
 
 

[UPDATE:  February, 2015—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 photos to enhance the original travelogues.] 

 
 The Garrigan quiz bowl team did very well in regional competition this past year.  We won our home tournament (by far the 
largest in the area) for only the second time ever, we brought home first or second place finishes from half a dozen other area 
tournaments, and we also qualified for nationals through an online competition.  [This was just about the best showing we‘d ever 
had.]  There wasn‘t much question that we‘d be going to nationals this summer.  The question was exactly where we‘d go and who 

would represent the school.  We ended up with an extremely large group—ten students and four adults—though the final group didn‘t 
include the person who had been our captain in most of the tournaments we‘d done well in.  [Interestingly, this summer we‘ll be 
taking another very large group to nationals, and once again one of our top players won‘t be going.]  Of the three main options 

for national competition, we opted for a return trip to New Orleans.  I knew from the trip Margaret and I made a year ago that New 
Orleans was on its way back then, and I was pleasantly surprised to find the main tourist areas were essentially back to normal on this 
visit. 
  
 The problem with choosing 
the New Orleans contest was that it 
happened over Memorial Day 
weekend.  At the time we committed 
to this schedule, the departure date 
(May 21) was the day after school 
was scheduled to get out for the 
spring.  I assumed we‘d have a 
couple of snow days and the trip 
might conflict with final exams.  
Unfortunately, we had a lot of snow 

days, and it turned out we‘d leave a 
full week before finals.  That wasn‘t 
really a big problem for the kids 
(though some would be cramming 
on our way home), but it meant a lot 
of work for me as I rushed to find 
something productive that students 
could do in my absence immediately 
before taking their semester tests.  
[I honestly don‘t remember what I 
did come up with, and I‘m sure it 
really wasn‘t very productive.  
Hopefully it at least managed to 
keep the kids behaved for the 
substitute, though.]  As an added 

complication, I was scheduled to 
begin   the   summer  course   I  was  
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teaching at the college the same night we‘d be returning from the trip.  Everything worked out all right in the end, but it was really quite 
a lot of work to make everything happen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Algona, Iowa to Hayti, Missouri 
 

 I was up shortly after 5:00 this morning, about an hour earlier than is typical for me during the school year.  I had done most of 
my packing a week ago, so after showering I just threw some last items in and then headed out.  I stopped briefly at the Algona 
McDonalds, which just recently extended its hours.  After picking up an Egg McMuffin value meal, I made my way over to Garrigan. 
 
 I got to school around 6:00 and quickly got the vehicles we‘d be taking (the ―new‖—fifteen years old—light blue Chevy 
Suburban and red Dodge van) ready to go.  [It‘s kind of amusing to read that these were the vehicles we took.  The old red van, 
which for year the kids have dubbed ―Stanley‖, is still going, though these days it rarely goes very far out of town.  It‘s the 
vehicle I use when student council does their adopt-a-highway project, because no one minds if it gets dirty.  The blue 
suburban was eventually retired with more than 250,000 miles on it.  I always liked that vehicle, but few others on our faculty 
did.]   I‘d gone out of my way to pick up a couple of road atlases (harder to get than they used to be, now that most people seem to get 

the bulk of their travel information from the internet).  That turned out to be a good investment.  We didn‘t get lost or par ticularly need 
them for navigation, but several of the kids found them fascinating to look through all during the trip. 

 
The school vehicles, ready for the trip 

 
 A couple of the kids showed up quickly, but most 
trickled in quite close to our scheduled departure time of 
6:30.  It was particularly odd that one student who had 
habitually been among the first to show up for tournaments 
all year was late in arriving today.  Eventually everyone did 
arrive, though, and we packed up the vehicles and set off on 
our way—only about ten minutes late. 
 
 Our group this year included ten students.  As I 
have before in these quiz bowl travelogues, I‘ll introduce 
them in the beginning and then protect their privacy by 
avoiding their names later on: 
 
 Christopher Schmidt – a recent graduate who 

made the decision to go on this trip at the last possible 
moment.  Christopher expected to be playing baseball this 
summer, but he had wrist surgery in the spring.  What was 
bad news for the baseball team was good news for us—and 
I hope for Chris as well.  Christopher (as his parents insist 
he be called) will be attending Iowa State in the fall, but his 
major  seems  to  change  every   time  I  talk  to  him—from  

engineering  to  medicine  to  pharmacy.  [I honestly don‘t know what he ended up majoring in.]     Since our  ―real‖ captain would 

not be at nationals, Christopher was sort of a captain by default for our team. 

   
Chris Hansen – another recent graduate, the form he filled out for a possible biography at nationals was blank.  Chris will 

himself admit he is not one of our top quiz bowl players.  He was making the trip mostly because he had been the first to qualify our 
team for nationals—doing so by getting a perfect score on an online quiz produced by the sponsors of the tournament.  While Chris can 
be a very moody person, he was fairly easy to travel with.  One thing that stood out was that he seemed to spend pretty much the entire 
trip on the phone with his girlfriend, a Garrigan sophomore.  [This was before pretty much everyone spent their entire lives on the 
phone.] 

 
Vince Cruise – Vince, our final senior, is primarily a hard-working farm boy who is built like the football player he is.  His 

interests are not in traditional academic areas.  He will be going to a community college for a career as an electrician, and he recently 
won a statewide competition in home wiring skills.  Vince is certainly not our strongest player, but he is smart and he‘s been a 
committed member of the quiz bowl team all through high school.  [I recently had an e-mail from another coach asking how I 



managed to get students to show up for quiz bowl tournaments.  While it‘s not what I told her, the real answer is that my 
teams are made up of people who want to play.  A lot of schools limit quiz bowl to their truly gifted students, but a lot of times 
the most interested players may not be the very top students.  Instead they‘re kids who are smart (though not necessarily 
gifted) who have a strong competitive streak in them.  Vince was very much that kind of player.] 
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Rebeccah Erdman – a junior who 

was part of our national team in Chicago last 
year.  She has matured a lot and is one of 
our strongest players.  Unlike most high 
school kids these days, Rebeccah reads for 
enjoyment.  She also has a broad range of 
interests (pretty much everything except 
sports), which makes her a good person to 
have in a game.  I know Rebeccah better 
than most of the players because I‘ve worked 
with her one-on-one after school in her study 
of French. 

The remaining national competitor and a picture of David Burrow in New Orleans 
 Brittany Berte (junior) and Michael Fakler (sophomore) – Last summer, I lumped the biographies of Brittany and Rebeccah 

together.  While the two are still friends, they‘re far from inseparable these days.  Brittany‘s constant companion now is her boyfriend 
Michael (a two-year quiz bowl veteran, but not part of last year‘s national team).  The two are very smart and come about as close to 
classic ―quiz bowl nerds‖ as anyone on our team.  The couple are together enough to be Siamese twins; they‘re a running joke around 
school and certainly spent more than their share of time together on this trip.  [They grew apart over time.  Brittany went on to be a 
sorority girl at Creighton, while Michael was a computer nerd at Briar Cliff.  I saw Michael with his current girlfriend at a cross-
country meet last fall, and she‘s definitely a knock-out.] 

 
 Jake Rosenmeyer – Just a sophomore, Jake has rapidly moved from the periphery to the core of our quiz bowl team.  In fact 

he would alternate with Christopher in the role of captain this summer.  Jake has been very active in speech (where he was an all-
stater), drama (where he had the lead in the spring play), and music, but his interests are really quite well rounded.  I‘ve worked with 
Jake in a lot of different settings, and he‘s a fun kid to work with.  [He‘ll be graduating from Briar Cliff this spring and joining the 
Garrigan faculty as a religion teacher in the fall.] 

 
 Anna Kollasch – a sophomore, and the final return veteran from last year‘s national team.  While I had to pay some honor to 
seniority, honestly Anna is probably the strongest of our female players. [She and Jake were pretty much our strongest players for 
four straight years.]  I‘ve gotten to know Anna fairly well by working with her one-on-one during my free period because she couldn‘t fit 

Advanced Algebra into her schedule.  Anna is quite tall and looks like a ―girl jock‖.  She is that, but she‘s also a very well-rounded young 
woman.  Anna has a passionate interest in politics, and her mostly views (a combination of liberal and practical) are a pretty good 
match for mine.  [Anna is now a pre-med major at a Mt. Marty College in South Dakota, and her younger brothers Tony and 
Zach have been among our top quiz bowl players for the past four years.] 

 



 Michael Hellman & Alex Hamilton – sophomores who can sometimes be overshadowed by their friends, Jake and Anna.  

They had been the other players on successful teams Jake or Anna were on earlier in the year, so they did qualify for nationals with 
their friends.  Michael is the youngest of a family of brothers all of whom have excelled in the fine arts and all of whom had a somewhat 
sarcastic sense of humor.  Alex is the oldest child in his family and comes across as somewhat overprotected and naïve.  Both he and 
Michael are smart, though, and hopefully the experience of going to nationals will benefit them in the future. 
 
 The mix of adults was a bit different this year.  We had Deb Kollasch, Anna‘s mother, who had accompanied us to Chicago 
last year.  Also going along was Judy Erdman, Rebeccah‘s mom.  Judy had a serious injury as a child which still makes it hard  for her 
to get around.  There was a lot of walking on this trip, and honestly she kept up remarkably well.  To fulfill official policy we needed 
another ―adult‖ male chaperon.  Our captain from last year, Ethan Dahlhauser, agreed to go through Virtus training (a church program 
designed after the abuse scandals a few years back) and come along with the group.  I‘m sure those who designed the rules didn‘t 
really envision a college kid in the role of chaperon, but Ethan fulfilled letter, if not the intent, of the regulation.  It was a bit annoying that 
the school insurance now requires drivers of school vehicles to be at least twenty-one.  Since Ethan couldn‘t drive, he was sort of dead 
weight on the trip.  He got along well with the kids, though, and he seemed to enjoy the trip himself. 

 
Getting ready to leave 

 
 Ethan was the last person to show up 
for the trip, not arriving in fact until shortly after 
our scheduled departure time. I hadn‘t 
personally communicated with him in months, 
and even then it was only by e-mail.  At roughly 
the same time he agreed to go along on the trip, 
his father was killed in an accident, so it would 
not have surprised me if he changed his mind 
about going along.  I was pleased when he did 
show up, though, and about 6:40 our entire 
group was assembled and we could get on our 
way. 
 
 I drove the red van to start our trip, and 
as we set out I was delighted that it seemed to 
run well.  The last time I‘d driven the van was on 
our school‘s community service day about a 
month earlier.  One of the small projects the 
student council had done was to take the van to 
a nearby car wash.  The engine struggled then, 
and I wasn‘t sure we‘d even make it the short 
distance back to school.  Obviously it had been 
fixed in the interim, though; it ran fine throughout 
this trip.  The blue suburban concerned me  

somewhat more.  Whenever I‘d drive it, everything seemed very loose and slow to respond.  It also made it through the trip without 
incident, though.  We‘ve never had a serious problem on these quiz bowl trips, and hopefully that will remain the case in the  future.  [I 
suppose that depends on how you define ―major‖, but we would have some time-consuming problems on future trips.] 

 
 The seniors were the passengers in the red van, as were Ethan, and Michael and Brittany.  The sophomores and Rebeccah 
rode in the blue suburban, as did Mrs. Erdman.  Mrs. Kollasch and I alternated between the vehicles, something I very much liked.  On 
some other trips the different vehicles would become very cliquey; having the drivers switch between them made that less the case on 
this trip.  I probably preferred the van because in addition to being easier to drive the passengers there were more talkative.  They also 
seemed to like listening to the radio, as opposed to being buried in their individual I-pods.  Neither vehicle was unwelcoming, though, 
and the trip was mostly pleasant for me. 
 
 We made our way eastward along highway 18 and then set out southward on Avenue of the Saints.  There were two or three 
areas of construction, but we made it through them all right.  My plan had been to take our first break at the Kwik Trip store in Janesville 
(actually Kwik Star, since the LaCrosse company doesn‘t own the rights to use their own name in Iowa).  When we got to Janesville, we 

saw that there had been a huge accident at the intersection right in front of that convenience store.  At least one victim was lying on a 
backboard, and several emergency vehicles were blocking access to the store.  Even though one of the kids needed to use a restroom 
badly, it seemed prudent to continue onward. 
 
 We ended up stopping at a Sinclair station in the industrial park at the south end of Cedar Falls.  It was one of those slightly 
seedy places that prominently features vending machines in the men‘s room, but it sufficed for what we needed.  I had taken along a 
new digital camera I‘d gotten for Christmas.  I‘d put batteries in the camera shortly after I‘d gotten it, but apparently they died in the 
intervening time.  I forked over almost three bucks for two AA batteries at this convenience store.  They weren‘t even alkaline batteries, 
just ―heavy duty‖ ones like you might use in a flashlight.  At least they‘d last for a while, though. 
 
 We continued south on I-380, the oldest part of Avenue of the Saints.  It‘s weird to think of this interstate as ―old‖, since it was 
brand new when I was in college.  Emergency vehicles seemed to be the theme of the day.  In Cedar Rapids we saw a string of fire 



trucks and ambulances rushing north from downtown.  Fortunately we were on the opposite side, so it didn‘t really affect us.  I do hope 
nothing too serious had happened, though. 
  
 I visited at length with Ethan as we drove southward.  He seemed to talk non-stop about pretty much everything that was going 
on in his life.  It was fascinating that while he had planned on being a history major when he left high school, he was now majoring in 
geology and environmental science.  He was also happy to show everyone in the van pictures of his extremely attractive girlfr iend.  [I 
did a quick web search on Ethan while writing this revision.  He‘s apparently now a graduate assistant in the ISU Department 
of Agronomy, so his major may have changed yet again.  He apparently led a study program in Costa Rica.  It appears he was 
also recently married, I think to the same girl whose picture he was showing off on this trip.] 

 
 We made an early lunch stop right at 11am in my old hometown of Mt. Pleasant.  Mind you, if someone had just dropped me 
at random on the strip where we stopped, I would never have been able to identify it as ―home‖.  The edge of Mt. P. looks absolutely 
nothing like it did when I was a kid.  Then, in fact, this wouldn‘t have been a good choice at all for stopping, since the only fast food was 
a Hardees near downtown.  Today the place offers all kinds of options right next to the freeway.  We settled on a combination Kentucky 
Fried Chicken and Taco Bell, with about half of us opting for each part of the business.  I chose tacos, but I couldn‘t help but notice two 
of the kids who had gotten a KFC offering that was basically a chicken-based shepherd‘s pie.  I have no idea what they called it 
[apparently a ―famous bowl‖], but it looked really good. 

 
 The group finished lunch quickly, and we continued south on Avenue of the Saints.  Almost before we knew it we were in 
Missouri.  Around the border is the newest section of Avenue of the Saints, and completing that highway is very welcome indeed.  For 
years the stretch between Mt. Pleasant and Hannibal kept alternating between four and two lanes, with the two-lane stretches jam 
packed with traffic.  Everything flowed freely today, and before long we were down in Mark Twain‘s stomping grounds. 
 
 One major flaw of Avenue of the Saints is that it doesn‘t bypass Hannibal.  While Hannibal isn‘t really much of a city (15,000 or 
so), it takes forever to get through on what amounts to a four-lane street.  [A Hannibal bypass has apparently been proposed since 
the 1980s, but it has yet to receive funding from the state of Missouri.]  We broke things up by stopping for gas at an extremely 

busy but really run-down Ayerco station (a chain of convenience stores based in Quincy, Illinois) there.  We paid $2.24
9
 a gallon, which 

was a nickel less than what gas cost at home when we left and about half the price we paid in Chicago on last year‘s quiz bowl trip.  
Gas prices had been edging up all through May, and we‘d find they‘d rise rapidly during this trip.  Even at a ―good‖ price like we had 
here filling two big vehicles is far from cheap.  I‘m used to putting in 5 or 6 gallons in my little car, and I can‘t even imagine regularly 
paying for 30 or 40 gallons of fuel. 
 
 I mentioned the Ayerco station was run-down.  That‘s really being overly polite.  It was honestly one of the nastiest places I‘ve 
seen in quite a while.  There was a sticky residue all over everything in the main part of the store, and I‘ve seen nicer restrooms in the 
third world.  The men‘s room caught the attention of the boys on our trip, as this one also featured vending machines—and this time 
they boasted that the wares they were selling came in different flavors.  You can imagine how much conversation that generated 
among high school boys. 
 
 We continued south from Hannibal and before long made it to Troy, which these days is essentially the start of suburban St. 
Louis—even though it‘s more than an hour out of town in good traffic.  From there onward it‘s just one strip or housing development 
after another.  I absolutely detest suburban sprawl, and St. Louis has some of the worst of it.  Both the businesses and the residences 
look tacky, and the traffic is horrible.  I just don‘t know what possesses people to move to suburbs like these. 
 
 One student made a loud pronouncement as we passed our first Waffle House of the trip.  I found out after visiting with him a 
bit more that the reason he was familiar with this Southern institution was that his sister, like me, had been a student at the University of 
Southern Mississippi.  I guess it really is a small world. 
 
 We drove east on Interstate 70 and eventually made it out of the suburbs and into the city proper.  Normally traffic is better in 
the city of St. Louis than in the suburbs, because the interstate has express lanes that handle it better.  Unfortunately today signs 
informed us that there was a car stalled in the center lane up ahead, and that snarled the traffic for miles back.  We crawled along at 
about 20mph, giving the kids a wonderful view of the Gateway Arch and the riverfront as we went.  [A huge number of my worst 
traffic experiences have been in the St. Louis area.  The combination of archaic freeways and nearly endless suburban sprawl 
gives it some of the worst traffic I‘ve encountered anywhere.  I‘d rather drive in Chicago or New York than in St. Louis.] 

 
 We finally made it to the complex interchange downtown from which expressways fan out in every direction.  We continued 
south on I-55, and suddenly traffic was good.  We soon exited at Arsenal Street and followed a long series of poorly-designed signs that 
eventually led us to the tourist parking area for the Anheuser-Busch brewery.  We had been delayed by the traffic, but we managed to 
arrive just in time for the final tour of the day.  We checked out the gift shop and museum area, and before too long it was t ime for the 
tour. 



 I‘ve taken the Anheuser-Busch tour 
twice before, once on my own and once with a 
different group of high school kids.  Two others 
in our group had also been here in the past, and 
we all agreed the tour used to be better than it is 
now.  Anheuser-Busch was recently bought out 
by the Belgian company Imbrew [the company 
is actually called InBev, so I was wrong on 
both syllables of their name], and I got the 

feeling the new owners were being careful not 
to divulge any trade secrets on the tour.  They 
seemed to dumb down everything, and they 
never really showed us anything that actually 
had to do with brewing beer.  We did see the 
Clydesdale horses and their ornate barn, and 
we saw the outside of most of the buildings on 
the large brewery campus.  The closest we got 
to actual brewing, though, was walking through 
a room filled with enormous stainless steel tanks 
where the beer is aged before packaging. 

 
 We were apparently also supposed to 
see the packaging plant itself.  We walked 
inside that building and went up two escalators.  
Then  there  was  a  third  escalator  that  would  
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have taken us up to an observation area overlooking the plant.  That escalator was out of service, though, and we were apparently not 
permitted to just walk up it like stairs.  Instead we just turned around and went back down two escalators after seeing pretty much 
nothing.  [This was one of the silliest and most disappointing things I‘ve encountered on any tour.] 

 
 Our tour group was fairly large (forty or so), and partway through the tour we got joined together with another group that was 
receiving a tour in French.  It was kind of interesting to see their guide listen to what ours was saying and then give a much shorter 
explanation to those in her group. 
 
 The tour ends in a tasting room.  Most visitors, of course, enjoy samples of the various Anheuser-Busch products.  The vast 
majority of our group was underage, though, and those of us where were old enough to imbibe still had a long drive ahead of us.  So, 
instead of lining up for beer, we grabbed their complimentary pretzels and each had a cup of pop. 
 
 It was right at evening rush hour when we finished up at the brewery.  Fortunately I-55 is an incredibly wide highway south of 
St. Louis.  Traffic is heavy, but it flows freely.  The suburbs south of St. Louis are pretty much identical to those to the west, and there 
certainly wasn‘t anything that stood out about this part of the drive. 
 
 We exited the interstate at Festus, toward the end of the string of suburbs, and had dinner there.  We parked at a Steak & 
Shake, where I and three of the kids ate.  The others all scrambled up a hill to get to a Fazoli‘s that was ―next door‖, though actually 
some distance away.  Both our groups were introduced to the southern concept of restaurant service tonight.  That is to say the service 
was leisurely at best.  The restaurants were busy, but hardly swamped, but as is typical in Dixie (and Missouri is almost more a part of 
Dixie than the Deep South) the indifferent staff just seemed to do everything in slow motion.  Eventually everyone got food, though, and 
Ethan even managed to get a free cheesecake from Fazoli‘s because they‘d completely lost his order. 
 
 While we‘d come a long way to get to St. Louis, we still had quite a drive ahead of us tonight.  I‘d purposely planned the 
longest stretch for the first day, so we‘d have time to explore New Orleans once we got there tomorrow.  It was around 6:30 when we 
left Festus, and we still had more than 150 miles to go.  I-55 is a pretty highway, but it rapidly got boring as we continued south.  The 
guys in the red van suggested we make things more interesting by finding a country music station on the radio.  That reminded me of 
the very first trip we made to national quiz bowl, when we listened to country music all the way down to Dallas. 
 
 We made one last stop at a rest area near Cape Girardeau.  I think Margaret and I stopped at that same rest area when we 
went south at Christmas nearly a decade ago.  The place was absolutely empty then, but it was quite busy today.  [Missouri‘s rest 
areas have gotten much busier in recent years, largely because they‘ve closed a lot of them.] 

 
 At first I thought it was raining on the last leg of our trip today, because I kept hearing a pitter-patter on the windows.  It wasn‘t 
rain, though, but a vast swarm of mosquitoes that accompanied us the rest of the way.  The windows of both vehicles got caked with 
bug bodies until it was honestly difficult to see out.  Eventually I tried the windshield washer and wipers, which just smeared things and 
made it even worse.  I don‘t know when I‘ve seen so many bugs in recent memory. 
 
 We continued southward to Exit 14 and stopped at another place familiar from the Christmas trip Margaret and I had made.  
On that trip we made our overnight stop at the Comfort Inn—Hayti, and that‘s where our group stopped tonight.  The Asian woman at 



the desk found my reservation with no problem, but it seemed to take her forever to generate the paperwork to let me check in.  I could 
tell the kids were getting restless waiting to get settled, but there honestly wasn‘t much I could do to speed up the process. 
 
 While I wouldn‘t hesitate to stay there again, the Comfort Inn—Hayti (the town is pronounced like a men‘s clothing accessory 
made of straw) really has little to recommend it other than being between here and there.  They‘re apparently doing renovations; at any 
rate, a large portion of the hallway carpet was torn up.  The rooms are adequate, but they come across as small and basic.  The pool 
was drained, and there was pretty much nothing remotely near the hotel.  The place sufficed for the night, though, and it was just about 
the only ―cheap‖ place to stay between St. Louis and Memphis. 
 
 After the kids got settled I planned to go gas up the vehicles.  When I got out to the parking lot, though, there was a problem.  
Mrs. Kollasch was standing by the suburban and told me that they couldn‘t get the back door shut.  Somehow the catch on the door had 
gotten stuck in the ―lock‖ position before the door was actually closed.  Now it would just bounce back instead of catching on the other 
door.  Both she and I tried pulling at that catch for quite some time, but we couldn‘t get it to budge.  I got the kids to remove any stuff 
they had that was still in the back, and I figured I‘d pick up some duct tape when I bought gas.  That would at least keep the thing 
shut—if not truly secure. 
 
 Meanwhile Mrs. Kollasch called her husband, who happens to be the local sheriff back home.  He advised her to call the local 
police, noting that law enforcement agencies get this kind of call all the time.  She did, and she also did a wonderful job of playing a 
damsel in distress when a cop showed up.  He apparently did roughly the same thing we did, but for him pulling at the latch managed to 
work.  We got the door closed and locked, and we were very careful with that door throughout the rest of the trip. 
 
 The officer also noted that we had parked our vehicles in a good spot, as close as possible to the entrance.  He said there had 
been problems with break-ins at this hotel and that it wasn‘t safe to park behind the building (on the side where our rooms were).  There 
were cameras by the entrance, though, so our vehicles should be safe where they were. 
 
 It was pushing 11pm now, but I still needed to get gas.  The only place open that was remotely near the motel was another 
run-down convenience store, this one called Break Time.  I drove the van over there, but when I tried to use the school credit card at 
the pump, it informed me to see the attendant.  A large woman with a syrupy drawl came outside and tried to make it work herself, but 
she couldn‘t get the machine to accept it either.  She then told me to just pump the gas and pay inside afterwards (which signs said 
wasn‘t permitted at night).  The card went through fine indoors.  I then drove the suburban over there and chose a different pump.  The 
card worked fine at that pump, but when it gave me a receipt, the paper was blank.  I went back inside, and the woman laughed that 
they‘d probably put the roll in upside down.  She printed up a copy of the receipt, and finally I could get back to the motel. 
 
 The school had given me a new laptop computer this spring, and I took it along on this trip.  Like most hotels, the Comfort 
Inn—Hayti had free internet access.  Their wireless signal was so weak, though, that it was actually easier to connect to the network at 
a different hotel across the freeway. [I‘ve encountered that situation at multiple hotels over the years.]  The other hotel‘s network 

was not secured, and I‘d bet they get a lot of Comfort Inn guests tapping into it.  I checked my e-mail and uploaded a couple of things 
for the school website.  I had to ask Ethan how to work the track strip on the laptop that functions in lieu of a mouse.  I could move the 
cursor all right, but it was more than a bit of a challenge to select text with it.  [I‘m still less than adept with the tracking devices on 
laptops.  I can make them work these days, but I far prefer a ―real‖ mouse.  I‘ve found I‘m not alone in that.  Indeed, many of 
my supposedly ―tech-savvy‖ students prefer the more traditional interface.] 

 
 The women took care of checking on the kids tonight, and I was grateful for that.  I got to sleep quickly and slept surprisingly 
well. 
 

 
Hayti, Missouri to New Orleans, Louisiana 
 

 While I slept okay, it was still too short of a night.  Before long my alarm went off and it was time to start the day.  The hotel 
had a minimal breakfast that mostly consisted of stale doughnuts and watered-down juice.  They also theoretically offered biscuits and 
gravy.  [Biscuits and gravy seem a very popular ―hot‖ item on hotel buffets; unfortunately they‘re more often like rocks and 
cement.]  One of our girls took those and found the biscuit was inedible; it was almost literally a rock.  I had a couple bites of a 

powdered sugar doughnut and then helped load up the school vehicles.  Around 8:00 we were on our way. 
 
 The kids were more interested than some in the past in all the different scenery we passed through.  Today we started out in 
the Missouri bootheel and then went through the Delta area of northeast Arkansas.  The most agricultural area of the South, the Delta is 
extremely flat and honestly makes for a rather dull drive.  The kids kept noticing all the different crops we passed, though.  There were 
familiar plants like corn and soybeans, but also sights alien to our Midwestern eyes like cotton and rice.  Almost the entire group this 
year was farm kids, and they seemed quite interested in what was being grown, how far along the crops were, and what equipment was 
being used for cultivation. 
 



 Before long we crossed the Mississippi into Memphis.  Several in the group commented on the pyramid-shaped arena that is 
the most prominent feature in the city‘s skyline.  Whenever I‘ve been to Memphis before, the place has been a pain to get through.  I‘d 
purposely timed our departure fairly late to avoid hitting the city right at rush hour.  Signs indicating construction didn‘t thrill me, but we 
actually managed to get through Memphis quite easily.  Before long we were on a vast expressway heading southward through the 
wealthy suburbs of northern Mississippi. 

 
One of the Garrigan students taking a picture  

at the Mississippi Welcome Center 

 

 Once out of the Memphis suburbs we 
stopped at the official Mississippi welcome 
center, a place that really impressed the kids.  
This was the first time most of the group had 
ever been in the Magnolia State, so just saying 
they‘d been to Mississippi was noteworthy for 
them.  They were also surprised, though, at just 
how lavish the southern welcome centers were.  
Instead of just a glorified rest area like we might 
have at home, the welcome center in Mississippi 
is truly palatial.  You get the feeling of entering 
an old plantation home as you step into the 
information center.  Hostesses at the counter 
greet everyone and offer them complimentary 
soft drinks, and there‘s a comfortable parlor 
where you can sit in easy chairs and sip your 
soda.  Adding to the atmosphere, they‘d put up 
special decorations for the holiday weekend.  
Every surface seemed be decked out in red, 
white, and blue bunting, and they had paintings, 
candles, and assorted knick-knacks in a patriotic 
theme.  I couldn‘t help but sarcastically think 
they could eliminate poverty in this poorest state 
in the union if they‘d just divert a bit of the 
funding from the welcome centers to the welfare 
fund. [Of course their goal is that an increase 

in tourism will lead to more jobs and will in turn help improve the economy of the state.] 
 
 While not nearly as large as Missouri (which takes forever to cross), Mississippi takes a long time to get through.  It‘s about 

300 miles from north to south.  No matter where you start out, the first few miles you drive in Mississippi seem very attractive.  Then it 
just becomes numbingly alike for mile after mile after mile.  Mississippi‘s interstates pass almost entirely through forest land, and they‘re 
basically just tunnels through the trees.  Strangely, this Deep South state looks remarkably like the north woods of Minnesota.   I‘ve 
driven through here countless times, and the road doesn‘t get any more interesting with familiarity.  All the trees give you a really 
hemmed-in feeling, and there‘s very little to break the sameness of the drive. 
 
 We stopped at a Love‘s truck stop in Canton, the last place of significance north of metro Jackson.  I had planned to make it all 
the way to Jackson before stopping, but a couple of people in the group needed a restroom, and this was just about the only 
opportunity for that.  Loves had an Arby‘s in it, so it was convenient to combine the toilet stop with gas and lunch. 
 

The parents of one of our players were driving down separately to see him play, and they‘d pass us while we were stopped for 
lunch today.  Every half hour or so all through this trip the student would receive calls or text messages from his parents or his sister, 
with updates on their progress.  The other kids were constantly on their cell phones as well, mostly texting people back at school (for 
whom receiving their messages was technically against the rules).  I thought back to the first quiz bowl trip we made, when Father 
Feierfeil had lugged along a briefcase-sized cell phone that cost a fortune to use.  How technology has changed! 

 
We went around Jackson on the beltway (I-220) and rejoined I-55 at the south end of the city.  The western part of Jackson 

seems to have changed remarkably little since the first time I saw it.  It‘s by far the poorest part of the city, and the suburbs seem to be 
marching out in every direction except that one.  That makes the beltway a good route, though.  Since there‘s not much there, we raced 
along at 70mph with nothing to slow us down.  [West Jackson has filled in in the past few years, but it‘s still the least developed 
part of the city.] 

 
Unlikely as it seems, I-55 through southern Mississippi is even duller than it is in the northern part of the state.  The trees are 

scrubbier here, which means the forest isn‘t even all that pretty to look at.  There were several construction zones along the interstate, 
and here it was convenient that the family was ahead of us and constantly communicating with their son.  They were able to warn us 
where the construction zones were and what lanes were closed in each.  That allowed us to get over to the appropriate lane without 
having to merge at the last minute.  There was also quite a bit of rain in southern Mississippi.  That was mostly a good thing, though, as 
we were finally able to clear all those bug carcasses off the windshield. 
 

We made another brief stop at the Louisiana welcome center, where we met up with the family of ―spectators‖.  The Louisiana 
welcome center wasn‘t quite as lavish as Mississippi‘s, but it was nice enough.  There was one strange quirk there that reminded me I 



was in the Pelican State, though.  All of Louisiana‘s rest areas have metal fixtures in their bathrooms.  The sinks, toilets, and urinals are 
all stainless steel rather than porcelain.  They‘re perfectly serviceable, but they do seem a bit strange. 
 

Louisiana is quite a bit more heavily populated than Mississippi, and there‘s almost constant development along I-55 from the 
border down to Ponchatoula, at the northern edge of Lake Pontchartrain.  The kids started counting all the Waffle Houses we passed, 
at least half a dozen in a thirty-mile stretch.  They also started counting adult-oriented businesses, something that‘s literally everywhere 
in Louisiana [the place I remember people calling ―Sleezy-ann‖ when I was in grad school]. 

 
South of Ponchatoula I-55 cuts through the middle of the swamp on the Manchac Bridge, a 23-mile structure that feeds onto 

another 12-mile long bridge that is part of Interstate 10.  Until quite recently (when the Bang Na Expressway was built in Thailand), the 
combination was literally the longest bridge in the world.  [There are several longer bridges in Asia these days.]  While it‘s quite near 

one of America‘s largest cities, the Manchac Bridge is just about the most remote stretch of interstate around.  Its only exits are to 
fishing villages with no services, and there aren‘t even call boxes at the side if a vehicle should break down.  The kids marveled at the 
floating homes we passed and how completely different the swamp looked compared to anything else they‘d ever seen.  This part of 
the drive really is quite pretty, but I must say I was glad to get to the other end and what passes in the area for dry [or perhaps 
―drained‖ is a better word] land. 

 
Typical view along I-55 on the Manchac Swamp Bridge 

(This picture is from the ―Southeast Roads‖ website, but it‘s very similar to what we saw.) 

 We made it across the bridge uneventfully and before long we were in the suburbs of New Orleans.  Because it is surrounded 
by lakes and swampland, the Crescent City starts quite abruptly.  I was pleasantly surprised to see that the suburbs of St. John and St. 
Charles parishes west of the city looked essentially as they had before Hurricane Katrina.  [If anything, they looked better now.]  

When Margaret and I were here in 2007, places like LaPlace, Kenner, and Metarie were on their way back, but still had a long way to 
go.  Today I don‘t think I could tell any difference from how they looked when I was in graduate school.  They‘re a bit tacky and seedy, 
but they‘ve always been that way. 
 



 They‘ve improved Interstate 10 in western New Orleans.  It‘s now ten lanes wide, and I was thankful for that.  Traffic in the 
inbound lanes moved along fine, and I was definitely glad that was the side we were on.  The other side of the road was clogged traffic 
leaving the city for the holiday weekend.  The back-up was nearly ten miles long, and it moved at a snail‘s pace.  It was clear that by 
now most of the people who had left New Orleans after Katrina have returned. 
 
 The kids oo-ed and ah-ed when we passed an enormous cemetery just west of downtown New Orleans.  The Crescent City is 
famous for its above ground cemeteries, and the mausoleums are certainly impressive.  Across from the cemetery was an acoustical 
wall protecting a neighborhood from the sound of the interstate.  I couldn‘t help but notice it looked almost identical to the levees 
Margaret and I saw on the tour of Katrina-related damage two years ago. 
 
 We turned off I-10 at the Superdome onto a completely packed stretch of US 90, the expressway that becomes the Greater 
New Orleans Bridge and leads to the West Bank suburbs.  It‘s sort of amusing that to get to the ―west‖ bank of the Mississippi you head 
due east, since the flows northward past downtown New Orleans.  U.S. 90 marks the upriver end of the downtown area, but it‘s at the 
extreme south edge of downtown.  Directions make no sense at all in New Orleans. 

 
Springhill Suites – New Orleans 

 
 We fought our way onto US 90, but fortunately we weren‘t on it 
long.  Almost immediately the lane we were in became ―exit only‖, and we 
made a sharp left turn into the ―arts district‖, a euphemism for a bunch of old 
warehouses that are trying hard to gentrify.  [Actually they mostly have 
gentrified; they just still look ratty on the outside.] 

 
 We headed up Tchoupitoulas Street (chop-uh-TOO-lus), one of the 
most famous streets in New Orleans—if only for its unspellable name.  The 
surface was a combination of cobblestone, brick, and asphalt, and we 
certainly tested the suspension of the school vehicles.  After about five 
blocks, we turned right onto St. Joseph Street, and almost immediately we 
were at our destination, the Springhill Suites.  We stopped at parking meters 
on the street, and I went into the lobby to check in.  I ended up in line behind 
the family who were accompanying us. 
 
 I‘d never stayed at a Springhill Suites before this trip, but if the one 
in New Orleans is any indication, I‘d go out of my way to seek them out in 
the future.  [Indeed, I have; when they‘re affordable, they‘re excellent 
hotels.]  The chain is owned by Marriott, and they‘re considered a ―limited 

service‖ hotel, lacking the luxuries found at more upscale hotels.  I‘m not 
sure exactly what‘s lacking (a bar, perhaps, or maybe bellhops), because 
they certainly had everything we wanted—and more.  The Springhill Suites- 

New Orleans is located in several converted old buildings two blocks away from the river by  the Morial Convention Center.    The 
multiple buildings provide a strange and funky feeling to the hotel and give it a bit more personality than I‘d normally expect.  The public 
areas include a lovely lobby and a large sitting room, an outdoor private courtyard, a large pool, a hot tub, an exercise room, and a 
business center with three computers outfitted with good software and high quality printers—all free.  The hotel also served a large 
breakfast (including eggs and sausage) without charge, they had a well-stocked on-site convenience store, and they had a large and 
friendly staff who were very eager to help out. 
 
 The immaculate rooms were among the nicest I‘ve had anywhere.  Though not true suites in the sense of having separate 
rooms with doors between them [which some SpringHill Suites locations do have], these were spacious oversized rooms.  Each 

one had two queen beds and a sofabed, a kitchenette with refrigerator, sink, microwave, and coffeemaker, a work area featuring a large 
and handsome hardwood desk, two TV sets, a vanity sink with a marble counter, a large bathroom, and the largest closet I‘ve ever 
seen in a hotel room. 
 
 So, what did all this cost?  Actually, the Springhill Suites was the cheapest of the three hotels we stayed at on this trip.  I 
assume that‘s because tourism is down in New Orleans, because the place was easily the best place we stayed.  The rates varied from 
room to room and night to night, but they averaged out to about $75 a night, which these days is pretty good—and it‘s very good 

considering the kind of place it was. 
 
 Check-in took a while, mostly because I was using Marriott scrip cards to pay the bill.  Marriott pays a hefty bonus on its gift 
cards, so just by having the team stay here we were able to give $200 back to the school‘s tuition assistance fund.  The woman who 
checked me in processed things efficiently, but it took her a while to make sure each of five rooms was credited correctly and that the 
parking ($20 per night per vehicle extra—a pretty typical rate in New Orleans) was also credited to scrip. 
  
 After checking in, I had the joy of parking the school vehicles in the hotel‘s incredibly cramped garage.  To enter the ramp you 
have to be on the left side of the driveway.  You then scan a room key in a reader to open the gate.  Once through the gate, you have to 
immediately make a sharp right turn to get into the narrow aisle of parking.  The actual spaces are at right angles to the aisle, so again 
you have to make a sharp turn (with very little space to maneuver) to get into the spaces.  This would have been no problem at all if I‘d 
been driving my Metro, but in the enormous school vehicles is was quite an ordeal.  I was really quite proud that I managed to get both 
the van and the suburban parked within the lines. 



 While I was taking my bags up to my room, a familiar twangy voice said, ―Well, David Burrow, good to see you!‖   It was Chip 
Beall, who essentially is Questions Unlimited, the company that runs the National Academic Championships.  Chip seems to have a 
good memory for faces (much better than mine), and perhaps he remembers me because we‘ve been back to his tournament ten times 
now.  It was good to be personally greeted, and it set a pleasant mood for our time here. 
 
 The elevators at the Springhill Suites were weird, mostly because they were connecting different buildings that were part of the 
same hotel.  On the first floor the doors opened toward the lobby, while on the third and fourth floors they opened at the back to provide 
access to the guest rooms.  On the second floor the doors could open either of both ways.  The hotel‘s meeting rooms were above the 
lobby, while the courtyard and a few larger suites were below the main guest rooms. 
 
 The elevator brought back memories of when I was in high school, when my mother was constantly in and out of the hospital.  
Like this hotel, the Burlington Medical Center was built in several different buildings that were vaguely connected.  (It has since been re-
located to an all-new facility in West Burlington, but the old hospital is what I remember.)  I remember countless times parking in their 
ramp, which was at the bottom of a hill right by the Mississippi River.  I‘d go in the front of the elevator, which essentially took me up the 
hill to the main part of the hospital.  Then I‘d exit through the rear to reach the hospital lobby.  I couldn‘t count the number of times I 
went down to Burlington to visit my mother, and that rear elevator door always seemed strange to me every time I went there.  I thought 
of my mom when the rear elevator door opened here and shocked myself by thinking that she‘d be 86 years old if she were still  alive 
today.  I can‘t imagine my mother old; in my mind she just froze as a middle aged woman when she passed away while I was in college.  
[I was recently at the funeral for the mother of a co-worker, and I felt the same way.  My parents would now be 94 and 92 
respectively, and I can‘t imagine either of them in old age.] 

 
 I had set a time for everyone to meet in our room to plan the rest of the day.  By the time I had parked the cars, though, I 
barely had time to catch my breath before that meeting.  The kids were all right on time for the meeting, and they seemed attentive to 
the orientation.  [Of all the places we travel, New Orleans requires the most orientation.  It‘s the place where the tournament is 
right in the heart of the city, rather than on the fringe, so it affords the most opportunities for kids to get into trouble.  
Fortunately we‘ve never had any real problem with that—knock on wood.] 

 
 After the brief meeting I gave the kids a walking tour of the downtown area.  I had quickly scoped out the streets immediately 
surrounding the hotel (which, like most New Orleans establishments, wasn‘t exactly in the best of neighborhoods [I‘ve since found it‘s 
nicer than it looks—though, like all of NOLA, it is patchy]) and decided the most pleasant route to the French Quarter would be to 

walk along Tchoupitoulas.  We made our way back to that street and then followed the uneven sidewalk northward into downtown.  We 
passed several interesting things, like a store that sold only classic guitars and Emeril‘s, the ritzy restaurant owned by one of the 
biggest stars on Food Network. 
 
 While we walked the kids remarked that New Orleans was an extremely easy city to get around in.  I‘d never really thought of it 
that way before, and honestly I‘d never really walked that much except in the French Quarter.  Most of the group had recently  been to 
New York on a music trip, and they were comparing the Big Easy with the Big Apple.  While it has an old European feel, New Orleans is 
much less crowded than Manhattan, and at least by day it is a very pleasant and walkable city. 
 
 We made our way down Tchoupitoulas to Canal Street, the main drag that separates the ―new‖ downtown from the French 
Quarter.  Pretty much everyone in the group was properly scandalized when we passed numerous people casually carrying drinks in 
their hands as they walked down the street.  To me that was a sign that things were getting back to normal in New Orleans, though.  
New Orleans doesn‘t have open container laws, and it was good to see throngs of tourists behaving like tourists again. 
 

When we reached Canal Street I had more proof that the city was back to its old self.  When Margaret and I were here in 2007 
most of the stores on Canal were boarded up and it didn‘t look very hopeful that they‘d be re-opening anytime soon.  Now the street is 
back to being essentially an outdoor shopping mall.  It‘s lined with the same stores (Footlocker, Gap, and the like) you‘d find in any 
suburban mall, and they‘re back to doing a booming business downtown. 
 
 Things were also back to normal in the French Quarter.  Not only were all the gift shops open the restaurants humming, and 
the bars hopping, but—the big change from that 2007 trip—the street life was back.  The real spirit of New Orleans is the musicians, 
artists, fortune tellers, and vendors who line its cobblestone sidewalks.  Almost all of those entertainers were gone when Margaret and I 
were here in 2007, and I honestly wondered if they‘d ever return.  They have, and while it appears tourism is still down (probably thanks 
to the bad economy), there seem to be just enough tourists to keep things going. 
 
 We made our way to Jackson Square, which one of the kids remarked looked like a movie set.  He‘s right, and President Bush 
used it to that effect when he made a speech there following Hurricane Katrina.  Jackson Square is New Orleans, and it looks like 

nothing you‘d find anywhere else in the world. 
 
 The group noticed that right beside us was Café du Monde, the famous restaurant that has been serving up chicory coffee and 
beignets around the clock since before the Civil War.  The place was crowded (another good sign of normalcy), but I noticed there was 
no line and a handful of available tables.  I suggested we go in and sit down.  Many in the group had seen features on Café du Monde 
on the food or travel channels on TV, and they were excited about eating there.  It is a fun place—and the food and coffee aren‘t bad, 
either.  The service, on the other hand, was nothing to brag about.  It was a good half hour before everyone was served (though others 
who sat down after us were served first) and about forty-five minutes before we set out again. 
 



 While we were having our beignets we were entertained by some outstanding musicians.  The main one was a violinist who 
had a wide repertoire that ranged from classical to country to jazz to Christmas music.  Her music was extremely intricate, and she 
played it flawlessly.  She really was one of the best street entertainers I‘ve heard in a long time.  [I‘ve seen street entertainers in 
many different cities, and New Orleans definitely is the ―big leagues‖ for that occupation.] 

 
 The sidewalks of the French Quarter were overflowing with street entertainers, which to me was the biggest sign that New 
Orleans was truly getting back to normal.  All those people trying to make a few bucks off the tourists are the life blood of New Orleans.  
It‘s good to know there are places for those people to live now and enough visitors to supply them with a livelihood. 
 
 I walked the kids past the cathedral and on up to Bourbon Street.  In a description of various sights in New Orleans I wrote up 
for the group before we left, I described Bourbon as ―the most famous street in the French Quarter, this is as far from the r iver as the 
touristy area goes.  Lined with bars, strip clubs, and (often erotic) souvenir shops), it can be very rough at night but can be fun during 
the daytime.‖  Everyone should see Bourbon Street, and with a group of kids the only appropriate time to see it is in daylight.  It was still 
light out when we got there, but already the sinfulness of Friday night was settling in.  The group certainly got an eyeful walking down 
the famous street, and even some of the boys were a bit embarrassed by it all. 
 
 When we reached the Canal end of Bourbon Street I had more reassurance of the renaissance of New Orleans.  I saw that 
Krystal was back.  Krystal is a southern burger chain that pretty much forever has had a rather gritty urban location near the corner of 
Canal and Bourbon.   I stopped  there  almost every weekend when I was in graduate school and  I‘d taken previous  quiz  bowl  groups  
there for a bite.  It was really quite sad to go back after the hurricane and see this 
building empty.  Happily, it‘s back to what it used to be—not a fine restaurant, for sure, 
but a definite symbol of New Orleans. 

 
 When we got to Krystal I suggested we divide into smaller groups and find 
different places to have dinner, meeting back there afterwards.  I assumed people 
would patronize the many fast food or casual chain restaurants along Canal Street; 
there‘s Wendy‘s, McDonalds, Arby‘s, Popeye‘s chicken, I-Hop, and about half a dozen 
other places within a short walk of Krystal.  Ethan got pouty, though, and announced 
he didn‘t want fast food.  He didn‘t give a good reason why, and it‘s not like his 
alternatives were particularly healthier, but he decided that wasn‘t what he wanted.  
He and about five others in the group (mostly the older ones) went out walking, trying 
to find something that would satisfy their palates 

 
The rest of the group really didn‘t seem to care at all where they ate, and 

most were on a budget.  With that in mind, we ended up at Krystal.  Service was 
abominably slow [which is typical], but the food was both good and cheap.  It was 

dark out when we finished, and we spent a bit more time wandering through some gift 
shops on Canal Street.  By then it was pushing 9pm. 

 
  I was getting a bit worried about the other group at this point, since we hadn‘t 
heard from them since we left.  Someone called one of them, and it turned out they 
had gone to Bubba Gump‘s Shrimp Shack, a chain restaurant found all over the 
country  (I‘ve seen  them in  Los  Angeles and  even  Anchorage)  that  specializes  in  

 
Art deco Krystal on Bourbon Street 

Cajun-style food.   They had put in their orders, but they hadn‘t been  served  anything yet.  The rest of our group was antsy to get back 
to the hotel, so they decided to head back, with the women supervising the rest of the group.  I agreed to wait around for the others. 
 
 I waited … and waited … and waited.  I walked the block where Bubba Gump‘s was located over and over again and browsed 
through three different gift shops to kill time.  It was really a very boring wait. 
 
 At one point my cell phone rang.  Mrs. Kollasch called in a bit of a panic.  They had taken a wrong turn at a Y-intersection and 
had ended up on a different street than Tchoupitoulas.  They hadn‘t yet gotten to the hotel and were apparently in a neighborhood  that 
made them feel unsafe.  When she described exactly where they were, I knew they were just a couple blocks from the hotel—though 
on the other side of it from the one we had come down going to the French Quarter.  They were walking down St. Peter Street, which 
I‘d looked out from my hotel room window before we‘d left.  St. Peter looked pretty creepy by day, which is why I instead opted to take 
Tchoupitoulas.  I advised them to just keep walking (hopefully with confidence), and they‘d eventually get to the hotel—which they did. 
 
 Oddly, I‘d find that St. Peter actually got better later at night—even later than the group went back.  There are some trendy 
clubs along it that just start to get going around 10pm.  From that point until well after I‘d go to bed, the area is filled with well-dressed 
young people. 
 
 Eventually the group at Bubba Gump‘s finished.  They had apparently been done with their meal for quite some time, but it 
took them about fifteen minutes just to get the check.  As we walked home, we made a wrong turn at a different Y-intersection.  We also 
missed Tchoupitoulas, instead ending up on Magazine Street.  Fortunately pretty much all the streets that parallel the river in the 
Central Business District are through streets, and Magazine is actually one of the most pleasant streets to walk down. 
 



 One of the seniors kept walking behind us the whole way back, and he spent the entire time talking on his cell phone.  He 
seemed rather depressed, and I wonder if he wasn‘t having some girlfriend problems.  That wasn‘t really my business, though, so I just 
escorted him and the rest of the group back to the hotel. 
 
 It was pushing 10pm when we got back.  Many of the kids spent an hour or so chatting with kids from other schools in the 
lobby area.  A security guard who didn‘t know about the academic competition going on apparently got mad at them, but once they 
explained what they were there for (and that the hotel was essentially overrun by teenagers), he lightened up and let them keep on 
talking. 
 

 
New Orleans, Louisiana 

 
 I was up around 7:00 this morning, though Ethan (college boy that he is) was much slower rising.  After showering and shaving 
I took advantage of the hotel‘s breakfast.  While they could have improved it by varying things a bit from day to day (someth ing many 
other hotels do), it was certainly nothing to complain about.  Their buffet included sausage patties and prefabricated ―omelettes‖ .  They 
also had a huge pan of freshly-made oatmeal (the old-fashioned kind, which I personally think has a texture far superior to quick or 
instant) with numerous things (brown sugar, raisins, jam, chocolate chips, coconut, etc.) that could be added to it , a wide variety of 
muffins and danishes, waffle irons that allowed you to make your own waffles, assorted fruit, bagels and cream cheese, bread that 
could be toasted in a really complicated machine that looked like an assembly line broiler, yogurt, and applesauce.  There was also 
white and chocolate milk and orange, cranberry, and apple juice, plus three kinds of coffee (―artisan‖, ―artisan dark‖—always my pick, 
and ―sans caffeine‖).  I‘d personally have preferred actual scrambled eggs and either ham or bacon to the fake omelettes and sausage 
they offered, but I certainly wasn‘t going to complain about unlimited free food.  (By the way, it‘s not like I ate everything I described; I 
just felt it was fun to describe the breakfast buffet like a Dickensian market.)   [It‘s amusing that while reading through this 
paragraph while doing the revision, even before the final sentence I had visions of the Ghost of Christmas Present leading 
Scrooge around London.] 

 
 While I had breakfast, I visited with some of the kids.  They told me about the people they had met while hanging around the 
lobby last night.  Most notable was a group from Rye Country Day School, an exclusive private school in a suburb northeast of New 
York City, almost on the Connecticut border.  While their school has ―country‖ in its name, they certainly weren‘t familiar with much of 
anything rural.  They‘d apparently asked our kids lots of questions about farming and were rather surprised by how mechanized modern 
agriculture is.  I‘m very much a town boy myself, having never had much of any connection to farming.  I think pretty much everyone in 
Iowa has some idea how agriculture works, though.  It is fascinating just how uninformed people from other places can be. 
 
 The whole point of our trip, of course, was competition.  We were scheduled to play six games, four of which would happen 
today.  Our first game was the very first game of the tournament, at 8:30 this morning.  Our opponent was South Glens Falls High 
School from upstate New York.  My sister Margaret and I had been through Glens Falls last Christmas on our way to Montreal.  It‘s 
perhaps best known as Rachel Ray‘s hometown, a resort area on the Hudson north of Albany.  South Glens Falls is actually an 
independent ―suburb‖, and their school is not especially large.  The South Glens Falls team was really very equivalent to teams we‘ve 
played in tournaments all around Iowa; they could as easily have been from Boone or Spirit Lake as from a town in New York.  If we‘d 
had our regular captain and were playing at a regional tournament back home, I‘m certain we‘d have beaten South Glens Falls.  The 
kids we had, though, saw a team from ―out east‖, and they were intimidated by them.  We also made some stupid mistakes—like 
answering before being recognized (which essentially just gives ten points to the opposing team) or not hearing key clues that were 
contained in the questions.  In the end, excuses don‘t matter, though.  The game was fairly close, but we lost. 
 
 We met briefly in the hall to discuss things that went right and wrong.  Then we turned around and played our second game at 
9:30.  This time we faced Cathedral High School.  I‘d checked online before we left in an attempt to figure out where this school was 
from.  It turns out there are more than forty Catholic and Episcopalian high schools with that name around the country.  None of my 
guesses was correct.  The school turned out to be from Indianapolis, and they were probably the weakest team we played overal l.  
Again our group‘s youth showed, though, and we lost a close game. 
 
 There was one bit of controversy that came up during this game—a question whose ―official‖ answer was simply wrong.  Our 
kids chose a ―sixty second round‖ on sports that turned out to be a list of ten cities.  The kids were supposed to say which top-level 
sports league (NFL, MLB, NBA, or NHL) did not have a team in each city.  The issue concerned the city of Milwaukee.  Pretty much 

everyone at Garrigan knows Milwaukee has Major League Baseball, since one of our alumni played for the Brewers until earlier this 
month.  (Brad Nelson is now with the Seattle system.  [He‘d go on to be with the Rangers, Cubs, and Twins.])  The Milwaukee 

Bucks are also a well-known pro basketball team.  Our kids answered ―NFL‖, and the answer was counted wrong.  The opposing team 
(who, at nationals, get a chance to make up questions the first team missed) answered ―NHL‖ and were counted correct.  Our kids 
issued a rather confused protest.  The moderator explained that the Green Bay Packers played some of their games in Milwaukee.  We 
stood our  ground and pointed out that  while that was true over  a decade ago,  since County  Stadium  was  replaced  by  Miller Park 



 
Students in a game at nationals 

(a baseball-only  facility),  the Packers have 
played all their  home games  at  Lambeau Field 
in Green  Bay—more than two hours north of 
Milwaukee.  Even when they did play the 
occasional game at County Stadium, even 
Milwaukeeans wouldn‘t have called the Packers 
a Milwaukee team.  The moderator did overturn 
his original ruling, giving us the points and 
debiting them from Cathedral (not that it made 
any difference in the final outcome).  It turned 
out there were two other cities in that same 
lightning round that also had multiple answers—
a really stupid question overall.  [I write the 
questions for the tournament we host at 
Garrigan every fall, and I try hard to 
proofread everything to avoid precisely this 
sort of problem.  Hard as I try, though, 
almost always something unexpected comes 
up.]  

 
 We had another game at 11am, this 
time vs. Fruita Monument High School.  The 
school is from Fruita, Colorado, just west of 
Grand Junction near Colorado National 
Monument.   They‘re   a  large  school   (around  
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1500 students), drawing students from all over 
northwest Colorado and some from Grand 
Junction itself.  Surprisingly, their quiz bowl 
team was essentially a one-man team.  Their 
captain was very good, but the other players 
pretty much did nothing but sit there.  We‘ve 
had teams like that at Garrigan from time to 
time, and quite often one person is good 
enough  to  make  a  winning  team.  They  were 
certainly good enough to beat us—no  
controversy, and the most lop-sided score of the 
day:  275 – 115. 

 
 We had a long break after the 
Monument game, and I used the time to take 
the kids over to the National World War II 
Museum.  The woman at the ticket desk gave us 
a group admission, though their website said 
our  group was  too small for that  discount.   I‘m 
glad she did, though, as it lowered what would 
have been a $224 admission fee to just $80 (for 
fourteen people—four adults and ten students). 
 
 After getting our admission badges, the 
woman directed us to a set of chairs where she  

 
Students as spectators at nationals 

said someone would give us an orientation to the place.  An old man greeted us, someone who at first I thought might himself be a 
World War II veteran.  Again, though, my mind was freezing people at a certain age.  My father died when he was 62 years old, so in 
my mind that‘s how old WWII vets are and always will be.  That my dad died more than a quarter century ago and would now be 88 is a 
transformation my brain never quite grasped.  The gentleman who greeted us was in fact a veteran of the Vietnam War.  A feeble and 
very old man who was sitting near one of the D-Day landing vessels was in fact a veteran of what Archie Bunker used to call ―the big 

one‖. 
 
 After the orientation we were free to explore the museum.  I‘d seen the place before when Margaret and I were here after 
Katrina, so I went through things fairly quickly.  I concentrated on the Pacific part, because that‘s where we ran out of time when we 
were here before. 
 
 The museum hasn‘t changed much since our visit in 2007.  They are, however, building a much larger new museum across 
the street from the current one.  They have a fascinating temporary exhibit about archaeological work they did while doing the 
excavation for the new building.  They practically uncovered the complete history of New Orleans all in one city block. 
 
 Another temporary exhibit had been put up for Mothers Day.  They had a number of tributes soldiers had sent home to their 
mothers during the war and also told the story of different mothers who had children fighting in Europe or the Pacific.  A large part of 
this focused on the Sullivan Brothers from Waterloo, the five young men who all went down together on the same ship.  It‘s always 
fascinating to find a bit of home when looking at museums in other places. 
 
 I hadn‘t scheduled any formal time for lunch, instead telling the kids they could either leave the museum early and have lunch 
on their own, eat at the museum, or just skip lunch all together.  Some did each of those things.  I chose to eat at P.J.‘s Café, a locally-
owned Starbucks clone located next to the museum gift shop.  (It would actually be fairly easy for anyone off the street to enter the 
museum without paying admission by going through the café, something I‘m sure they‘ll remedy in the new building.)  I had a severely 
overpriced salad ($6.50, I think) and a hazelnut tart that was out of this world.  (It wasn‘t actually called a tart, but rather some 
unpronounceable Italian name.)  I also had some French roast coffee, which was very good. 
 
 Our afternoon game was at 3:30 against Sacred Heart High School.  Like ―Cathedral‖, there‘s a ―Sacred Heart‖ almost 
everywhere in the country.  I‘d guessed this one correctly ahead of time, though.  The school we played turned out to be an all-girls 
boarding school located right here in New Orleans.  They were apparently the first all-female team to compete at nationals, and we 
were their first game.  The girls honestly weren‘t all that good.  Again, if we‘d had our captain with us we‘d have probably beaten them 
soundly.  Our kids made a lot of mistakes, though.  They failed to recognize each other‘s strengths; kids who knew mostly spo rts and 
history were taking wild guesses at music and literature questions, for instance.  We also had one opportunity to get points when the 
Sacred Heart girls had given a correct answer but then gave additional incorrect information that technically made their response 
wrong.  Someone on our team should have given the correct response, but no one did.  In the end neither team scored very many 
points in this game, but Sacred Heart edged past us in the end. 
 
 After the game a few in the group took a couple minutes to change clothes, and we then set out again.  We walked over to the 
foot of Julia Street, a block east and about three blocks south of our hotel.  Maps show that this is the location of the uptown terminal for 



the Riverfront streetcar.  The stop itself, though, is actually quite a ways from there, across an enormous parking lot that marks the end 
of Julia Street.  By the time we reached the streetcar stop I‘m pretty sure we‘d walked more than half the distance to the French 
Quarter. 
 
 The streetcar fare is $1.25, and one ride was included in what the kids paid for the trip.  I passed out dollar bills and quarters to 
everyone in the group.  We waited about ten minutes and then boarded an inbound car.  The Riverfront line uses restored cars that 
New Orleans purchased from Melbourne, Australia.  The red Riverfront cars were put in the car barn during Katrina, and that barn 
ended up flooding badly.  The cars had to be completely overhauled and have been in service again for less than a year.  They‘re 
historic vehicles, but they‘ve been completely remodeled to provide air conditioning and access for the handicapped.  The fold-up ramp 
takes up a lot of space in the car, so our group (seventeen people, including the family of ―fans‖) nearly filled the vehicle. 
 
 While ―riverfront‖ implies there‘s a view, this line is definitely the least scenic of New Orleans‘ streetcars.  It runs on old freight 
tracks right next to the Mississippi River levee.  On one side you see the levee (not the river, just the levee), while the other side is the 
backside of a bunch of old buildings.  While it‘s almost exclusively tourists who use this line, either of the other lines (St. Charles or 
Canal) would provide a better tour of the city. 
 
 I pulled the cord when they announced Toulouse street, just up from Jackson Square.  The ―STOP REQUESTED‖ s ign lighted 
up, but for some reason the driver just kept going without stopping at Toulouse.  I have no idea what if anything I might have done 
wrong in my request.  Pretty much everyone else in the car wanted to get off at the next stop, the French Market, so that‘s where we 
got off also.  We had a little bit longer of a walk, but it sufficed. 
 
 We walked back past Café du Monde and then through a sea of artists, fortune tellers, mimes, magicians, and musicians lining 
Jackson Square.  It was fascinating to see a voo-doo queen right in front of our destination for the day, St. Louis Cathedral.  That‘s New 
Orleans, though, and again it was great to see things back to normal. 

  
Exterior and interior of the Cathedral Basilica of St. Louis, King of France – New Orleans 

 While I‘d been to the cathedral on several previous occasions, I hadn‘t realized until this trip that it was the oldest continuously 
active cathedral in the United States.  The bulletin made note of that fact, and it was also announced before the ―second collection‖, a 
special offering for building maintenance.  The person who introduced the offering noted that ―certain portions of this building‖ date to 
1718.  About all that exists from that era is a foundation, since the wooden church built then was destroyed in a fire.  The core of the 
current building actually dates to 1789, and it was remodeled and expanded in 1850—about a decade before my own church was built 
in Algona.  It has survived a number of catastrophes.  In addition to repeated hurricanes, the place was dynamited back in the Huey 
Long days.  It‘s come through everything mostly unscathed.  (Katrina damaged the organ and broke a finger off a statue of Jesus.) 
 
 The exterior of the cathedral is one of the most lovely churches I‘ve seen anywhere.  It‘s the number one symbol of New 
Orleans, the backdrop President Bush used when making his speech to the nation in the midst of the flood.  I‘ve never found the inside 
particularly beautiful, though many of the kids on this trip commented repeatedly that they really liked the place.  It‘s surprisingly simple 
for a Catholic church and not really all that large.  The altar area is immaculately cared for, but there‘s some peeling pain t by the 
Stations of the Cross at the side.  One of the students noted, though, that the same is true at the local churches in our area.  [We have 
similar issues in my own church, too.  Maintaining a 150-year-old building is both expensive and time consuming.  It‘s 
amazing old churches manage to stay around at all.] 

 



 The church was mostly full for Saturday night mass, quite the opposite of the church we‘d gone to in Chicago a year ago.  
After the introductory remarks at the start of mass, the priest asked who in the congregation was visiting.  Almost every hand in the 
place went up.  The French Quarter is not very residential to begin with, and those who do live there tend to be either very poor Black 
people or very wealthy ―yuppie‖ couples or gay people.  None of those tends to be in church other than on the holy days , so the 
resident congregation for the cathedral is quite small indeed.  The Archdiocese of New Orleans has closed a lot of churches in recent 
years (the hurricane allowed them to speed along closures that were likely to happen anyway), and if it weren‘t for the tourists it would 
probably be hard to justify keeping a church going in the French Quarter.  [With the closures, they‘ve expanded the cathedral‘s 
home territory and others come here who technically should go to other churches.  When we were there a year ago they noted 
that they had parishioners from throughout the city.] 

 
 Mass itself was far from the most exciting service I‘ve ever been to.  The priest was a visiting cleric originally from Omaha  but 
now serving most of the time in Michigan.  He spoke from the church‘s high pulpit and remarked that it was the first time he‘d ever been 
in such a position.  (It‘s unusual these days for priests to use a pulpit at all, but there really is nowhere to speak ―casually‖ at St. Louis 
Cathedral.)  His homily on the ascension and how we are all called to be apostles was not a bad one.  The problem was that he said 
everything in slow motion.  He would say a couple of words, pause at length, and then say a couple more.  I wonder if he didn ‘t hear an 
echo from that pulpit and was waiting for it to clear before continuing. 

 
The team posing by the equestrian statue of Andrew Jackson in Jackson Square – New Orleans 

 



 Something that stood out was that we did do the passing of the peace.  That is, everyone shook hands with those around them 
following the Lord‘s Prayer.  That stood out because the last mass I‘d been to was Garrigan‘s baccalaureate, and we did not pass the 
peace there.  My department head, who is a very good Catholic, informed me that the bishop in Sioux City had ordered the practice  

(and also taking ―the blood‖ from a common cup) suspended because of the risk of transmitting the ―swine‖ (or H1N1) flu.  I don‘t know 
if they now felt the threat of flu was over or if they just figured it was people‘s own business to decide if they wanted to shake hands or 
not, but it was good to see the familiar ritual in New Orleans.  [They‘ve been both doing and refraining from passing the peace 
inconsistently this winter, with another flu scare all over the news.  The best compromise on that I‘ve heard was encouraging 
people to share peace ―in a manner acceptable to you‖.] 

 
 Everyone in our delegation behaved quite well at mass.  The worst I could say was that some of the kids seemed bored—and I 
don‘t blame them.  That good behavior was definitely not the case with everyone in the congregation, though.  People walked in as late 
as communion and got and left whenever they seemed to feel like it.  People talked to each other during mass, even during the homily.  
I thought it was a bit tacky when they announced at the start of mass that all cell phones should be turned off.  It was a necessary 
announcement, though, and one several people did not heed.  Not only did people‘s cell phones ring during the service, but some of 
them actually got their phones out and answered them.  One woman wandered down the aisle chatting on her phone as if she were in 
her own world—right in the middle of church.  It almost made me long for the days when the ushers would use pokers to keep people 
alert and attentive.  [I rarely even have my phone with me at church, and I wouldn‘t dream of talking on it during the service.  A 
surprising number of even quite old people seem to see no problem with doing that, though.] 

 
 After church we walked through Jackson Square.  I had the group pose by Andrew Jackson‘s statue to get the ―official‖ picture 
of our group for the trip.  The parents who were chaperoning and the family that had come along grabbed all the kids‘ cameras, and it 
looked like the paparazzi were stalking someone famous for all the snapping everyone was doing.  We were technically on the back 
side of the statue.  Jackson actually faces the levee, and the shot you‘re ―supposed‖ to get features the cathedral in the background.  
That wasn‘t really an option, though, as the other side was occupied by a wedding party decked out in white and green lace who were 
getting the formal pictures taken in just that classic setting.  The bridal photographer didn‘t seem to care for having us behind them, but 
I wasn‘t going to leave a public park just for their benefit.  The group had apparently arrived in horse-drawn carriages, and a brass band 
was playing in the background while they had their pictures taken.  It must have been quite a wedding!   
 
 We made our way to Peters Street, at the opposite end of Jackson Square from the cathedral.  I know this area best for the 
Hard Rock Café and the tourist-oriented Jax Brewery mall.  [The Hard Rock has since relocated to Bourbon Street.]  We passed 

both of those and continued about a block upriver from there.  On most of these quiz bowl trips I‘ve scheduled some sort of a team 
meal for the group.  This time my superintendent had given a substantial donation to help out with that, so we could go almost 
anywhere we wanted (perhaps not Brennan‘s, where Margaret and I had breakfast at $40 a plate, but just about anywhere else).  The 
kids had noticed a place called Landry‘s Seafood House.  It‘s apparently a chain, but they‘re based in Louisiana and specialize in local 
cuisine.  The group consensus was that we try to have dinner there. 
 
 That was fine as a group consensus, but I wasn‘t exactly holding my breath that we‘d get in the place.  While it was early by 
New Orleans standards (shortly after 6pm), a quick glance inside the place showed it was pretty much full.  Nonetheless, I approached 
the hostess at the entrance.  I politely told her we had seventeen people (the fourteen in our group, plus the family that tagged along), 
but we didn‘t need to be seated together.  She was a bit surprised, but very gracious, and she said she‘d see what they could do.  
Apparently they had no one waiting when we arrived, so our group could take any tables as they became available.  They seated two 
groups of four almost immediately, and the rest of us were seated within about ten minutes.  In fact, part of the group had gone to a 
candy store across the street thinking there would be a wait.  I had to go fetch them when suddenly a table became available. 
 
 Landry‘s was a very good choice for this group.  It was a really nice restaurant (cloth napkins and real china) that wasn‘t stuffy, 
which isn‘t that common of a combination.  They had a wide range of menu items at a variety of prices, so it wasn‘t hard for everyone to 
find what they wanted. Even though I‘m not at all a seafood person, it wasn‘t hard for me to find a tasty meal.  I had a marinated grilled 
chicken breast served with Cajun dirty rice and green beans in an unusual sauce.  I ate every bite, and it was delicious.  [Landry‘s is 
apparently a chain based in Houston, but what they serve is essentially New Orleans cuisine.] 

 
I told the kids the budget for dinner was in the range of $20 per person, though that was not a hard and fast amount.  Most of 

the meals were right in that price range, but some of the kids took a different approach.  They opted for lower-priced main courses (like 
shrimp po-boy sandwiches), but then had dessert with the meal.  Almost everyone tried some form of Creole or Cajun cuisine, and they 
didn‘t like everything, they did seem to enjoy most of it.  They shared bites from each other‘s plates and got a good introduction to the 
different flavors of Louisiana. 

 
I had instructed the hostess and also the kids to have the checks from each table brought back to me.  The waitstaff seemed 

to think that was odd, but they were perfectly willing to do that.  It amused me that while the bill clearly showed that an 18% gratuity had 
been added to each of the checks, they still left a space on the credit card receipt to add more.  The waiters may have been good, but 
they didn‘t deserve more than what was already included. 

 
Apparently the school secretary got a call later asking whether a series of charges at this restaurant were authorized on the 

school credit card.  (At the same time they asked about a charge we made for gas at a convenience store in Mississippi.)  I suppose it 
must have seemed like possible fraud to the credit card company, though by the time they confirmed it was valid it would have been too 
late to stop it if there were a problem.  I also think that if I were the credit card company, I‘d be much more concerned about online 
charges than in-person travel expenses when looking into possible fraud.  Internet transactions are mostly done anonymously, and you 



don‘t even have to present the physical card—just the number.  [The credit card companies strike me as overly vigilant on this 
type of fraud—which basically just inconveniences travelers.  Recently I had a credit card question a transaction I‘d made at a 
hotel in Bloomington, Minnesota, because it was not in the state where I lived.  The Minneapolis area is closer than Dubuque 
or Iowa City, and I go to Minnesota more often than I make it to eastern Iowa.  Even stranger, the hotel had actually been 
mostly prepaid.  The only new charge was due to a change in the taxes since the original reservation had been processed.] 

 
 I had purposely put myself with the last group to be seated.  As the other groups finished, they went off exploring and made it 
back to the hotel on their own.  When our table finished, we got the final check quickly.  Unfortunately, the waitress never came back to 
take the credit card.  I waited more than fifteen minutes, and then eventually I just took the check up to the hostess.  I‘d have actually 
liked to reduce that included tip slightly for the wait, but that wasn‘t an option.  [I‘ve since read that you can in fact reduce an 
included tip, but I‘d think it would be incredibly tacky to do so.] 

 
 The group I was with made our way quite slowly back to the hotel.  We stopped at a number of gift shops, most notably a 
really trashy place called Lucky‘s at the corner of Canal and Peters.  Even more than most places, pretty much every gift shop in New 
Orleans has the exact same stuff for sale.  This one, though, displayed the stuff haphazardly, and the building itself was filthy.  I‘m 
almost ashamed to say I did pick something up there.  What I got was a fairly cheap reproduction of one of those paintings artists sell in 
the French Quarter.  This one showed the façade of the cathedral.  It was a print rather than an actual painting, which is why it was 
affordable.  I had the kids sign the mat and used it as a card to thank our superintendent for providing our dinner.  [Gene Meister  kept 
that print in his office until his retirement a couple years ago.] 

 
 We made our way back to the hotel and settled in for the night.  When I got to my room, Ethan was watching some old black 
and white war movie on TV.  That would certainly not have been my choice for the evening‘s entertainment, but then I really wasn‘t 
looking for entertainment. 
 

A much bigger diversion than the movie was watching the bar across St. Peter Street from our hotel.  By day I wouldn‘t have 
known there was anything in that building.  It looked like a mostly abandoned warehouse with a tin awning over the sidewalk and a 
metal grate covering what happened to be inside.  They opened that grate in the early evening, revealing The Red Eye Lounge.  The 
proprietor set out a couple of picnic tables on the sidewalk and brought out a barrier that looked like a bike rack to create a place for a 
line to form at the entrance.  There was nothing close to a line at first; indeed, not much of anyone seemed to show up until  around 
10pm.  Things picked up after that.  The place was truly hopping by midnight.  Lots of cute young women were sitting at the picnic 
tables, and they apparently had live music and dancing inside.  Bars in New Orleans are typically open until 4am [though there is no 
official ―last call‖ time in Louisiana].  I didn‘t stay up to see what the Red Eye‘s hours were, but my bet is they still had people 

staggering out at that hour. 
 

 The crowd at the Red Eye reminded me of something the kids had mentioned repeatedly.  New Orleans, at least on a 
weekend night, is a very well-dressed city.    This isn‘t some college town where everyone wears T-shirts and jeans to the bars.  Just 

the other day President and Mrs. Obama were all over the news when they went to see a play in New York.  The two of them were 
dressed almost identically to the crowd in New Orleans.  The women were all in party dresses, and the guys were in dress shirts and 
often jackets (but almost never ties—and the President was tieless on Broadway, too).  Our kids were not dressed inappropriately for 
church, but they were definitely at the low end of the crowd in New Orleans. 
 
 The Red Eye group was just part of a well-dressed mob that passed outside my hotel room window.  The area by the 
convention center seems to serve as affordable parking for the club crowd.  They all seem to park there and then head down 
Tchoupitoulas, Magazine, or St. Peter.  I‘d worried a bit that those streets might be deserted or unsafe at night.  I won‘t say anywhere in 
New Orleans is 100% safe, but the area certainly wasn‘t deserted.  You‘d be hard-pressed to find a livelier area in any city on earth. 
 
 It occurred to me that I‘d never really been to New Orleans at night before.  That is to say, I‘d been in the city, but I hadn‘t been 
downtown when the club-crawling crowds were out.  In grad school I‘d mostly come to the Crescent City on Sunday, when the place is 
at its quietest.  A couple of times I was essentially in the city on dates on a Saturday, but we‘d always drive back to Hattiesburg after 
dinner.  When I‘ve come back as a tourist, I‘ve stayed away from downtown and went back to the hotel at night.  Here the hotel itself 
was downtown, which made a very different experience. 
 
 Eventually Ethan‘s movie ended, and before long we were asleep. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
New Orleans, Louisiana 

  
ABOVE:  The Garrigan quiz bowl group on the St. Charles streetcar 

BELOW:  Students at Aquarium of the Americas 

 

 I was up about 6:45 this morning, roughly two hours 
before Ethan.  I went down to the breakfast room and had a 
leisurely meal there.  I could tell it was leisurely, because they had 
a TV in the room tuned to a news channel.  The program started 
repeating itself (word for word, obviously the exact same thing I‘d 
just heard) partway through. 
 
 I‘d arranged for the kids to meet in the lobby around 9:00, 
and they were pretty close to being on time.  We walked back 
toward the World War II museum and continued about two blocks 
further on, to St. Charles Avenue.  Less than a minute after we got 
to the corner of St. Charles and St. Joseph, a streetcar arrived.  
We boarded and set out on the nicest of New Orleans‘ public 
transit rides. 

 
 All the wires and poles for the St. Charles streetcar line 
were completely blown down by Hurricane Katrina.  When 
Margaret and I were back in 2007 only part of the line had re-
opened, and cars ran on a very reduced schedule,  with long waits 

to board.  We drove down St. Charles then, and while it was much better off than most of the city, there was still a lot of work to be 

done.  The grass was patchy, the trees looked scrubby, and almost all the beautiful mansions that line the grand boulevard were under 
repair. 
 I‘m pleased to report that St. Charles is truly back to normal.  It looked pretty much identical to how it was when I was in 
college.  The houses looked grand, the gardens were gorgeous, and the trees and lawns were back to looking full.  About the only thing 
that wasn‘t completely back was Spanish moss.  Four years after the storm the oak trees were just starting to get their tradi tional 
beards.  Hopefully they too will grow back full and beautiful.  St. Charles is one of the most beautiful streets in America—and, for that 
matter in the whole world—and it was great to see that it was back to the way it should be. 
 
 We took the streetcar out to Audubon Park, which is across from Tulane and Loyola Universities.  Before Katrina the New 
Orleans phase of the National Academic Championships was always held at Loyola.  I don‘t know why they went downtown instead of 
going back there, but I‘m glad they did.  The facilities at the Springhill Suites are much nicer than what they had on campus, and it‘s 
nice to be within walking distance of the points of interest instead of half an hour away. 
 
 We basically just turned around at Audubon Park and rode back downtown.  We then transferred to the Canal streetcar, which 
I‘d never taken before.  It was re-introduced just before Hurricane Katrina.  While it mostly serves commuters who live in the Mid-City 
and Lakeview areas, the downtown part makes a convenient way to get from one end of the French Quarter to the other.  With all the 
cars back in service, cars come frequently.  We boarded one almost immediately, and before we knew it we were at the end of the line 
by the Mississippi levee. 
 



 Our destination was the Aquarium of the Americas, an institution run by the same organization that operates Audubon Zoo, 
which is just about my favorite place to visit in New Orleans.  Our schedule didn‘t allow enough time to visit the zoo, but I  included the 
aquarium as one of the ―free‖ excursions that came from what the kids paid ahead of time.  The place certainly wasn‘t free, though.  
After standing in line for nearly half an hour I paid $252 for fourteen tickets—no discount whatsoever for quantity. 
 
 Though not worth eighteen bucks a pop, the place was quite interesting.  They begin by giving you the feeling of being 
underwater.  You walk through a glass tunnel with fish and other sea life on every side of you.  The rest of the aquarium recreates the 
habitats in various regions throughout the Western Hemisphere, from Canada down to Antarctica.  I liked that instead of just a bunch of 
fish tanks they really did recreate whole habitats, with land and air creatures as well as those that swim.  It‘s actually a lot like a 
miniature and indoor version of the zoo.  They‘ve even moved the albino alligator that used to be the trademark of the zoo down to the 
aquarium. 
 

 It is mostly aquatic life they feature, 
though.  They have a nice artificial coral reef, 
and they also show how coral and other sea life 
can attach themselves to the various junk that 
finds its way to the bottom of the sea.  They also 
show sea turtles and an outstanding collection 
of jellyfish, which are one of the main sea 
creatures along the Gulf Coast.  The jellyfish are 
both beautiful and fascinating, and I don‘t think 
I‘d ever seen them close up before (just heard 
warnings about them when I was on the beach 
in Mississippi). 
 
 Another interesting part of the 
aquarium shows how offshore oil drilling is 
done.  (Not coincidentally two of the aquarium‘s 
sponsors are oil companies.).  The oil rigs are 
an integral part of the Gulf Coast environment, 
so it makes sense to show them along with the 
fish. 
 
 The group split up at the aquarium, and 
as different people got done I let them go out 
exploring or head back to the hotel on their own 
in  small  groups.  That  worked fine with two ex- 

 
Jellyfish at Aquarium of the Americas 

ceptions.  Two of the kids and also Ethan were nowhere to be found long after everyone else was finished seeing things.  I managed to 
get Ethan‘s cell phone number from one of the kids.  I talked with him briefly and confirmed that he was fine with going back on his own.  
I also got the kids‘ cell numbers, but neither of them would answer their phone.  I waited outside the aquarium for what seemed like 
forever, and eventually the two of them finally exited.  They claimed not to be able to hear their phones ringing inside, which was 
actually believable given the crowd in the place.  At any rate, they were safe and accounted for, and we made it back to the hotel 
without incident. … It was annoying, though. 
 
 The aquarium had taken less time than I‘d imagined it might (it‘s quite a bit smaller than the aquarium in Chicago), so we had 
some time to kill back at the hotel before our afternoon games.  Some of the kids went out to eat, while others had a quick swim in the 
pool.  I just stayed in my room and flipped through the channels on TV.  That there was nothing of interest on is reflected in the fact that 
what I mostly watched was a feature on the travel channel about roller coasters.  I‘ve never been on a roller coaster in my life, and I 
have no desire to ride one; nonetheless, that was the most interesting thing on TV.  [I‘ve actually come across that same feature 
multiple times since when I was just flipping through channels.] 

 
 When registering for the National Academic Championships, teams are allowed to have one half-day period blocked off so 
they won‘t have competition at that time.  I had chosen Sunday morning, which was a stupid decision on my part.  After spending the 
morning relaxing at the aquarium and in the pool, competition was the furthest thing from the kids‘ minds when it came time for the 
games.  They might as well have been in a coma, and we got pretty much slaughtered this afternoon. 
 
 It didn‘t help that I‘d had a request from a couple of the players who had struggled in earlier games to have me play them at  
the start of the game, when theoretically the questions are easier.  I started four kids who were definitely not our strongest players, and 
they were absolutely silent through the first round; we literally scored no points.  We probably wouldn‘t have won anyway, but had I 
gone with my instincts instead of bowing to the requests, we might have fared a bit more respectably. 
 
 The first team we played was Jesuit Academy, an exclusive all-boys boarding school from New Orleans.  Relatives of one of 
our kids who live in the New Orleans area informed us that Jesuit charges around $12,500 a year for tuition.  That‘s more than six times 
what we charge at Garrigan, and about half our kids need assistance to pay their fees.  I really wonder what schools that charge tuition 
like that do with all their money.  Unless they pay their teachers a fortune (like more than double what I make), I can‘t imagine how they 
spend it all. 



 The Jesuit boys did seem to get some value for their money.  At any rate, they knew their stuff.  When I wrote my brother 
Steve after the tournament, I described them as ―stuck up and unpleasant, but also smart and quick.  Our kids actually did know quite a 
lot of answers, but they were almost always beat to the buzzers. 
 
 The final game was vs. the most unpleasant team we played, Clinton High School from suburban Jackson, Mississippi.  This 
group obviously felt they were hot stuff, and they went out of their way to let everybody else know it.  The team dressed all in black, 
which I suppose they felt would have an intimidating effect on their opponents.  I personally just found it silly and annoying.  They did 
beat us, though, and soundly. 
 
 Two questions stood out in the games today.  One was an extremely easy trigonometry question that every single one of our 
kids (and just about everyone else in high school) should have known.  One of our kids signaled too early, before it was revealed to be 
an easy answer.  Fortunately, someone on the opposing team muffed the answer, so it didn‘t make a difference.  The other ques tion 
had an audio clip with a specific piece of opera music.  I smiled when I heard it, and so did one of the girls on our team.  She religiously 
watches the Rachel Maddow show on MSNBC, a liberal news and commentary show that I also watch when I can.  This music clip 
(which happens to be ―O Fortuna‖ by Carl Orff) has been featured on Dr. Maddow‘s show quite frequently in recent months, because 
since Obama took office the Republicans have produced a number of web-based advertisements with that music as the background.  
Maddow has commented repeatedly that you can set anything to that music, and it makes it seem scary, and she has shown parodies 
of those ads to prove her point.  (Like me, Maddow finds it refreshing that the current administration doesn‘t feel compelled to 
constantly keep the country in fear.)  Our player was obviously familiar with the music, which it appeared no one else playing at the time 
was.  The question, though, asked for the title and composer, and Orff‘s name in particular eluded her.  [I certainly couldn‘t have 
come up with it myself—then or now.] 

 
 I was pleased to see that one of our seniors had dealt with an issue he had with his dress clothes.  Between games at the 
competition yesterday he had placed a pen in his pants pocket, and the thing had leaked ink all over everything.  His pants and a shirt 
were pretty much ruined, which made him look ridiculous when we went to the museum yesterday.  I understand there was a blue stain 
on his legs even after we got back home.  He was in dress shorts today rather than long pants, and he had a different shirt on.  He 
looked fine, though, and I‘m glad he had some alternate clothing to change into. 
 
 After the games I joined the sophomores and one of the mothers in walking over to Riverwalk Mall.  Riverwalk was another 
sign that New Orleans is back.  When Margaret and I were here in 2007 the place was almost totally dead.  They closed at 6pm, and 
you‘d barely know there was anything to shut down when they did.  Margaret and I were looking for a place to have dinner, and  the only 
thing we could find at Riverwalk was a branch of Café du Monde where we had a few beignets.  The shopping opportunities were 
equally limited.  About two-thirds of the spaces in the mall were vacant, with advertising for businesses in other locations in their 
windows. 
 
 It‘s no small task to fill a six-block-long hallway, particularly in a location that isn‘t exactly in the heart of the tourist district.  
They‘ve managed to do it, though.  The mix of stores is a little different (slightly more down-market) than it was prior to Katrina, but the 
mall is almost totally full and while business didn‘t seem as brisk as it was a decade ago, the place no longer has the deserted feeling it 
had after the hurricane.  They‘ve extended their opening hours to 7pm, which puts it in line with downtown malls in other cit ies. 
 
 I gather from the kids‘ comments that they loved Riverwalk.  The place is interesting.  It‘s housed in a collection of old 
warehouses along the Mississippi that were renovated to be exhibit halls when New Orleans hosted a poorly attended world‘s fair in 
1984.  There‘s never been a real anchor store in there (the downtown department stores are at Canal Place, next to the aquarium), but 
they have an enormous collection of junk.  There‘s also a pleasant boardwalk area where you can look out at the river (though  none of 
the waterfront views in this heavily industrial city are exactly inspiring).   The kids spent most of the afternoon checking out the place, 
and they seemed to buy a ton of stuff. 
 
 I, on the other hand, had seen Riverwalk many times before, and it‘s never been my favorite place to shop.  I did pick up a 
couple of trinkets (like a Christmas ornament, some pralines, and an enormous bottle of the definitive Louisiana product, Tabasco 
sauce).  The most interesting thing I got was a tin of chocolates made by Tabasco.  They were made of dark chocolate, just the right 
amount of sugar, and a fairly mild pepper puree.  The chocolate was shaped into little wedges that looked like the sort of thing you 
whisk up to make Mexican cocoa.  These were intended to be eaten, though, and they were surprisingly good.  I don‘t know that I‘d buy 
them again, but they did make an interesting treat. 
 

I‘d planned to pick up another set of beignets (something I would buy again—and again), but there was a huge line at Café du 
Monde, so I just left the mall and set off exploring on my own.  I walked through the Vieux Carré (French Quarter) for a while and made 
my way up to the Krystal at Bourbon and Canal.  They had a poster there advertising a product that amounted to an overpriced slush, 
and I succumbed to the suggestion.  I chose the green apple flavor, and it was outstanding—tart without being annoyingly sour, and 
extremely refreshing.  [I like things that are sour, but not ―extreme‖.]  While I‘m sure it was artificially flavored, the thing actually 

tasted like good cider. 
 
I sat at a counter in the window at Krystal and watched the throngs go by on Bourbon Street.  I‘ve done that several times 

before in that exact location, and again it was good to have things back as they should be.  I really do love New Orleans, and even if it‘s 
taken four years, I‘m glad to see the place bounce back from disaster. 

 



After enjoying my slush, I headed up Canal to the far end of downtown, at Rampart Street.  When Margaret and I were here 
two years ago, everything beyond Bourbon was pretty much deserted.  Beyond Rampart we could see waterlines that showed flooding 
at second-floor level, and the buildings there seemed uninhabitable.  This has never been a ―good‖ neighborhood, but I‘m pleased to 
say it also is pretty much back to its old seedy self.  About half the buildings are boarded up, but that‘s really not much different than 
how things were before the hurricane.  I wondered if they might not just bulldoze things in this area, but a lot of the buildings have 
historic or architectural value.  The residential area nearby (which was completely empty in 2007) appears to be bustling with poor and 
middle class black people, most of whom were dressed to the nines on Sunday. 

 
I crossed to the median of Canal Street [locally the ―neutral ground‖, as it literally was the border between the French 

and British settlements in the area] and waited for a streetcar across from a beautiful abandoned building that appeared to have 

once housed a vaudeville theatre.  I was soon joined by a trio of extremely large black women in long dresses and hats as wide as they 
were who had apparently been at church and were now headed to a bridal shower in a downtown hotel.  The three of them were 
dressed even nicer than most of the women in the neighborhood, and one of them reached in her purse, got out a bright pink digital 
camera, and snapped some photos. 

 
LEFT:  Homeless person in the Spanish Plaza in front of Riverwalk  

(believe it or not, another sign of normalcy) 
RGHT:  The statue of Robert E. Lee at Lee Circle 

 
Before long a streetcar arrived, and we all boarded.  The 

sideways-facing benches at the rear of the car are designed to hold five 
people each, but only two of the ladies could fit in one.  The third joined 
me across the aisle from her friends.  We rode all the way downtown, 
where the women left to go to their shower.  I went back to Riverwalk 
Mall, wandered around a bit more, and left when I saw there would still 
be  a long wait for beignets.  I made my way up  Girod Street (a narrow   

street  that separates  the  skyscrapers of  the Central  Business District from the warehouse district where our hotel was) and then 
walked down St. Charles to Lee Circle.  I wandered into the circle and looked at General Lee‘s statue up close, something I‘d never 
done before.   
 

The area around here is actually nicer than it used to be, mostly because they‘ve torn down a public housing tower nearby.  
This was almost certainly one of the projects that were controversially removed post-Katrina even though they were not severely 
damaged.  We‘d see tomorrow that a lot of new public housing has been built in areas further away from downtown.  Oddly, this 
probably had the opposite effect of creating the ―chocolate city‖ of which Mayor Nagin spoke after the hurricane.  St. Charles is has 
always been mostly white, and it appears to be more so than it used to be.  Moving the public housing has, if anything, increased New 
Orleans‘ segregation. 

 
I‘d barely passed Lee Circle when I got to a familiar place, the Maison St. Charles.  This was the hotel (a Quality Inn) where 

Margaret and I stayed when we were down here at Christmas years ago.  The place was closed for repairs in 2007, but now it looks to 
be fully back to normal.  The little bar down the street where we had dinner was also open and doing a booming business with the early 
Sunday supper crowd.  I hadn‘t realized when we were here at the holidays just how close the Maison St. Charles was to downtown.  
We could have walked to the French Quarter from there.  While we always took the streetcar, it would have been perfectly possible to 
walk to the French Quarter from there; the distance would be right at a mile.  Maison St. Charles was also very close to the Springhill 
Suites.  Both are about equidistant from the World War II Museum, just on opposite sides of Lee Circle. 

 



I stopped in at the Wendy‘s next to Maison St. Charles and had some chili.  It was a less than pleasant dinner.  The service 
was horrible (unhurried to say the least), the chili was cold, and they were out of the vinegary sauce I normally add to Wendy‘s chili.  As 
I ate my lukewarm meat and beans, I noticed that across the street was Emeril‘s Delmonico, the other nice restaurant owned by 
celebrity chef Emeril Lagasse.  As I watched the doorman welcoming guests there and the valets whisking cars away, I pondered what 
their food and service were like—no doubt far superior to Wendy‘s. 

 
I used the restroom at Wendy‘s.  While I was in there, my cell phone rang.  It was the mother who had accompanied the kids 

to the mall.  ―We‘re about ready to leave,‖ she cheerfully said, and asked whether I wanted to leave Riverwalk with them or head back 
to the hotel on my own.  Having left about two hours earlier, the choice really didn‘t apply to me.  I just told her I‘d head back on my 
own, though. 

 
When I did get back to the hotel, lots of school groups were checking out.  The leader of one was hailing a cab to get to the 

airport as I came in the door.  That surprised me, because while the playoff bracket would have been determined at this point (and 
obviously we didn‘t make it), it would seem silly to base travel plans around the assumption your team won‘t be in playoffs.  The teams 

that were nearby could just leave early and go home if they didn‘t make playoffs (the family that had accompanied our group did that), 
but presumably the team that was headed to the airport had non-refundable tickets for this day.  I wonder what they‘d have done if their 
team‘s name was in the playoff postings. 
 

The kids were in the pool when I got back to the hotel, and most of them spent pretty much the whole evening there.  The 
exception was one of our seniors, who spent his time flirting with a group of girls from another school.  I think the others in our group 
considered this boy the least likely to be an attraction to the opposite sex, but he was quite the ladies‘ man in New Orleans. 

 
We had a group meeting at the pool to decide exactly what our plans would be tomorrow.  ―Romeo‖ was late to the meeting, 

and the kids gave him grief about it.  They had left a message about when and where the meeting would be on his cell phone, which he 
claimed wasn‘t working.  That alibi crumbled, though, when the phone rang just as he was explaining why he was late.  He hadn‘t really 
done anything wrong (just flirting with the girls in the courtyard), so he wasn‘t in any real trouble.  It did give me quite a laugh, though. 

 
After the meeting I headed back to my room and again flipped through the TV channels.  This time I settled on M*A*S*H, a 

show I haven‘t watched in years.  It‘s obviously one of Ethan‘s favorite shows.  We watched several episodes, and he knew almost 
every line of all of them. 

 
Ethan had an interesting experience while he was downtown today.  Someone had apparently been stabbed right on Canal 

Street, quite near the aquarium.  A first responder unit was treating the guy when he came upon him.  This drove home the point that, 
beautiful and laid back as it is, New Orleans is also a very dangerous city.  Even before Katrina it was one of the most crime-ridden 
places in America, and the re-settlement had made it harder to discern ―safe‖ places from those where someone might be stabbed.  
Fortunately this was the closest anyone in our group came to a crime, and our trip was basically pleasant. 
 

 
New Orleans and the Mississippi Gulf Coast 

 
 I woke up late today to a drippy, dreary morning.  That was definitely not the weather I‘d hoped for, since our plan (given that 
we weren‘t in playoffs) was to spend the day at the beach.  I pondered other possibilities as I had breakfast and stared at the gray 
weather outside.  When the kids gathered in the lobby, I suggested the alternative of heading over to Alabama (basically just  to say 
they‘d been there) if things didn‘t work out on the coast. 
 
 The parking ramp was nearly empty this morning, which made it much easier to get the vehicles out than it had been to park 
them.  A woman at the hotel desk had given me directions to get back to the freeway (far from intuitive, but easy enough to follow); and, 
since it was a holiday, traffic moved along with no problem at all.  We made our way up to I-10, then back past the Vieux Carré and on 
to the eastern part of New Orleans. 
 
 At this point I‘m going to insert about three paragraphs from my 2007 post-Katrina travelogue, because it‘s important to 
understand New Orleans East in the context of what it was like then: 
 

The most noteworthy thing here didn‘t even exist when I was in grad school—and it doesn‘t exist today, 
either.  That noteworthy thing is Six Flags on the Bayou, an enormous amusement park built in the middle of the 
swamp.  The park looks like it should be a historic ruin.  Looming over its east end is an enormous LED sign with 
Coca-Cola advertising at the bottom.  That sign could probably withstand the apocalypse.  (Some would say it 
already has.)  Also seemingly undamaged is an enormous roller coaster that stands rusting at the west end.  
Everything else is just overgrown rubble. 

 
… I remembered this area as a vast sprawl of cheaply built ranch homes, strip malls, and warehouses that 

looked a lot like Moline.  You‘ll note the past tense in that previous sentence.  That‘s because New Orleans East was 



just about the single most heavily damaged area of the city.  Even just casually looking out the window from the 
interstate we couldn‘t help but notice that the area wasn‘t anywhere close to normal.  We passed strip mall after strip 
mall after strip mall with absolutely nothing open.  There was a closed-up Wal-Mart, something that‘s a familiar site up 
north.  The difference, though, is that this one hadn‘t relocated and become ―super‖.  I couldn‘t count the number of 
abandoned factories, warehouses, and even churches.  The sea of empty parking lots is just unending. 

 
Until quite recently New Orleans East was part of what they called ―the dead zone‖, an area encompassing 

almost half of the city that was virtually uninhabited and some said uninhabitable.  That is starting to gradually 
change, though.  … There are a few businesses that have re-opened in New Orleans East.  We saw a Home Depot, 
a Walgreen‘s, a couple of fast food places, one gas station, several liquor stores, and an adult video parlor.  Housing 
is starting to come back, too.  They‘ve built a fairly large new public housing complex just north of the interstate  in 
New Orleans East, and we saw a couple of other brand new apartment complexes.  Some (maybe 20%) of the single 
family homes have FEMA trailers parked out front, a sign that they will eventually be rebuilt. 

 
Wikipedia picture of abandoned roller-coaster at Six Flags in New Orleans 

 
 Downtown and the western part of the 
city really were fully recovered from Hurricane 
Katrina, but that was definitely not the case with 
New Orleans East.  If I hadn‘t seen just how 
horrible things were in 2007, I‘d have thought 
this was still a true disaster area today.  The 
kids‘ mouths were almost literally hanging open 
as we drove along Interstate 10.  Even from a 
casual glance you can‘t help but notice that this 
was the site of the most costly disaster in world 
history, and things still are far from normal.  
That said, I couldn‘t help but notice just how far 
things had come in the past two years.  So let 
me take a moment to describe what‘s improved 
and what‘s still the same in New Orleans East. 
 
 Six Flags is still there and still 
abandoned [still the case six years after this 
was originally written, though parts of it 
have now been torn down].  Right now the 

city is in an ongoing legal dispute with the 
amusement park‘s owners.  They apparently 
gave them loads of tax breaks to locate there, 
and they want them to either re-open or pay up.  
(The story of that very dispute would appear in  

tomorrow‘s USA Today.)  Right now, though, the place is still but an eyesore. 
 
 There‘s much more business in New Orleans East than there was two years ago.  A lot is still abandoned (like the Wal-Mart 

and an enormous enclosed mall), but about half the strip malls have tenants.  The mini-malls that are open probably average about 
50% occupancy, so that‘s still only about a fourth of the pre-Katrina business.  It‘s still a huge increase from what it was in 2007, 
though.  [New Orleans East would be pretty much fully re-settled by 2014.] 

 
 Among the businesses are a lot of motels.  You can find just about every cheap or mid-range lodging establishment 

somewhere in New Orleans East.  I suppose they all located here because after Katrina the land was dirt cheap.  Once the area re-
develops they might be okay, but for now I can‘t say I‘d particularly want to stay at any of them myself.  They‘re a long ways from 
downtown in an ugly and unsafe neighborhood (it was crime-ridden even before Katrina, and reports are things have gone downhill 
since), and most of the motels don‘t have many restaurants or other businesses around them.  With affordable lodging right downtown, 
it seems silly to stay so far out.  Still, a lot of the motels had cars in their lots. 
 

New Orleans East is where a lot of the new public housing has been constructed, and there appear to be quite a lot of private 
developments as well.  I couldn‘t begin to count just how many apartments have been built, but it‘s a lot—probably thousands.  It‘s the 
sort of tacky stuff they built in Coralville before that place decided it needed to look pretentious.  That‘s what was most needed in the 
city, though—basic, affordable housing. 
 
 What hasn‘t really come back are very many private homes.  [They would come in the years following when this was 
originally written.]  There are a few patches of settled areas (and all the FEMA trailers are gone), but for the most part you see 

unoccupied houses that haven‘t been torn down or bulldozed.  They‘re just standing there with mud on their walls and bashed out 
windows and doors, making block after block look like a ghost town.  The relatives of one of our players who lived in Louisiana said that 
unless a whole neighborhood decides together to move back, it‘s all but impossible to re-settle the area.  If one person tries to move 
back on their own, they just become a target for crime.  They need a group of residents who can figuratively ―circle the wagons‖ to be 
able to really re-develop the area.  [Most of the area has been completely now been completely bulldozed and rebuilt.] 



 Before long we were out of town and into the swamp that marks the end of the city.  Then we got to the Twin Spans bridge at 
the mouth of Lake Pontchartrain.  I mentioned in 2007 the many patches in this bridge that was severely damaged by the storm surge.  
I-10 today still runs over the same six miles of patches, made all the worse from two more years of traffic speeding through it far too 
fast.  Meanwhile they‘re building a new twin bridge to the south, and it‘s certainly a marvel of engineering.  The new bridge towers over 
the old one; it‘s got to be at least thirty feet above the water, hopefully high enough to withstand the next big storm.  [The plans called 
for it to be higher than the highest known storm surge.  That‘s very different from most of the Louisiana bridges, which barely 
clear the top of the swamp.]  Apparently the three westbound lanes of the new bridge will be open this summer (at which time all four 
lanes of the old bridge will become eastbound), and the eastbound lanes will open in 2011.  [The old bridge has now been 
abandoned.  The few sections that remain standing are used as fishing piers.] 

 
 It was absolutely pouring as we crossed the Twin Spans, but we made it safely across.  It continued to pour as we headed 
through the wealthy suburb of Slidell (which appears to be completely recovered from the hurricane) and on into Mississippi.  Even 
though it was raining, I stopped at the Mississippi welcome center, both for a bit of a break and to re-confirm just what our plans were.  
I‘d also thought we might visit the NASA Stennis Space Center (which is near the welcome center), but a sign notified us that it was 
closed on Memorial Day.  We decided to just drive along the coast road and see what the weather brought.  If worse came to worse, we 
would head over to Alabama. 
 
 We drove through Waveland and Bay St. Louis, which looked a lot like they did two years ago.  Even though this was where 
Katrina made landfall, these towns were surprisingly quick to recover.  The businesses have rebuilt in pre-fab buildings that look tacky, 
but pretty much identical to what housed them before the storm.  The homes have been ―elevated‖, that is built up on stilts between two 
and eight feet above ground level.  One change from 2007 is that many homeowners have put skirts of metal siding over the stilts to 
make their homes look like they go down to the ground.  To my eye that windowless space at the bottom actually makes them look 
sillier than they did before, but no one asked me. 
 
 The most dramatic new development in the area is the U.S. 90 bridge between Bay St. Louis and Pass Christian.  This bridge 
and a similar span between Biloxi and Ocean Springs further east were completely knocked out by Katrina.  When Margaret and I were 
here in 2007 to get from one of the beach communities to another we had to drive five miles north to Interstate 10 and then five miles 
back south to the coast.  They were building the replacement in 2007, a construction project that looked a lot like the Twin Spans does 
today.  The new bridge was completed ahead of schedule and under budget, and it has won numerous awards.  It really is a thing of 
beauty.  While the old bridge was just slightly above the water (much like the old Twin Spans) and had a drawbridge section at its 
center, the new two-mile span towers above the bay.  The concrete has ornamental flourishes in it, and the whole thing is lined with old-
fashioned looking streetlights.  The bridge carries four lanes of car traffic, plus a wide section at the side that serves as a two-way 
sidewalk and bike path.  One really odd site was seeing people walking along the sidewalk in the pouring rain.  A two-mile walk in the 
rain isn‘t exactly my idea of fun, but a couple of people were doing just that. 

 
Garrigan kids on the beach at Pass Christian 

(Note storm clouds in the sky.) 

 

 It was still pouring when we got to Pass 
Christian, but we stopped for a minute at a pull-
out to at least give the kids a chance to say they 
were at the beach.  This was understandably 
just a quick stop, but the kids did have fun 
running through the wet stand. 
 
 We continued east on U.S. 90, a 
beautiful road, but absolutely horrible to drive in 
the rain.  In many places the roadway was 
flooded (sometimes several inches deep), and 
frequently there were piles of sand along the 
road.  The sand was often hidden by standing 
water, and when we came upon it, it was like 
hitting a snowdrift on an Iowa road in winter.  
We certainly tested our vehicles‘ suspensions 
as we bumped our way along. 
 
 The view along U.S. 90 through Pass 
Christian, Long Beach, and western Gulfport is 
very different than it was before Katrina.  The 

south (the beach) looks the same, but the north 
is still eerily empty.  [This has gradually filled 
in, though it‘s still emptier than it was pre-
Katrina.]  While most Mississippians have 

moved  back,  they‘ve  moved  to  new develop- 
ments on the other side of I-10 (far enough  from  the  coast  to avoid  the  wrath  of most storms.  What used to be a string of tourist-
oriented businesses, mixed with beachside homes and apartments is almost totally empty today.  There is a little more than there was 
in 2007 (when a string of Waffle Houses was literally the only business on the beach).  Several fast food places and a few convenience 
stores have rebuilt, but that‘s about it.  The emptiness actually makes the area look nicer than it used to be, but it‘s stil l kind of 
unsettling. 



 As much to get off the horrible road as anything, I stopped for gas at Kangaroo, one of the newly-rebuilt convenience stores.  
The chain is apparently a division of BP, and I‘ve always wondered just why a chain of gas stations in Dixie was named after a 
marsupial from the outback. 
 
 After gassing up the vehicles I headed next door to the parking lot of a Waffle House.  The kids had wanted to eat at the 
Southern institution, and this was an opportunity to let them do that.  Unfortunately, it was raining even harder now, so even the short 
jaunt from the car to the door meant we‘d all get thoroughly soaked.  I led the way, and the rest of the group followed.  Get ting to the 
door was actually a bit of a challenge.  This particular Waffle House had been elevated [like all of them on the Coast], so the door 

was probably about six feet higher than the parking lot.  The main access was by a ramp that made the route longer than it otherwise 
might be.  We made it, though, and we all crowded into the tiny diner. 
 
 Not only was this one of the smallest Waffle Houses I‘ve ever been to (with about two-thirds of the seating most have), but 
they were absolutely packed for lunch.  A couple of tables emptied just as we arrived, and I directed kids to them before the waitress 
could clear the dirty dishes.  Eventually everyone got a seat—some at booths and others at the bar.  I was the last to sit down.  There 
wasn‘t really a place, but I took one of the chairs where people normally wait for ―to go‖ orders and shoved it at the end of a booth.  I‘m 
not sure if you‘re supposed to do that, but no one complained. 
 
 This was definitely not the best Waffle House I‘ve been to, but the kids mostly seemed to enjoy their food.  It was convenient 
that the service was leisurely at best, because while we were eating the front mostly passed.  When we left the restaurant the sky was 
still overcast, but it was just lightly dripping rather than dropping buckets.  I decided to drive across the street to the beach. 
 
 Here and elsewhere on the beach I noticed one major change from two years ago.  The beach communities have re-built all 
the piers, boardwalks, and other beach accessories that were destroyed by Katrina.  They were still in disrepair in 2007, and it was 
good to see them back to normal. 
 
 Even the dripping let up before long.  The sun came out, and by the time we left almost everyone had a sunburn.  It turned out 
to be a really beautiful afternoon.  The kids frolicked in the water, built sand castles, and just had a wonderful playing on the beach. One 

 

of the most amusing things they did was to bury the senior 
who had just had wrist surgery in the sand.  By the time they 
were done, only his head and a big trash bag protecting his 
cast from getting wet were visible. 

 
Before and after – burying ―Cast-man‖  in the sand 

 I left for a bit while the kids were playing on the beach and headed into Gulfport.  I wanted to get some New Orleans style 
coffee (which is invariably cheaper anywhere other than in New Orleans), so my goal was to find a supermarket that sold the stuff.  That 
was easier said than done.  With most of the people now living north of I-10, the business has re-located inland as well.  Even Pass 
Road, which used to be the big crosstown business strip, is pretty empty these days.  After driving for about half an hour I did manage 
to find a Rouse‘s Food Mart, though, and they had a variety of sizes of Community Coffee in stock.  I got three two-pound bags (or 
rather 1 lb., 7 oz. Bags—coffee packaging gets smaller and smaller all the time) of Community Coffee‘s New Orleans blend, the chicory 
mix that is the coffee of the Gulf Coast region.  I also picked up some gum and today‘s issue of the Sun—Herald., which remains one of 
the best local newspapers I‘ve seen anywhere.  [I still drink Community Coffee much of the time, but these days I mostly buy it 
online.  The Baton Rouge-based company sells all their coffee varieties at reasonable prices on the internet, and they 
frequently offer free shipping.] 

 
 Central Gulfport has definitely not come as far as most of New Orleans.  This is probably because so much of the population 
has relocated to the outskirts.  The city is certainly functional, but even well away from the water there‘s empty lot after empty lot.  The 
good thing is that, unlike New Orleans East, the debris has all been cleared away.  You don‘t see eyesores (at least no more than 
anywhere else in the South), but there‘s an amazing amount of nothingness.  [It reminded me in some ways of the south side of 
Chicago, where abandoned buildings are quickly bulldozed to keep them from becoming crack houses or other nests of 
crime.] 

 



 One very good thing was that ―FEMA-Land‖ was gone.  In 2007 the whole area west of downtown Gulfport was an enormous 
campground occupied by former residents of the numerous apartment complexes along the coast.  They‘d lived in trailers for a year 
and a half at that point, and no end was in site.  I don‘t know where they‘ve moved (presumably, again, across I-10), but the 
campground is no more.  Now it‘s just more empty land. 
 
 As in New Orleans, the trees are starting to come back on the Coast.  They were very scraggly (and thousands were lost) two 

years ago.  They‘re still not what they should be, but the remaining trees are filling out and new seedlings are taking over the empty 
lots.  In a few years, they may have a forest next to the beach. 
 

I was gone for more than an hour, but I‘m not sure the kids even knew I was away.  I‘d told the adults where I was going, and 
they kept watch on things with no problem.  The kids just worked on their sandcastles and did some more wading and splashing.  They 
finished things up fairly quickly after I got back, though, and before long we west back westward toward New Orleans. 

 
I was glad we had gone east across the Twin Spans in the morning and were heading westward in the afternoon.  There are a 

lot more patches on the westbound bridge, and it would have been a nightmare to cross that in the rain.  It wasn‘t exactly pleasant in 
good weather, particularly with traffic racing along about 30mph above the 45mph speed limit.  We did make it back all right, though. 

 
The hotel was practically empty tonight.  Almost all the teams were gone, and no one else had come in to replace them.  While 

I‘ve spoken repeatedly of New Orleans being ―back‖, the very affordable rate for this very nice hotel is a good indication that tourism is 
still below where it should be.  That may be as much due to our nation‘s depressed economy as to the fallout from Katrina, though.  [It 
was likely a little of both.  As the economy has improved, tourism in New Orleans has gone back to pre-Katrina levels.] 

 
I went out to eat tonight.  I walked to the other side of Lee Circle and had dinner at Popeye‘s Chicken ‗n‘ Biscuits, the now 

nationwide chain that was founded in New Orleans.  They have a rather dumpy location about a block down from the Wendy‘s by 
Maison St. Charles.  The service staff spoke a thick, almost unintelligible dialect of black English, to the point that it was difficult to 
order.  It didn‘t help that there was a whole series of choices:  here or to go? (here), how many pieces? (two), white meat or dark? 
(white), mild or spicy? (mild), what side dish? (coleslaw), creamy or sour? (sour—I‘ve never cared for mayonnaise-based coleslaw), 
how many biscuits? (one), jam or honey? (honey), what size drink? (small).  I had to guess what the counter girl was saying most of the 
time, and a couple of times I guessed completely wrong.  It‘s kind of sad, but I‘ve had better success understanding immigrants whose 
native language was Spanish or Russian or Arabic than I did with this girl—who I‘m sure has lived in New Orleans all her life. 
 

The awkward ordering experience was worth it, though; my meal was outstanding.  The ―mild‖ chicken was pleasantly spicy 
and had a delightful crispy crust.  The tangy coleslaw was also quite good.  The feature of the meal, though, was the biscuit, which 
must have had a stick of butter in each bite.  It had a crispy shell, but just melted in my mouth—truly exquisite, and more a dessert than 
a dinner roll. 

 
After supper I took the streetcar back down to Canal Street.  I just ran in briefly to a CVS pharmacy, where I picked up some 

orange juice and pretzels.  In addition to the shoplifting buzzers, the place had a guard at the door who wore one of those enormous 
brown hats like state troopers wear.  It seemed out of place in a drugstore. 
 

When I got back to the hotel, the kids gave me a pleasant surprise.  I‘ve collected Pepsi memorabilia for years.  Apparently 
they‘d seen a reproduction of an old Pepsi sign in a store at Riverwalk mall, and they‘d chipped in to buy the thing for me.  Then all the 
kids had signed their names to it, giving me a nice memory of the group.  In ten trips, this was the first thank-you gift I‘d gotten from a 
group of kids, and I must say it was very nice of them to do it.  The sign itself is unique in that even though it‘s a Pepsi ad, it features 
Santa Claus.  Almost all beverage ads with St. Nick are for Coke, so this really is unusual.  It‘s a nice addition to my collection and a 
really nice gift. 
 

Most of the kids chose to send out for Chinese food tonight.  Their food came 
in foam trays, rather than those classic Chinese take-out boxes I‘d imagined it might.  
[I‘m not sure I‘ve ever seen those boxes, other than on TV.]  They had quite a feast, 

too.  Everyone had far more than they could eat.  Then there were the sauces.  The 
restaurant had packed no less than 51 individual packets of soy sauce, duck sauce, 
and hot mustard.  There was also a whole bag of fortune cookies, far more than one 
per person.  [I‘d hear people talk about that meal—and especially the excessive 
amount of condiments—for literally years after this trip.] 

 
Our big group activity for the evening was recording the ―Bear Facts‖, the 

school‘s weekly radio program.  We‘d recorded a ―Bear Facts‖ show the very first time 
we went to New Orleans, back in 1996, and since school was still going on, it seemed 
appropriate to do another one this year.  Since this episode also marked a milestone, I‘ll  

 
Leftover sauces from the Chinese feast 

include the script of the show here: 
 
Good morning! I'm Christopher Schmidt! 
 
And I'm Anna Kollasch! Welcome to a very special episode of "The Bear Facts". This week we and a bunch of other 
people are broadcasting our 700th show on KLGA, bringing you the news from Bishop Garrigan High School. 



 
In addition to being a milestone episode, this week's "Bear Facts" is special because we're recording it down south in 
New Orleans, Louisiana, site of the 27th Annual National Academic Championships. Bishop Garrigan was one of 
thirty-four teams competing in New Orleans this year, the Golden Bears' tenth trip to national quiz bowl. We left a 
week ago and made a 1200-mile drive south. During the trip we passed through parts of Iowa, Illinois, Missouri, 
Kentucky, Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana. Here to tell you more a bout the trip are Brittany Berte, Jake 
Rosenmeyer, and Michael Hellman. 

 
The competition was last Saturday and Sunday. We played a lot of fairly close games, but honestly we got a little 
spooked going up against the top teams in the country and didn't do as well as we might have liked. We did answer a 
lot of questions right, though—like the fact that a tessellation means covering an entire plane with a single shape or 
that Queen Wilhelmena was the Queen of Holland during World War II or that Milwaukee has Major League baseball 
and NBA basketball teams, but they don't have NFL or NHL teams there. 

 
We also had a lot of fun on the trip. It's taken New Orleans a long time to recover from Hurricane Katrina, but the Big 
Easy is definitely back and we can all personally vouch that it's a great place to visit. We spent a lot of time checking 
out the sights and sounds of the French Quarter, we rode the streetcars along the waterfront and through the Garden 
District, went to mass at the oldest cathedral in America, saw the National World War II Museum and the Aquarium of 
the Americas, and had an awesome supper of Cajun-Creole food. 

 
We also spent a day checking out the beautiful beaches of the Mississippi Gulf Coast. We were expecting that 
wouldn't exactly be the highlight of the trip, because it was pouring rain when we left. The sun came out, though, and 
it turned out to be a great day. Then after that we had to rush back north so that most of the group could take 
semester tests with our classmates at Garrigan. It was a great trip, and we're proud to represent our school at the 
national level. There's been other news at Garrigan, too, and now here to tell you about it are Alex Hamilton, 
Rebeccah Erdman, and Michael Fakler. 

 
The boys and girls track teams competed in the state track meet last weekend. The Golden Bear boys did especially 
good, finishing in seventh place statewide. Garrigan's 4 x 800-meter relay finished in third place, the 4 x 400 was 4th, 
the 4 x 2, 4th, and the 4 x 1 ended up 5th at state. Brian Patterson finished 7th in the open 800-meter run, while Brett 
Capesius was 9th in the 400-meter. Rounding out the team, Joe Straub got a 9th-place finish in the discus. 
Congratulations to the Golden Bear boys track team! 

 
The Golden Bear girls also competed at state. Like us in quiz bowl, they didn't do quite as well as they would have 
liked, but they did get some respectable finishes. Addison Miller finished in 14th place in the 400-meter hurdles, while 
Shanna Miller was 18th overall. The 4 x 400-meter relay took 19th place. That event included Mackenzie Schindler, 
Mallory Bormann, Shanna Miller, and Addison Miller. Congratulations, girls track! 

 
It's also on to state for the Golden Bear golfers. Last week the Golden Bear boys won the district championship with a 
score of 318 and earned the right to compete at state. Jimmy Geelan, Mike Mergen, Brandon Doughan, Bryan Berte, 
Jordan Springer, and Andrew Schiltz will all be representing Bishop Garrigan at the state golf meet, which is being 
hosted right now at Spring Valley Golf Course by St. Joe. Good luck at state, Bears! 

 
Baseball and softball seasons have started. This year's Golden Bear baseball team features seniors Jack Bradley, 
Matt Elbert, Brian Patterson, Kyle Smith, and Daniel Thilges; juniors Brett Capeius, Mark Garman, Brandon Doughan, 
Joe Golwitzer, Dana Miller, and David Reding; sophomore Zach Price; and freshmen Alex Boisjolie, Lucas Eischen, 
Joe Farrell, Zach Keith, Eli Marlow, Grant Reding, and Austin Vaske. On the baseball schedule this summer is a trip 
to Sec Taylor Stadium on Tuesday, June 9. Good luck all summer to the Bears! 

 
The softball team for 2009 includes senior veterans Holly Byrkeland, Jenna Richter, and Rebecca Brosnan; juniors 
Beth Broesder, Katrina Even, Kelly Klein, and Alicia Pfeffer; sophomores Laura Richter, Becky Jennings, Alicia 
Richter, McKayla Loss, and Kelsey Rahe; and freshmen Shelby Schindler, Abbey Reding, Addison Miller, Carly Loss, 
Lana Larson, Emily Bell, and Andrea Altman. Good luck, softball! 

 
The big event coming up this summer is Garrigan's big 50th anniversary celebration. The festivities are timed to 
coincide with Founder's Day weekend, July 8 - 12. We're expecting literally thousands of people for the all-school 
reunion. Other activities that weekend include an alumni quiz bowl tournament, alumni baseball and softball games, 
tours of the school, a barbeque, a dance, and a mass featuring all the priests who have been associated with the 
school over the years. We encourage everyone to mark your calendar for July 8 - 12 and join us in celebrating Bishop 
Garrigan High School's fiftieth anniversary. 
 
"The Bear Facts" has been a part of school history for sixteen of the past fifty years. Our show first went on the air in 
the fall of 1992, and today we're proud to be airing our 700th episode. We want to thank KLGA and all the sponsors 
who have supported our show over the years. Several of our past announcers have gone on to careers in 
communications, ranging from part-time DJs to a big-city TV newscaster. No one thought sixteen years ago that we'd 



ever get to 700 shows, but we're proud of what we've done over the years and we hope to keep on going years into 
the future. 
 
So that brings us to the end of another year of "The Bear Facts". With school over for the summer, we'll be putting our 
show on hiatus until August. School will start again on Wednesday, August 19th, and we plan to start up our show in 
the fall August 22nd. So for now, thanks for listening and be sure to tune in again next fall to hear more news from 
Bishop Garrigan High School! 
 

Have a great summer, everybody! 
 
 [It‘s interesting to read through that old broadcast.  We‘ve now recorded over 900 ―Bear Facts‖ episodes, including a 
couple more from New Orleans.  The 50

th
 anniversary of the school was a great event, something people still talk about today.  

The alumni quiz bowl tournament we did for the anniversary morphed into an annual ―community quiz bowl‖ that has become 
a major fundraiser for our team.] 

 
 After recording the show, most of the kids went back to the pool and relaxed for the evening.  Ethan watched another movie on 
TV, and I mostly just packed my bags (surprisingly easy, since I really had bought almost nothing) and got ready to leave tomorrow.  
We‘d had a nice trip, but it was time to start heading home. 
 

 
New Orleans, Louisiana to Mt. Vernon, Illinois 

 
 I was up early this morning and was down in the breakfast room before they opened.  Breakfast was scheduled to start at 
6:30, but they just started getting things ready at that point.  They were finally ready to serve about 6:45.  I spoke with Chip Beall, the 
tournament director, at breakfast and thanked him for running a good event.  Even though our group didn‘t do well in competit ion, they 
enjoyed the tournament, and the organizer deserved to know that. 
 
 We loaded up the suburban and van and were on our way shortly after 
7:30.  While it was right at rush hour, we were able to get on U.S. 90 all right 
(though apparently someone gave Mrs. Erdman the finger when she merged), and 
once we joined I-10 traffic was no problem at all.  Just as it had been when we 
arrived, traffic was snarled in the opposite direction, but our side moved right along. 
 
 We made our way back across the Manchac Bridge and on to the 
Mississippi border.  We stopped at one more welcome center, where the kids had 
yet another round of complimentary soft drinks.  Then we continued on up I-55. 
 
 Our next stop was in Canton, Mississippi, the same town north of Jackson 
where we‘d had lunch on the way down.  This time we stopped on the other side of 
the highway, getting gas at a BP station.  Then we headed up to Grenada 
(pronounced like the Caribbean island we invaded during the Reagan 
administration), where we stopped for lunch.  About two-thirds of the group went to 
a Subway, while the rest went to a Wendy‘s down the street.  Subway was one of 
the most efficient places I‘ve ever seen.  We and about a dozen other people were 
all served within ten minutes, and everyone‘s order was right.  Apparently Wendy‘s 
was a bit more Southern in its service style.  That group took forever to get their 
food, and pretty much everybody had a mistake in his order. 
 
 I embarrassed myself slightly at Subway.  I‘d intended to pay with scrip, 
something I do whenever I can these days.  (I might as well support the school 
however I can.)  Unfortunately I‘d brought in a BP card instead of a Subway card.  
Both are green, so it was an easy mistake to make.  The clerk attempted to scan it, 
and it took both of us a minute to figure out why it wasn‘t working.  Fortunately I had 
cash to pay for my lunch.  [I‘ve since made similar mistakes elsewhere more 
than once.  It certainly doesn‘t help that almost every business has gift cards 
that  come in a variety  of different  styles,  so  you never  know  quite  what  a  

 

 
Getting ready to leave New Orleans 

given stores cards will look like.] 

 
 We continued north to Memphis and took a different way through the city, continuing straight on I-240 instead of turning off 
with I-55.  Shortly after we‘d done that, I heard a loud BANG that sounded like a shotgun going off.  It turned out that a semi in the lane 

next to me had one of its tires explode.  Both he and I managed to maintain control all right, but it certainly gave me quite a start. 

 



I-55 slices through the forest in northern Mississippi 

 

 We got through Memphis easily, but the road I took 
north of there was definitely a mistake.  It was signed as ―Future 
I-69‖ as well as U.S. 51, and in the atlas it was the same thick 
yellow marking as Avenue of the Saints.  I figured it would be a 
decent four-lane road with some exits and periodic crossroads.  I 
should have known better than that, though.  Except for 
interstates, there‘s no such thing as a good highway in 
Tennessee.  Like every other allegedly ―rural‖ road in the state, 
this was basically a hundred-mile-long suburban street.  We 
passed at least half a dozen Wal-Marts, at least that many 
McDonalds, and about ten different high schools—plus the other 
businesses you‘d expect near them and the homes where all the 
people who support them live.  I couldn‘t begin to count how 
many stop lights and stop signs there were, and we rarely got 
above 45mph all the way across the state.  I can‘t imagine they‘ll 
actually turn this mess into an interstate; they‘d have to build a 
whole new road to accomplish it.  [I-69 is indeed still unbuilt 
north of Memphis.  The state DOT has apparently selected a 
―preferred alternative‖ for an entirely new limited access 
route through western Tennessee, and they‘re in the midst of  

various legal cases at the moment.  It appears that when the road is actually built, it is likely to be a tollway rather than a free 
interstate.] 

 
 We stopped for gas somewhere in Tennessee.  The credit card receipt says Covington, but how that is different from Brighton, 
Mumsford, or Ripley—or Memphis, for that matter—I have no clue.  The place we stopped was a nasty little BP gas station, one of 
those places located in a building that‘s one step up from a mobile home.  The place wasn‘t really a convenience store, but they did sell 
a few snacks in addition to gas.  They also had restrooms, though not particularly nice ones.  They sufficed, though, and before too long 
we set off again. 
 
 Eventually we reached Dyersburg, where an actual interstate (I-155) leads over to Hayti, Missouri and continues on up to 
Union City, the last place of significance south of Kentucky.  We whizzed on up there, slowed down for another fifteen minutes getting 
through town, and then followed U.S. 45 on into Kentucky.  There the road was also signed ―Future I-69‖, but in Kentucky it was already 
built to interstate standards.  [Actually that‘s probably technically not true.  It was likely built in the ‗50s or ‗60s.  The medians 
and shoulders are likely too narrow and the turns a bit too tight for today‘s standards.]  The Purchase Parkway is a virtually 

empty four-lane expressway that connects Fulton and Mayfield with the part of Kentucky where people actually live.  That worked for 
us, though, and before long we had made our way up to Exit 25. 
 
 We stopped for another toilet break just beyond the exit.  This place (yet another BP station) looked like a convenience store, 
but was even seedier than the place we‘d stopped in Tennessee.  What‘s more they had only one restroom (and not one anyone really 
wanted to use).  One of our kids kept timing how long it took everyone to use the facilities.  I think the record was around twenty 
seconds.  Even rushing it still took a while to get a group of fourteen in and out, though. 
 
 U.S. 45 again turned from blue to yellow on the map (limited access to four lanes with crossroads), and I expected we‘d have 
more of the mess we‘d had in Tennessee.  Every time I‘ve been to Kentucky I‘ve found the roads good, though, and this was no 
exception.  We headed north on a road much like Avenue of the Saints, and before we knew it we were in Paducah. 
 
 We needed to join Interstate 24 at Paducah.  I was not driving at the time, but I was able to see signs and warn the driver to 
get over so we could make the turn.  Unfortunately the other vehicle ended up headed the wrong direction on I-24, and it took them a 
while to get turned around and caught up again.  Given that this was the worst wrong turn we‘d make on the trip, I certainly can‘t 
complain. 
 
 We crossed the Ohio River to Metropolis, Illinois.  I stopped there a few years back and saw the giant statue of Superman they 
have on their courthouse lawn.  It‘s certainly nothing to detour for, and this time we just kept heading north on the interstate.  While we 
were technically in the Prairie State, this part of Illinois looks like it should be in Appalachia.  It‘s coal mining country, and the interstate 
cuts through rugged hills.  Since he was majoring in geology, the kids repeatedly asked Ethan about the interesting rock formations we 
passed.  I think that so far his knowledge of the subject is limited to one or two classes, so in most cases he was just able to guess.  
There definitely were a lot of interesting rocks, though. 
 
 We joined I-57 somewhere in the middle of nowhere near Pulley‘s Mill, Illinois.  From there it was less than an hour to our 
destination for the night, Mt. Vernon.  We had reservations at the Comfort Suites, a chain quite similar to the Springhill Suites where 
we‘d stayed in New Orleans.  The woman at the desk frowned when she saw we were a group of high school kids, and she repeatedly 
pointed out any time they made the least bit of noise.  They really weren‘t bad, though, and given that we were paying more here than 
anywhere else we stayed on the trip (and the place wasn‘t at all busy), to my mind she could deal with what she dealt with. 
 



 The kids in the group had dinner either at a Hardees or a Fazoli‘s that were both a short walk from the hotel.  The adults 
instead opted for a place called The Pasta House that was across the parking lot.  I really wish I‘d gone to Fazoli‘s instead.  The Pasta 
House was severely overpriced, charged a la carte for everything [something that for some reason is typical at Italian restaurants], 

provided only minimally better atmosphere than fast food, and honestly wasn‘t terribly good.  I don‘t know if it‘s a local place or a chain, 
but either way I won‘t plan on eating there again. 
 
 There was one small issue back at the hotel.  The seniors had pulled a prank and ―bed-napped‖ all the sophomore boys‘ 
pillows.  While it was hard to keep from laughing, I properly scolded the kids and made them return the pillows to the other room.  I went 
downstairs to something out of the van, and I take the elevator down with several kids who were going to the pool.  When the elevator 
stopped, the woman at the desk snarled at them for talking in the lobby.  They were not talking loudly at all (her scolding was much 

louder).  Clearly she was having a bad day, though.  I publicly reminded the kids to keep quiet, while at the same time rolling my eyes. 
 
 Back in the room I flipped through TV channels and settled on the show Pimp My Ride on MTV.  The idea of this program is 
that the heavily tattooed host finds someone with a truly pathetic car and gives the car a makeover.  The show revels in consumerism 
and seems to convey the message that we are what we drive.  That goes against just about everything I believe, but almost because 
it‘s so stupid, it‘s rather fun.  [These days I drive a MUCH nicer car than I did when this was originally written, mostly because it 
was what was available when my old car finally gave up the ghost.  While it‘s kind of cool to drive a car people turn and look 
at, I still think it‘s silly to spend lots of money on transportation.  Since there are some special features on my car, I‘ll play 
with them from time to time, but I also see them as more opportunities for something to go wrong.]  Pimp My Ride was also a 

good sedative, and I got to sleep fairly early. 
 

 
Mt. Vernon, Illinois to Algona, Iowa 

 
 I was up around 5:45 this morning and quickly showered.  I‘d barely unpacked anything, so it was easy to quickly take my bag 
out to the van.  Then, one by one, I took the vehicles next door to get gas (at yet another BP).  Annoyingly, the price had gone up 10¢ 
overnight and was now $2.59

9
, the most we‘d pay on this trip.  [For no reason anyone but an economist can figure out, oil prices 

have tanked this winter.  That makes this one of the few times I‘ve written a travelogue revision and had the current price be 
LESS than what I wrote about originally.  Gas is $2.09

9
 now in Algona.  It will go up 10¢ this weekend with an increase in 

Iowa‘s gas tax.  The anti-tax people are fuming about the change (even though it was proposed by our Republican governor), 
but there‘s no better time for an increase than when prices are at rock bottom.] 

 
 After getting gas I joined most of the kids in the lobby for breakfast.  The group was actually fairly loud this morning, but 
another employee was on duty, so no one complained.  Breakfast was a bit more limited than at Springhill Suites, but it was good to 
have a few different choices.  Here they had slimy bacon and little hockey pucks of rubbery fired eggs as their other hot items.  Neither 
of those would exactly be my choice for breakfast, but it was good to have a change. 
 
 I had scheduled our departure at 6:30 and warned the kids they needed to be prompt.  All but one was, and the girl who was 
late was only a few minutes behind schedule.  I‘ve certainly had worse groups in terms of being on time. 
 
 We drove one mile north and then turned off on I-64, which heads across the southern end of Illinois.  We had an easy drive 
westward to Exit 21, at the extreme eastern edge of metro St. Louis.  We turned off there onto Illinois highway 4.  I was expecting we 
might have a drive much like we‘d had in Tennessee yesterday, but this was one of the best road choices of the trip.  The area highway 
4 runs through still is mostly rural.  We went through a couple of actual small towns (as opposed to run-on suburbs), passed one big 
housing development (that was easy to get past), and drove by a lot of farms and forest land.  We drove about twenty miles on a two-
lane road, but before we knew it we were past St. Louis and headed through central Illinois on I-55. 
 
 We made a brief stop at a rest area south of Springfield.  Some years I‘ve had groups where every rest stop took fifteen 
minutes, but this one took not much more than five.  That was good, because time really was of the essence today.  Luck was also with 
us in Springfield.  There are times I‘ve hit horrible congestion there, and I knew it would be right at rush hour when we arrived.  They‘ve 
widened the highway there, though, and we sailed right along with no problem. 
 
 At Lincoln, Illinois we exited onto I-155 (a different 155 than the one down in Tennessee).  The road surface on this highway 
could use some work, but we still made it north to Peoria without any problem.  We took I-474 around Peoria.  The city has expanded 
since the last time I was there; they‘ve got a lot more development out by the beltway.  We still got through with no problem, though. 
 
 Unfortunately, that was the last of our good fortune for a while.  We re-joined I-74 in a construction zone, and there was more 
construction than clear highway between Peoria and the Quad Cities.  In a couple of places they were doing actual work, but most of 
the time they‘d just blocked off mile after mile with orange cones and reduced the speed limit.  (There was a one-lane section twenty 
miles long near Galesburg where they had just one tiny section that had actual construction going on.)  I certainly can‘t fault the 
construction.  The road surface on I-74 is horrible, and the economic stimulus package means now is the perfect time to take care of it.  
It was annoying to drive through the mess, though. 



 
 We stopped briefly at another rest area near Galesburg and then continued north to Moline.  A sign warned that there was 
construction on I-80 and advised we take 280 around the Quad Cities.  We did, and that went smoothly.  I noticed the Rock River was 
high, but fortunately nothing actually appeared flooded—a change from last year‘s quiz bowl trip. 
 
 I combined lunch and gas with a stop at the I-80 truck stop, one of several places that claims to be the largest truck stop on 
earth.  We filled the suburban with no problem, but there was a problem using the school credit card to fill the van.  (My bet is the bank 
had noticed a charge in yet another location and assumed fraud where there was none.)  The girl inside didn‘t really seem to believe 
me when I told her the car wouldn‘t work at the pump, and she wasn‘t terribly eager to help.  Eventually I got her to authorize it 
manually, though.  In some ways the problem was good, because getting gas took almost exactly the length of time it took the kids to 
get their food.  I didn‘t end up having any lunch myself, but we were on our way fairly quickly. 
 
 There was more construction in Iowa City [part of a multi-year project that has finally six-laned I-80 through there], but 

we got through it all right.  We then headed up I-380 and continued on 218 through Waterloo.  We made our final stop at the Kwik Star 
in Janesville where I‘d intended to stop on the way down.  The place was under construction.  They were putting new siding on the 
building and I think putting up an addition, and they also had signs announcing there would be no gas the following week because they 
were replacing their pumps.  I‘m not sure why the pumps needed replacement (they already had the kind that read credit cards), but for 
some reason they needed the latest thing. 
 
 Our final delay was more construction.  Avenue of the Saints was completely closed around Waverly, with all the traffic 
detoured on old 218.  I have no idea what they‘re doing.  The Waverly bypass is only a few years old, and it seems in perfect ly good 
shape.  I wonder if one of the bridges in the area wasn‘t damaged by the flooding last summer.  At any rate, we spent about twenty 
minutes seeing all the sights of Waverly. 
 
 The forecast had been for rain pretty much the whole day.  We‘d had a few sprinkles in Illinois, but nothing that got in our way.  
It was mostly clear across Iowa, but when we got to Clear Lake, the skies unloaded.  It was actually kind of good that we were done 
with the freeway, because I don‘t think I‘d have wanted to drive at high speed through the rain. 
 
 The rain let up around Britt, and it was clear when we got back to Algona.  We arrived about 4:35, and the kids were all 
unpacked and on their way by 5pm.  The vehicles were surprisingly clean (again this really was a good group to travel with), so I could 
also be on my way before long.  I headed over to the college and prepared to teach my night class, which began at 5:45.  I basically 
taught the class on auto-pilot, but it seemed to go okay. 
 
 … And so ended our trip to New Orleans.  I‘ve had several people ask how it went, and my response has always been, ―Well, 
we didn‘t do so well in competition, but it was a good group to travel with and we had a good trip.‖   That‘s entirely true.  It was a good 
trip.  We had a good time, and I was delighted to see that the New Orleans I know and love was mostly back.  It‘s really inspiring to see 
just how far they‘ve come from utter disaster.  Here‘s hoping we can keep both New Orleans and every city safe fin the future! 


