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 I checked in, got settled into the room, and had a nice rest in a comfortable bed. 
 

Saturday, August 13   
Des Moines, Iowa to Miami, Florida 
 
 It rained quite a bit through the night and was still dripping this morning.  I was more than a bit worried whether my car would 
start.  I had experienced numerous problems starting the car in wet weather before (which have since had fixed—thank goodness), 
including twice having to push the car to start it at Margaret’s house.  Before I even showered this morning I went outside and made 
sure the car was okay.  Fortunately, it started right up—a big relief. 
 
 The Quality Inn offers a free hot breakfast buffet (mostly scrambled eggs) in their restaurant, and I had a few bites before 
setting out.   
 

I drove through downtown Des Moines and then headed west and south toward the airport.  I was surprised when I got to the 
corner of Fleur and Grand, near the downtown technical high school.  There used to be a really complicated intersection there with 
streets coming in at odd angles and traffic controlled by hard-to-see lights.  Now there’s a big interchange, as if Fleur Drive were an 
expressway.  [I went hiking on the Des Moines riverfront a couple weeks ago and ended up in this area.  I don’t think I’d been 
on Fleur Drive since this trip, and it surprised me again how it had changed.] 
 

I stopped briefly at a Walgreen’s on Fleur Drive, where I mostly picked up juice that I’d drink through the day.  [I gather this 
was before the ban on liquids past security.]  Then I headed off to “Airport 2”, the new discount parking lot on the east side of Fleur 
Drive, across the street from Des Moines International Airport.  Parking in this lot costs $4 a day (the same price as in Mason City 
[MCW has since done away with parking fees all together]), as compared with $8 or $12 in the closer-in lot or ramp.  I’m not sure I’d 
want to be in the open lot in winter [though I’d do exactly that on a later trip], but in August it was the obvious choice. 
 

They have circulator buses that serve all the airport parking areas.  At “Airport 2” you’re supposed to pick up a phone to 
request that a bus come get you, but one happened to be dropping someone else off just as I arrived.  (Actually, it would be perfectly 
possible to walk from even the most distant part of Airport 2 to the terminal; I’ve walked farther in the parking lots of some malls.  The 
bus is convenient with luggage, though.)  I was the only passenger on the trip to the terminal, and I was amused that each time we 
made a turn the driver had to radio his exact location to a central controller.  I’d think they’d have a global positioning device to take 
care of that—if there were any need for the information at all.  [This really did seem silly.] 
 

Since I was already checked in and had only carry-on luggage, I headed straight to security.  I made it through there in no time 
and had about an hour to kill before the plane boarded.  [Regular readers will note I’m almost always at airports WELL ahead of 
time.  I’d much rather be early and have time to kill than be late and either rush or miss my flight.]  I began reading one of the 
most fascinating books I’ve read in a while.  The Travels of a T-Shirt in the Global Economy may sound deadly dull, but it really was 
quite interesting.  I’d read a review of the book in Time and picked it up on a whim.  The title tells the “plot” of  this non-fiction treatise.  
An economics professor traced the life of a “typical” T-shirt from its origins in a Texas cotton field to garment mills in China to a souvenir 
shop in Florida.  She even follows the shirt into the afterlife—when it is rejected by a second hand store and sent on to a sorting firm in 
Brooklyn that fills container ships with used clothes that end up in the street markets of Africa.  At each stage along the way the author 
interviews people (farmers, textile workers, importers, shopkeepers, etc.) who have contact with the shirt. 

 
The book also gives a surprisingly balanced treatment of the “race to the bottom”, where global industries have repeatedly 

moved their factories in search of ever cheaper labor—from England to Massachusetts to the South to Japan to Latin America and now 
to China.  She notes that garment jobs have never been good, but they are always a step up from what was available before—
particularly for rural women.  It’s also interesting that today even China is being abandoned by many clothing companies, who are 
finding even cheaper labor in places like Cambodia and central Africa. 
 

The book would fill time nicely in airports and aboard planes on this trip.  I had finished a couple of chapters when they finally 
announced boarding for my flight.  [This was seriously one of the most fascinating books I’ve ever read.  It was written in a lively 
style and was refreshingly balanced rather than preachy.  I’d highly recommend the book to others.] 
 

The plane (a 2-2 Canadair regional jet) boarded quickly.  It was pouring rain as we left Des Moines, but we had an uneventful 
flight to Memphis.  As we landed the pilot welcomed us to “America’s #1 on-time airport”—which just happens to be Northwest’s second 
largest hub.  [Apparently the Delta has eliminated most of the Memphis flights since their merger with Northwest.]  He also 
announced the gates for many transfers, but made no mention of Miami.  That wasn’t really a surprise, since my flight wasn’t really a 
Northwest flight, but rather a codeshare flight actually operated by American [a very odd inter-line arrangement, since American 
wasn’t part of SkyTeam, Northwest’s global alliance.]  I was a little more concerned, though, when none of the TVs in the terminal 
said anything about the flight either. (It turns out that in Memphis each airline maintains separate TVs that show only their own flights.)  
A sign said American Airlines was located in Terminal C, so I made my way in that direction.  MEM is a huge, sprawling airport [and it 
has to be tomb-like if it’s no longer being used as a hub], and it was quite a hike over there. 

 



I shortened the trip a bit by using some really weird moving walkways.  In Memphis these are elevated above the main part of 
the passageways.  They also go very fast and bounce up and down as you move along them.  I felt as if I were on an amusement park 
ride, rather than just going from one part of the airport to another.   
 

All along the passageway they had doors that led out to the tarmac.  Each door had a sign saying “CAUTION – DOOR 
ALARMED – 10 SECOND DELAY”.  I’m not sure if that meant there was a delay between your pushing on the door and its actually 
opening or between your opening the door and the alarm sounding. 

 
It turned out that American had only a single gate (or perhaps it was better described as two mini-gates with the same waiting 

area), which was located right where the passageway between terminals entered concourse “C”.  The single TV by that gate had only 
two destinations:  Dallas and Miami.  I showed the woman at the gate my Northwest codeshare ticket, and she assured me I was in the 
right place. 

 
There was still about an hour before the flight would depart.  I had some overpriced Starbuck’s coffee and read a bit more of 

the T-shirt book.  About twenty minutes before the scheduled departure time they called boarding—one single call for everyone on the 
plane.  When I got on board, I saw why.  For a flight connecting two major cities, this was an extremely small plane (an Embraer 
regional jet with sixteen rows in a 1 – 2 configuration).  Not only that, but it was barely half full—maybe twenty-five passengers total. 
 

This was actually an American Eagle flight.  American Eagle provides connecting service out of Miami [which is a fairly 
important hub for American] to places like Key West, Mobile, and Savannah—as well as a host of Caribbean islands.  Why Memphis 
is also one of their destinations, I don’t know, but the schedule worked out great for me.  Given the light load, it was also pretty obvious 
there wasn’t much need for a larger plane to make this run. 
 
 I was the lone occupant of Row 16, quite a change from the jam-packed flight from Des Moines to Memphis.  Row 15 was 
entirely empty, and in Row 14 the only occupant was a pilot wearing a Mesaba uniform.  Mesaba is one of two companies that operates 
Northwest Airlink, the airline that is to Northwest as American Eagle is to American.  I had an on-and-off conversation with the pilot, who 
was surprised I had ever heard of Mesaba (which serves places like Mason City).  I was surprised that he lived in Miami but flew flights 
based in Memphis.  He apparently flies from Miami to Memphis, spends four days on the job doing short hops around the South, and 
then flies back to Miami for three days off.  He can apparently fly free on any airline, but only on a space-available basis.  He usually 
ends up on this flight, because space is always available.  This was the second time I’d encountered Northwest employees who 
“commuted” across the country (the other being a company executive who lived in Los Angles and worked in Minneapolis).  That’s a 
lifestyle it’s hard for me to even imagine. 
 
 The stewardess on this flight was annoying.  That was partly because she had far too little to do.  With only a handful of 
passengers, it took her no time at all to serve drinks.  Pretty much no one wanted the snack boxes she had for sale, so that left her idle 
for almost the entire flight.  She filled the time by attempting to strike up a conversation with just about everybody on board.  Not much 
of anyone cared to chat with her, but that just seemed to make her more talkative. 
 
 Except for the stewardess the flight was quite pleasant.  This small plane flew at a comparatively low altitude, so we had a nice 
view below us most of the way.  The pilot announced that due to thunderstorms we would have to fly down the west coast of Florida, 
instead of cutting across the peninsula.  That made for a fascinating view out my window, as I saw the coastline and the Keys from 
above.  On landing it seemed as if we flew just above the treetops in the Everglades.  It amazed me just how abruptly metro Miami 
began, literally starting at the edge of the jungle. 
 
 Even with the diversion we landed almost half an hour ahead of schedule.  Unfortunately we had to wait on the taxiway.  The 
pilot informed us that due to thunderstorms in the distance “the ramp” was closed, and they wouldn’t let the ground crew out onto the 
tarmac.  It was not raining at the airport, but I could see lightning off in the distance.  I suppose the rules with lightning are similar to 
what they do for sporting events. 
 
 The wait turned out to be about half an hour, getting us in almost exactly on time.  We didn’t actually reach a gate.  Instead we 
went to the “Rainbow Parking Area”, where we boarded a bus that took us to a remote part of the terminal.  I honestly have no idea just 
where the bus arrived; I only know it was nowhere near where I’d depart from a few days later.  Today I just followed the crowd to the 
exit. 
 
 I continued walking past baggage claim and outdoors to the airport bus stop, which happens to be just outside the U.S. 
Customs facility at MIA.  I had planned to use public transportation exclusively on this trip, and while I’d researched things, I was still a 
bit apprehensive about doing so.  Getting around Miami would require taking a number of buses, and buses are always much harder to 
deal with than trains.  Fortunately the airport bus stop was well arranged, with signs indicating which bus stopped where and maps and 
schedules for all the buses clearly posted. There were also posters about the fare structure and explaining exactly how to use the bus.  
That was nice, and it’s something other cities would do well to copy.  [Miami’s buses were actually surprisingly user-friendly.  Many 
cities make it difficult to use transit and then wonder why they have so few riders.]   
 
 Before long a #42 bus pulled up.  I got on board, put $2 in the farebox, and asked the driver for a transfer.  The bus set off 
through a parking ramp and emerged on a freeway that was under construction.  We crawled through the construction and then 
wandered on a most circuitous route through the Coral Gables area.  I was pleased to find that an electronic voice on the bus 
announced every major intersection, which made it much easier to know where I was and when I would want to pull the cord to stop. 
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 Wendy’s was at the corner of U.S. 1 and Douglas Road.  Across the highway was a Walgreens, where I bought some pop.  At 
the northwest corner of the intersection was Douglas Road metro station.  I got on a train and headed back to the Hampton Inn to dry 
off yet again.  [It was amusing to keep drying my clothes with the hair dryer and iron on this trip, and it’s a trick I’ve used again 
when I’ve visited other hot and humid places.] 
 
 It was now late afternoon, giving me enough time before nightfall to make one more train excursion.  I took the train past 
downtown and into North Miami.  Just north of downtown is Overtown, a neighborhood I mostly know from riots that took place there 
when I was in high school.  While still mostly black, it’s clear Overtown has gentrified quite a bit since the ‘70s.  The place is full of new 
luxury apartment buildings, mostly facing the Miami River.  North of there things rapidly get seedier, essentially the same area I had 
gone through on the bus this morning.  The train crawled through here, stopping numerous times as we waited for signals that were 
changed due to track construction.  My original plan was to go all the way to the end of the line, but there really wasn’t much of anything 
to see.  I decided to get off at Northside station, where I waited on a platform overlooking a place called “Flea Market USA”.  I think I 
had just missed a southbound train, because the platform was empty when I got off and it was a long wait.  Gradually the platform filled 
up with people, mostly Hispanic couples who had been shopping at the flea market.  The one other Anglo person on the platform (a 
portly young man with a bike who would best be described as white trash) felt compelled to complain to me about how long the wait for 
a train was.  I grunted something sympathetic, but mostly ignored him. 
 
 I had an uneventful ride back to Dadeland.  A long ride on the air conditioned train meant that this time I wasn’t even soaking 
wet.  It was dark when I got back, but I made my way across U.S. 1 to a Dairy Queen on the strip.  This was yet another place where 
the employees acted like they’d never seen their chain’s nationwide gift certificates.  In fact, I think the only reason they girl at the 
counter did take them was that she’d already made my blizzard.  [While I still point out every instance when I’ve had issues with 
scrip in my travelogues, those have generally gotten easier in recent years.  Electronic payments of all sorts are becoming 
more common, and most places have gone to encouraging gift cards—probably since they can pocket money on unredeemed 
ones.] 
 
 I made my way back to the motel, watched some TV, and had a very relaxing evening.  While I can’t say I did anything all that 
exciting today, it really was an interesting day. 
 

Monday, August 15   
Miami, Florida to Memphis, Tennessee 
 
 Breakfast at the hotel today was different than yesterday’s, but still very good.  I ate quickly, finished packing my bags, 
checked out of the hotel, and was on my way right at rush hour. 
 
 I took a jam-packed train northward to Brickell station.  There I transferred to the Metromover, which today was running—with 
people in it.  Metromover is similar to Detroit’s people mover and sort of like an older version of the Airtrain I’d taken at JFK earlier this 
summer.  The cars are quite small and have almost no seating (just a ledge at each end that functions as a bench).  They operate 
entirely automatically, with no drivers, conductors, or other employees.  While they’re actually newer than the Metrorail cars, the mover 
vehicles seem to be showing their age even more.  The car I was in had cracked windows and a leaky air conditioner that “rained” on 
almost everyone inside.  Still it made an interesting trip.  I whisked around the downtown loop and back to Brickell—more a novelty than 
real transportation, but fun. 
 
 Outside Brickell station I boarded the #8 bus, which is numbered after Calle Ocho, the street its eastbound route follows 
through the famous Little Havana neighborhood.  I was headed westbound, so I’d have to just catch glimpses of the more famous street 
as I headed down Calle Siete (7th Street).  I’d bet Little Havana would be a fun place to walk through, not unlike the Hispanic parts of 
Chicago and Los Angeles [and New York and Minneapolis] I’ve explored.  By bus, though, it was a pretty boring neighborhood.  It’s 
different from much of Miami in that it’s mostly single family homes (rather than condo towers or small apartment buildings), but they’re 
mostly stucco bungalows that aren’t exactly architectural treasures.  The neighborhood is broken up by the same strip business you’d 
see in any city anywhere.  What’s more, there’s probably fewer people who speak Spanish than in the “ethnic” part of most American 
cities these days. 
 
 I got off bus 8 at LeJune Road, which is also known as 42nd Avenue.  This is a major business strip that runs north/south the 
length of the city just east of the airport.  I turned the corner and waited at another bus stop in front of a Walgreen’s that could have 
been in absolutely any American city.  [At the time Walgreen’s was doing major expansion and remodeling, with the exact same 
design used for virtually all their stores.]  Before long a “J” bus arrived, and I used my last token to board it. 
 
 It was about a five-minute ride to the airport parking ramp, the same place I had first entered the Miami public transit system.  I 
made my way to the departures level of the terminal and quickly checked in at a self-service machine.  (There wasn’t even an employee 
at the counter; I’m not sure what I would have done if I had luggage with me.)  There was a long line at security, but before long an 
employee came by and announced that there was no line at Concourse C and that a passageway connected “C” right back to where 
we’d come out if we went through this security checkpoint. 
 
 I scurried over to Concourse C and was pleased to find the report was right; I was the first person in what ended up being a 
long line there.  I went through quickly and had more than two hours to kill before my flight was scheduled to leave.  I spent most of the 



time wandering the concourses, walking past every single gate in the airport—many of them three or four times.  I must tell you MIA is a 
boring airport.  There’s very little business in the terminals (unlike Minneapolis or O’Hare, which might as well be shopping malls).  It’s 
also a very strange airport, with lots of little side passageways that seem to lead to nowhere.  It reminded me in negative ways of 
Sheremetievo Airport in Moscow.  The most interesting thing in the airport was an art exhibit featuring drawings done by high school 
students.  Some had an aviation theme, while others portrayed life in Miami—both good and bad aspects of it. 
 
 It was lunch time when I got back to the American Eagle departure area, and I decided to “go native” for lunch.  I waited in a 
long line at a place called Café Versailles whose French name covered up the fact that they served Cuban cuisine.  I had a classic 
Cuban sandwich (basically ham and roast pork with white cheese and garlic placed on a baguette and smashed with a panini press I 
left out the obligatory pickle in that description]), a cup of Andean blackberry pulp (exactly what it says—and they also had other 
unusual flavors of fruit puree), and a “café cubano” (a tiny cup of syrupy espresso with almost equal parts coffee and sugar).  Of the 
three only the sandwich was truly good (and it was definitely not worth its $5.29 airport price tag), but I did have an interesting lunch. 
 
 The American Eagle lounge at MIA is downstairs, beneath the main concourse.  They used to have that same set—up in 
Minneapolis, before they added the new “A” and “B” concourses that serve the little planes. [It’s weird to think of those concourses 
as new.]  There are about half a dozen doorways leading out to the tarmac, each guarded by a harried employee.  About every five 
minutes they announce a departure, with boarding continuing for fifteen minutes or so.  That means every gate is constantly either 
boarding, about to board, or just departed. 
 
 I still had about half an hour before I could expect them to call my flight, so I sat down in a chrome and black leatherette chair 
of the type they have at the Mason City airport.  Next to me was a woman holding a Canadian passport with a carry-on that seemed as 
large as she was.  I’ve noticed that particularly on these “regional jets” people often push the limits for carry-ons.  They’ll bring 
impossibly large items, knowing they will have to use check them at planeside when they board.  With planeside checking, though, they 
can claim the bulky stuff right when they get off, instead of having to wait for the main baggage to be unloaded.  It’s a clever concept, 
though not one I’d probably have the guts to try myself. 
 
 Before long they announced that the flight to Memphis was overbooked and began asking for volunteers.  I suppose I could 
have agreed and gotten yet another free trip, but the later flight they would have bumped me onto would have gotten into Memphis after 
the public transit there stopped running.  While I certainly could have taken a cab to my hotel, I never really like the idea of arriving 
anywhere late at night.  Moreover, I had a ticket to a ballgame in Memphis tonight and one of the things I really wanted to see in 
Memphis was free today only but would cost $10 later in the week.  So I just stayed put and let others try for the free tickets. 
 
 In the end nobody got a free ticket.  They had no shows (something they seem to count on—though why you’d book a flight 
and not show, I don’t know [apparently it’s very common for business people, and it also happens when people miss their 
connections due to delays on incoming flights]), and it turned out the flight wasn’t even full.  In fact, I ended up on the side with two 
seats, with no one next to me. 
 
 When they called boarding, we all went through the door and waited out on the hot tarmac for a bus [open air, which was 
strange] to come and get us.  One of my fellow passengers was a middle-aged woman who was apparently scared of flying, about 
whom I overheard the gate attendant telling the bus driver “she’ll need assistance with the boarding process”.  She clearly didn’t want to 
board, and the stewardess all but lifted her on board and into her seat. 
 
 The scared woman ended up a row in front of me, on the side of the airplane with one seat.  Behind her was an enormous 
black woman who had just returned from a cruise.  Directly in front of me was a couple consisting of a middle-aged businessman from 
Miami and a peroxide bimbo from Slovakia he dangled on his arm.  The woman spoke like Natasha on Rocky and Bullwinkle (I think 
everyone from Eastern Europe has the same accent), and her outfit basically consisted of a bra, a towel, and a lot of gaudy jewelry. 
 

We took off uneventfully.  Shortly after we were in the air, the scared woman asked if she could have a drink—meaning 
something with liquor, not the 7-Up everyone else was offered.  The stewardess apologized that while beer and wine were usually 
available (for $5 each) on this flight, there had been a catering mistake and that cart wasn’t placed on board.  That couple in front of me 
saved the day for the scared lady, though.  The man reached into his white suit coat and pulled out about half a dozen of those single-
serving bottles of rum.  The stewardess informed him that while it was okay for him to have booze on the airplane, only she (the flight 
attendant) was allowed to pour it.  She got some glasses, and the man shared the rum with the scared woman, his wife, and the elderly 
couple in front of them.  He also offered it to the black lady, who said she didn’t drink.  Somehow I wasn’t included in the little party, but 
that’s probably just as well.  The scared woman downed two of those little bottles, mixed with cranberry juice; that should have been 
enough to take her mind off the flight. 
 

We got into Memphis precisely on time.  (This is, after all “America’s #1 on-time airport”.)  I made a quick stop at the restroom 
and then followed signs for ground transportation.  These led past baggage claim and out to a little drive by the parking ramp.  There 
was a bench and a sign to indicate a bus stop, but not much else.  Unlike in Miami, Memphis expected you to know what you were 
doing to take the bus.  There was actually a limo parked where the buses were supposed to stop, so I couldn’t be entirely sure where I 
should wait. 
 

I had gone online and printed out a schedule for Memphis transit before leaving on this trip, so I knew a bus was supposed to 
show up in about twenty minutes.  In about five minutes a bus came by, but it wasn’t mine.  What was weird, though, was that the other 
bus that stopped her wasn’t due until 5 minutes after my bus—and both just come once an hour.  My bus showed up a little more than 



ten minutes after I arrived.  Actually, I wasn’t 100% certain it was the right bus (its sign still said “AIRPORT” when it arrived, and the 
driver seemed to speak only Black English), but since the only other bus that stopped here had already come and gone, I figured this 
had to be mine.  Fortunately, I figured right.   
 

The driver seemed very surprised anyone was boarding at the airport, and even more surprised that the person boarding 
would be a white man.  (The whole time I was in Memphis, the only white faces I saw on transit were on the tourist line downtown.)  He 
didn’t even pause to leave at the scheduled time; he just set off for downtown ahead of schedule.  With service scheduled just once an 
hour, I’d think they’d pay a bit more attention to the schedule. 
 

I couldn’t begin to tell you the route this bus followed.  While I never much like taking buses, I don’t mind it too much in places 
like Chicago where each bus basically follows a single street for most of its route.  Most of L.A.’s and Miami’s buses did that, too.  I 
didn’t take any buses in New York, and the main reason was that the routes there were a lot like the one this Memphis bus followed; 
they just meander all over the place, so people unfamiliar with the city have absolutely no clue where they are.  We made at least half a 
dozen turns just leaving the airport, and we seemed to turn again each time we reached a major intersection.  [I just checked the 
Memphis Area Transit Authority website, and once out of the airport property, bus #2 follows Terminal Access Road, 
Winchester Road, Airways Boulevard, Democrat Road, Plough Boulevard, Airways Boulevard (again), East Parkway, Young 
Avenue, Union Street, McLean Boulevard, and Madison Street—and that’s just to the point where I got off.]  Most of the route 
was through very residential areas, which seemed a bit strange to me, since I’d think they’d attract more business by running along the 
commercial streets.  You get an idea of just how circuitous the route was from the fact that internet map services say the drive from the 
airport to downtown should be about fifteen minutes, but the bus takes about an hour to make that trip.  The whole time I sat in the very 
back, feeling more than a bit conspicuous being both the only person who wasn’t black and the only person with luggage of any sort. 
 

About halfway from the airport to downtown the driver parked the bus right under a railroad overpass in the middle of a busy 
street.  He left the emergency flashers on as he went into a nearby convenience store.  He returned a few minutes later with an 
enormous tub of pop and some Ho-Hos, and we set off again.  Perhaps this is the place he catches up with the schedule.  On the other 
hand, maybe he just wanted a snack.  [My money’s on the latter—and obviously he didn’t have to constantly radio his position 
like the guy who drove the parking bus in Des Moines.] 
 

Miami’s buses had nice electronic announcements at every major intersection.  Here the driver would occasionally utter 
something unintelligible into the mike.  It was also hard to see anything because the windows of the bus were covered over by an 
advertisement.  Fortunately at one of the turns I could make out the tracks for the Madison Avenue trolley, which I knew would lead 
right to downtown.  I pulled the cord, and a little ways ahead the bus stopped.  I got off in the middle of a rather run-down business strip 
and made my way along an absolutely empty sidewalk to the trolley stop. 

 
In addition to their skeletal bus system, Memphis operates a trolley service along three routes in and near downtown.  The 

Main Street and Riverfront trolleys mostly shuttle tourists, while the Madison Avenue line connects downtown with the medical district 
east of there.  Eventually this line will be extended to the airport, where it will serve passengers and also workers in the terminals and 
the Federal Express hub located there.  When the extension is complete, they’ll replace the historic trolley cars they now use with 
modern light rail vehicles, which will make for a much faster trip.  I never saw any of the trolleys carrying much of any passengers, and 
my first ride was no exception.  I boarded the Madison Avenue trolley at the end of the line, and only one other passenger boarded in 
the two mile stretch between there and downtown.  Perhaps when they extend the line so it actually goes somewhere, people might 
actually take the trolley.  [Apparently the plans for an extension to the airport have since been dropped or at least put on 
indefinite hold.  Nothing has happened in Memphis transit in the past six years, except that several bus lines have been cut 
and service has been even further reduced on the remaining ones.  The reference to light rail on the MATA website was last 
updated in 2008.]   

 
I told the driver (a young black woman) that I wanted a day pass, that is a pass that would be good for riding any of the trolleys 

(but not any buses, which have a completely different fare structure) all day.  It turned out that today this really wasn’t a good buy, but 
the $3 price tag hardly broke me.  She had me put my money in a fare box at the center of the car, and she searched through some 
bags looking for a pass.  She never did find one, but eventually she was able to flag down a trolley heading the opposite direction and 
get a pass from that car’s driver. 
 

The Madison Avenue trolley runs up and down hills east of downtown Memphis.  Just west of the skuzzy business district 
where I had boarded is the Medical District, which until quite recently was home to several major hospitals.  Two of these recently 
closed in mergers, and the largest remaining facility (the famous St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital) is actually quite a ways from the trolley.  
It was weird passing the empty shells of what used to be major institutions.  [I’m sure there must be nice areas in the city, but most 
of what I saw in Memphis made it look like one of the most God-forsaken places in America.]  West of the medical district there 
is a rather upscale residential area that consists of newly constructed apartments built to look like old warehouses. [It seems like 
almost every new ballpark is built in a similar neighborhood.]  In the heart of this area is the ballpark I would be visiting tonight.  
Just west of there the line terminates in the heart of this rather dilapidated old river town. 
 

The trolley driver could tell quite easily that I was a tourist, so when we reached the end of the line, she asked me what hotel I 
was headed for.  I said the Sleep Inn, and she told me to transfer to the Main Street trolley and gave vague directions from there.  I 
knew from the hotel’s website that the Main Street trolley was supposed to stop right outside the hotel, so that seemed right.  I followed 
her directions and ended up going past my destination, ending up at a Comfort Inn (same chain, but different hotel) north of where I 
wanted to be.  I walked back down Main Street all the way to Madison, never noticing a Sleep Inn anywhere.  Then I got out the hotel 
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Ti-shirt book]) I had picked up at Tower Records.  [A much more interesting book that I also picked up at the Memphis Tower 
Records was José Canseco’s tell-all on steroids in baseball.  I wouldn’t get around to reading that until later, though.]  I also 
read the Memphis Commercial Appeal almost in its entirety—all before lunchtime.  My lunch was at an Italian restaurant in the terminal, 
where I had some very spicy lasagna and what they called “Italian wedding soup” (delicious broth with tiny [ball-shaped] pieces of 
pasta in it).  [I’d never heard of this before, but in recent years it seems to be everywhere.  I’ve had it at Panera and similar 
places, and I’ve even seen canned Italian wedding soup from Campbell’s.]  I then went back to the gate and read some more of 
the linguistics book. 

 
Eventually it was time for the flight to board.  I hate to say it, but you could tell the crowd on this flight was going to Iowa.  I’m 

very proud of my state, but there was something very “Iowa” about the dumpy overweight middle-aged white people on this plane.  I, of 
course, was one of them, so I guess I was on the correct flight. 

 
The flight was uneventful.  We landed in Des Moines early but had to wait for another plane to leave Northwest’s only gate at 

the airport.  I made my way to baggage claim and was pleased to find my bag was the very first one on the carousel. [I’m positive 
that’s the only time that’s happened.]  I then took the bus back to the remote parking lot.  The driver asked me “Where are you 
parked?”, a question I was not prepared to answer.  I knew where I was in relation to where the original driver had picked me up, but 
not in relation to where we were when this guy asked me.  Not really knowing how to respond, I said “this will be fine” , left the bus, and 
the proceeded to bumble around in the parking lot for quite a while before finally finding my car. 
 
 Miracle of miracles, my car started right up.  Apparently it hadn’t rained much after that first day.  (The moisture problem was 
fixed shortly after this trip.  It had a different starting problem the weekend before I’m writing this, but hopefully that’s also fixed now.)  I 
had an uneventful ride home and quickly went off to bed—since tomorrow I’d be getting back into the groove of another busy school 
year. 


