
 

 
Bishop Garrigan quiz bowl team at the Spanish Plaza – New Orleans, Louisiana 

 This marked the eighteenth year Garrigan qualified for the National Academic Championships.  We won the conference 
championship back in November and tentatively decided then that we’d be headed to New Orleans for nationals.   
 
 In the meantime, though, there was a complication for me.  Shortly before Christmas my sister Margaret was diagnosed with 
leukemia, and she spent most of the winter and spring undergoing a wide range of treatments at eh Mayo Clinic.  At first she responded 
well to intravenous chemotherapy.  She had common side effects like minor nausea and hair loss, but she felt good otherwise and really 
seemed to be conquering the disease.  After more than a month of treatment the doctors declared that she was healthy enough to be 
released.  She was home for a while, but then she developed a cough and shortness of breath that sent her back to Rochester.  Her 
immunity was low, and the cancer cells began to come back.  The doctors noted that there was a genetic mutation in her leukemia (called 
FLT-3) that did not respond to traditional treatments.   The began to give her stronger oral chemotherapy which rapidly made her sicker 
and seemed to do nothing to fight the cancer.  Since leukemia is a cancer of the blood cells, it can’t be operated on or treated with 
radiation.  If chemotherapy is ineffective, there basically are no other options.  By mid-May she was back in Rochester, and it rapidly 
became clear  she would not have long to live.  Unfortunately Margaret’ s last days would end up coming at  precisely the same time we  



made our trip to nationals.  While we had a good trip, there’s no 
question that there was some darkness looming in the 
background throughout it. 
 

 
 
 While our quiz bowl trip would not actually start until 
tomorrow, I’m going to begin the summary today.  I’d gotten the 
news yesterday that Margaret was back in the hospital, this 
time with a prognosis that she would probably have less than a 
month to live.  This was revised downward from “less than a 
year” at the beginning of the month.  It wasn’t hard to re4ad 
between the lines of the e-mail and figure out that this might 
well be her last trip to the hospital.  While the plans for New 
Orleans couldn’t be cancelled, of course I wanted to visit her 
before setting out on the trip. 
 

 
Margaret Sullivan at the Mayo Clinic – Spring, 2017 

 The weather was beautiful today.  I’d made the trip from Algona to Rochester at least half a dozen times since Margaret became 
ill, and this was easily the best weather I’d had for it.  Bright sun and temperatures in the 50s were a definite contrast from the icy roads 
or serious thunderstorms I’d endured on other trips. 
 
 That said, the drive to Rochester was still kind of annoying.  There were lots of drivers doing well below the speed limit, and 
there was construction going on in both Austin and in Rochester itself.  Just a couple blocks south of the hospital they were destroying a 
downtown building and had blocked off three of four lanes of Broadway (the main route through the city) to keep traffic away from any 
stray rubble the bulldozers might generate. 
 
 On all my previous trips to Mayo I’d parked in the Damon Ramp, a parking garage directly across the street to the west of the 
downtown hospital complex.  As I turned up 3rd Avenue, I saw a sign that said the Damon Ramp was full, so I continued further north to 
the Graham Ramp.  It wasn’t full, but it certainly was close to capacity.  I went round and round before finally ending up on  Level 10 of 
the massive garage. 
 
 I took the elevator down to subway level, where a network of underground pedestrian passageways connect the various Mayo 
buildings and many other parts of downtown Rochester.  It’s similar to the skywalk network in Minneapolis or Des Moines, but below 
ground rather than raised above the streets.  I could walk the route from the Damon Ramp to the Eisenberg hospital building in my sleep 
(and indeed had come close to that a couple of times).  Parking in a different ramp today, I had to carefully follow signs, but eventually I 
found my destination. 
 
 At various times Margaret had been in at least five different rooms in the Eisenberg building.  Mostly she’d been on the seventh 
floor, but this time she was in Ward 7—3, which faces to the north of the hospital rather than 7—4 where she’d previously been.  I found 
Room 7—306 with no problem, but when I arrived the room was dark and privacy curtains had been drawn blocking the view from the 
door.  I tentatively made my way inside and quietly sat in a chair near that curtain. 

 
Website view of an echo cardiogram image 

 
 The privacy curtain had been drawn because when I arrived 
Margaret was undergoing an echo cardiogram.  For the first forty-five minutes 
or so I was there she had to remain still while the technician (a twenty-
something woman with closely cropped red hair) poked and prodded at 
various parts of her chest and abdomen.  The results looked much like the 
sonograms they give pregnant women (though full color, rather than black 
and white).  I have no idea what any of it means or how they go about 
interpreting the results.  I must say it was kind of interesting to watch the 
process and see the results, though. 
 
 Since she stopped the IV chemotherapy, Margaret’s hair had been 
gradually growing back.  It was now almost exactly the same length as the 
girl running the chemo (though white instead of red).  Once the girl left, I 
remarked  that Margaret  was looking very stylish with her new “do”.   It really 

did make her look younger and was certainly preferable to the fully bald head she’d had just a couple months earlier. 
 
 We visited a couple of hours.  Margaret was in good spirits, but it really was a rather awkward visit.  I think both of us knew it 
might be the last time we saw each other.  I had lunch with Margaret—with a visitor tray being added to her room service meal.  Margaret’s 
appetite had been poor throughout her sickness, and today about all she ate was coleslaw.  I had a rather tasty quesadilla that was 
accompanied by surprisingly flavorless picante sauce.  I also had a bowl of tomato basil soup and a drink that was described on the menu 
as grape juice.  It was actually canned fruit punch, probably officially with a grape flavor.  Mostly it just tasted sweet, though.  The soup 
was easily the best part of my meal. 
 



 I’d originally intended to pick up the suburban keys for our trip today, 
since I’d obviously need them tomorrow.  Since I was in Rochester, I was not 
able to be out at school when they were opened, so I e-mailed the secretaries 
to ask them to leave keys for me.  I got an e-mail in response saying the keys 
were in a “vanilla envelope” with my name on them.  While she obviously 
meant “Manila, I googled the phrase and found out that Vanilla Envelope was 
the name of a musical group based in North Carolina that uses the logo 
shown at right.  I also found out that the actual envelopes are so-named 
because they were originally made of hemp that came from the Philippines.  
I have a feeling I may use that information for a quiz bowl question at some 
point in the future. 
 
 On the way home I happened to put in a random old CD of ‘70s 
songs and was surprised to hear what I think of as my lucky quiz bowl song.  
That song is—of all things—Meat Loaf’s “Paradise by the Dashboard Light”.  
I’ve connected that rather obscene song with quiz bowl ever since we made 
a trip from Mt. Pleasant High School up to WOC in Davenport back when I 
was in high school.  We beat some big school (Iowa City West, I think) that 
night, so ever since then I’ve thought of the song as lucky.  As it turned out 
the song wouldn’t bring us any wins in 2017.  The trip itself ended up being 
a good one, though, so perhaps the song was lucky after all.  

 
 All day long I’d been texting back and forth with Rob Meister, our athletic director and baseball coach.  He had contacted me 
because the person who was scheduled to announce tonight’s game was unable to be there.  Rob was very apologetic when he found 
out I was visiting my sister in the hospital, and he was surprised when I agreed to fill in after having been in Rochester all day.  He’s dealt 
with more than his share of cancer in his own family, as both his father and brother died of it.  There was certainly nothing keeping me 
from announcing, though, and while it wasn’t a particularly good game (we lost to Estherville 14 – 1), I did my duty appropriately. 
 
 Several people at the game wished the quiz bowl team and me good luck.  A number of others remarked that I would have my 
hands full with the group of kids I’d be traveling with this year.  While some of them have a reputation for being squirrely and/or talkative, 
this was actually one of the easiest groups I’ve dealt with.  With that I’ll transition into some brief biographies of our players: 
 

Ben Degen was our captain this year.  Ben is a junior who I taught in two different math classes and a computer class this past 
year.  Both he and sophomore Logan Heying (high-ing) share interests in science, gaming, and science-fiction movies like the Star Wars 

series.  Ben is also one of the few Garrigan students who wrestles, while Logan’s main sport is baseball.  Logan is in band, and Ben was 
elected to be a student council co-president next year.  This was Ben’s third and Logan’s second straight year at national quiz bowl. 
 

Levi Capesius is a senior who went to nationals in Chicago last summer.  He excels in music and other performing arts.  He’s 

a four-time all-stater in choir who has also been to all-state in speech.  He’s had the lead in several school plays, and he was student 
council co-president this year.  Levi is also very familiar with the Mayo Clinic, as his brother Bryce spent much of the 2015-16 school year 
there with brain cancer.  Fortunately Bryce has fully recovered, but Levi and his family definitely understand the toll cancer can take.  Levi 
will be a music major at Wartburg College next fall.   
 

Junior Sam Trainer and his brother sophomore Gabe Trainer were originally supposed to come with us to Chicago last summer.  

They dropped out at the last minute because they were suiting varsity in baseball.  Sam is not out for baseball this year, and Gabe (who 
is starting for the varsity team this year) let the coach know early that he’d be gone for quiz bowl this time around.  The Trainers are also 
active in football and track, but their biggest interest is probably music.  They are very talented both as singers and instrumentalists, a 
talent they probably get from their father, who played with professional bands before going to optometry school. 
 

You may notice that there’s only five names on that list, which is quite a few less than we’ve often taken to nationals.  I really 
liked traveling with a smaller group.  All of them, plus two chaperons fit into a single suburban.  The other adult was Eric Degen, Ben’s 

father.  Eric is a military veteran who works as a supervisor for the local utility company.  He can be a bit brash and crude and he really 
seems to love social media (both of which may explain why he’s a fan of our new President), but he’s certainly an intelligent and hard-
working man.  He was also very compassionate and understanding as the situation with my sister got worse throughout the trip. 
 

 
 
 I got up right at 6:00 this morning, the same time I do during the school year.  I quickly got ready for the day and then headed 
out to McDonalds, where I continued my tradition of having a “good luck” fast food breakfast before school events.  I had a coupon for a 
2 for 1 deal on Egg McMuffins, so that’s what I had.  The woman at McD’s was anything but a ray of sunshine.  Indeed, it would be hard 
to describe her as anything but a nasty old lady.  I always kind of wonder why so many elderly people work at fast food jobs.  Often they’re 
nice (though usually quite slow).  This woman was definitely not the face the company would want to put forth in public, though. 
 
 Ben and Eric Degen were already at school when I arrived at Garrigan.  I went around back, parked my car, and drove the 
suburban around.  Before long the rest of the kids showed up.  It surprised me a bit that everyone packed light on this trip.  We fit luggage  



 
Loading the suburban 

for seven, several bags of hanging clothes, and three different 
pillows into the back of a single vehicle.  Some years we’ve had 
trouble getting everything into two suburbans, but this time there 
was room to spare in one. 
 
 I was really glad to be taking just one vehicle—I think for 

just the second time on one of these trips.  I hate driving in tandem, 
and I hate constantly looking in the mirror to see if the other vehicle 
is back there.  This year there was no one else to worry about, and 
it was wonderful. 
 
 We left shortly after 7am.  Eric drove down to Cedar Falls, 
where we made a quick stop at a Kwik Star convenience store.  
Then I drove down I-380 to my old hometown of Mt. Pleasant.  We 
stopped for lunch there at a combination KFC/Taco Bell that’s part 
of a string of new development off Maple Leaf Drive.  The cashier 
was a woman about my age who had the same name as a girl from 
my class who had gotten pregnant in junior high.  This woman called 
all of us “honey” and “dear”, giving the kids a definite introduction to 
the area we were headed for.  Once again southern Iowa came 
across as more “south” than the South. 

 
 I’d spent a lot of money on gas and hotels in Rochester through the winter, so I was trying to make this trip as cheaply as 
possible.  That made me very aware that the prices at Mt. Pleasant’s Taco Bell were significantly higher than they are further north.  When 
I visit my brother Steve in Minnesota, I often stop at the Taco Bell in Hinckley, where everything on the “cravings menu” (things like bean 
tostadas and caramel apple empanadas) costs just $1.  In Mt. P. those same items were $1.59—still not a bad price, but half again as 
much as I was expecting.  I ended up buying three items instead of the four I was planning on, but it was still a decent meal for five bucks. 
 
 Eric drove down to Hannibal, where we made our next stop at a Casey’s there.  The kids played trivia games and watched 
movies on their phones throughout the afternoon.  They periodically plugged the phones into the car’s cigarette lighter to recharge them.  
I was expecting that might drain the battery, but there didn’t appear to be any problems. 
 
 As I noted earlier, for the most part this was an easy group to travel with.  There was one of the kids who seemed to complain 
about pretty much everything, though.  While I found out later that he apparently very much enjoyed the trip, this kid spent a lot of time 
griping.  He’d also state his dislike for strange, random things, particularly anything that might conceivably be supported by liberals.  For 
instance, a Prius happened to pass us on the highway, and the kid went into a long rant about how terrible Priuses were.  While I pointed 
out that no one was forcing him to drive one, he just went on and on about how he couldn’t understand how anyone could possib ly want 
to own such a car.  Another strange thing that set him off was when we passed a Panera restaurant.  We weren’t planning to eat there, 
but just passing by it made him go on a tirade about how overpriced Panera was.  I don’t really disagree with him on that, though pretty 
much every restaurant is equally overpriced.  In fact, I ate at Panera the morning while I’m writing this—about a week after the trip—and 
it cost about the same as my breakfast at McDonalds when we set off. 
 
 Eric Degen, who once lived in Los Angeles, seemed eager to drive through the major cities, and I had no problem letting him do 
it.  I must say, though, that at times I felt a bit like my mother when she used to grab the little handle above the glove box in our old VW.  
As is true of many people with a lot of urban driving experience, Eric drives rather aggressively.  He almost always goes well over the 
speed limit (something I almost never do in a school vehicle), and he follows quite closely and uses his brakes a lot in traffic.  He really 
is a perfectly good driver, but the traffic on I-270 made me as a passenger more than a bit tense. 
 
 Our afternoon break was at a 7—Eleven in Festus, at the south end of metro St. Louis.  I took the wheel from there and had a 
fairly easy drive on the last leg of the day.  Something all of us noticed as we drove along was the vast number of cars along the side of 
the road with flat tires.  I’ve learned that on any long trip I almost always encounter disabled or abandoned vehicles along the way.  It was 
unique this time, though, that almost all of them were there because of flat tires.  I think we saw four tires being changed just between St. 
Louis and Sikeston.  I stopped counting the grand total for the trip, but it was literally dozens of flat tires.  Eric speculated that because 
the Southern climate doesn’t necessitate the better tread and stronger rubber we have here, people may just keep using bad tires until 
they blow out.  There’s probably some truth to that.  I’ve had a flat tire along the interstate exactly once in my life (on New Year’s Day 
years ago on my way home from Chicago), and it’s definitely an experience I don’t care to repeat. 
 
 Our destination tonight was Sikeston, a nondescript little city that could be Anywhere, USA.  It has few claims to fame aside from 
being the gateway to the Bootheel, the tip of Missouri that is the start of the Mississippi Delta agricultural region.  The Sikeston article in 
Wikipedia notes such things as the fact that President Clinton’s natural father died in a car accident in Sikeston shortly before his son 
was born and that Robert Wadlow, the tallest man who ever lived, had his size 32 shoes made by a company that no longer exists in 
Sikeston.  The place was also the location of the last lynching in Missouri and the first Wal-Mart to be opened outside of Arkansas. 
 
 From a traveler’s point of view Sikeston is a lot like Tucumcari, New Mexico or Clear Lake, Iowa.  It’s a place to stop between 
here and there.  Sikeston is about halfway between St. Louis and Memphis on I-55 and halfway between Chicago and Dallas via 
Interstates 57 and 30.  Because of its crossroads location, Sikeston is a big stopover point, with dozens of restaurants and hotels 
representing every national chain.  On a quiz bowl trip a few years back we stayed at the posh Drury Inn in Sikeston.  This year we took 
the same exit (#67), but we ended up across the street from there at a Comfort Inn next to a ratty outlet mall.  The place wasn’t nearly as 
luxurious as the Drury, but it was literally half the price and perfectly suitable for our needs. 



 I’d prepaid for our rooms tonight in order to get a better rate.  Normally when you prepay at Choice Hotels properties, check-in 
is very easy.  For some reason that was not the case here, though.  The woman needed to make separate copies of my driver’s license 
for each of the three rooms I’d booked, and she also needed to scan a credit card separately for each of the rooms.  I made a point of 
checking later to make sure nothing was double billed.  Fortunately it wasn’t, and I have no idea why the check-in process was so goofed 
up. 
 
 The kids had pizza delivered for supper, but Eric and I went across the street to a Ruby Tuesday’s restaurant.  I don’t think I’d 
ever eaten at one of those before, and I was curious to see what they were.  Basically it’s a clone of Applebee’s, a combination bar and 
family restaurant.  I had a barbecued pork chop, a baked potato, and a very nice salad bar.  I also had iced tea.  The prices weren’t 
horrible, but it certainly wasn’t cheap.  The real issue is that everything at Ruby Tuesday’s is priced a la carte, so the potato and salad 
bar is tacked on above and beyond the cost of the meat.  The pork chop’s menu price was reasonable ($11.50, I think), but I parted with 
twenty bucks by the time the whole meal was paid for. 
 
 Eric makes a point of requesting military discounts everywhere.  Lots of places offer such bonuses, and I suppose he might as 
well take advantage of them.  Here the discount meant that his fish—which had a higher menu price than my pork—ended up costing 
less than mine.  The waitress also brought him a free beer “to thank you for your service to our country”.  There was no request to produce 
ID or otherwise verify that he qualified for the perks; she just gave them to him without comment.  I must say that struck me as strange. 
 
 Eric seemed surprised that I didn’t join him in having a beer.  I’ve never drunk on these quiz bowl trips in the past, though, and 
I don’t really plan to start now.  Our difference on that issue is probably explained by the difference in our ethnic and religious background.  
I have Methodist and Puritan roots, while the Degens are Catholics from central Europe.  There’s certainly nothing right or wrong about 
either background, but the perceptions of drinking are really very different. 
 
 After dinner I drove over to a convenience store and bought gas.  Then I got some remarkably cheap grape juice ($1.50) from 
the hotel vending machine.  I spent much of the evening doing work on my computer for the school website.  It was far from exciting, but 
stuff that needed to get done. 
 
 Eric and I have quite different sleep schedules.  During the school year I usually go to sleep around midnight, and I’m up right 
at 6am.  In summer I usually sleep a bit longer, which normally means I get up later in the morning.  Eric likes to go to bed early.  Tonight 
I turned out the lights at 10:30pm, and that was about the latest he wanted to keep them on throughout the trip.  The problem with that is 
that it meant most of the time I wasn’t really tired when I went to bed.  With my mind preoccupied with the Margaret’s concerns, I tossed 
and turned for quite a while.  Then I was wide awake very early in the morning.  The combination meant I didn’t get a whole lot of sleep 
on this trip. 
 

 
 
 Going to bed early meant I was wide awake well before six.  I tossed and turned for quite a while and finally got up at 5:45am.  
Breakfast in Sikeston was the worst we’d encounter on this trip:  barely thawed frozen pastries, pre-formed “hockey puck” fried eggs, and 
watered down juice and coffee.  I managed to get enough to fill my gullet, though, and by 7:30 we set off for the day. 
 
 I drove south through Arkansas, staying in the left lane almost the whole way.  The right lane was full of trucks, and while 
Arkansas doesn’t have a lower truck speed limit, all these trucks seemed to be going slightly under 70mph.  I almost missed an exit in 
Memphis, but fortunately I was able to cut across traffic quickly so I didn’t end up heading toward Nashville. 
 
 Before long we were in Olive Branch, Mississippi, where we stopped at the state welcome center, a place I think I’ve stopped 
on every one of the southbound quiz bowl trips.  It’s one of the nicest rest areas in the country, and it marks a new and different state for 
most of the kids.  There’s always someone hosting visitors at the welcome center.  Normally that’s a gregarious Southern woman, but 
today it was a surprisingly shy old man.  He very hesitantly asked how many were in our group and where we were from, but he never 
really did offer any travel advice. 
 
 Eric drove across northern Mississippi.  While I’d told them in advance, both he and the kids were surprised at the thick forest 
that lines the road all through the Magnolia state.  Just as I’d done when I first came south, they expected to see plantations and cotton 
fields.  Instead the scenery looks like northern Minnesota, mile after mile of tunnels through the trees. 
 
 Our next stop was in Canton, Mississippi, just north of Jackson.  I’d intended to have lunch at a Pilot truck stop where we’d 
stopped on previous trips.  Unfortunately a tour bus pulled in there at the same time, full of high school kids who were obviously on some 
school trip.  It soon became clear it would be a waste of time to have lunch there.  We did buy gas, though, and at $1.999 it was the 
cheapest I’d seen in quite a while. 
 
 We drove a little ways east of the exit to actually eat.  We parked at a McDonalds, and Eric and three of the boys ate there.  I 
went across the street with two other kids to a Popeye’s.  Neither of them had ever been to Popeye’s before, and fortunately they went 
there looking for a “cultural experience”.  One of them said afterwards that it was exactly what he was expecting it would be , and he 
seemed pleased by that.  In the north Popeye’s is normally found in inner-city neighborhoods, so this suburban strip location was unusual.  
It was still a pretty typical Popeye’s, though.  While the customers were quite diverse, the employees were all black.  Their speech was 
nothing close to standard English, and it was all but impossible for white Midwesterners to understand them.  In particular, I had to get  



the counter girl to repeat a question three times.  It turned out that she was 
asking if I wanted my chicken “mild or spicy”, but even the third time it was 
hard to tell what she was saying. 
 
 We wanted to use the restroom at Popeye’s but it was occupied for 
a long time.  I almost wondered if someone hadn’t died in there.  We ended 

up using the restroom at McDonalds instead.  Popeye’s had been surprisingly 
tidy, but the Canton McDonalds was filthy—not just the restroom but pretty 
much everything about the restaurant.  We did manage to do our business, 
though, and soon we were on our way again. 
 
 Me. Degen continued driving south through Jackson.  Most of the 
time I’ve been through there I’ve gone around the city on the beltway, I-220.  
This time we stayed on I-55.  I think that was actually the correct choice.  
They’ve widened highway 55, and traffic moved along quite efficienty. 
 
 We saw an interesting sight along I-55 at the north end of Jackson.  
It’s an obelisk that looks like a replica of the Washington Monument.  I 
researched the thing while writing this and found it’s actually a cell phone 
tower.  It’s certainly more attractive than most such things. 

 
Students leaving Popeye’s – Canton, Mississippi 

 

 There were several construction zones in southern Mississippi, though nothing with any serious back-ups.  Mostly they seemed 
to be clearing away trees at the side of the road. 
 
 We stopped at the Louisiana welcome center, which has been renovated since I was last there.  They used to have stainless 
steel sinks and toilets that made me think of the sort of thing they must have in prisons.  Those have been replaced by porcelain fixtures, 
though they’re still quite utilitarian.   
 
 They had several vending machines at the rest area.  I tried to buy some pop, but while the machines had coin slots and bill 
readers, none of them seemed to want to accept any sort of American currency.  The coins just dropped through to the bottom, and the 
bill reader rejected all the paper money.  I gave up, though eventually one of the kids did manage to buy something with a debit card.  
Using plastic for such a small purchase just seems silly to me, but I guess it worked for him. 
 
 Since I was the one familiar with the New Orleans area, I took over driving on the last leg of the day.  While I knew exactly how 
to get to our hotel, Mr. Degen chose to use his I-phone to get driving directions from the virtual assistant “Siri”.  Siri warned us that there 
were numerous delays on Interstate 10.  That’s typical, since—like Seattle—there’s basically only one freeway that goes through New 
Orleans.  When anything goes wrong it creates a chain reaction.  There were apparently three different accidents on I-10 near the airport, 
and they were causing more than an hour’s worth of delays.  Siri attempted to find alternate routes for us, but the alternatives were 
actually longer than just sitting in traffic on I-10. 
 
 Siri also screwed up the final approach to the hotel.  Fortunately I was smart enough to know not to follow her directions.  I knew 
precisely where the hotel was located and also that the online directions were wrong.  The hotel’s address is on Convention Center 
Boulevard (the last street before the river), but the entrance is actually located on Galienne Street, a one-way that is perpendicular to the 
street where the address is.  There’s no easy way to get from Convention Center Boulevard to the entrance, and I knew that.  I did know 
how to get to the entrance from the freeway, though, and I found it with no problem. 
 
 They only have valet parking at the Hampton Inn—Convention Center.  Theoretically you could park for free on side streets, but 
the last thing I’d want to do in one of the highest crime cities in America is to leave a vehicle right out in the open.  Fortunately the rate 
the National Academic Association arranged also included a discount for parking.  Eighteen dollars a day is not cheap, but it’s a whole 
lot better than the $39 they had on their sign. 
 
 I had spent quite a bit of time at the Comfort Inn last night doing online check-in for our stay in New Orleans.  Hilton (which owns 
Hampton Inn) lets you choose exactly what you want from all available rooms in a given price range.  I’m glad I took advantage of that 
for a number of reasons.  First, I was able to get what appeared to be the only three available rooms that were next to each other.  Almost 
more important, one of those rooms was a large corner room with a sofabed, which meant everyone was able to have his own bed.  
Having selected the rooms online, the actual check-in process was quick and easy.  We were in the new part of the hotel, on the fifth 
floor.  While the rooms lacked the character of the converted historic cotton mill where we’d stayed the last time we were here, they were 
still very nice.  The rate was $109 a night (plus four different kinds of tax), which is a decent deal by high season standards in a bigtime 
tourist city. 
 
 After the kids had gotten settled, I took them over to the Riverwalk Mall, which is about four blocks downriver (basically northeast) 
from the hotel, just beyond the convention center.  I’ve been to this mall countless times in the past.  It’s housed in a series of former 
warehouses along the river and was used as a big exhibit hall during a world’s fair in the ‘80s.  I’ve described before how the mall nearly 
died and then gradually came back after Katrina.  It’s changed yet again, having mostly been transformed into an outlet center.  That’s 
actually probably the best it’s ever been—with far more “real” stores (even though they’re more down-market) and less junky gift shops 
than they had in the past. 
 
 I treated the kids to beignets at Café du Monde, and we went out on the walkway by the river to enjoy them.  No one is ever 
going to call the riverfront in New Orleans beautiful.  The city is an active port, and the river looks industrial rather than pastoral.  It’s still 



 
ABOVE:  Mississippi River – New Orleans, Louisiana 
BELOW:  Greater New Orleans Bridge (old U.S. 90) 

 

scenic, but not the sort of quaint riverfront imagery that 
conjures up thoughts of Mark Twain. 
 
 The boys did some shopping at the mall, but the 
only place I actually bought anything was a Lindt chocolate 
outlet.  I picked up a set of gold-wrapped miniature 
chocolate bunnies that were presumably leftover from 
Easter and offered at a deep discount.  I’d hoped they 
would be a gift for Margaret, who always loved good 
chocolate.  I figured even if she couldn’t eat the bunnies, 
she’d enjoy the pretty foil wrapping.  Unfortunately, she 
wouldn’t live to enjoy them. 
 
 We had dinner at the mall.  I had Chinese food 
and a smoothie, but most of the boys surprised me in 
choosing traditional New Orleans cuisine—shrimp po’ 
boys, gumbo, turtle soup, and fried alligator. 

 
 I walked the kids over to Jackson Square, where 
they all snapped the obligatory pictures.  One of the boys 
asked if we were going to Bourbon Street, and he also 
asked if it was like the street we were on (Peters Street)—
which is certainly more lively than what they’d seen in small 
town Iowa.  Peters Street is basically full of restaurants and 
gift shops, while I noted that what Bourbon Street is really 
full of is bars and strip clubs.  I promised to take the boys 
there but noted that Friday night was not the time to do it.  
One of the kids asked why, and I noted that it would be 
crowded and full of drunk people—just not really a very 
pleasant experience.  “So it’s where everyone goes to 
have fun?” asked the kid.  I noted that you could have fun 
almost anywhere in New Orleans  (which is definitely true) 

and that—especially on a weekend—Bourbon Street was really more trouble than it was worth.  A local guy who was walking by overheard 
this conversation, and he gave me a thumbs up on my decision. 

 
 We walked up Canal Street and then boarded the 
St. Charles streetcar, which we took most of the way back 
to the hotel.  After settling in for the evening, Mr. Degen 
and most of the kids played cards down in the lobby while 
I worked on my computer in the room.  I learned that 
Margaret had been placed in intensive care, with a 
prognosis that did not sound good.  I e-mailed her, mostly 
reminiscing about the trips we had made to New Orleans, 
and I was pleased to get a quick response. 
 
 Margaret was of course in my thoughts as I tried 
to get to sleep tonight.  I tossed and turned a lot, and I had 
far from a restful night. 
 

 
 
 I was up around six and soon made my way down 

 
Students on the St. Charles streetcar 

to breakfast.  While I often complain about hotel breakfasts, I absolutely love the spread they have at the Hampton Inn—Convention 
Center.  It’s a broad enough range of stuff that only extremely picky people couldn’t find something they’d like.  While the turkey sausage 
they had didn’t look terribly appetizing, there were also western omelets, scrambled and boiled eggs, hash browns, citrus salad (probably 
my favorite thing on the buffet), whole apples, oranges, and bananas, oatmeal, assorted cold cereals, yogurt, bagels, muffins, assorted 
pastries, doughnuts, toast, granola bars, do-it-yourself waffles, four kinds of juice, coffee, tea, and hot chocolate. 
 
 After breakfast I went back up to the room.  Something interesting at the hotel were posters they had in the elevators.  I think 
they do this at every Hampton Inn, but the ones in New Orleans had a local theme.  One of them said “cray cray” (a slang term for “crazy”) 
and showed someone holding up live crawfish, while another said “awesome sauce” and showed a line-up of various hot pepper sauces 
(though not the classic Tabasco for which Louisiana is famous).  The art in the rooms was also very local, showing revelers of questionable 
gender and sexuality celebrating Mardi Gras. 
 
 



 
Event sign outside a meeting room 

Hampton Inn—Convention Center – New Orleans, Louisiana 

 After breakfast I got the kids together and went 
through the rules and the various quirks of the national 
tournament.  Then we played our first game.  I’ll cut to the 
chase and let you know we finished 0 – 6, though most of 
the games were competitive.  We were by far the smallest 
school competing in New Orleans, and four of the six 
teams we faced ended up in the quarter-finals.  It’s the 
overall record people care about, though, and there’s 
nothing for us to brag about there.  Our game this morning 
was against Sparkman, from the suburbs of Huntsville, 
Alabama.  We ended up losing 310 – 195. 

 
 The kids changed, and then we caught the 
streetcar westbound on St. Charles Avenue.  While they’d 
enjoyed what we saw yesterday, the boys hadn’t yet seen 
the truly nice part of the city.  They really did gawk as we 
headed down St. Charles, surprised at just how beautiful 
that part of the city is.  We spent a while walking around 
Audubon Park, and the kids had fun looking at the large 
numbers of animals that call the park home.  We then took  

the streetcar back.  Most of the kids had a “been there, done that” attitude and proceeded to spend the trip back playing games on their 
phones.  One of them was very interested, though, and proceeded to make a video of the entire trip on his cell phone. 

 
Bishop Garrigan quiz bowl team at Audubon Park – New Orleans, Louisiana 

 In the afternoon we played our second game, which was also probably our worst.  We played Edgemont, a school from 
Scarsdale, in the northern suburbs of New York.  Scarsdale is up by where the Clintons live, and you’ve probably heard of it from the 
Scarsdale diet.  This actually was a fairly close game, except for the lightning round.   Our kids picked “Characters”,  which they correctly 



 

 
The team during a game at nationals 

 I ended up at a place Margaret would recognize from our trips 
here, the Walgreens on Canal Street.  This is a rather cool-looking store 
with art deco features and large amounts of neon over the entrance.  The 
store has been there forever, but it was closed (probably looted) following 
the hurricane.  It’s back in all its glory now, and it really is a cool place to 
look around.  There was long wait at the check-out there, which turned 
out to be due to the fact that someone was trying to buy a weekly bus 
pass.  Those exact same passes are sold on the buses and streetcars 
themselves, and you can also buy them through a phone app.  Why this 
person chose to buy it at Walgreens instead, I have no clue. 
 
 I also had a late lunch at the Bourbon Street Krystal, the South’s 
answer to White Castle.  For less than three bucks I got two tiny 
cheeseburgers and a delicious fried apple pie.  I then walked from there 
to Jackson Square, mostly to time how long this walk would take later in 
the day. 
 
 I took the streetcar back to the mall.  As I exited the station the 
kids happened to be leaving the mall.  I’d come with them,  and a couple 

 

guessed was identifying literary works based on the 
characters in them.  They’d crammed that very topic on the 
way down and were hoping it might help them.  
Unfortunately they only got three questions right, and I 
believe the other team got five.  Edgemont picked the 
mystery category, a common lightning round topic at 
nationals.  It happened to be about financial terms, most of 
which were very easy.  They got nine of ten of those, and 
that was the main difference in the game.  We lost 300 – 
120. 
 
 After the game I walked the kids back to the mall, 
where they had lunch.  They spent the afternoon shopping, 
while I took the streetcar downtown.  I transferred to one of 
the Canal Street streetcars, which had a very bubbly black 
woman for the driver.  She welcomed everyone aboard 
with lines like “your limo awaits”.  Someone grumpily 
remarked that it must be the start of her shift.  “Well it is,” 
she responded, “but if I can’t stay happy until the end, then 
it’s time to get another job.”  That woman I encountered the 
first day at McDonalds could take lessons from her. 

 
Canal Street Walgreens 

of hours later I’d walk with them back to the hotel. 
 

 I spent a while working on the school website, mostly congratulating 
our boys golf team on being the state runners-up.  It’s amazing to me that 
two weeks later our “official” school website (run by our development office) 
still hasn’t acknowledged that team’s accomplishment.  The website I work 
with is mostly produced by and for the students, and we’ve always prided 
ourselves on keeping it up to date with activities and accomplishments. 
 
 At about 4:15 we walked back to the mall, this time going straight to 
the riverfront streetcar station.  The riverfront car is neither scenic nor 
efficient.  It makes only a few stops, but the awkward boarding process 
seems to take longer than it does to travel between stations.  It’s really no 
faster than walking, but it does save some effort. 
 
 We made it to Jackson Square at about 4:45 and walked past the 
performers and vendors to the front door of the cathedral.  I’ve been to good 
and  bad  masses at St. Louis Cathedral,  but this was definitely  one  of  the  

 
“Selfie” of David Burrow on the streetcar 

best.   Their organist in particular was outstanding.   We sang powerful, upbeat hymns for Ascension,  and they really did  soar to  the 
heavens. (The music at Margaret’s funeral just a week and a half after this was also spectacular, exactly what she would have wanted.) 



The cathedral is a gorgeous church as well (one of the oldest in America, with parts dating to 1718 and the newest parts from the early 
1800s), and while the homily was less than inspirational, it really was quite a nice service. 

 
Communion at St. Louis Cathedral – New Orleans, Louisiana 

 On exiting the cathedral in New Orleans I always get the feeling I’m at the plaza by the temple where Jesus cast out the 
moneychangers.  Few places in America are as lively as Jackson Square, and wading through the artists, fortune tellers, and snake 
handlers was quite a contrast from the quiet retreat inside the church. 
 
 I walked the kids up to Bourbon Street, and we elbowed our way through the crowds for about six blocks, past barkers advertising 
such attractions as “free titties”.  Our ultimate destination was across the street from the Krystal I’d been at earlier, the new location of 
the New Orleans Hard Rock Café.  While I personally preferred their old location down by the river, Bourbon Street certainly makes sense 
for a tourist-oriented chain like this. 
 
 I’d made reservations for the group, though I’m not sure they were really necessary.  We were seated immediately, but I think 
we might have been in any case.  The new location is cavernous, and I’m not sure it ever completely fills up—except perhaps at Mardi 
Gras.  There are enough good restaurants and bars in New Orleans that a place like the Hard Rock doesn’t’ really stand out. 
 
 There were apparently some issues in the kitchen, which made the service leisurely at best.  We had an excellent waitress, 
though.  She saw to it that the table were well taken care of, even giving us free appetizers to occupy our wait. Today happened to be 
Eric Degen’s birthday, and she also presented him with a complimentary beer and an ice cream sundae (which we all shared) and wished 
him “a happy 21st—again”.  (In fact he’s 56, I think.) 

 
Toasting with virgin cocktails 

 I had a chicken salad and “twisted mac and cheese” (rigatoni with a 
mild pepper cheese sauce), while most of the kids had various sorts of 
burgers.  (I can’t help but think that Margaret would have hated the fact that 
I ordered macaroni and cheese as a side dish; many times she went on rants 
about baked mac and cheese.)  The strangest order probably came from our 
captain.  He ordered what would have been a very fancy burger, but then 
asked that pretty much everything be stripped off of it.  He ended up with two 
large patties and a bun, which he apparently enjoyed immensely.  That 
seems like rather a waste of money to me, but to each his own.  The kids 
also ordered virgin versions of the classic New Orleans cocktails.  I didn’t 
bother pointing out to them that almost anywhere else in the city they could 
probably have ordered the real thing without being carded.  They all seemed 
to enjoy their alcohol-free slushes, and that’s as it should be. 
 

 One of the kids had noticed a number of gift shops advertising T-
shirts at 5 for $20, and he thought he’d pick up some cheap souvenirs for his 
family.   It turned  out, of course,  that only  the  plainest,  ugliest  shirts were  

available at that price.  The ones he was hoping to buy started at $11.99.  While we looked at three different stores, he ended up buying 
nothing. 
 
 The kids opted to walk back to the hotel rather than taking the streetcar.  It was a long walk, but they had fun—mostly talking 
about our school’s football prospects as they went. 



 
 There was more news about Margaret when I got back to the hotel.  The news was a bit of a roller-coaster.  One e-mail would 
be positive, and the next was more bad news.  I really wished I could be there, but of course there was literally nothing I could do. 

 

 
 
 I didn’t sleep well Saturday night and was up about 6:00 
on Sunday.  While I got ready in slow motion, there was still tons of 
time to kill before our matches.  After breakfast I took a long walk, 
mostly heading west under the US-90 bridge and into an area that 
had been completely destroyed by Katrina.  Today much of it is 
brand new row houses, though there’s also some warehouses and 
an attraction called Mardi Gras World where they feature the floats 
from pas parades.   
 

 
Entrance to Mardi Gras World 

New Orleans, Louisiana 

 I stopped at a convenience store where I picked up a box of pralines to share with the kids.  Each time I go to New Orleans 
pralines seem to cost more than they did before.  This time I forked over $11.99 for just eight small pralines.   
 
 The news on Margaret was actually somewhat better today.  Our niece Rachel was with her for the weekend, and reports were 
that she seemed to be more stable.  The plan for now was that Paul and Nancy would be coming up to Rochester, and they would take 
her to a care center in Perry (near where they live).  The long-term prognosis was still not good, but it was better news in the short run. 

 
 Eventually it was time to play our first game.  This time we were in the room 
moderated by Chip Beall, the guy who owns the company that runs these tournaments.  Chip 
used to dye his hair in much the same shade as our Donald Trump does.  It’s interesting 
that since Trump became President, Chip has stopped dying his hair.  I wonder if that says 
something about his politics. 
 
 Our game this time was against Mahomet – Seymour.  You could think of this as a 
small rural school in Illinois, but you could also think of them as coming from the Champaign 
area and likely being a bunch of professors’ kids.  The latter is closer to what they actually 
are, and we lost to them 275 – 120. 
 
 Our biggest weakness this year was in history, and that was evident in our main 
afternoon activity, which was a visit to the National World War II Museum.  The kids went 
through the museum very quickly (quicker than I did on my fourth or fifth visit to the place), 

and I think that expressed their level of interest.  Oddly the quickest through was our captain, 
who I thought was interested in history.  I think the kind of history that interests him is swash-
buckling sword fights and the like, though, rather the gritty history of a relatively recent war. 
 
 When we got to the museum a guard told us there was a 25-mnute wait at the main 
entrance, which isn’t all that surprising on Memorial Day weekend.  He directed us, however, 
to a secondary entrance by  the gift shop where  there was almost no line at all.   It still took  

 
Chip Beall 

about fifteen minutes to enter, though, because their ticketing procedure is needlessly complex.  In addition to having numerous choices 
of types of ticket, they also needed to take down lots of unnecessary information about each visitor.  Then they gave everyone a smart 
card that looked like a dog tag that could be used to follow a random soldier’s story throughout the museum, and time had to be spent 
giving directions on how to use the thing.  Finally, since it was Memorial Day weekend, we were each presented with an American Legion 
poppy to mark the occasion. 
 
 The WWII museum is a very expensive place to visit.  The base price is $26, and I lessened my entry to $24 with a coupon I’d 
found in one of the tourist brochures.  Mr. Degen thought he’d save the kids a lot of money with his military discount.  It turned out, though, 
that his rate was $16.50, which was exactly the same rate the student rate.  Technically the fine print said that the discount Mr. Degen 
claimed was only supposed to be for active military (which he is not), but it appeared anyone could claim that without the desk people 

batting an eye.  The place is free to World War II veterans, which certainly is as it should be.  I’m not sure why it’s so pricey for everyone 
else. 
 
 I like the WWII museum, but these days I really don’t think it’s worth its admission.  The place is huge, but they’ve almost gone 
too far in trying to make it interactive, and that makes it lose some of the sense of history it once had.  Something I found particularly odd 
is that in re-shuffling the displays they’ve almost eliminated any reference to the whole reason the museum is in New Orleans to begin 
with—the Higgins landing craft that were manufactured here and used both in Normandy and on the Pacific islands.  They still have one 
Higgins boat on display, but the gallery that traced their manufacture and use is gone.  I actually overheard some people wondering why 
this museum was in New Orleans, rather than—say—in Washington, D.C.  It was originally founded as the D-Day Museum, and they’d 
do well to retain a bit more of that background. 
 
 As was true the last time we were here, for Memorial Day they had the Marine band playing in one of the buildings.  They were 
very good, and I filled a bit of time listening to patriotic music.   



 
Eventually I made my way back to the plaza where we’d agreed to meet.  I waited outside for quite a while ande then went inside 

to cool down a bit.  I found most of the kids there, and they informed me that the Degens had already gone back to the hotel on their own.  
Apparently Mr. Degen had texted me to that effect.  I didn’t have my phone with me, though, so I didn’t get the message.  A lot of people 
have trouble believing it, but I’ve never been one of those people who’s always attached to my phone. 
 
 I did some more computer work back at the hotel.  Mr. Degen told me while I worked that in talking with the kids, they wanted to 
“get a victory for Mr. Burrow”.  That was a nice thought, but of course wanting it doesn’t make it so.  Our next game was against Altamont.  
There are several schools with that name, but this one turned out to be an exclusive private school from Birmingham, Alabama whose 
alumni include people like Wayne Rogers of M*A*S*H and Kate Jackson of Charlie’s Angels, as well as two ambassadors and a Pulitzer 
prize-winning author.  After the game I went to their school website and found that their annual tuition is $21,552.  That’s nearly ten times 
what we charge at Garrigan, and I can’t imagine why any school should cost so much.  They note that their campus has a sculpture 
garden, and they’ve won state championships in cross-country and lacrosse.  We were Podunk central by comparison, and it’s actually 
to our kids’ credit that the loss was only 280 – 180. 
 
 There was an awkward length of time before our final game, which wasn’t until 7pm.  We faced Conway, a town that is to Little 
Rock what Waukee is to Des Moines.  It was once a small town, but today it’s really a booming suburb.  This match featured our worst 
reader of the tournament.  She was a young black woman who identified herself as “a journalist from Mississippi”.  I actually think she 
was a journalism major, though, and was likely the winner of last year’s “Who Wants to Be a Game Show Host” contest, where contestants 
at nationals compete to work at the following year’s tournament.  She read softly and slurred her words to the point that she was difficult 
to understand.  I don’t’ know that it made a difference in the game, but it was annoying. 
 
 While this was a fairly close match all the way through, we lost 230 – 135.  As is often the case at nationals, the coach from the 
winning team whined and complained.  He complained about two of the questions (one of which was counted wrong for his team, and 
another of which was counted right for us), and he also implied that I had been “talking with the team”.  I’d done no such thing.  Indeed 
the only talking I’d done was to sub in students between rounds.  I’m pretty sure Eric Degen (the only other person who could be construed 
a coach) hadn’t said anything either.  I almost literally bit my tongue after that comment. 
 
 What was probably the biggest issue in our games was interruptions from outsiders.  During four of the six games, people in the 
hall opened the door in the middle of the game.  There were reverse peepholes in the doors so you could look in and see if anything was 
going on, but the intruders didn’t seem to understand that concept.  It wasn’t just other schools that were the problem, either.  Twice hotel 
employees came into the room to change out urns of water in the back.  At one point Mr. Degen had actually locked the door to keep 
other schools from entering, but one of the employees used a key to open it.  Once he had change the water, of course other competitors 
and coaches had to open the door as well.  I’m planning to e-mail Chip Beall with a suggestion that “GAME IN SESSION – KEEP OUT” 
signs be placed on the doors in the future and also that employees be instructed to do their work between rounds.  All the interruptions 
really did get annoying this year. 
 
 After the last game, there was a bit of a debate over what we should do for dinner.  Mr. Degen suggested we order pizza, but 
several people (myself included) really wanted anything but pizza.  There was also a question of whether we should order delivery or go 
out someplace.  We settled on going out to an Italian restaurant near the hotel (Tommy G’s) whose website said they served pizza, pasta, 
and even some other entrees.  When we got there, though, we found that their website was wrong.  All they served was pizza, and a 
fairly limited selection at that.  About half the group stayed and ordered pizza (which apparently took nearly an hour for them to get), while 
the rest of us went back to the hotel.  We ordered pasta from an Italian take-out place (Café Roma) that had put brochures in the elevators 
at the hotel.  Our lasagna and shrimp Florentine apparently arrived before the others had their pizza.  My lasagna was delicious, too.  We 
were shorted a salad, but that was all right.  I’d have likely not eaten mine anyway, since the only choice was Caesar. 
 
 One of the kids wanted to use an ATM, and I was also getting a bit short on cash myself.  I went to the hotel desk and found out 
there was an ATM at the side of the lobby.  Unfortunately when both I and the kid tried to use it, an error was displayed.  It wasn’t entirely 
clear whether the problem was with our cards or with the machine, but it was annoying.  Eventually I walked with the kid down to a 
convenience store.  Their ATM did work correctly, though it charged $3.99 for the privilege of getting even a small amount of cash. 

 

 I watched a baseball game on TV Sunday night.  Something I couldn’t help but notice 
was the proliferation of long, ugly beards on the Major League players these days.  I suppose 
the guys think the beards make them look more masculine, but they just look silly to me.  I’m 
kind of glad that my former student retired from baseball before this became a trend. 
 

 
 
 It rained fairly hard Sunday night, and it was dreary and dripping when we got up 
Monday morning.  I checked and was pleased to find that four of the six teams we’d played had  

 
Typical MLB beard 

made playoffs.  We may not have done well, but at least our competitors did. 
 
 Since we weren’t in playoffs ourselves this was a free day.  We got the group together and set out in the suburban at 7:30am.  
This being a holiday, I had an easy drive on I-10 over to Slidell at the east edge of Lake Pontchartrain.  Something noteworthy on the 



drive was that the old Six Flags amusement park that was destroyed by Hurricane Katrina as now almost completely overgrown.  We 
could barely make out the kudzu-covered roller-coasters, and those who didn’t know it was there would likely not realize what it was. 

 
Alligator on the swamp tour 

 
 Our first destination this morning was Honey Island Swamp, where we did 
essentially the same boat tour I’d taken two previous groups on.  We arrived well 
before our scheduled 9:00 tour time and ended up leaving almost twenty minutes early 
on the very first boat of the day.  Our tour ended up being quite a bit longer than the 
standard one, lasting a full two hours.  It rained most of the time, but in a covered boat 
that wasn’t a problem.  We saw the standard alligators and birds, but also enormous 
raccoons and a host of plants.  The guide also took us to his own private fishing line, 
where he had caught a big catfish. 
 
 After the swamp tour we drove east about ten miles and stopped at the 
Mississippi welcome center.  The kids changed there, and then we made our way east 
along U.S. 90 to the Gulf Coast beaches. While it sounds bad to say it, really the coast 
looks better now than it did before Katrina.  There’s a lot fewer businesses than there 
used to be, but they’re housed in more substantial buildings.  The new homes also 
look nicer, and with time their elevated stilts have been covered over with siding.  
Mississippi continues to allow development only on the north side of highway 90, so 
it’s open beach for mile after mile when you look to the south.  The weather cleared  

up in late morning, and it turned out to be a beautiful day to head to the water. 
 
 We found a pleasant stretch of beach near the 
border of Pass Christian and Long Beach and parked in a 
pull-out there.  The kids found a plastic canoe that had 
been seemingly abandoned (not locked up, like most of the 
other watercraft), and they had fun paddling it around.  The 
water is very shallow in this area, so they were able to head 
a long way from shore and still be safe. 
 
 After they tired of the canoe, the boys found 
hermit crabs, which there are thousands of in the water 
near here.  They’d place them on the sand and have fun 
watching the walking shells make their way back to the 
water.  Everyone got more than a bit sunburned (and in 
fact I’m still peeling two weeks later), but we all had fun. 
 
 We had lunch at a Waffle House in Gulfport.  I had 
ham and eggs, but the kids made a variety of orders.   One 

 
The group on the Gulf Coast 

of the most interesting orders was a T-bone steak, which happens to cost $11.10 on the Waffle House menu.  The kid wasn’t expecting 
much for that price, but he said it was actually a very good steak—thin, but very flavorful. 
 
 We also bought gas in Gulfport, where the price was just $1.939 a gallon.  Even when I redeem Hy-Vee points, it’s rare that I get 
fuel that cheap.  Then we fought some heavy holiday traffic on I-10 as we made our way back to the city.  I left my phone in the car when 
I gave the vehicle to the parking valet, so I had to go back to retrieve it.  Fortunately the hotel garage was nearly empty, so that wasn’t a 
problem. 
 
 I got dinner from a Subway a couple blocks east of the hotel.  They had the same menu and prices as their counterparts in the 
north, though (at least on the holiday) all they had available were standard white and wheat bread—not the unique breads I prefer.   
 
 I spent some time uploading pictures of the trip to the school website.  Then Mr. Degen and I watched some TV.  We watched 
Wheel of Fortune and then the movie Sully.  It began pouring during the movie, and probably because of that several times during the 
movie the hotel’s satellite TV reception cut out.  I got the gist of the movie, but I probably saw less than half of it.  That was probably okay, 
as I can’t say I cared much for the movie.  Certainly Captain Sullenberger’s landing in the Hudson River was heroic.  Oddly, though, the 
film focused less on that and more on a largely fictional account of the National Transportation Safety Board’s investigation of the situation.  
I suppose they felt that made for a better storyline, but it ended up being far from my favorite film. 
 

 
 
 I didn’t’ sleep well Monday night and was up about 5:45 Tuesday morning.  I was pleased to find one of my favorite Hampton 
Inn breakfast dishes:  bagel toppers (half bagels covered with eggs, ham bits, and cheese).  I gorged myself on them, as did most of the 
kids. 
 



 Check-out was time-consuming, but uneventful, and we left the hotel right at 7:30am.  Mr. Degen drove through New Orleans 
(which had surprisingly light traffic for a business day) and then north across the long Manchac Pass Bridge at the west end of Lake 
Pontchartrain.  It rained on and off as we drove, but there was nothing too bad about the weather. 
 
 We stopped at the second rest area in Mississippi, near the town of Crystal Springs.  This was a very quick break, no more than 
five minutes total.  I took over the wheel and drove on through Jackson and into northern Mississippi.  Mr. Degen had volunteered to drive 
all day, but most of the time I prefer to drive rather than ride.  It was a dull drive, but an easy one. 
 
 Our lunch break was in the town of Batesville.  The kids had wanted to stop at a Taco Bell.  We ended up, however, at a Burger 
King, because that was really the only place that was convenient to turn into.  Oddly Burger King’s parking was shared with a neighboring 
hotel, and we joined tons of other diners in parking in a spot that was theoretically reserved for hotel guests.  This probably isn’t a problem 
at lunch, but I wonder if they have issues over who should park where in the evening.   
 
 I dropped the kids off and bought gas.  They were just getting their food when I returned.  I had a whopper junior with cheese 
(what I always order at BK) as well as a vanilla shake.  Many of the kids, though, ordered either enormous or multiple burgers, or both.  I 
couldn’t afford to eat that much, nor would I really want to. 
 
 Mr. Degen drove north to Memphis, through the seventy miles of Arkansas that I-55 covers, and on into Missouri.  We stopped 
at the same Break Time convenience store in Sikeston where I’d filled the suburban the first night of the trip.  Then I drove up to St. Louis 
and was pleased to encounter remarkably light traffic, even though we hit the city right at rush hour. 
 
 After dumping our stuff at a Comfort Inn, we had dinner at Steak ‘n’ Shake (where I had a barbecue cheeseburger and a Nutella 
shake).  I don’t think any of the kids had ever been to a Steak ‘n’ Shake before, and most of them seemed to really like it.  Our captain 
again amused me with his order.  He ordered an “extreme” burger that was supposed to come with pretty much anything imaginable and 
then paired it down so it was basically just meat.  In fact he ended up returning it because they brought him one with cheese, which he 
specifically requested be left off.  While the final burger was anything but “extreme”, he seemed to like it. 
 

I dropped most of the kids back at the hotel and then took one of them to a Walgreens, where we picked up some Solarcaine to 
help with their sunburns.  I then made a third trip and bought gas.  This turned out to be the most expensive fill on the trip, at $2.269.  
 
 Eric Degen is related to pretty much everyone from the town of Bancroft, and one of his nephews (Jeff Vaske, who graduated 
from Garrigan around 2000) lives in O’Fallon, Missouri, which was just west of the suburb of Chesterfield, where we were staying.  Jeff 
was in the lobby visiting with Eric when I returned from buying gas, and I joined them briefly.  Then I made my way up to the room. 
 
 I’ve been almost afraid to check my e-mail through Margaret’s illness, since it’s been such a roller coaster with up and down 
news.  I had a sense when I turned on my computer that the news today would be bad, and that was definitely the case.  My brother Paul 
had e-mailed multiple times through the day, with phrases like “Margaret is actively dying”.   While earlier in the year the number of cancer 
cells had been falling, it had recently skyrocketed to 80% of her white blood cells.  This had made her blood unusually thick and difficult 
for her heart to pump.  Mayo had moved away from actively trying to treat her leukemia and were instead offering palliative treatment, 
which basically the hospital equivalent of hospice care.  Her time had appeared to move from weeks or months down to hours. 
 

 
 
 It’s not really surprising that I didn’t sleep well on Tuesday either.  I did sleep comparatively late, though, not getting up until 
6:30am.  My phone was flashing when I got up.  I was expecting bad news from Paul, but it turned out to be an Amber alert of a child 
abduction in the St. Louis area.  (The girl was later found, and a man was charged with rape in the case.)  Apparently nothing noteworthy 
had happened with Margaret overnight. 
 
 Breakfast at the Comfort Inn was excellent, at least to my mind.  In addition to the usual spread, they had scrambled eggs, 
hashbrowns, and three types of breakfast meats:  sausage logs, bacon, and ham.  All but one of the kids devoured more than their share 
of breakfast.  The exception (the same kid who had complained about breakfast in New Orleans) avoided all three protein and just picked 
at a few muffins. 
 
 I’d planned to leave at 8:00, and we were actually on the road at 7:50am.  I drove north.  We were headed the right way through 
rush hour traffic in the St. Louis suburbs, so we moved right along.  About the time we reached Hannibal my phone sounded with the alert 
that I’d received either a text message or an e-mail.  (For me that’s a quick hi-hat cymbal sound, a discreet noise I far prefer to the wolf 
whistle Mr. Degen’s phone made for the same purpose.)  I was fairly certain what it was, and when we stopped at a truckstop in Wayland, 
Missouri (just south of the Iowa border) I checked my phone and confirmed that Margaret had died.  I called Paul, partly to clarify some 
details but mostly just to talk with someone.  While this was certainly no surprise, there was still a strange and eerie emptiness at hearing 
the news. 
 

Mr. Degen drove up to Cedar Rapids.  I texted our principal, who I knew would want to share the news with the staff.  Almost 
immediately I got texts and e-mails with condolences from my fellow teachers.  A lot of them had actually met Margaret, particularly at 
the quiz bowl meets she’s worked at, and they did seem genuinely sorry for the loss. 



 We had lunch at a Culver’s in Hiawatha.  I had chicken and rice soup, cheese curds, and a caramel cashew sundae.  Mr. Degen 
had made his way to the driver’s seat when we left, but I stopped him and insisted on driving myself.  I really preferred having something 
to do rather than just staring and thinking.   
 
 The kids played 20 questions on this leg of the trip, using both celebrities and characters from movies and TV shows.  I know 
practically nothing about such things and hadn’t even heard of a lot of the answers.  Their game did make the time pass more quickly, 
though. 

 
Unpacking after the trip 

 

 We stopped for gas at Casey’s in 
Clear Lake, and Mr. Degen took the wheel 
there.  He drove to his home near St. Benedict 
(east of Algona), and he and Ben left us there.  
I then dropped another of the kids off at his 
home on the south side of Algona, since his 
truck was there rather than at school.  Finally 
I drove back to school, where the rest of the 
kids left.  It was about 3:45 when we made it 
back to school. 
 
 Obviously this is a trip about which I 
have a lot of mixed emotions.  It was far from 
our best showing at nationals, and Margaret’s 
death overshadowed almost everything else 
for me.  The kids we had this year really did 
make a good group to travel with, though.  
Most of them will be back next year, and we 
actually should do quite well in competition 
then.  I’m definitely looking forward to making 
more quiz bowl trips in the future. 
 
 The week following this trip was a 
madhouse.  I had loose ends to tie up at 
school  and  then  of  course  the  funeral  and  

burial.  Then I just barely commenced on the almost endless process of cleaning out Margaret’s home east of Decorah.   One nice break 
from that was watching a baseball game, where our young team (including one of my quiz bowl kids) managed to get a big win over a 
nearby rival. 
 
 I’m going to finish with one other thing.  When it became clear that Margaret’s disease was terminal, my brother Paul (who is a 
Methodist minister and would be officiating the funeral) asked all of Margaret’s family and friends for reflections he could use for the 
service.  Here’s what I wrote: 
 

It’s hard to even begin to describe just how much I’ll miss Margaret.  For my whole adult life both my parents have been 
gone, and Margaret has been almost as much a mother as a sister to me.  She had a motherly way of always saying “drive 
safely” at the end of a goodbye, and I’ll miss little things like that. 
  

I’ve never been a very social person, and there’s not a lot of people I can just chat with easily.  Margaret and I, could 
chat and chat and chat.  For more than twenty years I’ve had a habit of calling her every Saturday morning, and we’d talk for 
hours and hours—about important things and about nothing in particular, like the strange things people on cooking shows were 
making.  Sometimes I’d have other things to do and those long, rambling conversations got annoying.  I’ll definitely miss them, 
though.  I’m not sure how I’ll fill my Saturday mornings now. 
  

I’ll miss having Margaret as a traveling companion, too.  Both she and I liked to visit unusual places and do interesting 
things, but we liked having everything carefully planned out.  Lots of those phone conversations were spent planning things we’d 
do and places we’d eat on different trips we’d be taking together.  This past spring I spent a lot of time talking with her about a 
trip out to New York that I’ll be doing on my own—and I’ll miss having her with me as I travel. 
  
            In addition to the thousands of students she taught, Margaret also had more influence than she knew on a lot of my 
students.  For more than twenty years she’s come over to help out at the quiz bowl tournaments we host at Garrigan, and she 
also helped chaperone a trip we made to nationals.  She dealt well with high school kids, and—as one of my students said—
she was “such a nice lady”.  When they found out she was sick and that the illness wasn’t getting better, several of the kids were 
genuinely moved and specifically mentioned how much they’d miss her. 

 
Indeed Margaret was a nice lady, and I will miss her deeply.  It is good that her sickness was not drawn out, though, and that she died 
peacefully and without serious pain. I thank the many people who have expressed their kind their kind thoughts and prayers, and I’ll 
certainly be dedicating the quiz bowl tournament we host next year to her memory. 
 
 
   
 
 



 

 
Paul Burrow officiating the burial of Margaret Sullivan 

Wilson Grove Cemetery — Sumner, Iowa 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


