure Morocco is one of those countries that 
requires hotel guests to present their passports, so having an exit stamp with the current day’s date would prevent anyone 
from staying overnight.]  When we reached Morocco an official on the dock checked to make sure that we had the stamps.  He didn’t 
even look at the pictures in the passports, though.  Absolutely anyone could have used any of those passports, and no one would have 
known.  [Almost certainly, though, had anyone gone south of Tangier itself, it would have been necessary to present the 
passport at a highway checkpoint.] 
 
 While Tangier is less than 20 miles from Algeciras, they truly are in different worlds.  Algeciras is a very modern, very 
European city, while Tangier stands at the edge of the Third World.  Just beyond the docks there’s a line of street vendors who are 
barely more than beggars, the sort of thing you see at the pyramids in Mexico.  Much of the city attempts to look European, but there’s 
a seediness around the edges that would make a French industrial park look beautiful.  We also traded the sleek new bus we had in 
Spain for a glorified school bus in Morocco that spewed exhaust and coughed its way up every hill.  [I’d see essentially the same 
thing a couple years later when I peered over the fence at Tijuana from San Diego.] 
 
 I could tell I wasn’t in Europe anymore (or Kansas, for that matter) when I saw billboards that were only in Arabic.  French and 
Spanish are both widely spoken in Morocco, but Arabic is the official and the most common language.  The most prominent billboards 
seemed to be for things that would be extreme luxuries in the Third World; I kept trying to imagine, for instance, why people who can 
barely afford bread would spend their money on Tang® or at McDonalds.  [I certainly shouldn’t be judgmental, though.  A quick 
look around the slums of most American cities will find the biggest advertisers are fast food and alcoholic beverages.] 
 
 Our local guide was named Abdul.  He was informative, but about every fourth word of his spiel was punctuated by “y’know”, 
which got rather annoying to listen to after a while.  Among other things he told us was that there were there were three animals that 
were traditionally necessary for survival in the desert:  a camel, an iguana, and a monkey.  Apparently the camel was used for 
transportation, the iguana killed off snakes, and the monkey had an inner sense that helped it to find water.  What all that had to do with 
a modern city in a region that is only semi-arid I really don’t know, but it was interesting. 

 
Panoramic view of Tangier, Morocco 

Abdul also told us that 
the population of Tangier had 
doubled in the past eighteen 
years [which would be pretty 
typical for a Third World city].  
Having been here seventeen 
years ago, I could certainly 
confirm that.  The place was not 
a small city then, but it is much 
larger now.  A lot of the area 
looks like the suburbs of Mexico 
City, with cement block slums 
crawling up the hills. 
 
 We made our way down 
the Avenue d’Espagne, which 
runs right along the beach.  I was 
intrigued to see the Rif Hotel, 
where our tour group had stayed 
in 1985.  Abdul said this was one 
of the finest beaches in the 
world, similar to the Riviera in 
Nice or Monte Carlo.  If that’s 
true, I won’t be rushing to the 
Riviera any time soon.  The 
beach at Tangier is badly littered, 
and construction projects mar the 
view  in  many   places.    I’ve  no 

doubt that before both places were settled the beaches were similar, but I have a feeling the French developed things better. 
 
 We drove right through the downtown area of Tangier.  If I ever return here, I’d love to get out and spend time there.  There 
were a lot of stores that were rather European in appearance, but with Arabic signs and unusual merchandise.  We just passed by 
everything without any comment; I guess this wasn’t the part of Tangier we were supposed to notice.  [Again it’s unfortunate that 
tours always take you to what they think you want to see.  It would be great to have the freedom to see both the historic and 
the modern cities.] 
 
 We went through the so-called European quarter of the city (they called it the French quarter when I was here before).  Behind 
high walls here are the vacation and retirement homes of assorted wealthy globetrotters.  Abdul dropped the name of Malcolm Forbes 
more than once, as well as a number of other businessmen and celebrities.  There’s really not much to see here.  It’s kind of like 
Beverly Hills, where everything is hidden behind walls.  Our main purpose for going there seemed to be stopping at a street vendor 
(who was probably Abdul’s cousin) to buy postcards and picture books.  The vendor didn’t have one of the picture books in English, but 
he said he’d make arrangements so people in our group who wanted it could get it at another stop. 
 



 We stopped by an empty lot where they give camel rides.  Unfortunately three other tour buses had beat us there, so there 
would be quite a wait if we wanted to do that.  Abdul decided to pass on the camels for now, and the bus kept going. 

 
ABOVE:  Arabic sign on a store in Tangier 

RIGHT:  Typical street scene in the Tangier medina 
 

 We got off the bus and then had a walking tour of the 
casbah and medina, the ancient commercial and residential 
sections of Tangier.  I had done virtually this same tour in ’85, 
and the place really hasn’t changed much.  It looks much like 
the   Jewish   quarters  of   the  southern  Spanish  cities.    The  
difference is that instead of being mostly a tourist trap (or perhaps in addition to being that), it’s home for hundreds of thousands of 
people. 
 
 I couldn’t help but notice as we wound our way through the old city that we were in essence getting a guided tour of a slum.  
While it’s old, there’s really nothing particularly historic in Tangier, and it is truly a poverty-stricken place.  I kept picturing a foreign 
tourist taking a guided tour of South Central L.A. or Spanish Harlem or that neighborhood east of Drake in Des Moines (which is 
probably the best comparison, since no one would ever call Tangier a “world class” city).  It’s fascinating that we find slums “colorful” in 
other countries, but disgusting at home. 

 
“Self Portrait” of David Burrow’s shadow on a manhole cover labeled in Arabic 

Tangier, Morocco 

 We had lunch at a restaurant that 
I’d bet caters exclusively to tourists.  They 
served us what was supposedly a 
traditional Moroccan menu:  a dark cream 
soup flavored with cinnamon (really quite 
tasty), an all-meat grilled kabob, couscous 
with chicken and cabbage, and honey 
cakes (similar to baklava).  They also sold 
soft drinks with Arabic print on the bottles.  
While we dined, assorted musicians and 
dancers prowled the place looking for tips. 
 
 … Which brings up another 
point.  The official currency of Morocco is 
the dirham, but you’d hardly know it.  
From a tourist’s point of view, the local 
currency might as well be the euro.  
Everywhere we went prices were given in 
euros, and European coins and bills were 
both freely accepted.  The only place I 
saw dirham prices was in grocery stores, 
and even at some of those they also had 
equivalent prices in euros.  I got the 
feeling that even if I’d had any dirhams, 
the entertainers at the restaurant wouldn’t 
have wanted them. 
 
 We next made the obligatory visit 
to a rug factory.  We did the same thing 
seventeen  years  ago  (it  may  well  have 

been the exact same place), and then I succumbed to buying a Moroccan rug.  While that rug has held up extremely well (it’s under my 
chair as I type this [and still is as I write the revision]), I certainly didn’t need another—especially when their asking prices were up to 
€1,000.  It amazed me that some of the kids actually did buy stuff.  They obviously have more money than I ever did in high school. 



 Something we hadn’t done in ’85 was to visit a “traditional” Moroccan pharmacy.  I’d really bet that this place also existed 
mainly for the benefit of tourists, but it was interesting to see.  The proprietor explained all his exotic herbal concoctions with the zeal of 
an old-time medicine show.  I’m sure most of this stuff is illegal in the States (and probably in Europe for that matter), and I certainly 
wasn’t going to chance taking any of it through customs.  It was interesting to see the show, though. 
 
 We also visited a crafts emporium, where we could buy all the traditional Moroccan handicrafts under one roof.  Everything 
had a price written on it, but the expectation was that buyers would bargain.  That bothered me, and it likely cost them a sale.  I’d be 
perfectly willing to pay two-thirds of the posted price (which is quite a bit more than many people bargained things down to) if that were 
a fixed price.  I hate bargaining—everything about it.  I bought my last car on the internet, and a major incentive of that was avoiding 
the whole bargaining process.  It may be part of the local culture, but it’s not part of my culture.  I think the Moroccans would do well to 
set up a fixed-price store where the tourists can easily buy handicrafts.  [It really surprises me no one has thought of that—in 
Morocco or any other Third World country. It would be ideal particularly for rush-through tour groups like this one.] 
 
 Our last stop in Tangier was at another camel ride place.  I passed on the opportunity to ride the humped monsters seventeen 
years ago, and I passed again today.  The kids seemed to enjoy the experience, though, so I guess it was a productive stop. 
 
 We made our way past the gauntlet of vendors at the docks and were easily waved through exit customs and onto the ferry.  
The boat back to Spain was much better than the one we had come over on.  It was larger, and it seemed to go more smoothly. 
 
 Announcements on the boat were made in Arabic, French, Spanish, and English.  It was fascinating to hear Arabic spoken.  
Having studied Spanish, I know that it derives from Arabic as well as Latin.  Spoken Arabic sounds a lot like Spanish—it just sounds like 
a lot of Spanish words I don’t understand.  It was also interesting to compare the relative speed of the languages.  Both Arabic and 
Spanish are spoken very quickly, English is sort of in the middle, and French goes “lentement”—i.e., slowly.  [Quebecois French 
appears to be spoken quite a bit faster than its European equivalent.] 
 
 In an effort to avoid repeating the seasickness that got to me on the way over, I spent much of the ride back on the outside 
deck.  It was cool and windy, and really quite a pleasant crossing.  I had three 1 cent euro coins left, and while I was out on deck I 
decided I would toss them overboard into the biggest fountain in the world and make three wishes.  Of course I won’t tempt fate and 
say here what those wishes were, but two of them have pretty much already come true. 
 
 Once we landed in Algeciras it seemed to take forever to get off the boat.  When we did exit, there was another long wait at 
immigration.  The immigration facility in Algeciras is now set up with two lines, one for “EU Countries” and the other for “Non EU-
Countries”.  There was no line at all at the EU window, and whenever someone did come up there, they were pretty much waved on 
without any problem.  The non-EU line, though, included a lot of people who were presumably immigrating to Europe, so the formalities 
were more complicated and took some time.  Eventually we made it up to the front, and most of us were waved on about as quickly as 
were the EU citizens.  The officer looked at our passports, but mostly that was it.  Only two people had any real problem.  One was 
Margaret’s co-worker Michelle, whose passport was well-worn.  They scanned it in a machine that somehow verifies validity, and then 
everything was okay.  The other problem was with one of the women from Missouri.  Virtually all U.S. passports issued since 1976 have 
been blue, but for some reason hers was green.  The officer was very suspicious of that (although I’d think if you were making a forgery 
of a passport, you’d be smart enough to know the right color), but eventually he let her pass too. 
 
 There is a customs area after immigration in Algeciras, but we were waved through it.  Officers were standing near the exits, 
and they did stop most of the Moroccans.  They literally stepped back from the doors and waved us on as our group came by, though. 
 
 José had been waiting all day at the port in Algeciras.  I would think that would be one of the duller places to wait, but he didn’t 
seem to mind it.  [I’m betting he basically spent the day sleeping.]  We boarded the bus, and right at 8pm we were on our way back 
to the hotel. 
 
 Then at 8:20 we hit the worst traffic jam I have ever seen.  José also remarked that he had never been in so bad a jam.  You’ll 
recall the construction I described on the trip over this morning.  Coming from the west, they feed two different four-lane highways onto 
a traffic circle with just a two-lane outlet.  Beyond there was nasty construction, and it ended up meaning that most of the time nobody 
moved.  We were behind a woman in a compact car who managed to change her shoes and read an entire newspaper while we 
waited.  It took until 8:45 to move maybe one mile up to the traffic circle.  We then crawled along, but then stopped dead again at 8:52.  
We didn’t move at all until 9:02, when we started to crawl along ago.  We made another dead stop just three minutes later, then at 9:12 
we crawled along to a maze of cones where the construction was.  It was intriguing that while we were stopped dead in traffic, all the 
local people were out “de paseo” strolling along the side of the road.  We stopped again at about 9:20, and during that stop a police car 
zoomed by.  There was virtually no westbound traffic, so he was able to pass the whole line of cars without any problem.  A number of 
motorcycles also zipped by, weaving in an out of the stopped traffic.  There was lightning, and in fact it started to rain while we waited.  
Finally we sped up slightly—reaching all of 70 km/h (about 40mph), and at 9:46pm (an hour and a half after we started), we reached the 
Autopista del Sol.  I checked the map, and the whole jam was 22 km (13½  miles) long.  It took us an hour and a half to go that far, and 
I assume things were still backed up when we got out of the mess.  [Having checked on the progress of the Autopista del Sol, 
much of this mess would still be “vía vieja” today.  Where we got on was probably about 30km east of Algeciras, and the 
progress they made after this trip would only go about 10km or so further west.] 
 
 We arrived at the hotel at 11pm.  I went to the desk to ask for the key, but there was none.  The manager thought I had lost it, 
but I knew I had turned it in at the desk in the morning.  After arguing a bit, he gave me a pass card that I’d bet would open every room 
on the floor.  It did open ours, and I found out the maid had left our key card (which had to be inserted in a receptacle to turn the lights 
on) in our room.  [The practice of leaving the key at the desk is something I really dislike about European hotels.  Some people 



argue that then you don’t need to worry about losing keys or them stolen, but I hate dealing with the desk every time I come 
or go.] 
 
 Tonight’s dinner was also supposed to be included in the price of the trip.  Since we were late, it would be a cold dinner like we 
had the first night in Madrid.  They had it laid out, and I all but threw up looking at it.  The centerpiece was those same “San Jacobe” 
fried sandwiches we had eaten earlier, but cold with congealed grease on them.  The rest of the meal looked similarly unappetizing to 
me.  I took a small container of ice cream, went back to the room, and proceeded to eat the ice cream with a ballpoint pen.  Then I 
packed up and was in bed by 11:30. 
 

Wednesday, June 26 
Benalmádena, Spain to Minneapolis, Minnesota 
mostly by plane 
 
 It was a very short night.  We were up around 4:15am so we could depart for the airport.  I had a bit of a panic this morning 
when I thought I had lost my passport.  I searched and searched, finally finding it inside an envelope with a bunch of postcards I had 
bought in Morocco.  I have no recollection of putting it there, but at least I found it.  [This is a place where women have an advantage 
over men.  They carry purses, which can hold a passport or other important materials securely, while men don’t have a good 
equivalent.] 
 
 The restaurant wasn’t even close to being open, but they had prepared bag breakfasts for us.  While most of the stuff (like a 
can of paté) was not exactly appetizing to me, it did include some nice fruit that I ate.  We all grabbed the breakfasts and placed our 
suitcases in the bottom of the bus one last time.  There was a bit of a delay in leaving because another bus had blocked ours in the 
parking lot.  José managed to rouse the other driver, and around 5am we were on our way to the Málaga [Pablo Picasso Ruiz 
International] airport. 
 
 Although we would be changing planes in Madrid, Margaret and Paul had instructions from the tour company to check our 
luggage through from Málaga to the U.S.A.  Unfortunately the officials at the airport told us this was impossible.  The reason they gave 
was that we had e-tickets for the trans-Atlantic portion of the flight rather than paper tickets.  Apparently Spanair (the airline we were 
flying on in Spain) doesn’t use e-tickets, and they only check luggage for onward flights if you present a traditional paper ticket.  We 
ended up just checking things to Madrid.  [It’s strange to think that e-tickets were new and different at the time; they rapidly 
became THE standard for air travel everywhere.  It’s also odd that we couldn’t be e-ticketed on what was essentially a 
codeshare feeder for our international flight.] 
 
 While the e-ticket was a problem here, it was a good thing once we got to Madrid.  One of Paul’s students had misplaced his 
e-ticket receipt.  Had this been an actual ticket, he would have had a serious problem and probably would have been out hundreds of 
dollars.  The e-ticket printout is just a receipt, though.  The computer record is the actual “ticket”, and with proper identification there 
was no problem at all.  [In most cases, these days you don’t even need a receipt for an e-ticket.  If you haven’t checked in 
online, then you either scan your passport or driver’s license at a self check-in machine or present it to a ticket agent (who 
does the same thing at virtually the same type of terminal).  The record then automatically comes up on the screen, and your 
boarding pass can be printed.] 
 
 Cristina said goodbye to the group and presented us with “Linguatour” pins showing the logo of her company.  We made it 
through security and then had about an hour to wait in the departure lounge.  I spent some of my last €3 to buy coffee and a pastry at a 
bar in the airport.  I read through the local paper, where the big news was the end of a garbage strike that had buried Málaga in trash 
for the past week. 
 
 Around 7:15 they announced our flight’s departure.  We had to take a bus out to the tarmac, and then we walked up steps in 
the back of the plane.  It surprised me a bit that we took off to the south, directly over the Mediterranean.  That certainly makes sense 
given that there are steep mountains just north of Málaga, and it also gave us a lovely view of the coastline as we departed. 
 

Spanair appears to cater primarily to business travelers, and that made this a very pleasant flight.  The plane was an MD-80, 
with leather seats spaced widely apart to provide far more than the typical legroom.  Paul and I were seated over the wing in an 
emergency exit row, so we had even more room.  We were served a continental breakfast of magdalenas (a Twinky-like packaged 
cake), orange juice, and coffee, and we were given free newspapers and magazines and assorted hard candies.  The flight was 
smooth, and we had a very smooth landing in Madrid.  [Interestingly, while Spanair is the second largest airline in Spain, it is a 
subsidiary of the Swedish airline SAS.  According to Wikipedia, they now offer “buy on board” service—like almost every 
other airline these days.] 
 
 Our luggage came quickly, but Margaret found that her bag had been damaged in transit.  We walked virtually the length of the 
airport to the check-in counters for our flight.  [“The length of the airport” would in fact the length of a single one of the four 
terminals that make up Barajas, which is one of the largest airports in the world.]  Among those waiting in line with us was a 
group of Methodists from Oklahoma who had toured Spain playing hand bells in churches around the country.  [Methodists seem to 
have an obsession with hand bells, an instrument whose beauty is definitely lost on me.]  The line crawled along, but eventually 
we got to the front. 
 



 Security was extremely tight at Barajas Airport in Madrid.  I was waiting in line next to Jacob from Cresco, and as I was 
checking in a uniformed woman approached and asked if we were together.  She then said that after I checked in we should follow her 
to a separate area for a luggage inspection.  Eventually six members of our group were selected for similar searches. 
 

We waited for quite some time at the “Prosegur” station for inspections of other passengers to be completed.  [Prosegur is a 
private company that handles security at numerous airports around the world.]  One of these was an elderly woman whose 
daughter was watching things from outside the inspection area.  The older woman didn’t speak Spanish, and she was understandably 
confused and upset.  Her daughter was absolutely irate, and she told off the security guards in no uncertain terms in both Spanish and 
English.  I think that probably just made them search the mother more slowly and thoroughly, but it did provide entertainment for me as 
I waited. 
 

Once inside the inspection station, they first X-rayed my checked luggage (they didn’t seem to care at all about the hand 
luggage).  They put the bag back and forth through the X-ray machine several times, but eventually they let it pass.  Then I had to go to 
a small table surrounded by curtains, rather like an oversized voting booth.  The inspector asked me which bag was to be checked, and 
I told her.  I placed my hand luggage on the ground, and she then made me take every single item out of the checked suitcase.  I 
couldn’t place anything back in until everything had been removed.  Much of the stuff was inside shopping bags, and I even had some 
dirty clothes that were inside a trash bag.  I had to take everything out of those bags and turn them inside out to prove I had emptied 
them.  She even shook out some of the clothes to make sure nothing was hidden inside of them. 
 

Everything in my bags was apparently kosher, with one exception.  The inspector seemed to go berserk when she came 
across my electric shaver.  I explained to her what it was, but my word was obviously not good enough.  She gingerly placed it in a 
basket and took it to the X-ray.  The X-ray operator ran it back and forth seven different times until he finally was convinced it was 
indeed a shaver.  The woman threw the razor down on the table and then rather rudely told me to hurry and get everything packed up, 
as other people were waiting. 
 

There was a luggage check station right in the Prosegur area.  I took my bag there, they placed a barcoded sticker with no 
wording on it, and it disappeared into the wall.  I had my doubts about seeing anything again. 
 
 [This excessive security was undoubtedly what they were trying to avoid by telling us to check our bags through 
from Málaga.  At the time there were similar “random” inspections at airports in the states, although the probability that a 
white Midwesterner would be selected for one of them was virtually nil.  Most American airports now have advanced bomb-
detection devices, and ALL checked luggage is placed in these where they exist.  (The exception is tiny airports like Mason 
City, where virtually everything is given a cursory search instead.)  It really makes more sense to screen everything than just 
some things.] 
 

The formalities at exit customs were routine, but there were more delays as we passed through security to the departure 
gates.  There was even more security past there.  Guardia officers with dogs walked up and down the concourses, and a few people 
(fortunately no one in our group) were singled out for additional inspections.  Then as we made our way down the jetway they randomly 
chose a few people (again none of us, thank goodness) for hand searches of their carry-on bags. 
 
 As we waited to board Michelle complained loudly about the fact that we had not switched places on the bus.  In particular she 
seemed upset at me because I had “hogged” the front seat throughout the trip.  Honestly I was rather offended by her attitude.  I sat in 
front because on the first day in Paris I was one of the last people to board, and that seat was just about all that was available.  I’d have 
been happy to move had anybody asked me to.  We rotated on the tour I took in 1985, and that worked well.  Absolutely no one—
Michelle included—suggested this at any time during the trip, though, and it seemed that now was hardly the time to be belly aching 
about it.  [Why she didn’t mention anything when we could have done something to satisfy her, I have no clue.] 
 
 We boarded the plane and left the gate, but our actual departure was delayed by traffic.  I was dead tired, and I sort of faded in 
and out as we taxied for what seemed like forever.  It was actually only about 15 minutes [which is weird, because it really did seem 
like we taxied endlessly], and we were in the air at 11:45am. 
 
 We again were in a Boeing 777, though this one seemed a bit dirtier than the one we had flown to Paris in.  This time the flight 
plan on the in-seat TV screens kept showing a place in Africa called “Argel”.  I had no clue where it was at the time, but I found out 
since it is the Spanish word for Algiers, the largest city in north Africa.  It was also interesting that when we were still on the ground the 
elevation was shown as 2,000 feet.  I assume that was the actual elevation of Madrid. 
 
 We passed over the Atlantic near Santiago de Compostela at 12:45pm.  Our route then took us to St. John’s Newfoundland (at 
12:05 in the local half-hour time zone), over St. Pierre and along the coast of Nova Scotia, and then straight south to Connecticut. 
 
 There was a woman about two rows in front of me who asked about and then complained about absolutely everything.  For 
lunch we had a choice of chicken, beef, or vegetarian entrees.  She asked if there was a choice in how things were prepared (there 
wasn’t), what the side dishes were, and what sauce accompanied the meat.    The flight attendant (a jovial young man) responded to 
the last question by saying “it’s the airline sauce, ma’am … Come on, it’s coach”.  [Even in first class, airline meals are set.  The 
food is better up front, but you still get what’s on the plate, with no options as to how it’s cooked or what the sauces or sides 
are.  In coach “the airline sauce” is similar to the cream soup that covered every casserole when I was a kid; in first class it 
would more likely be a true cream or a wine sauce.  Either way, though, it is what it is.  It’s possible the woman may have had 
some sort of allergy; if that was the case, though, she should have ordered a special meal when she booked her ticket.]  She 
took the chicken, and I couldn’t help but notice that she cleaned her plate. 



 The flight attendant had probably spent about fifteen seconds per passenger passing out meals to everyone else on the plane.  
The woman detained him for nearly five minutes.  Once she had finally made her selection, it was her husband’s turn.  He was a small, 
quiet, man who had obviously suffered his wife’s eccentricity for years.  The flight attendant joked with him saying, “you’re married to 
her; I pity you”.  It was really quite a rude comment, but it was pretty much how I felt too.  The man quickly took a vegetarian entrée, 
and the attendant moved forward. 
 
 In the aisle seat next to this couple was a twenty-ish boy from Spain.  At least nine different times during the flight the woman 
got up—either to use the restroom or just to move around.  It was up and down and up and down.  Each time she would excuse herself 
in a sarcastic voice, and the poor kid would just have to move out of the way.  The last time she returned to her seat she exclaimed with 
a huff, “I’m simply never flying coach again!”  As a coach traveler, I hope she’s true to her word. 
 
 The flight was mostly uneventful, but at one point there was a scream from the restroom a few rows in front of me.  No one 
seemed to go to assist anyone there, and I never did figure out what was up. 
 
 As we flew over Nova Scotia (at about 12:45 Atlantic Time) we were fed a “snack”.  It consisted of a tiny sandwich 
accompanied by what Margaret’s friend Marlene described as “Chinese restaurant” mustard (definitely on the strong side), exactly four 
chunks of fruit cocktail, an “Almond Delite” candy bar, and a foil-sealed four-ounce cup of water bottled in Málaga.  Since this was the 
last food we would eat for quite some time, I was glad to have devoured every bite. 
 
 We had a rough, but uneventful landing in Newark.  We made our way off the plane and into one of the longest lines I have 
ever seen.  The line at immigration was set up like the line for an attraction at Disneyland.  They had a series of mazes set up, and you 
just kept winding and winding as you inched ever closer.  Fortunately our line (for US citizens and permanent residents) moved very 
quickly, and before long it was our turn to clear immigration.  There were probably twenty inspectors, and at the front of the maze a 
large black woman with a loud voice directed people to stations as they became open. 
 
 I presented my passport and was asked exactly one question at immigration.  I was wearing a Milwaukee Brewers cap that I 
got a year ago when Brad Nelson was drafted by that team.  The officer gave me a quick look to verify that I was the person in the 
passport photo, and asked “What does the ‘M’ stand for?”  I answered quickly, and once again I was in America. 
 
 Customs was equally “thorough”.  Indeed most of the formalities in Newark seemed the exact opposite of the tight security we 
had dealt with in Madrid.  My bag had made it to Newark with no problems, and just past customs they had a very efficient re-check 
station where I sent it on to Minneapolis. 
 
 Newark airport has several terminals that are spaced out over a lot of land.  They have a monorail that runs between the 
terminals and also connects to the parking lots and to an NJ Transit station where you catch commuter trains to New York City.  We 
had to take the monorail to a different terminal to catch our plane to Minneapolis.  The cars were very small (shorter than the extra-short 
rolling stock they use on the Chicago ‘L’) and extremely cramped.  We had to split the group into different cars, and as it turned out 
Michelle and Margaret weren’t able to make it onto the same train as the rest of the group.  We ended up going to different security 
checkpoints, and there was a bit of problem getting everybody together again. 
 
 Once again at security one of the girls from Cresco had scissors in her carry-on.  While I can understand the rule against 
knives (in fact, I wondered years ago why they didn’t ban them), it’s really hard for me to see scissors as a lethal weapon.  They have 
been on the banned list since September 11th, though, and that meant another full hand search.  [The compromise rules they’ve 
come up with in the past decade are in many ways even stranger than what they had immediately after the World Trade Center 
attack.  These days short-length scissors (even those with pointy metal tips) are allowed, but longer scissors aren’t—and 
don’t get me started on the stupid liquid rules they have these days.] 
 
 There was not a lot of time between our flights, and with the delay at security we had to almost literally run the length of the 
concourse to Gate 82.  We needn’t have bothered.  There was apparently some delay, and they didn’t even begin boarding until the 
time we were scheduled to take off.  I killed the time by enjoying a $3 butter pecan yogurt cone from TCBY. 
 
 The airplane was completely full.  Michelle had been assigned a seat in the middle of the row, and she was obviously not 
happy with that.  I was on an aisle, and I agreed to trade so she could have a bit more room. 
 
 We waited at the gate for what seemed like forever.  No reason was specified, until eventually the pilot told us “Newark is on 
alert, and no flights are leaving.”  There was a storm north of Newark, and a year ago I would have just assumed that was the reason 
for the delay.  Indeed it was; but the pilot didn’t specifically say anything about weather.  Given all the security we had to deal with to fly 
into Newark, it didn’t take a lot of imagination to think of scarier reasons that Newark might be on alert. 
 
 After a long wait, the pilot came on the intercom to tell us that they had to move us away from the gate, but we wouldn’t be 
taking off.  They had to make room for planes that were landing, and there was nowhere to put us.  Normally they show the safety 
demonstration as the plane taxis prior to take-off; this time the flight attendant told us she would be demonstrating the safety 
procedures “as we prepare for push-back”. 
 

We ended up waiting about ten more minutes at the gate, and then at 5pm we pushed back and started to taxi toward a 
parking area.  We saw a plane taking off as we taxied, and as it turned out we parked only briefly (probably just five minutes or so) 
before we again taxied and then immediately took off ourselves.  We were in the air at 5:15, and the pilot told us we should be about an 
hour late arriving in Minneapolis.   



[It was about this same time that there were scandals about planes being held on the tarmac for hours without the 
passengers being given food or water.  That can apparently still be a problem.  When Margaret and I returned from Hawaii, 
one of the big news stories was a flight to Minneapolis that had been diverted to Rochester due to weather.  The passengers 
were on the tarmac in Rochester overnight, never being allowed to even enter the terminal.] 
 

After the long delay on the ground many people had to use the restroom.  People were up and moving around long before they 
turned off the seat belt light.  The pilot gently scolded everybody, noting that we were about to fly into turbulence.  (There was a lot of 
turbulence on this flight.)  People returned briefly, but they were up again before he finally gave official permission.  [That can be a 
problem on a lot of flights.  Part of the issue is that they often seem to be overly cautious in turning the seatbelt light on.  That 
leads to “boy who cried wolf” syndrome, with the lights being ignored—even by the flight attendants.] 
 

I could tell we were headed back to the Midwest by watching the flight attendants picking up the trash from people’s drinks.  
While on other flights they had just thrown everything into a trash bag, this time they sorted everything for recycling. 

 
We landed at 6:30 and proceeded to head straight to a parking area.  Apparently all the gates were full, so we had to wait 

before we could de-plane.  (Why they couldn’t bump someone from the gate like they had done to us in Newark, I don’t know.)  We 
finally made it to the gate at 6:45.  [The problem really is that virtually every gate at MSP is controlled by Northwest (now Delta) 
and this was a Continental flight.  Continental is allowed to use maybe two or three gates out of more than a hundred at the 
airport—and God forbid they should use a gate that is not assigned to them.]  The kids’ parents met us at baggage claim, and 
soon they all departed.  We adults made our way to a parking ramp where the hotel shuttles depart.  Vicki went to a courtesy phone to 
call when we noticed that the Exel Inn van was already there.  Before long we were back at the same motel we had stayed at two 
weeks ago. 
 

There was a bit of discussion as to where we should eat tonight.  I would have preferred something quick and inexpensive, but 
that’s not at all where we ended up.  Some of the women thought the Outback Steakhouse would be nice, so we waited for twenty 
minutes to get a vacant table there.  They serve enormous portions there, and no one was really all that hungry, so we mostly had 
appetizers.  I ended up having French onion soup and a salad [and that alone was more than I wanted to eat].  After dinner we 
returned to the hotel, and it was between 9:30 and 10 that I finally went to sleep. 
 

Thursday, July 27 
Minneapolis, Minnesota to Algona, Iowa 
by car 
 
 I was up around 7am and spent quite a bit of time watching television.  The big news today was a California court’s decision 
that the phrase “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance violated the separation of church and state.  Politician after politician paraded 
across the screen saying they just couldn’t understand how a court could make such a decision.  While it’s not an issue I care deeply 
about one way or the other, it bothered me a bit that no one brought up the fact that “under God” wasn’t even part of the original Pledge 
of Allegiance; it was added during the Cold War to highlight the distinction between our country and those atheist Rooskies.  
Conservatives always talk as if the Founding Fathers were born-again Christians, as if we were abandoning some religious tradition 
they had established.  They’ve obviously not read any of the history of that era, and they seem to miss the whole idea of freedom and 
the founders’ goal that government should be above any particular religion. 
 
 In addition to the news, I also watched Sportscenter on ESPN.  It was interesting after all the soccer hype in Europe that the 
World Cup coverage took less than a minute on America’s biggest sports show.  Much more lengthy coverage was given to the 
possibility of a strike in Major League Baseball—which gives me another opportunity to editorialize.  I’m probably a minority of one, but 
even before I knew someone who had a chance of one day playing in the Majors I sided with the players in these labor disputes.  While 
you could make a valid argument that our society has skewed priorities and that other professions (teaching, perhaps?) should earn 
more, the fact is that people are willing to pay to see athletes play.  Essentially they are entertainers.  No one calls musicians or actors 
“greedy spoiled brats” when they sign multi-million dollar contracts, and professional athletes really should be treated the same way.  
Beyond that, sports owners—even those who own teams with alleged financial problems—make absurd amounts of money.  People 
don’t buy tickets to see owners; they come to see the athletes.  It’s only fair that the biggest share of the income should go to the 
people who actually do the work to generate it. 
 
 My opinions have become even stronger this past summer, while following Brad in A-ball.  When they see athletes signing 
huge contracts, most people don’t stop to think that the average Major Leaguer spent from three to six years in the minors, where he 
worked 10 – 12 hours a day, seven days a week, for a salary that works out to significantly less than minimum wage.  The wages are 
reduced even more by fees that are paid to the clubs for things such as uniforms and the right to use shower facilities.  The players are 
also expected to work in the off season—at training camps and instructional leagues—but they get paid absolutely nothing for that.  
Some minor leaguers [like Brad] have substantial signing bonuses that they can fall back on, but the majority really struggle to get by.  
I sat next to a man in Peoria who pooh-poohed the players and said he’d play ball for free.  He obviously didn’t realize that being a 
professional athlete is a full-time job.  [Almost no one who is not closely associated with professional athletes realizes that.] 
Even if he had the skills to be in a group that includes about 1 in 50,000 American men, unless he was independently wealthy and 
completely debt free, he couldn’t afford to quit his current job to play baseball.  [Most minor leaguers never make it anywhere close 
to the majors.  At each of the six steps on the professional baseball ladder, about half the players are cut.  Having made it to 
the big leagues, Brad did better than about 95% of the players drafted in 2001 (and something like 99.999% of high school 



players)—and (given he had zero hits in more than thirty pinch hitting appearances in Milwaukee in 2009, most of the fans 
were cheering when he was released.] 
 
 We had muffins and coffee for breakfast and then drove in Vicki’s van down to Cresco.  I retrieved my car from Marlene’s 
neighbor’s garage.  As I drove home I couldn’t believe how green everything was.  I’d find later that people in Algona were worried 
about drought, but compared to Spain everything was lush and verdant.  It was mid-afternoon when I got home, and I quickly unpacked 
and then basically collapsed at the end of a long, but enjoyable trip. 
 

General Observations 
 
 I’ll recycle some of the “FAQ” I used in my travelogue back in 1985, with a few more that are appropriate for this trip: 
 
First—France.  Did you like it?  What were the people like?  How was your French? 
 
 I had heard a lot of negative things about France and the French people before this trip, and I was pleasantly surprised with 
what I found.  France is certainly not a beautiful country.  It’s actually surprisingly like the American Midwest, both in good and bad 
ways.  The rural areas are flat and agricultural, while the cities are mostly tacky suburbs.  The historic sites are interesting, but they’re 
often overshadowed by the rather dumpy present-day country. 
 
 That said, the people of France were surprisingly nice.  I had heard the French described with just about every possible 
synonym for “rude”.  I definitely did not find that to be the case, and I think the others on this trip would agree.  While I won’t say they 
bent over backwards with hospitality, virtually everyone in France was cordial and made us feel most welcome. 
 
 I surprised myself with my abilities in French, and again the attitude of the people helped.  Unlike the Quebecois I had dealt 
with before (where anything less than perfection seemed an insult to them), the French seemed very understanding of any attempt to 
communicate.  It was also helpful that English seems to be widely spoken throughout France and that English words are becoming 
more and more part of the French language. 
 
 [France isn’t a place I have a great desire to rush back to, but I am glad to have been there.  I’ve long ago learned to 
distrust people’s stereotypes of what the people in different places are like.  I’ve found New Yorkers, for instance, some of the 
friendliest people anywhere—in spite of their brusque reputation.  On the other hand “Southern hospitality” often strikes me 
as artificial and forced, definitely not genuine friendliness.  The French may have a reputation for rudeness, but I experienced 
none of it.  Pretty much everyone I encountered there was friendly and accommodating.] 
 
We’ll repeat those same questions about Spain and Spanish. 
 
 Seventeen years ago I said that I liked Spain, though much of the landscape was far from beautiful.  On this trip we saw parts 
of the Spanish landscape that were truly spectacular.  So if anything my opinion of the country has improved. 
 
 Honestly I probably found the Spanish people ruder than the French.  They’re certainly louder and more boisterous, and at 
times I got the feeling I was crashing a big party.  In spite of that I liked the Spaniards and certainly found them friendly enough.  If 
anything they just come across a bit too strong. 
 
 It was helpful that I had taught Spanish recently at the college [something I’m no longer allowed to do, because my 
master’s degree is not in Spanish], because otherwise my skills would have been very rusty.  It struck me that it was more important 
to know Spanish in Spain than it was to know French in France.  Fewer Spaniards speak English, and often the ability of those who do 
is far from great.  Like before I found that the main skill I used in Spanish was reading.  I often wonder why modern classes concentrate 
so much on speaking and listening, when the skill you actually use for survival in a foreign land is reading.  Like before I had absolutely 
no problems reading anything, and I could easily make myself understood when speaking.  The fact that I talked at length with José 
shows that my speaking and listening skills have improved, but I still found spoken Castilian Spanish to be extremely hard to 
understand. 
 
Which country did you like more—Spain or France? 
 
 That’s not really a fair question, because really I liked both of them.  I probably paid more attention in France, because it was 
new to me.  I’d been to Spain before, so everything there was more familiar.  Spain is the more attractive country [France looks a lot 
like Illinois—which, even though I was born there, is definitely not a compliment.], but I think France fits my own personality 
better.  I’d be happy to go back to either of them, though Spain is probably the easier place to visit. 
 
 [If I do go back to Europe (and it’s likely to be another twenty years down the road), I’d really prefer to go to some 
places I haven’t yet visited.  I was fascinated by Margaret’s trip to Norway and John and Janet’s trip to the Czech Republic.  
I’d love to see Switzerland and Austria, and I’ve always wanted to go to Holland.  Given that I no longer have any compelling 
reason to visit Spain, I really rather explore something new than just seeing the same stuff again.] 
 
 
 



So what’s the deal with the European Union?  Is Europe one country, or lots of countries? 
 
 That’s hard to answer, because the real answer is both.  The countries of Europe remain separate countries, much more 
independent than our states.  It’s not all that different than the provinces of Canada, though.  There’s an increasingly large central 
government in Brussels, but in most cases any country can pretty much ignore European legislation that it doesn’t want to go along 
with.  (Britain still doesn’t use the euro, for example, and France still has major restrictions on goods imported from other European 
countries.)  There are a lot of major changes, though—like unified European passports, EU license plates on cars from across the 
continent, and a single currency in most countries that is much more stable than those it replaced.  While the borders between 
countries have not vanished, the formalities are almost nonexistent for EU residents and relatively painless for other people as well.  
The EU has certainly brought more change to Europe than NAFTA brought to North America.  It’s not really a surprise that the countries 
of eastern Europe (and even mostly Asian countries like Turkey and Russia) want to join in the progress it has brought. 
 
How has Spain changed since 1985? 
 
 It would almost be easier to say what hadn’t changed.  It amazed me at what a different place it was.  Spain is unquestionably 
one of the most modern countries on earth, much more so than France and really more modern than the U.S.  In 1985 it seemed a very 
inefficient country, a place where it took three people to process a credit card charge at a department store.  Now everything is fast 
paced, and you see the latest electronics everywhere. 
 
 In 1985 Spain really was the poor stepsister of Europe, a somewhat backwards place with extreme unemployment that had 
only recently stepped out of the shadow of a fascist dictator.  Today that same country is the fastest-growing industrial powerhouse on 
the continent.  It comes across as a much wealthier country than it was seventeen years ago, though a lot of the materialism is 
undoubtedly fueled by credit. 
 
 The public infrastructure has improved beyond comparison.  A network of four-lane highways now connects every major city in 
the country, and ultra high-speed trains rush people halfway across the country in just a couple of hours.  The Madrid metro has 
expanded to one of the largest and most modern subways anywhere.  Literally everybody has a cell phone, and the wireless network 
seems to penetrate even the most remote parts of the country. 
 
 The economic boom isn’t all good, of course.  There seems to be much more of a distinction between rich and poor today than 
there was in ’85.  Also a lot of parts of the traditional lifestyle (like shopping in small neighborhood shops instead of huge supermarkets 
and discount stores) is gradually dying.  What’s more, in a single generation what was a deeply religious Catholic country has become 
almost totally secular. 
 
 [Interestingly, these are some of the same changes I’ve noticed in Mississippi since I first had contact with that area.  
Spain is Europe’s equivalent of the American South, and like the South it has gone from being just a step away from the Third 
World to being a dominating force on the continent.] 
 
How has Morocco changed? 
 
 The big thing I noticed in Tangier was the increased population.  You hear about the high birth rate in the Third World, but 
seeing the same city almost twenty years apart really brought that home.  The city is pretty much the same—just much, much larger 
and more crowded. 
 
Did you feel safe traveling? 
 
 I’ve been asked this enough that it really could qualify as a “frequently asked question”.  Some of my friends and co-workers 
implied that after the terrorist attacks last year, it might not be the most prudent time to travel overseas.  I certainly thought about things 
before deciding to go, but really money was a much more pressing issue than security.  Even before the increased security, the risk of 
problems on an airplane was extremely remote … it’s just so dramatic when hijackings or air crashes do happen. 
 
 Security was definitely higher than when I have flown before, but it still struck me as inconsistent.  I wondered years ago why 
they didn’t X-ray every single suitcase that went into an airplane hold and why they didn’t screen each individual passenger with those 
handheld metal detectors.  Even with the increased security procedures, they still don’t do either of those things.  “Random” screening 
strikes me as inefficient and open to prejudice.  I ‘d prefer they just screen everyone and everything—and adjust the schedules 
accordingly. 
 
 [I’ve flown a number of times since this trip, and it has been interesting to see the changes in security over time.  
Airports have had to strike a balance between genuine security, making people feel secure, and allowing people to travel 
efficiently.  Those are three very different things, and a lot of the time since 9/11 has been spent trying to figure out which 
elements of each are important.  Stupidly, they seem to have concentrated most on the middle one—making people feel 
secure, whether or not they actually are.  A lot of the regulations amount to what many analysts call “security theater”.  That’s 
certainly the case when they don’t allow scissors and worry about explosives in shoes but then put cargo containers into the 
hold of airplanes without inspecting them at all or when they “randomly” detain some people but then allow others to buy 
special passes that let them go around the security checks.  I personally think we should thoroughly inspect everyone and 
everything that flies, but business travelers and cargo shippers have lobbied hard to keep that from happening.  The result 
doesn’t really make me feel unsafe, but it definitely doesn’t give me much of a sense of security either.] 



What did you like most on the trip?  What did you like least? 
 
 “Least” is easy to answer—Bordeaux.  I’m not sure I’ve ever seen an uglier urban area; both the city proper and the suburbs 
were disgusting.  There’s really nothing of much touristic interest in Bordeaux, and I kept wondering why we spent so much time there.  
[I recently watched a show where Rachel Ray visited Bordeaux, and I was again unimpressed by the place.  While the peppy 
Ms. Ray raved about everything, she honestly seemed to be searching for things to do and see there.  I’m still trying to figure 
out why it was on our itinerary at all.  While it’s famous for wine, that’s not a reason to take kids there.  Beyond that, it would 
be like a European visiting Peoria or perhaps Sacramento.] 
 
 It’s harder to pick something that I liked the most, but after much thought I’ll go just south of Bordeaux and select the Basque 
Country in the Pyrenees Mountains on the border between France and Spain.  The mountains there are just spectacular.  Sometime I’d 
love to go back and spend some time in Bilbao and San Sebastian, and across the border in Bayonne and Biarritz.  It will be years 
before I have the money to do such a trip, but perhaps 18 years from now—in 2020—I’ll be back to enjoy that lovely mountainous 
coast. 


