Dallas with the Quiz Bowl Team

1995

FRONT: Tom Twait, Aaron Twait, Tom McGreevey, Matt Erpelding
BACK: Steve Bormann, Chris Bormann, Charlie Plathe
[Everyone is very much of his era, with either buzzed or gelled hair.]

[UPDATE: September, 2008—As I gradually go back over my old travelogues, I’ll be leaving the original text intact
but adding additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said. I’ll also add some
additional scanned photos to enhance the original travelogues.
The Texas Rangers are playing the Chicago White Sox on ESPN as I write this. No background noise could be more
appropriate as I tell the story of my adventures in Dallas with the Golden Bear quiz bowl team.
Our team did incredibly well in competition this year. It was my fifth year as a quiz bowl "coach", and there was no question but
what this was our best season ever. We had thirty-three different kids playing in games this year (thirteen girls and nineteen boys). All
the kids did well, some of them well enough to win trophies. We swept both third and fourth places at a tournament in Eagle Grove, we
took second place at Spirit Lake, and we got another third in a regional tournament in the Sioux Falls area. The big news, though, was
that the kids won three different championships over the course of the year—at our home tournament at Bishop Garrigan, across town
at the Algona PTO Invitational, and at Northeast Hamilton in Blairsburg.
That success led me to look into the possibility of taking the kids to a national tournament. While there are apparently several
such tournaments, the only one I had heard of was the National Academic Championships, hosted annually by a company that is also
known as Questions Unlimited that also markets its namesake product to tournaments all over the country. For the past twelve years it
has been sponsored by Texaco and was held at Rice University in Houston. Several of the team members seemed interested in going
to the tournament, so I spent quite a bit of time throughout the winter checking into things.
[The N.A.C. was the first national quiz bowl tournament in modern times, and while there are numerous other choices
these days, it’s the one we’ve gone back to consistently. The tournament has lost favor with some of the academic snobs

who would like to think they’re the only ones who belong in quiz bowl. They claim it’s not strictly an elite tournament since
there are multiple ways to qualify (like winning a small regional tournament in Iowa), and they also dislike the fact that there’s
a little bit of “trash” (pop culture) mixed in among their questions. Whatever they are, our kids are not snobs, and most will
say having pop culture mixed in makes the questions fun. I’ve gotten come-ons for other tournaments in recent years, but it’s
clear the N.A.C. remains the best fit for us.]

“Pep rally” with a game pitting the team bound for nationals against the Garrigan faculty
(Newspaper photo from Algona Upper Des Moines)

Good luck message on the chalkboard in Room 23 at Bishop Garrigan High School
I found out eventually that this year’s tournament would be different. It would be held at two sites on two consecutive
weekends—at the University of Dallas June 2 – 5 and at Marymount University near Washington, D.C. June 9 – 12. [They’d have
three sites in future years, and that multi-site format which allows multiple teams to claim to be “winners” is also something

the quiz snobs object to.] he first dilemma was which part we should attend. There were conflicts both weekends, particularly with
one of our best seniors (Tracy Studer) who would miss baseball games if he was gone either weekend. Eventually Tracy decided not
to go, and the others who were interested decided the Dallas date was preferable.
The second problem was cost. Registration alone cost nearly $200 per person. That included meals and lodging while in
Dallas, but it did not include any of the transportation costs involved. I managed to work out with Gene Meister, our business manager
[who has since taken a position equivalent to superintendent], that the school would provide transportation (suburbans), and I did
some creative financing through our student council (which, conveniently, I also moderate) to allow us to go ahead. The deal was that
student council would front the registration fee, and I would place the motel bills en route on my credit card [something that the
school would not allow with today’s accounting practices]. About two-thirds of the total cost would be paid by the students before
they set off, and the remainder would come out of the profits from our home tournament next fall. (Everything’s worked out so far; now
I’m hoping the tournament profits are as healthy as they were last year.) The students were responsible for their own meals en route,
as well as souvenirs and personal items.
With that set, there was nothing to do but hurry up and wait. The school year would eventually wind down, and soon the time
came for us to leave.

Thursday, June 1

Algona, Iowa to Tulsa, Oklahoma
Various people had told me before I left that it was possible to drive from Algona to Dallas in one day. I'd love to see them do
it. When taking kids in the "luxurious comfort" of school suburbans, Tulsa was plenty far to go in one day.
We had intended to leave promptly at 8:00, and all the local kids were there by then. Unfortunately, Father Feierfeil (who was
the other chaperon) was having trouble opening the back door of the suburban he was driving. The door has apparently had a lot of
problems, but Father was unaware of that—and he was not at all happy that his vehicle should be anything less than perfect. After
about half an hour of hullabaloo, he got it open. We packed in the last of the luggage, and finally we were on our way.
[Fr. Feierfeil had purposely chosen the “nicer” white suburban, which had cloth upholstery and assorted luxury
features, instead of the bare-bones blue suburban. That was fine with me. The white ‘burb’ was older and always seemed
“soft” to drive. I far preferred the more responsive blue one. We still have the same blue suburban at school, now with nearly
200,000 miles on it. The white one was retired last year.]
While we were waiting I passed a sheet out to all the kids with the names of people who had sent their good wishes. A lot of
people had done this, either verbally or in writing, and I felt the team deserved to know that the community was behind them. They were
intrigued by the teachers who were and weren't on the list and a couple of members of the Algona High quiz bowl team (who we beat
soundly twice this year) who had sent along their good wishes. [Probably because it was the first trip, this was by far the best
support we got from the community for going to nationals.]
We started the trip by setting out in opposite directions. Father went eastward, together with senior Aaron Twait and junior
Matt Erpelding. They would stop in the town of Wesley to pick up Tom McGreevey, who was also making the trip. I went southward
along U.S. 169, stopping in the little hamlet of St. Joseph (which everyone here calls St. Joe) to pick up two kids who live near there—
senior Steve Bormann and junior Chris Bormann (no immediate relation) [though pretty much everyone in St. Joe is related
somehow]. They would join freshman Tom Twait (Aaron’s brother) and junior Charlie Plathe in my suburban.
We got to St. Joe quickly, and Steve and Chris were waiting for us. Father Eisele, the St. Joe pastor [who a decade later
would a few years later would move on to lead St. Cecelia’s in Algona], was also there to greet us and wished us good luck. None
of the kids packed light, and because of Father’s door problems, my suburban already had the bulk of the luggage (including a set of
golf clubs that we’ll get to later in the story). Somehow we managed to pack the rest of it in, though, and before long we set out again.
Just south of St. Joe there is a detour on highway 169, where they’re taking out an old railroad overpass. [I’d completely
forgotten about that project, which really was quite a pain while they were working on it.] Fortunately Steve knew his way
around the area, so we avoided backtracking with the detour and kept on our way. Eventually we made it to Eagle Grove, the first stop
of our journey. Since we had set out in different directions, we agreed to meet at Casey's in Eagle Grove to make sure everything was
OK. It was no great surprise that Father Feierfeil beat me down there. He has a reputation for driving fast, and while I may surpass the
speed limit, I would hardly qualify for Indy. When we stopped, Father asked why I hadn't responded to his calls on the CB radio. We
hadn't heard him for the simple reason that the radio wasn't on. I had no clue how to turn it on, and I couldn't see much reason to use it
anyhow. Father seemed to think it a necessity, though, so he got things set so we could communicate back and forth the rest of the trip.
[The suburbans still have CBs in them, though they don’t get used a lot these days. If there’s a multi-vehicle trip and
communication between the groups is necessary, these days the kids will either call or text each other on their cell phones.
Cell phones were brand new in ’95, though, and they were considered a BIG luxury.]
The kids stocked up on supplies at Casey’s. I got some coffee and grapefruit juice (the two necessities I never travel without),
used the restroom, and prepared to set out further southward. Before long we had a call on the CB from Father. He had apparently
paused to check out a map (although why he’d need a map to get to Des Moines, I don’t know), and he was upset that we had left

ahead of him. I have never liked driving in tandem; my idea was to set places to meet every couple of hours and not worry about
keeping the other vehicle in sight. Father seemed to have other plans, though, and he was obviously not happy that we were already
headed southward. We had agreed that our next stop would be in Des Moines, and he seemed to tolerate that—this time.
The drive to Des Moines was uneventful. The sky clouded up as we drove, with rain threatening. Oddly enough, just as we
reached the outskirts of the city, we saw Father’s suburban in the rear view mirror. Before long he was on the CB again, wondering
where we were, and it was amusing to tell him that we were only a few cars ahead.
It was almost exactly 11:00 when we got to Des Moines. We stopped briefly at a truckstop where I-35 and US 6 meet, clear at
the west edge of Urbandale. The truckstop features a Hardees, and I had originally planned to make this a lunch stop. The kids were
in no way hungry, though, so we just used the restroom and set off on our way again. This time Father insisted that we keep in visual
contact, so I led—with him right on my tail the whole way.
Southern Iowa looks like home. Just south of Des Moines the land becomes much hillier, and trees rather than fields dominate
the landscape. Farmers will tell you that these "@#$%&" hills are good for nothing, but to my eye they are one of the most beautiful
areas of the country. The weather had been a bit too wet this year, and rain started dripping as we drove along. Even that was pretty,
though; it made the countryside glisten in lush shades of green. I've lived up north long enough now that I had almost forgotten how flat
and monotonous the country is up here; driving south again really made me feel like home. I had that “homey” feeling especially when
we passed the exit for highway 34, which heads straight through Mt. Pleasant where I grew up. We were about a hundred miles west
of there, but the country looked familiar and comfortable.
Before long we crossed the state line. Father came on the radio, first to welcome us to Missouri, then to joke about stopping
for fireworks, and then again to ask about lunch. I didn't really want to take my hands off the steering wheel to talk on the thing, so [one
of the kids] became the official radio spokesman for our vehicle, and he seemed to really enjoy joking back and forth with the other
suburban. He dubbed their vehicle "White Lightning" and ours "Blue Thunder", and between him and the crew in the white suburban
they had some of the strangest conversations.
We were all getting rather hungry by now, and the next town of any size was Eagleville, Missouri. I had imagined stopping
mostly at fast food en route to Texas, but Eagleville had nothing of the sort. In fact, the only food convenient to the highway was at "The
Dinner Bell"—which, in fact, seemed to be pretty much the only food in town. The Dinner Bell was something out of another era. It
was one of those places that in the ’50s probably advertised itself as “where the truckers eat”. You could argue that it’s good or bad,
but the place probably hasn’t changed much since the ’50s and probably won’t be changing much in the next forty years either. Its
eclectic décor features veneer paneling, yellow and pink chiffon curtains, red shag carpeting, orange and green vinyl upholstery, grey
formica tables with chrome trim, and imitation Tiffany lamps. The place was extremely busy, so they seated us in two different sections.
The other table was served quickly, but my group waited a good ten minutes before a waitress even showed up—and another twenty
before we saw any food. The food was standard diner fare, but mine at least (the classic “jamón y queso” that I lived on in Europe) was
really quite good. The prices were in line with what we would have paid for fast food, so other than the time it took, it wasn't such a bad
place to eat.
Hearing the waitress, we couldn't help but know we were in Missouri. I'm surprised her twang didn't break those stained glass
lamps. It has always amused me that the worst Southern accent is found at the far NORTHERN end of the South. Mu-zur-uh is Hillbilly
through and through, though, but again it was a reminder of home—southern Iowa talks pretty funny too.
After we ate, several of the kids checked out the store at the truck stop. Steve in particular had a field day. He collects shot
glasses (an item he probably gets more use out of than I do), and they had a display of souvenir shots from all fifty states. He didn’t
buy all fifty, but he did seem to buy out the store. I got some coffee for the road and a couple of newspapers, and before long we were
on our way again.
I was in the lead again as we cruised down I-35 toward Kansas City. I certainly drove faster than I normally do on the
interstate, but all the way Father was following much closer than that "three second distance" we learned about in drivers' ed. The
weather varied between drippy mist and pouring rain, and in places it didn't make for particularly pleasant travel. It was long and
monotonous, and Tulsa seemed farther and farther away.
When we got to the north end of Kansas City, we followed a route suggested by Norm Kunkel, the librarian at Garrigan—state
highway 291. He had been this way a number of times before, and according to him it was the quickest way around the city. If you
should be thinking of heading toward Kansas City, just a word of advice: don't take state highway 291. It winds through endless suburbs
on city streets with stoplights every few blocks. It varies between two and four lanes, and it has some abrupt turns where it enters and
leaves other highways. It's not a good road in general, and it's certainly not a good road to be traveling in tandem. I made it through one
of the lights, but Father got caught in traffic. Unfortunately it was a two-lane section, so I couldn't stop to let him catch up. Father was
irate that he had lost us; he got on the radio to let me know in no uncertain terms how upset he was. There wasn't really anything I
could do about it, though. From that point on, there was nowhere appropriate to stop for twenty miles. We eventually did meet up again
in Harrisonville, clear at the south end of the Kansas City area. —And (as you will see), later on the trip Father definitely did get his
revenge on me.
We stopped briefly at Arby’s in Harrisonville, for drinks and a bathroom break. There was a Wal-Mart just down the street, and
I was amused that inside the Wal-Mart was a McDonalds. I’d never seen that before, although I found out as we drove along that it’s
apparently quite common in Missouri and Oklahoma. [These were the first of the Wal-Mart supercenters, which have spread

northward in recent years. Almost all of them have some sort of fast food in place of the equivalent of the old “K-Mart Grill”.
In our area, though, the restaurant is more likely to be a Subway than a McDonalds.]
Since Father was—well, let's just say "upset" at me, I was only too happy to let him lead the rest of the way. We followed U.S.
71 southward from Harrisonville, which is a four-lane highway that is sometimes limited access and sometimes not, but in general is
quite a good road. The speed limit was 55, but we drove a MINIMUM of 70 the whole way across Missouri. I can't say that was
particularly unusual, though; we were pretty much driving at the speed of traffic on that road. When I was growing up, if a car passed
us, more often than not it was from Missouri. Here was more confirmation that our friends to the South drive like maniacs.
We’d been listening to the radio most of the way, and south of Kansas City we got the confirmation that we were indeed in the
South. Every station on the dial featured country music. From now until the time we crossed the line back into Iowa, we were treated
to that Nashville twang. What amazed me was how often many of the songs were repeated. Each station seemed to have a repertoire
of about ten songs, and when we changed stations, the new one always seemed to play what the old one had just finished. The one
we heard the most was called “Adalida”, by an artist named George Strait:
Adalida, pretty little Cajun queen,
Sweet Dixie flower,
The belle of the bayou,
You’re every young man’s dream.
Adalida, I’d walk through a hurricane;
Just to stand beside you,
Sweet Adalida,
I’d swim the Ponchatrain!
To be truly correct, I must point out that the whole song is in dialect. “Pretty” comes across more like “purdy”, and “beside you” rhymes
with “Adalida”. Then there’s Lake Ponchatrain, which is pronounced just as genuine Cajuns would say it, rather like PONE-chee-tryne.
This song particularly amused me because of the utter hyperbole of swimming the Ponchatrain. I spent two summers down by New
Orleans, and swimming the 35-mile-wide lake would be quite a feat indeed. [More than a decade later “Adalida” will still go
through my head while I’m driving. It is a catchy song.]
Some country music really makes you wonder just who the people are that listen to this stuff regularly. We heard songs like
“All My Ex-es Live in Texas”, “I Only Cheat on Weekends”, and one catchy song (by Toby someone or other) that goes like this:
Now I’m feeding the dog
And sacking the trash;
It’s “honey, do this”
And “honey, do that”.
I sobered up,
And I started thinking:
Girl, you ain’t much fun
Since I quit drinking.
People talk about the messages delivered by rock music, but you could hardly say that these country songs exactly convey a healthy
lifestyle.
The very fact that I can remember these lyrics a good week after the trip tells you something about just how many times we
heard the songs. If I really wanted, I could make you suffer through “Summertime’s Here” or “My Little Texas Tornado” or “Who Spit in
My Beer”. (I get a laugh just typing some of those titles.) I really enjoy some country music, but this was really overkill.
[In the I-pod age, listening to the radio in the suburbans is quite unusual. These days pretty much all the kids have
their headphones on when we travel, and each is lost in his own music. It’s quieter, but it doesn’t make for the sort of
camaraderie we had on this trip.]
The next main town south of Harrisonville was Nevada, home of former Garrigan science teacher Alfrenita (A.J.) Pitts. It’s not
like we stopped to say hello or anything, but I needed some topic to drag me away from that diatribe on country music.
We noticed something interesting while driving across Missouri—most of the cars on the road weren’t from Missouri. Steve
(the kid who was “riding shotgun”) and I became so intrigued by the number of out-of-state cars that on one stretch we kept track of just
where the cars were from. The results are in, and visitors out-numbered Missourians by more than two to one. I couldn’t prove it , but
I’d swear we saw more Missouri cars in Texas than we did in their home state.
The sky cleared up as the afternoon wore on, and eventually we made it to Joplin. Joplin is one of those places with a funny
name that I've always wanted to say I'd been to. Now that I've been there, I won't be racing back. It's a dumpy little college town, sort of
a seedier version of Hattiesburg, where I went to graduate school. The kids commented on something that reminded me that we were
really getting south—pawn shops. Joplin seemed to have a pawn shop on every corner, something I'd forgotten since returning from
Mississippi. You just don’t see many pawn shops in the Midwest. [You see more of them these days, as the economy has split up
the “haves” and “have nots” and made the Midwest more like the South.]

At Joplin we joined I-44, which in Missouri is one of those quaint old expressways that winds a tunnel through town with left
exits and tiny little entrance lanes. Fortunately traffic was light, and before long we crossed into our third state of the day.
At the Oklahoma line I-44 becomes the Will Rogers Turnpike, and as I drove along, cynical old me couldn't help but think that if
I chanced to meet the person who thought up the concept of a toll road, I probably wouldn't like him. Father had noticed he was running
low on gas, so before long we paid 75 cents to exit at the town of Miami.
The driving range of suburbans is something else again. It's 514 miles from Algona to Miami. I had the air conditioning on
"MAX" the whole way, and my tank still registered over ¼. I'm pretty sure I could have made it at least to Tulsa without running out of
fuel. I’m not one to take chances, though (in fact, had I been driving solo, I’d probably have fueled up back in Harrisonville or Nevada),
so I got gas as well. I remember that it took about $35 worth of fuel, and at $1.17, that’s over 29 gallons. [On our most recent trip,
that same amount of fuel would cost well over $100.] That must mean the suburban has close to a 40-gallon tank, which is
certainly impressive. The mileage we got is far less impressive—less than 18 miles per gallon. People tell me that’s actually very good
for a vehicle of this sort, but for “subcompact” me, it’s appalling.
We also used the restroom in Miami, which was certainly an interesting sight. The wall was covered with no less than seven
different condom machines. I couldn’t help but thinking of Paul talking about a friend of his who worked at the Derby station in Mt.
Pleasant. He got his jollies by sticking a pin through the little boxes when he stocked the machine. I suppose any “accidents” he
created through his pranks are probably having their own children today. It does make you wonder, though, who would trust a
contraceptive they bought from a vending machine at a gas station.
Back on the turnpike, we drove through rolling hills and miles of construction. The kids and I were amused by signs warning
"Do Not Drive Into Smoke". We found out (from clearer signs in Kansas) that they are apparently warnings about range fires that plague
the area. That was hardly a problem this year, though. If anything, flooding was the worry this season.
Before long we passed the service area near Vinita (a town I described in another travel letter, where my mother, brother, and
sister were stranded on their way back from Mexico years ago). The kids were impressed by the service area, and I must say I was
too. It featured a McDonalds built as an overpass above the turnpike. Traffic exited to parking areas (and gas pumps) on either side of
the highway, and then the people went up stairs or elevators to get into the “skyline” McDonalds. It did make an interesting sight
towering over the highway. [They have the exact same things on the tollways in Illinois, but my many trips to Chicago were still
in the future at this point.]
It was another seventy-seven miles into Tulsa, and as so often happens at the end of the day, they seemed like the longest
miles of the trip. Eventually we made it, and we stopped at the Super 8—Tulsa/East/Airport. The address is on Skelley Drive, which is
apparently the freeway itself. A pleasant young man checked me in and gave me room keys and remote controls for the three rooms.
Apparently they had experienced problems with people stealing the remotes; they seemed to guard them more closely than the keys.
We got settled in, relaxed a bit, and then headed out again for supper. The only restaurant in the immediate area was “Rita’s
Fajitas”, which seemed to serve a lot more beer than tortillas. So we again loaded into the suburbans and set out to find somewhere to
eat. As it turned out, just around the corner from the motel was a major shopping strip. I parked at Hardees, and the group split up to
go to various places. Several kids ate at Hardees, while others went to an Italian restaurant across the street. I had my eye on
“Lottaburger”, like the one I had been to in New Mexico with Steve and Terry, so I went over there solo. Unfortunately, when I got
there, I found out that they had closed at 7:30. (It was pushing nine at this point.) So I went back and joined the others for Italian food.
I had an extremely generous portion of four-cheese lasagna, which together with iced tea set me back about six dollars.
After dinner we re-grouped and tried to trace our way back to the motel. Unfortunately the entrance to the motel was located
on the off-ramp for the interstate, which was one-way the wrong way. We drove around for quite some time trying to locate another
entrance to the access road, while we ended up getting the grand tour of suburban Tulsa. Eventually I made a U-turn followed by
another abrupt turn into the parking lot of Fajita Rita’s. There was nothing to say it was illegal, but I wouldn't go out suggesting
everyone try it. Father wandered around some more, and I never did hear just how he made his way back to the motel. He did,
though, and before long we all settled in for the night.

Friday, June 2

Tulsa, Oklahoma to Irving, Texas

It never fails. When I travel, I wake up early. We had planned to leave early this morning, but I woke up very early—as in not
long after five. I tossed in bed for a while, and eventually showered and went out for a morning walk.
There wasn’t a whole lot to see on my walk through the neighborhood around the motel. I did find out, though, that across the
interstate was the headquarters of the Daylight Donuts Corporation. (I must remember to point that out at a student council meeting,
where the kids suck down doughnuts like they were going out of style.) [At the time all our student council meetings were before
school, and they were quite leisurely affairs. Now we rush through business in a ten-minute homeroom period.] Otherwise it
was a suburban strip that could have been in any city, anywhere in the country.
Something else on my walk reminded me that I wasn't in Iowa anymore. There were no sidewalks to be seen anywhere in the
neighborhood. Mostly I followed a path that had been trampled through weeds and wildflowers or else tramped through parking lots.

They're proud of having low taxes in the South, but you get what you pay for. Things we take for granted up north (something as simple
as a sidewalk) are considered luxuries down here.
I eventually made it to Hardees where I had a ham and cheese biscuit and some orange juice. The kids that had eaten here
last night told me I must observe the soft drink machine, and they were certainly right. It was automation gone berserk. At the side
there was a touch screen with a mark for every possible drink and size. The clerk entered the appropriate item, and the machine
released a cup onto a conveyer belt. At one location ice fell into the cup, then the drink was sprayed into it, and finally a robot arm
clamped a lid on top. The finished product was released into a waiting bin at the far end of the contraption. It’s an interesting
mechanism, but I couldn’t help but thinking that it’s really not much work to fill a soft drink cup by hand. I do wonder just how much
money they think they’re saving with the miracles of electronics. [Given that such machines can’t be found anywhere thirteen
years later, they obviously weren’t the step forward the inventor thought.]
The clerk who was working at the drive-through window provided a bit of amusement, too. She had an apron full of coupons
(pronounced Q-pones, with the emphasis on the "Q"), and she wouldn't let anyone leave without using one of them. No matter what
someone ordered, she'd pipe up and say she had a coupon that would save them money on it. I wonder if the owner knew just how
friendly she was being in saving the customers so much money. [I’ve seen workers at other Hardees do the same thing, which
really makes me wonder why they bother paying for an ad to put the coupons in the paper to begin with.]
The rest of the group was awakening by the time I got back to the motel. I eventually gathered up all the keys and remotes,
and we got ready for the last leg of the trip.
We took an awful route through Kansas City, but we definitely picked the right way to get through Tulsa—Highway 169. That’s
the same road that goes through Algona, but it’s a bit more important down here. In Tulsa it’s called the Mingo Valley Expressway, and
it’s a brand-new beltway around the southeast corner of the city. We pretty much avoided the real city, just skirting the housing
developments at the edge of town. Our side of the road had almost no traffic, but even the inbound commuter traffic wasn't too heavy.
The last five miles of the beltway were toll, but it was worth it to be on our way so quickly.
After a while we headed south on U.S. 75, a four-lane double ribbon of patched and re-patched asphalt that seems to be one
big pothole (or at least a million little ones). On the map this area looks extremely rural, but it's really rather thickly settled. This is oil
country, and refineries dotted the highway as we drove. Father broke in on the CB at one point and asked if we had noticed that the
flags were flying at half mast. I hadn't, until he pointed it out, but indeed they were. Our guess was that this was to honor those who
died in the terrorist attack in Oklahoma City last spring. It was two months later now, yet when I read the Tulsa World last night, I had
counted six different articles related to the bombing. [Almost no one these days seems to remember the OKC bombing.
Everyone thinks terrorists have to be from overseas, but we had plenty of homegrown terrorists well before 2001.]
Eventually we made it to Henryeta, where we finally saw a sign for "Dallas". We turned onto the Indian Nation Turnpike, one of
the only roads I've ever seen that doesn't have a number—just a name. I had been on this turnpike a few years back, heading north
from Texarkana. I remembered it as an absolutely empty stretch of road through nowhere, a place where I dared test out how fast my
little Dodge Colt would go. Nothing much had changed since I was on it. Again the Indian Nation Turnpike had virtually no traffic. I
certainly didn’t test out how fast the suburban would go (that would have to wait until our return to Kansas City), but we did move along
at a good clip. It's gorgeous country through here, lovely rolling tree-lined hills. Everywhere I've been in Oklahoma, it's been hilly. It
really makes me wonder just where that "wind comes sweeping down the plain". [Having since been to a number of other parts of
Oklahoma, that’s something I still wonder. Pretty much the whole state seems hilly.]
One thing that spoils the scenery is the rivers. All the rivers around here drain into the Red River (which forms the Texas
border), and they all remind you of where the name Red River comes from. The soil here is bright red clay, and the waters run in a rusty
brown. I can't imagine how much treatment must be necessary to make it drinkable.
There was entertainment on the radio this morning, too. Today’s country music came from a station in Oklahoma City. Their
station breaks boasted that they served “twelve counties, nine colleges, and eight correctional institutions”. Now there’s something to
brag about.
Before long we reached McAlester, where we turned off to make a bee-line toward Dallas. Highway 69 (the same road that
goes through Garner and Albert Lea) cuts diagonally across southeast Oklahoma. We dodged heavy truck traffic as we wove through
higher and higher hills, but eventually we reached the town of Atoka. Atoka figures prominently in the geometry book I teach out of at
Garrigan. The "new-style" geometry includes the study of network theory, which (among other things) is used to find the most efficient
route between different places. The example problem that the geometry book uses proposes to find the fastest route between Joplin
and Dallas. Sure enough, it goes through Atoka, and here we were on it. [We switched geometry books shortly after this trip, and I
no longer teach that course. I still remember the Joplin to Dallas problem, though.]
For all the fame of being published in millions of geometry books, Atoka certainly isn't much of a town. It has a population of
just over 3,000, but it seems bigger because it's absolutely the only thing for at least fifty miles in any direction. For instance, it has a
McDonalds, which is more than most towns of 3,000 can claim. We stopped there for breakfast. Most of the group went to the outdoor
patio to enjoy their breakfast. I joined them, but frankly I sweltered. People may describe southern weather as “balmy”, but I’d just as
soon pass on the scorching sun at breakfast time.
At Atoka we re-joined Highway 75, which we followed on into Dallas. We skirted a few towns in extreme southern Oklahoma
and finally reached the Red River and the Texas state line.

I'd been pretty much on auto-pilot driving across Oklahoma, but I definitely woke up when we hit Texas. I knew Dallas was big,
but I wasn't prepared for the fact that the "North Texas Metroplex" starts at the Oklahoma line. We were sixty-one miles north of the
beltway, but there was no question everything was urban. The highway ranged from four to eight lanes, with exits averaging less than
a mile apart. None of the towns along Highway 75 is that big by itself, but (I found out later) the string of them has over half a million
people. The most important appeared to be Sherman, which is home to Texas Instruments. The TI plant stretches for nearly a mile
along the highway and has two exits all by itself. There's an even larger TI plant in Fort Worth, and TI is the largest single employer in
the Dallas area. One thing made me wonder, though. I had bought a new Texas Instruments calculator just before the trip, and it was
stamped "MADE IN TAIWAN" on the back. I really do wonder just what they do in Texas.
The trip down 75 was pretty much an hour's drive through an endless suburb. Denison, Sherman, McKinney, and Plano are
each small towns that have grown into suburbs, and each of them today has its own suburbs that add to the endless sprawl of greater
Dallas. It wasn't really bad driving, but I hate city driving in general, and I can't say I enjoyed this stretch of road. [Today the Dallas
light rail system runs out to Plano, giving it a better connection to downtown Dallas than Fort Worth has.]
Finally we reached the Dallas city limit, where we turned off on what apparently at one time was a by-pass. I-635 (the LBJ
Freeway) is well away from downtown, but only a fool would think it was really a beltway around the urban area. [They’ve since built
another beltway, the George Bush Tollway, further out, but it’s also nowhere close to the edge.] Traffic picked up, and the
highway varied between six and fourteen lanes. Somehow we weaved through the mess, turning south again on Loop 12, and finally
west onto Texas 114. Before we could officially enter highway 114, we exited off the access road onto Tom Braniff (as in the airline
[which I suppose still existed when I wrote this]) Drive, following signs for Texas Stadium and the University of Dallas.
The University of Dallas is not in Dallas. It is, instead, in Irving, a close-in suburb that is best known as the home of the Dallas
Cowboys football team (who, of course, are also not in Dallas). The Cowboys play in Texas Stadium, which our literature described as
just across from campus. In reality it's on a triangular island in the midst of a sea of concrete, surrounded by three mammoth
expressways. I have absolutely no idea how you actually get to the stadium itself, and after driving those freeways at midday, I don't
even want to think what traffic must be like after a game.
While the freeways were packed, rather
oddly, the suburban streets seemed to carry
virtually no traffic. Tom Braniff was completely
empty, and so was Northgate, which is the
university’s official address. We found a parking lot
(which we later discovered was the wrong one) and
eventually found the building where we needed to
check in.
Check-in was at Lynch Auditorium, where a noon
coaches' meeting was scheduled. I was late for the
meeting, so I left Father to attend to the formalities
while I sat in on the rest of the meeting. There was
certainly no reason to do that; the meeting was
utterly worthless. About all it amounted to was a
bunch of old-timers whining about changes in the
rules for this year’s tournament. What I had hoped
to find out were some of the particulars about
Postcard of Texas Stadium, across from the University of Dallas
getting along on campus—where we’d go for meals, and so forth. There was none of that, but I did hear endless questions that could
have been easily answered if the coaches had simply bothered to read their rule book. (Yes, you may make substitutions between
rounds. No, you can’t confer on a toss-up question. Yes, winning percentage—not points scored—is the primary method of deciding
which teams advance.) There wasn’t a single question asked that I didn’t know the answer to. I can’t imagine coming to an important
tournament (or any tournament, for that matter) without reading the rules ahead of time. There were a few questions I had, but after
this flood of stupidity, I chose to keep my mouth shut.
[This is one way in which being from Iowa actually gave us a bit of an advantage. Every tournament in Iowa has its
own unique set of rules, because there is no central organization administering quiz bowl in the state. That means you expect
unique quirks and assume you should read the rules ahead of time. The tournaments have become somewhat more standard
since the mid ‘90s, mostly because many schools have adapted the rules I made up for our tournament at Garrigan—which
were in turn adapted (simplified, mostly) from the National Academic Championships.]
I got a sudden shock when the meeting ended a few minutes later. I walked out of the auditorium and found no one waiting for
me. Apparently they had completed check-in and gone straight to the dorm. Unfortunately, no one had bothered to tell me anything
about that. I wandered around for a while, having no idea where the dorm we were staying in was. By pure luck, I happened upon a
couple of the kids in our group. They told me they had already unloaded both suburbans and checked into Madonna Hall. They gave
vague directions, but I eventually I figured out where I was supposed to go. I still didn't have a key, though; nor did I have a clue as to
what room I was supposed to be going to. [This is another issue that would be much easier to deal with in the cell phone age.]

I parked the suburban in a lot near the dorm and walked to the entrance, praying that they didn't have a security lock on the
door. They did, but fortunately it was locked open today. I saw some of the kids in the hall, and they directed me to Father Feierfeil's
room. When I asked about the key, he wondered why I hadn't found it. "Because nobody told me where to look" seemed like the
appropriate answer, and I said something nearly as sarcastic … According to Father they had left the key and a note on the front seat
of the suburban. So I went back out to look for it. There was no key to be found, and my mood got even less cheery. I practically tore
the seats apart looking for the key, but I couldn't find anything. I kept imagining some crazy person ripping it off and coming back to
attack us. I wondered why anyone would be so stupid as to just leave a key in an unlocked vehicle (or to leave the vehicle unlocked to
begin with, for that matter) in a city of five million people.
I went back to tell the bad news to Father, but he insisted it must be there somewhere … and, of course, it was. I happened to
spot the end of a piece of paper (the note) jammed into the crack in the back of the seat. The key had gotten jammed down even
further, but after a few minutes of fishing around, I managed to lay my hands on it. The whole affair didn't do much for my attitude, but
at least I could quit preparing to be murdered.
Madonna Hall (named after the Virgin, not the rock star) might have been a nice dorm in its day. I can't say for certain when its
day might have been, but it certainly wasn't 1995. Madonna reminded me a lot of Wilber Hall at the University of Southern Mississippi,
where I stayed in graduate school. It was "modern", but very poorly maintained. The worst part was the hallway, where the carpet was
matted with decades of neglect. It amazes me how well old Bartlett Hall at UNI has aged (it’s over 70 years old now), when buildings
so much newer have gone to seed.
Most everyone else had already gotten settled by the time I finally got my keys, so I rushed to get my stuff from the suburban
and get things organized. We had some time to kill before the lone game of the day, so we took a walk around to orient ourselves to
the campus.
We found out quickly that it wasn't just the dorm that was poorly maintained. The whole campus had been let go for quite a bit
longer than was prudent. Judging by the tan brick and the combination of curvilinear and boxy designs, the school must date to the late
'50s. It would amaze me if the campus has seen anything more than basic janitorial care since. I saw cracking walls, missing tile, loose
bricks, crooked windows, and broken furniture all over the place. On much of the grounds they had obviously tried landscaping, but
large areas were overgrown or barren. I have no idea what UD charges for tuition, but I think they need to devote a bit more of their
resources to physical plant.
The main stop on our walk was at the college book store, which was in the Hagaar University Center (i.e., the union). Perhaps
the best reaction to the bookstore is—been there, done that. I certainly won’t be doing it again soon. The store had the typical textbook
selection and not much else. I thought some souvenirs of UD might be appropriate, but their collection was far from overwhelming.
They’ll certainly never put Book and Crook in Iowa City out of business.
Several of the students were interested in various recreational opportunities, so we decided to check them out. Eventually we
made it to the university athletic complex. Trust me—there’s a reason why you never heard of the University of Dallas in any sport.
The UD sports facilities are on par with Iowa Wesleyan. In some areas they may even lag behind. According to their literature, UD is
about the size of Drake, but many high schools have better gymnasiums. (My alma mater, MPHS, comes to mind.) The kids saw what
there was there, had their laugh, and by then it was time to get ready for our match.
The schedule called for each team to play four preliminary games over the course of Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. Our lone
game today was at 2:45pm, against Gordon Central High School of Calhoun, Georgia. If you just looked up populations in the almanac,
you might say we should have the advantage in this match-up; Calhoun has about 5,000 people, while Algona has 6,000 [then—
Algona is more like 5,000 today, while Calhoun has grown to something like 7,000]. There’s where the similarity ends, though.
According to some literature from the state of Georgia, Calhoun is in the center of "Technology Corridor", which is a sprawl of
development that extends from Atlanta to Chattanooga. It's almost exactly halfway between those cities on Interstate 75 (about 50
miles each way), and the suburbs of each are just down the road. Calhoun itself has four exits on the freeway. Gordon County’s
principal employer is the Martin-Marietta Corporation, with Lockheed and Johnson Controls not far behind. A book I got when I was in
Mississippi lists schools all over the South. I found out that Gordon Central has about 1,000 students; that’s not huge, but it’s quite a
few more kids to draw a team from than we have at Garrigan.
I say all this mostly to draw the contrast between Garrigan and almost every other team in the tournament. We really were
underdogs. Those schools that weren't large tended to be the snooty variety of private schools. Garrigan may be private, but it ain't no
snooty prep school. Until this year no team from rural Iowa had ever gone to nationals. (That changed this year when two rural Iowa
schools, us and Pella Christian, both made the trip. Ankeny also represented Iowa in the tournament.) In the thirteen year history of
the tournament, the only championship team that wasn't from a major city was from Wheelersburg, Ohio—and that was eleven years
ago. While four private schools have been champions, no Catholic school has ever won the tournament. I think all of us were
somewhat nervous going into this. We knew we had done well against teams from northwest Iowa, but we had no idea how we'd stack
up against anyone else. Every team here had won at least one major tournament in their area, so everyone we’d be facing would be
good. We couldn't hope that an easy schedule would push us on to victory.
[One of the reasons those quiz bowl snobs I referred to earlier dislike the National Academic Championship is that in
the intervening years the tournament has tried hard to open its doors to teams from more diverse and less prestigious
schools, institutions the elitists don’t feel deserve to be at nationals. I personally think the snobs take quiz bowl WAY too
seriously, much the way parents of little leaguers take their children’s sport. Like sports, I think quiz bowl should be fun, and

I think anyone who wants to should have an opportunity to play—and if they’ve shown they’re the best in their area, they
should have the chance to test themselves against other competition.]
From a coach's point of view, the Gordon Central game was exciting and nerve-wracking. It was close all the way, with the
lead switching hands more than once. I was surprised that overall the questions were not unusually difficult—about the same level of
difficulty as most of the tournaments we go to. I was also surprised that they had not followed one of their own rules. Their literature
pointed with pride to the fact that they had virtually eliminated "popular culture" questions—which happens to be where our team does
best. The Force must have been with us, because this game was loaded with pop culture. [While nationals are invariably hard, they
always have a fair amount of those “trash” questions we excel in.] There was, for example, a question asking which three things
change each week in the introductory credits of The Simpsons [which was, of course, quite new and cutting edge at the time]
(Answer: what Bart writes on the chalkboard, what tune Lisa plays in band, and how the family sits down to watch TV) and another
lengthy bonus question about sports (which I think was the only sports question in the entire tournament). We got both of those, as well
as a sufficient number of math, science, and history questions (we won't talk about music and literature), and what made me proudest
was that every single player answered at least one question in the game. When time ran out, we were tied with Gordon Central, 305305.
Then it was sudden death. They read a series of toss-up questions, and the first team that answered won. No one knew the
first few questions they asked, but finally they got to a question about what bacteria had made the news recently because it had
contaminated beef. Matt Erpelding was the hero of the day for buzzing in with the answer "E coli". We won the game, with a final score
of 310-305. It was the closest game we'd ever played, but we could say we'd won at nationals.
[In honor of our first victory at nationals, I’ve made a point of including at least one Simpsons question in the
tournament we host at Garrigan each year since—and I’ve put a number of questions where the answer is “E coli” in there,
too. Another tradition I always keep is somehow including advice from “Miss Manners”, another category in which we had
success at nationals.]
Before I fast-forward to the rest of the day, let me take a moment to describe the set-up for the tournament. We played in two
different centers (they used a third, but I never saw it)—Lynch Auditorium and Gorman Lecture Hall. This game was in the lecture hall,
which was one of those stair-stepped rooms that seats a couple hundred people. At the front the teams sat at two tables covered in
white draping, like you’d see in a banquet hall or a convention center. Each player’s name had been laser printed on tagboard, and the
players folded them into table tents in front of them. The team names were taped to the draping in front of the table, and they
frequently fell over. Signaling was all electronic. Players held buzzers in their hand and punched them to answer. When the player
signaled, an electronic bell sounded and a light came on in front of him. The host (today a TV newsman from Waco, Texas) stood at a
podium between the team tables. He read the questions and also operated the electronic scoreboard, which looked incredibly
complicated. A third table was centered facing the host. There sat the judge and official scorekeeper. The judged signaled correct
answers with an old-fashioned bell, like the kind you used to press for service in a store. Wrong answers were indicated by an
annoying tone. The scorekeeper also operated a tape deck for the endless audio music questions they asked throughout the
tournament. (I don’t think we got a single one of those right.) [The audio questions were something I wasn’t expecting going into
our first national tournament. When we’ve been back, I’ve made a point of mentioning the concept to our students and
sometimes doing a little bit of practice to prepare them for that type of question.]
For those who are familiar with quiz bowl, there were two unique aspects to this tournament. First, the bonus questions had
numerous parts, with the answer for each part worth more than the one before. The parts of one question, for instance, might be worth,
5, 10, 20, and 40 points respectively. If a team ran the category, they could rack up a ton of points in one question. That didn’t happen
very often. In fact, the only time I recall from today’s game was the sports question we got. Another quirk was that if a team missed
part of a bonus question, the opponents had the opportunity to answer it for points. That didn’t happen at all in today’s game, but it was
an interesting rule. [We now go to a tournaments at Ankeny and Iowa State University that also allow “bonus stealing”.] Each
game had four parts—a toss-up round of allegedly easy questions, a bonus round with the traditional toss-up/bonus structure, a “60Second Round” that was basically the same as the lightning round we have at the Garrigan tournament, and a “Stump the Experts
Round” of toss-up questions that are supposed to be harder than all the others. We did dreadfully in the lightning round (on world
geography) today, but we did well enough with the “hard” questions to stay in it until the end.
Everyone was elated by the win. I think we all knew we could do it, but it was great to see things actually come together. I can't
stress enough how proud I was that the whole team worked together to win. It’s no big secret that we have one outstanding senior on
the Garrigan team—Aaron Twait. In most of our games, Aaron has answered most of the questions while the other guys pretty much
sat around and watched. I don’t think anyone would argue but that Aaron has the ability to win all by himself; a lot of our local matches
have been darn close to that. Today, though, that wouldn’t have been enough. We needed every single point to win, and everybody
came through when it mattered. [Pretty much every decent quiz bowl team has one guy (invariably it’s a boy) who dominates.
Over the years I’ve found, though, that the most successful teams at nationals are the balanced ones.]
When we got back to the dorm, our captain used Father's cellular phone (a big briefcase full of electronics) to call KLGA Radio
in Algona. The people there were also obviously excited by the win, and they did a fairly lengthy interview with him. I decided right then
that we'd keep on calling in the scores, just as a football coach would. [Father Feierfeil had one of the first “portable” phones that
was available to the general public. It really was huge and complicated (a handset bigger than a standard desktop phone and
supporting equipment that entirely filled the briefcase), and it had questionable reception at best. It also cost a fortune even
for “local” calls and a true ransom while roaming. Almost certainly it would have been cheaper to use a pay phone to make
this call.]

Several of us had left one thing or another at home, so we decided to find a mall to stock up on what we had forgotten. There
didn’t seem to be much of any business near the campus (the only school I know of without a college town), so I figured I’d check a
phone book to see what was in the area. Unfortunately there didn’t seem to be a phone book anywhere around. There were none in
Madonna Hall and none at the public phones in the union. I asked at campus security if I could use their phone book, but they didn’t
have one either. They suggested I ask at an office downstairs, so I did, but there was still no telephone directory to be found. I ended
up asking the secretary where the nearest mall or shopping strip was. She told me there was nothing very close, and the directions she
gave weren’t very clear. The main thing I got was to head west, so that’s what we did.
We all piled into Father's suburban (White Lightning) and headed out on Northgate Boulevard, one of those picturesque
suburban boulevards that winds its way through level land, never once heading straight. There was no business anywhere, but we
certainly saw more than our share of pricey homes. I got a hold of a real estate newspaper later and found out that typical homes in
this area sell for about half a million dollars. They went for as low as two hundred thousand, but some were as high as four million.
The University of Dallas may be run down, but its neighborhood definitely isn't the slums.
I also found out later that there’s an interesting mix of people in the neighborhood. The area is called “Las Colinas”, which is
Spanish for “the hills” (though it’s really rather flat), and about half of the residents in those expensive homes are Hispanic. Irving in
general is about two-thirds Hispanic, with significant white, black, and Asian minorities. All those demographics come from a chamber
of commerce brochure; it’s not as if we noticed this driving along. Mostly we noticed top-of-the-line convertibles and sport/utility
vehicles, all equipped with car alarms. [The high-end homes were almost all occupied by white residents. The neighborhood
also had a number of apartment complexes, though, and that’s likely where the Hispanic population lived.]
We stopped briefly at the Las Colinas Shoppes, which is the sort of place people in this neighborhood would spend their many
dollars. It became very clear quickly that there wasn't much there for poor folks like us. So we turned north on Belt Line Road to see
what else there was.
So, what was there? Why, industrial parks, of course! I think I’ve gotten lost in just about every industrial park in America, so
it was no surprise finding one in Dallas. Belt Line Road ends up at the Dallas/Fort Worth Airport, and the southern end of it is just one
high-tech factory after another. [Really it’s one warehouse after another. Those warehouses hold computers and the like, but
they don’t actually make many of them here.]
We eventually saw that Belt Line North was pointless, so we made a questionable U-turn and headed southward past the
same stuff. By the time we got back to the Las Colinas Shoppes, things started looking more promising. Not far south of there we
found a more middle class strip. IT was still not the mix we really wanted, but it sufficed. I picked up a couple of junk items at a dollar
store and a bath towel at T.J. Maxx [since we had not been told the college would not be supplying towels]. By the time we
finished, it was getting on toward dinner time.
All our meals in Dallas were included in the registration cost for the tournament (which was, by the way, $1650). The food
service was in the Union, and it was fairly typical dorm food. The serving style was awkward and slow, though. They could definitely use
an efficiency expert to analyze their traffic flow. [They had the “station” concept, which many other colleges have since adopted,
with different kinds of food scattered throughout the serving area. It does allow for a variety of choices, but it also turns the
serving lines into chaos.] A summary I got from the sponsors after the tournament praised the University of Dallas for having "the
finest cuisine we've ever had". The food certainly wasn't bad, but the writers were obviously using hyperbole. I had their pasta bar
tonight, which was filling, but hardly "fine cuisine". I also had a dessert which became my good luck charm throughout the tournament—
one of those little plastic tubs of ice cream that is eaten with a little slab of wood. I think I was in grade school the last time I ate one of
those, and I couldn't resist the novelty of this ice cream novelty.
At dinner we discussed plans for the evening. The kids were divided into two groups; some wanted to see a baseball game,
while others wanted to do pretty much anything else. We debated things a while and eventually decided that I would accompany the
baseball group and Father Feierfeil would take the rest of the group to a movie. The sports group got ready, and before long we were
on our way to the ballpark.
… Or should I saw we were on our way to The Ballpark (note capitalization), since our destination is called simply “The
Ballpark in Arlington” [which was briefly called Ameriquest Field, but has reverted to its traditional age—a breath of fresh air in
this age of corporate sponsorship]. I drove back west on Northgate, past those same ritzy homes. Then I turned southward on Belt
Line onto the endless shopping strip that we had only touched the edge of this afternoon. We drove southward for about seven miles,
most of which was lined with one mall-ette after another. The most interesting area was at the south edge of Irving, where all the store
signs were in an Asian language I had not seen before (our best guess is Korean). Eventually we entered the suburb of Grand Prairie,
where we turned westward on Interstate 30.
If Arlington, Texas, were anywhere except exactly halfway between Dallas and Fort Worth, it would be a major city. It's nearly
as big as Omaha, but buried between its larger neighbors, it's just another overgrown suburb. The city is the home of the original Six
Flags, as well as half a dozen other amusement parks, numerous night clubs, and—of course—the Ballpark in Arlington.
You can take one of two exits to reach The Ballpark in Arlington: Ballpark Way or Nolan Ryan Expressway. Gee, do either of
those tell you where you're going? We turned south on Ballpark Way, and then followed the traffic onto Convention Center Drive (aren't
they creative with their names) to the remote parking. I paid $5 for a parking space just a few feet from the interstate and probably half
a mile from the stadium. [My bet is that today that same space goes for $20.] I locked up, and we started hiking toward the park.
We crossed the parking lot, cut past a heliport, and then crossed the lawn of the convention center (and its ultra-luxury hotel). As we got

closer to the ballpark, we were assaulted by a number of people trying to scalp tickets. That seemed particularly amusing this year,
when every team in the Majors has had problems filling its seats after the strike. The only scalper I paid any real attention to was trying
to sell us lower box seats behind home plate for $20 each. The list price is $18, which makes it sound like a good deal—if they were
sold out. It sounds like less of a deal when I remember going to Comiskey Park with the seniors two years ago. There James got us a
block of 50 seats in roughly the same area that his scalper described, at $5 each—and he got those through the regular ticket channels.
The line of people thickened past the convention center. We walked quickly, passing the crowd to both the left and right.
Eventually we made it to the Third Base Gate of the stadium. A sign by the entrance pointed to the right for tickets, and we walked the
length of the stadium to the Home Plate Gate. Along the way we noticed the bricks in the sidewalk beneath us. They traced the history
of the Texas Rangers, noting all the key players and their accomplishments.
When I got to the ticket window, I explained that we wanted something cheap. I really didn’t want to pay $18, even if home
plate boxes were available. The cheapest seats were already sold out (although we’d find out what they were like tomorrow), but there
were plenty of affordable seats in the outfield and upper deck. We settled on left field, which at $8 was the second cheapest area we
could buy. The designated entrance was Third Base, so we had to walk back through the Rangers’ history in order to enter. [These
prices all make me look back longingly. These days you’d pay $8 for bad seats in a minor league park. The outfield in the
majors would start at $20, and truly good seats—even for a team that doesn’t draw well—push fifty bucks. …And, yet,
baseball remains the cheapest sport to see.]
The Ballpark was definitely worth visiting. The Texas Rangers came to Arlington in 1972, when the Washington Senators
folded for the second time. For twenty years they played at Arlington Stadium, a small minor league park that is now a parking lot. Then
last year they opened one of those new "old-style" ballparks. The result was simply spectacular. On the outside its brick spires make it
look more like the castle at Disneyland than a stadium. Inside it is handsome and elegant. I had enjoyed Comiskey, but there’s no
question that the Chicago park pales by comparison. The kids with me said The Ballpark compared most favorably with the Metrodome
in Minneapolis, Wrigley Field in Chicago, and Kaufmann Stadium in Kansas City as well. [It remains one of the nicest parks I’ve
been to—and for me to praise something in the suburbs means it must be very nice indeed.]
The centerpiece of the Ballpark is the Home Run Porch, an enormous
grandstand that towers above right-centerfield. The combination of old and new
shows at the top. An electronic Jumbo-Tron video scoreboard is topped off by
wrought iron lattice work. It's an odd combination, but it fits together nicely. I'm
probably going to use the home run porch in a geometry problem next year.
There's a huge sign atop it that says "Hit It Here and Win a Suit—501 feet" (as if
any pro ballplayer didn't earn enough to buy his own suit). Anyway, the fence at
the bullpen at he base of the porch is 377 feet from home plate, so some logical
questions would be:
•
•

How high is the porch (Answer: 330 feet, which you can show with the
Pythagorean Theorem)
What angle would you have to hit the ball at in order to hit the sign?
(Answer: 49 degrees, which either sine or tangent would tell you)

Arial view of The Ballpark in Arlington from
Ballparks.com website (which, of course,
That all assumes that baseballs travel in a straight line. If I wanted to be more
did not exist in 1995)
realistic, I could use calculus and figure out what effect the actual curved path has on those distances. I could bore you forever with
math problems, but the simple fact is that I was intrigued and impressed by the park. It definitely put the University of Dallas to shame.
[The “Hit it Here” sign was apparently modeled after a similar feature at Ebbett’s Field, the Dodgers’ old park in
Brooklyn. Lots of minor league parks have similar features, but Arlington is the only place I’ve seen that in the big leagues.
They have a very similar concept at Greer Stadium, home of the Nashville Sounds, where my former student Brad Nelson
played AAA ball. Being in “Music City”, the scoreboard at Greer is shaped like a guitar, and any player who hits the
scoreboard wins a guitar. Brad hit several dozen homeruns at Greer, but (at least as of his promotion to Milwaukee this
month) he never won a guitar. The location of the porch in Arlington would be ideal for left-handed hitters; if Brad were
playing there, I think he’d have more suits than he’d know what to do with.]
The Rangers played the Minnesota Twins. It’s interesting that all the Major League games I’ve seen involved the Twins—and
I’ve never been to the Metrodome. Someday I’ll fulfill my dream of going to Yankee Stadium, and they’ll probably be playing the Twins.
During the game they distributed ballots for the All-Star Game, which will be held in Arlington this year. They also passed out tickets for
the "Whataburger Dot Race". During a dull period between innings they play a videogame on the JumboTron, where colored dots race
around a track. If you happen to have a ticket the same color as the winning dot, you win a free drink at Whataburger (which, for the
uninitiated, happens to be a Texas fast food joint). [Pretty much every ballpark has some sort of scoreboard race. Texas is the
only place I’ve been, though, where the whole park participated and had the opportunity to win a prize.] We also got trivia cards
from Fina that offered free gasoline to winners and Dr. Pepper to losers. I had expensive baseball food, the organist played some of the
worst sports music I've ever heard, we sang "Take Me Out to the Ballgame", the crowd did "the wave", and airplanes circled with
advertisements for a nude bar trailing behind them. Oh, and there was a ballgame in there somewhere, too.

[Having since seen MANY ballgames, from the low minors up to the big leagues, I know every park has its own
atmosphere. The Ballpark in Arlington is very much a festival atmosphere, and the game really is sort of secondary to the
show. It’s quite different than the Chicago parks, where the fans are EXTREMELY into the game.]
Actually, it was a very good ballgame. Our seats, though cheap, were excellent. We had a good view of the field and an
outstanding view of left fielder Juan Gonzalez, who had just gotten off the disabled list. Gonzalez is one of the players I follow, so it
was especially exciting to see him. I won't bore you with the complete play-by-play, but it really was a fun game. In the end the angers
won on a pinch hit home run with two out in the bottom of the ninth. I’m certainly not a sports nut, but I enjoy baseball, and it was really
fun to come and see this game.
It was interesting to hear them announce the attendance, which was just over 24,000. While that’s four times the population of
Algona, that’s pathetic for Friday night in the big leagues, and a chuckle ran through the crowd when they announced it. By this year’s
standards, though, that’s about average attendance. The Rangers have been drawing some of the biggest crowds anywhere this year,
probably thanks to the new stadium. Even with that, though, tonight’s crowd was about half of capacity.
[My former student made his major league debut on Labor Day, before a sold-out crowd of around 42,000 at Miller
Park. He remarked in an interview that this was about seven times the population of Algona. I’ve only been in a park that full
a couple of times, and when I was it was unpleasantly crowded. Twenty to thirty thousand (half to two-thirds full) is a nice
amount for a big league game.]
After the final out (actually I misspoke—there was no final out, the home run ended it) [a mistake I’d not make after all the
walk-off homers I’ve seen since], we wandered back to the parking lot—going a bit slower this time. When I started the suburban, I
noticed the brake light wouldn't go off. I didn't know what was up, but the brakes seemed to work, and I figured I didn't have much
choice but to go ahead. I didn't particularly want to call a mechanic in the middle of the night in a strange city.
We crawled through traffic for nearly an hour, just to get back onto the interstate. Once we were finally there, we re-traced our
steps back to the university, arriving almost exactly at midnight. The other group seemed to enjoy their movie, but I'm glad I was with
the ballpark crowd. It really was a fun-filled end to a most exciting day.

Saturday, June 3
North Texas Metroplex

I was up quite early this morning. I showered, dressed, and enjoyed a little walk around the neighborhood before Father
Feierfeil or the rest of the group was even up.
One thing that particular intrigued me on the walk was a convenience store across from the campus. To my mind convenience
stores should be, as the name implies, convenient. In small-town Iowa, I assume convenience stores will be open from 7am to 11pm,
and it’s no surprise if they’re open 24 hours a day. That was certainly not the case here. I was hoping to get some coffee or perhaps
buy a newspaper. That would have to wait, though. This little shop didn’t open until 9:30am on Saturday. That’s incredibly late, but not
that much later than the 8:00 that is their opening time on weekdays. Both are earlier than the11:00 Sunday opening time. They close
early, too—between 7:00 and 9:00pm. Oh well, I guess they didn’t want my business.
There wasn’t a whole lot to see on my walk. I wandered around the neighborhood for a while, gawking at the expensive
homes. I also came upon a vacant lot with a sign saying that it was reserved by the University of Dallas for “planned development”. It
seemed to me that they’d do well to get the main campus up to par before they planned anything further. I also tried (without success)
to find an entrance to Texas Stadium.
After I returned and the rest of the group awoke, we went off to have breakfast. The morning meal was definitely the low point
at the dining center. They had plenty of food available, but the Southern concept of breakfast has never been my idea of a taste treat.
As was the case almost everywhere else I’d eaten in the South, everything was swimming in grease. The one good point was that they
had orange juice available at breakfast—something they didn’t have later in the day.
Promptly at 8:00 the team played their second game, this time against Jackson Preparatory Academy of Jackson, Mississippi.
I was familiar with that school and, in fact, I had met their coach before; he was one of the graduate students at U.S.M. when I got my
master's degree. (He certainly didn't remember me, but he did acknowledge that he had gone to grad school in Hattiesburg.) Jackson
Prep is basically a "white flight" school for students whose parents don't want to have anything to do with the integrated public schools.
[Using the term “white flight” really is a bit too judgmental. Most white Mississippians who choose to send their kids to
private schools are primarily trying to escape failing public school systems rather than specifically avoiding racial interaction.
If blacks could afford it, they’d likely do the same thing. After all, Barack Obama avoids sending his girls to the Chicago
public schools.] We led throughout the game and beat Jackson Prep by a final score of 260-220. (That narrow margin of victory
would come back to haunt us later.) The Jackson students obviously hadn't lost much before, and they were less than completely
gracious about it. There was no question but that we had won, though, and our whole group was overjoyed afterwards. Now, at the very
least, we would go home with a 50% winning record. We again called the Algona radio station with the updated results.
Most of our time today was free. [That’s something else I like about the National Academic Championships—they
realize that for many schools the trip is as important as the competition.] After the 8:00 game we had nothing officially scheduled

until 4:00 in the afternoon. One place I particularly wanted to see was Dealy Plaza, where President Kennedy was shot.. I didn’t give
the kids much of a choice in the mater, so we all piled in the suburban to head to downtown Dallas.
In going to the movie last night, Father Feierfeil
had discovered a more direct route to the interstate. We
avoided the sea-sickening curves of Northgate and headed
straight for highway 183, the Airport Expressway. We
drove east past Texas Stadium (the best view of which is
from the freeway) and on toward the Stemmons Freeway,
the same road Kennedy traveled when he first came to
Dallas. Stemmons is I-35E, a mass of concrete that varies
between six and fourteen lanes, at points flanked by
access roads on both sides. Father drove the road with
confidence, and I must say I was glad it was he at the
wheel—not me.
Our destination was the corner of Elm and
Houston Streets, just east of the freeway and right
downtown. It was clearly marked on the downtown blowup in my Rand-McNally atlas. Unfortunately, even the
downtown map, which appears to show all the streets in
the area, leaves many streets off. Once we exited, the
maze of streets was completely unfamiliar. We drove
Postcard of Texas Schoolbook Depository -- Dallas
around for almost fifteen minutes—mostly in circles—
before (largely by accident) we happened to find where we wanted to go. [I’ve since found those downtown insets in the atlases
almost useless, for precisely this reason. Either they should show EVERY street, or they should show only the main ones.
Showing some, but not all, of the side streets is silly.]
We found a parking place near the Dallas County Courthouse, shoved the meter full of quarters, and walked a couple of
blocks to the County Administration Building. In 1963 this building housed the Texas School Book Depository, and it was from there that
the fatal shots were fired at President Kennedy. (OK, OK—I know there are any number of theories that contend shots came from
somewhere else; we'll never know any different, so let's just go with the official version.)
The building itself is a national historic landmark. A plaque on the front tells of that fateful day. You can tell the controversy that
still surrounds the case just by looking at the plaque. A lengthy paragraph of text is set in cast metal, and most of it has blackened with
age. One word, though, has been rubbed repeatedly by passersby, so that it shines in gleaming silver. That word?---"allegedly". [I
definitely agree with Walter Cronkite on this subject. He contends in his memoir that “secrets like that just aren’t that easy to
keep hidden”. If there were a conspiracy, someone surely would have come forth with it by now.]
The former school book depository features a first-rate museum on Kennedy's life and death. After I paid my entry fee, I felt
like I was in an airport as I went through the building security. Someone in the crowd said they had tightened security markedly since
the Oklahoma bombing. It’s a sad comment on society that they make you feel like you’re in a police state when you’re visiting a
historic site. […And these days we take such security for granted pretty much everywhere.]
While the security was annoying, the museum was well worth it. As I’ve said many times in these travelogues, I’m not much of
a museum person myself. Any number of times I’ve raced through display galleries and waited for hours in the restaurant while others
in my family gawked at every little thing. I was really impressed by this place, though. About a third of the museum just sets the scene.
They use news articles, film clips, and artifacts to show what the country was like around the time I was born—not just in politics, but in
everyday life as well. Then there is a detailed section on Kennedy's life and his contributions as President. The next section shows the
details on the day he died. They have Walter Cronkite's original newscast of the event and a series of still photos showing the
sequence of events. They also have a replica of Lee Harvey Oswald's sniper post, exactly as it was set up in the corner of the building
thirty-two years ago. Finally they address the many investigations that were conducted and the contradictory results they reached. I
found everything quite fascinating.
As with so many museums, you exit into the gift shop. Here I bought my two main souvenirs of the trip—reprints of the Dallas
Times-Herald from the day Kennedy was shot and of the Dallas Morning News from the following day. I found the newspapers truly
fascinating. Not only was it interesting to read the first-hand account of the event, but it was also fun to read the other articles and
browse through the ads to get a better taste of what the world was like in 1963.
I was really amazed by the coincidence of another news story that probably had nearly as much impact on history as
Kennedy's death. On that very same day—November 22, 1963—the Second Vatican Council voted to change the liturgy to vernacular
languages. I knew Vatican II was at about the same time as Kennedy, but I had never imagined the big vote came on exactly the same
day that he was shot. In other news that day:
•
•
•

40,000 U.S. troops were in West Berlin, and the Soviets were trying to disrupt American convoys to that city.
The U.S. gave its support to a new military dictatorship in South Viet Nam ("Vietnam" was spelled as two words in the
newspaper).
The New York City police department was studying the use of drug-tipped darts to combat criminals.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A group of Birmingham, Alabama, businesses said that the racial problem in that city would have no effect on the business
climate.
The Republican Party complained at having to pay $1,000/day to rent the San Francisco Cow Palace for their 1964
Presidential convention.
French President DeGaulle turned 73 years old.
Several recently-independent African nations were having political struggles.
(In the lifestyle section), Zenith had just introduced the "Space Command 400", which was described as "the most fully
automatic remote control in TV today".
(Also in lifestyle), one-unit combination washer/dryers were billed as the most modern way to do your wash.
A Hispanic man in Dallas was injured in a drive-by shooting (that phrasing is mine; they hadn't invented the term yet in '63, but
from the article, that's what it was).

Now for the prices. It amazed me what was cheaper, what was the same, and what was more expensive thirty years ago:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

"Ride the Christmas Choo-Choo Through Santa's Enchanted Village at Titche's" for 15 cents.
RCA Victor "brighter than ever" Randor 9-inch portable color TV for $449.95.
The 1964 Philco home theater, featuring black/white TV with memory-matic tuning, 4-speed phonograph with record changer,
and AM-FM radio, all in one. It's made of walnut veneer in Danish modern styling, for $399.95.
Big 19-inch portable General Electric black/white TV (almost identical to the one we had when I grew up) with "daylight blue
picture, slim silhouette styling, and handsome hi-impact polystyrene cabinet" for $149.88.
A mobile TV cart was thrown in free with the 19-inch TV above. It was described as a $12.95 value.
Hide-a-Bed "day/nite sofa" for $29.95.
Eyeglasses at One Price Optical for $14.95, or $1 down and $1 a week, including "scientific" eye examination. Contact lenses
were only $59.00.
"Love That Comfort" bra for $2.99.
Girls' ensemble featuring linen skirt and blouse, with mohair jacket for $10.98.
Presto steam iron $9.99; hair dryer $8.88.
Men's dress shirts at various prices—3 for $10, 4 for $8, 3 for $5, or $1.75 each.
Tubeless tires with 24-month guarantee, $9.88 each; 40-month guarantee tires go for $22.88 each.
"Thrifty Jetourist" non-stop service to Orlando (I didn’t know anyone went there before Disney World was built) on Delta for
$62.85 one way.
A 200-pound side of beef for 32 cents a pound.
"New Macleans tooth paste (2 words) gets teeth irresistibly white!"—just 59 cents for the "giant tube" at Walgreens.
Sturdy, American-made 26-inch bicycles ("layaway now for Christmas") for $39.88.
All-aluminum 61/2 foot Christmas trees with 91 "pom-pom branches" and "handy packaway carton" for $7.99. (Rotating electric
color wheel for the Christmas tree is an additional $3.99—compare at $6.99.)
G.E. all-transistor portable AM radio, with "amazing power and range" and "handsome leatherette" carrying case", $14.88.
4-piece milk glass mixing bowl set, 88 cents.
G.E. big-capacity "filter-flo" washer, $169.88.
Full-length women's wool coats with fur-trim necklines, $44 at Penney's.
2-bedroom furnished apartment, $135.
New Ford Fairlane 500, with V-8 engine and "luxury all-vinyl interior", $1,995.
Pick-up camper with toilet, shower, stove, and refrigerator for $995.
Sig's Suburban Fashions features women's full-length formals ("elegance for after five") for $19.95 to $65.
Peter, Paul, & Mary in concert; reserved seats $2, general admission $1.
Movies ("Fantasia", "20,000 Leagues Under the Sea", "Wuthering Heights", etc.) for $1.50; children as low as 15 cents.
The cover price of the daily newspaper was 5 cents. (I paid ninety-nine times that much for the reprint.)

I know those prices go on and on, but they really interested me. Most things, of course, sound absurdly cheap. On the other hand, we
take cheap electronics for granted today; you can get a black and white TV for under fifty dollars and a portable radio for $6.95. I also
checked home prices in the want ads. They ranged from 25 to 50 thousand dollars, which struck me as high, considering we paid in the
low end of that range five years later when our family moved to Mount Pleasant.
The "help wanted" section was, of course, divided into "male" and "female". The only ad I could find that wanted either male or
female was for a graphic artist. Very few of the men's jobs advertised salaries; most were "commensurate with experience". Sales jobs
advertised in the $25,000 range, and a policeman was wanted at $375/week. On the female side, secretarial positions were available at
$300/month; telephone solicitation at $2/hour; domestic work ("neat colored woman") at $1.25/hour; and in-home child care ("white lady
desired") at $20/week.
That white/colored distinction appeared in countless ads, not just for maids and sitters, but for waitresses, nurses, cooks,
salesmen, guards, and foremen—not to mention apartment rentals and houses for sale. Needless to say, in every single job category,
the advertised salaries were higher for whites than for colored people. It really floored me to see those ads that discriminated so
blatantly right up front. I had certainly heard that this was the way things were before the Civil Rights movement, but I don't think I ever
really believed it. It really sickened me to see those ads, but I must say it's heartening to think of how far our country has come in the
short span of my lifetime. It is, of course, illegal today to discriminate by either race or sex—as well it should be. Things are far from
perfect today, of course, but at least we don't exclude the majority of applicants right in the ad.

There was another telling sign of the era in the newspaper. I hadn't noticed it before, but in all the pictures of Kennedy greeting
the crowds in Dallas, there's not a single Black person in the crowd, nor is there anyone who looks Hispanic. Dallas had sizable
numbers of both ethnic groups in 1963, and Blacks have traditionally voted Democratic. It does make you wonder why they're absent
from the pictures.
[I just got done reading an article on how racism still persists in our country and cites it as a problem that may cost
Barack Obama the election this fall. I hope that’s not true, but of course it may be. Even so, the fact that a black man can be
a serious candidate for President shows just how far we’ve come the past 45 years. No one would have even considered
such a thing the last time the torch was passed to a new generation.]
I sent one of the students back to feed the parking meter while we were in the museum. After we finished, I went back again
to throw in still more quarters. (A quarter, by the way, bought twelve minutes of parking—the same amount that a penny bought back
when I was growing up.) Outside the museum there was a variety of vendors selling books and trinkets. The majority were touting a
book telling the “true story” of the Kennedy murder—which true story I don’t know, and I passed on the book. In Dealy Plaza itself was
a group of protestors. I can’t remember exactly what they were protesting [animal rights, I think], and they didn’t seem to care
particularly about it themselves, but they did make for an interesting sight
Dealy Plaza was full of newspaper machines. Interestingly, most of them were free papers of one sort or another. I, of
course, will take anything that’s free, and I ended up with quite a collection of free newsprint. The most newsworthy of the papers (and
that’s high praise) was the Dallas Observer, which uses assorted nightlife articles as an excuse to print page after page of personal
ads. [I’d never spent a significant amount of time in a large American city before this, which seems strange given the
numerous urban vacations I’ve taken since. I know now that EVERY American city has numerous papers like this. Whenever
I’m in Chicago or Minneapolis I have fun picking up all the free papers and reading them at night.]
One of the most interesting articles in the Observer was about a new policy at the University of Dallas. Entitled “Even
Educated UDs Do It”, the article told of a policy that would expel any student who was caught engaging in premarital sex. The article
wondered at length exactly how such a policy would be enforced. They posed that question to the university president, who answered
in a paragraph of double-talk, concluding with “it’s a pretty elaborate process”. The president also noted that premarital sex has been
illegal in Texas since 1903, so the university policy would just be an extension of state law.
The big news in the Observer was about a new “Cineplex” that had just opened in Dallas. Located quite near the UD campus
(across the mess of spaghetti from Texas Stadium), the AMC Grand is America’s largest movie theater. The place boasts 85,000
square feet and 24 auditoriums, each featuring “Sony dynamic digital sound”. It cost $25 million to build. Those are certainly Texassized figures, but to my mind they’d do better to dump that $25 million into restoring several of the old-time movie palaces. The place
has its problems, too. For instance, they realized after they opened that heir airport-style display board wasn’t programmed to display a
“SOLD OUT” message.
Another publication I picked up shows something of the ethnic make-up of the area. Auto Revista is a car publication in both
English and Spanish. Another publication was mostly want ads, and it was interesting that (in contrast to the 1963 ads), the limiting
factors in the jobs today were that the applicants were required to be bilingual and/or to have computer experience.
After strolling through Dealey Plaza we walked through a part of downtown that is in the process of gentrification toward a mall
that has already made it there. You won't find a K-Mart at the West End Marketplace, but you will find all the trendiest shoppes.
Perhaps the most interesting place was a hologram gallery, with assorted electronic artwork on sale for $20 to $10,000. Also intriguing
was the arcade, which most of the kids visited. I didn't go down there myself, but I did enjoy the scenic view from the railing overlooking
the place. Most fascinating were the slot machines that were on the floor right next to the video games. I have no idea what the
gambling laws in Texas are, but there certainly seemed to be no age limits on these machines. I saw one girl who couldn't have been
older than third grade play and win several times. That really bothered me. I’m not a big fan of legalized gambling anyway, and I’m
certainly not in favor of little kids gambling. Even if it wasn’t for real money, the concept bothered me.
Another interesting feature of the place was their Grand Prix race. Here several customers sat in a row at car controls staring
at an enormous video screen. They raced each other, with the video changing depending on how each of them operated their controls.
A young black woman served as barker for the place, and when people were playing Grand Prix, she called the race. She tried to
sound exciting, but you could tell she'd done this hundreds of times and was really quite bored with it.
The West end Marketplace also features the Dallas location of Planet Hollywood. My sister-in-law Janet had suggested that
we might want to go there, so we stopped by. Planet Hollywood is a lot like the Hard Rock Café, a chain of tourist trap restaurants that
also sell souvenirs. Instead of music, Planet Hollywood features a movie theme. We filed through the gift shop without buying anything
and then peeked in past the patio to the restaurant itself. I’ve seen it; I won’t be back any time soon. [They seem to have a more
pretentious—and pricier—menu than Hard Rock Café, too; it’s not really a good choice to eat with a group of kids.]
I also bought an ice cream cone at the mall. The cost (with tax) was $1.96. I gave the clerk two dollars, she put it in the cash
register, and then she told me she didn’t have any pennies for change. She obviously wasn’t about to get any either. I felt like just
leaving the ice cream cone to melt and taking my two dollars back, but of course I’m too nice for that. So I let them have the extra four
cents profit. It still bothers me, though. [I also distinctly remember that she had a tip jar at the counter—like I was going to drop
anything in there after she failed to give me my change.]

We drove back to the university and had lunch. Technically the cafeteria was closed when we got there, but the people were
polite and let us sneak in anyhow. It was Mexican food today—nothing special, but filling nonetheless.
After lunch we relaxed a while. Some of our group played basketball, some swam, and others (like me) just bummed around
the dorm. Eventually it was time for our afternoon game. Our opponents this time were from Grosse Pointe North, in an exclusive
suburb of Detroit, Michigan. I had recently read an article about target mailing, how different solicitations are sent to different zip codes,
based on the characteristics of the residents. [I still use that article in my Statistics class at the college.] The article happened to
mention that Grosse Pointe Woods (the location of the school) was the single richest community in the United States. [It’s since been
surpassed, but it’s one of the few places in Michigan that isn’t in serious depression these days.] Rich and smart don't
necessarily go together, of course, but it's pretty rare that exclusive suburbs come out at the bottom on SAT results either.
Of all the teams we played, Grosse Pointe was my least favorite. They were obviously used to winning, and they obviously felt
that "Podunk Cental" Iowa would be an easy victory. They complained repeatedly and whined anytime things didn't go their way. The
final score was 275-265, and nothing made me happier than to beat those jerks.
[Grosse Pointe was an example of those quiz bowl snobs I referred to earlier. Their entire life revolves around quiz
bowl, for which I feel sorry for them. What bothers me most about such people is how whiny they get. In this internet age, it
seems to have gotten even worse. In addition to whining at tournaments, the same people go online and blog about how
terrible everything is. … Hey, folks, it’s only quiz bowl.]
One interesting part of the games at the national tournament was the introduction of players. Between the toss-up and bonus
rounds they spent a minute visiting with the teams, just like they’d do on a TV quiz show. Our roster went like this:
•
Aaron Twait (senior) — National Merit
finalist; national qualifier in citizen bee;
and page in the Iowa Senate
•
Tom McGreevey (senior) — Crosscountry and track captain; participated in
several honor bands; active in drama
•
Matt Erpelding (junior) — All-state honors
in choir and speech; enjoys composing
music
•
Tom Twait (freshman) — enjoys
basketball and baseball; national qualifier
in history day
•
Steve Bormann (senior/alternate) —
football letterwinner; senior class vice
president
•
Chris Bormann (junior/alternate) — 4-H
club president; plays varsity football and
intramural basketball
•
Charlie Plathe (junior/alternate) —
selected for Boys’ State; proud of his first
eagle in golf
[They’ve since done away with these
Golden Bear quiz bowl team, posing by a tree on the
introductions at nationals, as a part of
University of Dallas campus
shortening each game so teams can play more
games. I personally think that’s too bad. The kids enjoyed them and felt important having their biographies read. … It’s also
interesting that overall these are some of the most minimal bios we’ve had on a Garrigan team. I think that’s because I
actually followed the rules and severely limited them. Many of the kids were much more well-rounded than the write-ups
imply.]
There were some amusing parts to the introductions. The hosts could never seem to pronounce Matt Erpelding’s name
correctly. I thought I wrote it legibly on the card, but apparently my scrawl was just awkward enough and the name just unusual enough
to cause problems. (Charlie Plathe’s name also came out a variety of ways.) [“Plathe” is pronounced with one syllable. It has a
short “A” and the “TH” sound in “thin”. “Erpelding” is a common name around Algona, and is pronounced UR-pull-ding, with
the stress at the beginning.] They also seemed to assume that Steve and Chris Bormann were brothers, when in fact they are
cousins [and VERY different from each other]. Both the hosts and other teams commented at how well-rounded our players were
and in particular on the number of athletes we had on our team. I’m pretty positive we had the only football players at the tournament,
and all but one of our players was in some sport. (Aaron’s isn’t listed, but he ran cross-country.) Many of the opponents had either no
activities (which isn’t all that unusual at big schools) or what you might call “nerd” activities. There’s nothing wrong with that (after all,
that’s what I was in when I was in high school), but it did make Garrigan stand out.
[Pretty much all our kids at Garrigan are well-rounded. That’s an advantage to being a small school, and it goes with
the philosophy of a Christian-oriented school. Out of 200 kids, we might have one or two who are literally not in anything, and
many don’t have enough hours in the day for everything they want to do. I’ve always welcomed athletes on the quiz bowl

team. It allows them to show they’re also smart (something they often aren’t given credit for), and it removes the geeky
stigma quiz bowl might otherwise have.]
After beating Grosse Pointe, we were really on Cloud 9. None of us even dreamed that we would go through our first three
games with a perfect 3-0 record. Now, no matter what happened later on, we would finish the tournament with a winning record. It was
even more gratifying that both of the other Iowa teams in the tournament had lost at least one game, which meant we could legitimately
say we were the best team in the state.
Before leaving the lecture hall this afternoon, I forked over $14 to buy a souvenir T-shirt of the tournament. The design is
absolutely atrocious. The front features a “dream team” made up of several famous historical figures. They are supposedly playing a
game and get to the “60 Second Round”. The captain (Edgar Allen Poe) says, “We’ll take the mystery category” while another team
member ponders “You know, life’s a lot like the Mystery Category. You never know whatcha gonna get.” The phrase “whatcha gonna”
is copied directly off the professionally-screened shirts, even though it seemed inappropriate to me that they would use bad grammar to
advertise an academic competition. The real point of buying the T-shirts was the back, where they listed all 108 teams that participated
in the tournament, both here and at the second phase that would happen the following weekend in Washington, D.C. No, I won’t bore
you by listing them all here. It was interesting that almost one-third of the teams were from Texas. New York had the second-largest
delegation, followed by South Carolina. All together twenty-seven states and the Virgin Islands had teams entered. Thirteen Catholic
schools were represented in the tournament, and it was gratifying that Garrigan did the best of any of them.
We had an early dinner (Mexican food and pasta again), and I spent much of the time trying to figure out where I was
supposed to get the free tickets to he ballpark we had been promised. The biggest problem with this tournament was that they had no
way of communicating information to the coaches or teams. A definite improvement would be to add a daily coaches’ meeting where
details like the tickets were discussed. [That continues to be a problem to this day, and it wouldn’t be a terribly hard one to
solve.] I asked a variety of people and was eventually directed to a table in the back of the cafeteria where several of the tournament
officials were seated. I spoke first with a woman who appeared to have a handful of tickets and then with the tournament manager, a
man named Chip Beall. They both said the ballgame had been overbooked; they didn’t have enough tickets for the group. We were
supposed to go to the ballpark and meet to get the tickets. I knew from last night that this proposal wasn’t very practical given the
logistics of the ballpark. I wasn’t in a terribly good mood after chasing all over the place trying to find them to begin with, and I wasn’t
about to leave without tickets—especially since the woman had a whole wad of them in her hand. I probably wasn’t very nice about it,
but I let them know that in no uncertain terms. Eventually they asked how many there were in our group, and they happened to have
nine adjacent seats that they were in fact able to give me. What do they say about the squeaky wheel getting the grease?
We all piled into the white suburban and set out for Arlington. We made our way quickly to the freeway and exited once again
at Ballpark Way. I can't prove it, but I'd swear that the parking spot we got was the exact same spot where I had parked the blue
suburban last night. We walked past the heliport and the convention center and up to the gates of the Ballpark in Arlington.
It was convenient that several of us had been here last night, so we knew the layout of the park. Our tickets said "Centerfield
Gate" (the cheap seats), and we went straight to that section. I saw several other groups that were obviously from the tournament that
were entering at other gates and had to negotiate the maze of concourses inside to find their seats.
Our $4 seats were in the outfield bleachers, which I found out had been moved here from the old Arlington Stadium. They
were comfortable enough, but not nearly so nice as the box seats we had last night. Worse, the crowd around us was truly annoying.
Most of the people in the bleachers were from the academic tournament, and they made me truly embarrassed to be a part of it. These
people obviously didn't know a thing about baseball, and they were obviously completely bored being at the ballpark. I kept thinking—if
you didn’t want to see a baseball game, why did you come? Several people shouted rude things at Texas centerfielder Otis Nixon, who
was playing right in front of us. (To his credit, he pretty much ignored them.) Others started throwing things around the bleachers—first
a beach ball, and later an inflated condom. They didn't stop until a security officer popped their inflated fun and then just stood there
and glared at them. (We won’t even comment on the food they were throwing at others in the crowd or the litter they threw in the
bullpen.) There was also one guy in front of us (who, thank goodness, was with another group) who kept trying to start "the wave"; he
just kept bellowing at the top of his lungs, trying to get people to join in.
The main reason the cheap seats were so cheap is that you can't see the Jumbo-Tron video board from them, so we had to
take their word for who won the Whataburger dot race tonight. We could see the "messageboard", though, and we were properly
honored with "The Texas Rangers Welcome the National Academic Championship"—or at least their P.R. secretary does. The most
interesting part of the view was that we were right next to the Rangers' bullpen, and it was fascinating to watch the pitchers warm up
and to literally hear a phone ring when they called the bullpen. (If you happen to catch the Rangers on TV, you'll see a big ad for Tom
Thumb convenience stores. The bullpen is right there, and I was right by the bullpen screen.)
We also got to see the out-of-town scoreboard, which was directly beneath us last night. In another throwback to old-time
ballparks, the out-of-town scoreboard is manually operated, just like they’d do at Fenway Park or Wrigley Field. A battalion of minimum
wage employees [actually more likely volunteer interns] keeps busy placing numbers in endless windows in the left field wall. At
one of the more interesting points in the game, I happened to see a face peering out of one of these windows, watching what was
happening on the field.
This section was much more ignored by the vendors and ushers. I did have some “Grand Slam Nachos” (nachos were
originally invented at Arlington Stadium) and a lemon ice, but I couldn’t have bought a hot dog if I had wanted one. Nor did we get any
of the hand-outs we had gotten the night before. I wasn’t sure if they ignored us because we were in the cheap seats or because the
crowd was being so unruly. Either way, there were far fewer souvenirs than before. Each of us, however, did get a Texas Rangers

lapel pin. These were free to the first 35,000 fans, and since the official attendance was around 34,000, that meant everyone. [I’ve
since found that if promotions don’t sell out, they’re fair game for the players to give their families and friends; Brad has
added to my Pepsi collection with some of that stuff.]
A few of the kids also walked away with souvenir “Ballpark in Arlington” T-shirts. They were “giving” them away in exchange
for filling out an application for a Texas Rangers Mastercard. Supposedly you had to be 18 to get one, but obviously no one bothered
to ask the kids (freshman Tom Twait doesn’t even vaguely look like he’s old enough). [The kids also put fake names and addresses
on the applications. Every ballpark has this promotion, and my bet is very few actual credit cards get applied for through
them—but a lot of T-shirts are given away.]
I did pick up a real program tonight, as opposed to the team yearbook I bought by accident last night. In addition to the rosters
and schedule, there was endless information on the All-Star Game, the Ballpark in Arlington, and the pride of Rangers’ history—Nolan
Ryan. (I’d have loved to have been in Texas just a couple years earlier; Nolan Ryan has always been sort of a hero of mine, and I’d
really like to have seen him play.) One interesting thing I read was that they have Rangers youth baseball camps, which include time
on the actual Rangers playing field—something I’m sure any number of young athletes would kill for. I was also intrigued to read about
the derivation of the name. They apparently held a contest, and “The Ballpark in Arlington” was the winning entry. They must have just
drawn it from a hat; I can’t imagine anyone actually picking that name for its beautiful sound.
The game itself was nothing special; all in all it was much less interesting than last night's game. It's about a month later as I
write this, and I can't for the life of me remember even who won; that tells you how exciting it was. I sat next to Aaron, who spent the
evening filling out the scorecard in the program. I’ve never really understood how baseball scoring works (I can understand hits and
errors, of course, but not all the details you fill out on what happened on each play), and it was interesting to watch him do it. [I could
read a scorecard now if I had to, but I still think the process is pretty silly.]
We stopped briefly at a Winn-Dixie on the way back to campus, where I bought a Sunday paper—on Saturday night.
Needless to say, there wasn’t much in the way of real news in it. Once back at the university, I settled into bed. Unfortunately, many of
the kids in the dorm seemed to be up all night partying. There was supposed to be a midnight curfew, but no one official was anywhere
near the dorm. About 1:00 I went to check on the Garrigan kids. Several of them were up, but they were not the ones being annoying.
Also, to their credit, they did go to bed when I told them. Kids from other schools, though, were talking, laughing, and listening to music
far into the night.

Sunday, June 4
North Texas Metroplex

We all slept comparatively late this morning. Again I was up before the group (I never sleep well away from home), and again
I killed time walking around the area. Eventually I got back and helped Father Feierfeil get set up for our main event of the morning.
That main event was mass. It is, of course, obligatory for Catholics to attend mass weekly—although many choose not to
carry out that obligation. I remembered several basketball players commenting that they really liked it when Father Schon had said
mass for them in a motel room at CYO, and I asked Father Feierfeil if he would do something similar for the quiz bowl team. Father was
more than happy to accept, and he brought along a little green suitcase with his traveling mass supplies—his stole, some hosts and
wine, a lovely little cross, linens, missalettes, and the lectionary. We made a little altar on one of the desks in the dorm room, and
Father pondered what to do for a homily while I rehearsed the readings of the day. Then we roused the kids to get them ready for the
service.
It was really a nice little mass. This was Pentecost, and the readings centered on the apostles receiving the gifts of the Holy
Spirit. Father extended this to how everyone should use the gifts they were given, and commended the kids for using their knowledge in
the competition. The whole thing probably lasted no more than fifteen minutes, but it was one of the most meaningful religious services
I've been a part of. Mass in a dorm room reminds you of the old phrase, "wherever two or more are gathered in His name—-"
[This remains one of the most meaningful religious services I’ve been to, and I think the kids who were there would
agree with that. I love the symbolism that “God is everywhere”, though with the direction the church is taking these days it
might be difficult to replicate such a mass today.]
Mass screwed up our meals for the day. The serving hours for breakfast were almost over when mass ended, and lunch was
just around the corner. Some of the group ate one or the other meal, some had both. We certainly had enough food, one way or the
other.
I made it over to the convenience store this morning—during one of the few hours they were actually open. My main
purchases were the two local papers, the Irving News and the Las Colinas Business News. This is where I gathered much of the
information on Irving I gave earlier. One thing that really surprised me was hoe much crime there was in this exclusive neighborhood—
mostly muggings, rapes, break-ins, and car thefts. It made me wonder whether I should have been a bit more aware of my
surroundings on my morning walks. I was also intrigued by an ad in the paper for S-Mart (formerly Gibson Discount Center) that
seemed to have impossibly low prices. They advertised paper towels for 29¢ a roll, V05 shampoo at 89¢, silk boxers at $4.88, and
plastic laundry baskets for $1.88. I assume those must be loss leaders; I can only imagine what everything else in the store costs.
Another interesting feature of the Irving News was the “Christian Singles Network”, a personal ad service “for single people seeking

relationships with others of a common faith”. It was interesting to compare the wording of the ads here with those in the Dallas
Observer. Actually, I very much liked the idea; it’s a lot less sleazy than most personal sections.
One thing you could tell instantly from the papers was that Irving is definitely a “yuppie” community. Almost all the available
jobs were in either business management, graphic design, or high-tech engineering. For their impressive titles, they really didn’t pay
that well, though. I earn more teaching at Garrigan than I’d make working for Boeing or Texas Instruments.
After lunch we played our last game of the tournament. We knew going into the game that this would be our toughest match,
and that we would probably lose. After talking to our captain, we decided to play all the alternates in this game, so everyone could say
they had played in the national tournament. I'm glad we did, although we'll never know if we might have done better to stick with the
starting line-up. Probably more than anything else, this game helped me understand the dilemma that athletic coaches face in every
single game.
Our opponents were from East Brunswick, New Jersey. East Brunswick is at Exit 9 on the New Jersey Turnpike, just a few
miles from Staten Island and about fifteen minutes by train from Manhattan. [It’s actually more like half an hour; I’d make that train
trip in the future.] The suburb is home to Bell Labs and Johnson & Johnson, and it's just down the road from Rutgers University and
Princeton. I remember driving through there with my father over a decade ago.
I didn't know it at the time, and I don't think any of the kids did either, but East Brunswick was the defending champion in the
tournament. They had graduated half of their top players, but they still had one of the strongest teams there. They were also 3-0, with
the main difference between them and us being that they had truly demolished their competition, while we had barely sneaked past
ours. East Brunswick featured an all-ethnic team, with players from a variety of backgrounds. They were very good, and to their credit,
they complained much less about things than most of the teams we played.
Of course, there's less to complain about when you win—which East Brunswick did handily. [It is amazing, though, how
many quiz bowl teams DO complain even when they’re winning.] It speaks well of our kids, though, that the 155 point margin of
victory (345-190) was by far the closest game East Brunswick played in the tournament. (We found out later that they averaged 100
points more than that.) We also got the honor of being the only team in Dallas to sweep a 60-second round category. Our team chose
the “Mystery Category”. In this case the first nine questions were about seemingly un-related words, with the tenth being what those
words had in common. The words included things like ring and torch, and the kids correctly identified the common bond as being the
Olympics. We got twenty bonus points for sweeping the category, as well as the praise and astonishment of the host—which was at
least a nice consolation prize.
We were still feeling pretty good, even after the loss. After all, we had a 3-1 record—and what team wouldn't be happy to win
75% of their games? There was also a pretty good chance we would advance to the play-off rounds. The top sixteen teams advanced,
and we figured a 3-1 record ought to put us in the running.
Before we set out for the afternoon, I stopped to use a cash machine in the student union. It was an interesting experience. I
don’t have a regular Shazam card; instead I use my American Express card whenever I need cash. Since Amex isn’t a credit card (you
have to pay everything in full each month), the money comes straight out of my checking account, with a small service charge thrown in
for good measure. Well, I swiped my car, and the first thing that came up on the screen was a message that said there was a 10% fee
for all transactions on the machine. That was quite a bit steeper than the service charge I’m used to paying, but I needed money, so I
went ahead. The next screen asked me to enter the amount of money. The default amount was $15, and I typed $100 over that. The
screen blinked and went back to $15. I then typed $75; again no dice. Next I tried $50; still no luck. Finally I settled for the default
amount of $15—which appears to be the maximum amount you can get from that machine. It made some strange noises, and
eventually a little tube fell out. The tube had a $10 bill and a $5 bill both neatly rolled up inside. I’ve never seen anything like it before.
(Fortunately, I found out when I got my next Amex statement that they just charged me their standard fee; apparently they just ate
whatever the additional service charge was.)
Our first stop this afternoon was at the Irving Mall, where we spent about an hour and a half. I was amused by signs around
the mall proclaiming "Shop like you mean it!" I can't say I did that myself; about all I have to show for my trip to the Irving Mall are two
city maps—one of Dallas and one of Fort Worth. I also picked up some baklava in the food court and got some real money ($50) from a
real cash machine. Mostly I just bummed around a bit.
Once we were through at the mall, the next item on the agenda was finding a golf course. Charlie Plathe had lugged his golf
clubs all the way from Iowa; he wanted to go golfing in Texas. I said I'd try to find a course, and I did. After checking the maps of both
Dallas and Fort Worth, I settled on the Lake Arlington Municipal Golf Course. It seemed reasonably easy to get to and had a name that
sounded less snooty than most of the exclusive country clubs in the area. So we set out to find it.
We followed Belt Line Road south to the interstate and then headed west past the ballpark to the Fort Worth Beltway (I-820). I
can’t begin to describe the maze of spaghetti that greeted us in Fort Worth, but it certainly was impressive. We drove south on the
beltway to Pioneer Parkway, which also happens to be Texas highway 303. This took us back into suburban Arlington and eventually
dumped out at Green Oaks Boulevard, home of the golf course.
The kids were certain there was no way Charlie would be able to play—especially on a Sunday. Father Feierfeil went to the
clubhouse with him and explained the situation, and—leave it to a priest—before long Charlie was back to get his clubs. They had
attached him to a threesome that was teeing off just fifteen minutes later. We wished him well and then set out on our way again.

We drove back to the maze of spaghetti and then headed west on I-30 into Fort Worth proper. (You get another idea of how
big the DFW area is when you realize it’s more than thirty miles of solid city from Dallas to Fort Worth.) Before long we were in the
downtown of Dallas’ poor stepsister.
In some ways downtown Fort Worth looks more impressive than downtown Dallas. While there aren't many tall buildings here,
there are more large, substantial buildings than there are in Dallas. Unfortunately, downtown Fort Worth is obviously suffering from
neglect. A lot of the buildings are vacant, and many feature broken windows and crumbling walls. This is definitely not an area I'd want
to be in after dark.
We took a funny little exit off the freeway (one of those archaic exits that gives you about two feet to slow down) to get on
University Drive, which we followed southward to the Fort Worth Zoo. The gate officials politely let us know we had about an hour and a
half before closing time, but that was sufficient to see the major sights. We paid our admission and proceeded to enjoy ourselves.
I've never been much of an animal fan, so I can't say why I like zoos; but I do. Almost every zoo I've ever been to has been
interesting, and Fort Worth certainly did not disappoint. I went around with an unlikely combination of the kids (Steve Bormann, Tom
McGreevey, and Matt Erpelding), and we all had loads of fun. Perhaps my most interesting photo from the trip features Matt and Steve
peering into prairie dog town. They have a tunnel to get there. It's designed for small children, but Matt, Steve, and yours truly all made
our way through the tightest of confines. We also spent seemingly forever searching for “Baby Joey”, a young kangaroo who was much
advertised on signs all over the park. It became a running joke, as we followed sign after sign trying to find what was in reality a
second-rate attraction. Other highlights included watching a zookeeper feed the bats (utterly disgusting), seeing the world’s largest
collection of cockroaches (even more disgusting), and catching a glimpse of two turtles mating (not exactly disgusting, but …). We
were also treated to talking birds, one of whom said things I’m not about to say in writing. (It ended with “off”, and we’ll leave it at that.)
Finally there were all the zoo signs, which tried hard to be cute. The ones the kids made the most fun of said “We bite”, which they
interpreted in a more modern and colloquial context than was intended.

Signs at the Fort Worth Zoo
After leaving the zoo, we stopped briefly to buy gas. Father had quite a time getting the suburban aligned by the pumps and
an even more interesting time trying to figure out the mostly card-control system. Eventually we did get our gas, though, and I
managed to buy a bottle of Pepsi to add to my collection.
It was well past dinner time at this point, so we needed to find somewhere to eat. We ended up at a Texas institution,
Whataburger. This particular Whataburger was in a ritzy suburban area in the no man's land between Fort Worth and Arlington. It was
an immaculately clean restaurant with a sign outside saying they were hiring "smiling faces". Whataburger features American and
Mexican food, with each item named "Whata-something". The kids made a running joke out of this, and we had endless comments like
"Whata-ripoff" and "Whata-waste". They also had fun with the window clerks, who called out people’s names when their orders were
ready. They gave amusing names, and—of course—the clerks just called those names out like they would any others. [I really prefer
the places that call out “number 52” to those that insist on using your name.] I was amused that they took every kind of credit
imaginable, and I couldn't resist the temptation to put my fajita on American Express.
After dinner we went back to Lake Arlington, where we found Charlie. The group he was with was quite inexperienced, and
they had only finished about half the course. He knew we would be waiting, so he left the group and came back to meet the suburban.
We took some pictures in the pleasant setting of the golf course, one of which will be preserved forever in our trophy of the tournament.
On the way back to Irving, we stopped briefly at the Ballpark in Arlington. I had forgotten my camera both times we had been
to the ballgames, and I wanted to have at least one picture of the stadium. I managed to get several, as well as pictures of the street
signs at he intersection of Nolan Ryan Expressway and Pennant Drive. I can’t say enough how much the ballpark impressed me. I’m
far from the world’s biggest sports fan, but in surroundings like that, I could enjoy going to a ballgame any day.

[It’s kind of amusing to
read that paragraph, since I’ve
been to almost literally countless
ballgames since this was written.
Knowing one of the players has
made me a much bigger fan—and
it makes the games more fun.]
Back at the dorm, Steve
Bormann checked out the brake
problem in the blue suburban as
best he could. He had done some
work with cars before (and a lot of
work with farm equipment), so we
figured he knew as much or more
than any of the rest of us. He could
find nothing important that was
wrong. There was adequate brake
fluid, and everything else that might
be an obvious problem seemed to
be in order. He diagnosed the light
problem as some electrical quirk and
gave us his go-ahead that we'd
probably be okay driving home. That
was at least somewhat reassuring.
The final scores were
posted by the time we got back, and
the news was not good. The really
frustrating part was that they had
written our school's name on the
play-off chart (in the #16 spot), and
then crossed us off and replaced us
with another school. The change
was fair, if heart-breaking. Both we
Official “trophy shot” for this trip
and the other school had 3-1 recLake Arlington Golf Course – Arlington, Texas
ords, and they had scored more points on the way than we had in our close matches. The one consolation was that we would probably
end up with a better record than if we had advanced. Playing the number one seed, we were almost assured of a loss. That would
have made our overall record 3 – 2 (60%), instead of the 75% winning record we had now. (You’ve got to rationalize these things, after
all.)
[The picture from the golf course is memorialized in a “talking picture frame”, one of the latest electronic gimmicks
of the era. When you push a button you can hear a quote from our captain that says, “You know, seventeenth out of the top
teams in the nation is really, really good. We came down here, we did our best, and we showed we could hold our own
against the top teams in the nation.” It’s probably been close to a decade since anyone’s pressed that button, but the talking
picture frame is still there in the trophy case at school.
In future years they’d alter the play-off structure to guarantee that all teams with winning records (or once they
started the six-game format, those with 4 – 2 records) made the play-offs. Here it was the top sixteen, though. That’s also
what we do for playoffs at the tournament I host each fall. More than once I’ve had some very deserving teams that didn’t
qualify simply because others had scored a few more points.
Wile we didn’t make the playoffs, our team was recognized for our good sportsmanship. (My athletes will tell you it’s
always the losing team that gets the sportsmanship award—but I was still pleased to receive it.) We’ve been commended for
good sportsmanship every time we’ve been to nationals, and having put up with some of the teams that didn’t get such
commendations, I know why.]
We had the whole evening ahead of us with nothing to do. A group of us decided it would be fun to get some sort of a board
game, so we drove off to a K-Mart across from the Irving Mall. We got there just shortly before they closed, but we had enough time to
scope out the toy department and see the games in stock. We settled on Taboo, a game where the object is to describe some word
without using a list of five “taboo” words that are given on a card. Father hauled out a $50 bill to pay for it (it cost about half that), and
we headed out again.
We thought it might be fun to see Dallas at night, so we drove downtown to "scoop the loop". Most big cities are lovely at night,
with the skyscrapers lit up against the darkness. Dallas is definitely the exception. The problem is that Dallas really doesn't have much
of a downtown. There's a few tall buildings, but not much more than you'd see in Des Moines or Cedar Rapids. The problem is that

everything is so spread out. With all the endless industrial parks, there's not much left to go downtown. We saw what there was, but I
must say we were underwhelmed.
Taboo, on the other hand, was much more fun. We chose up teams and had a wonderful time playing what is really an
enjoyable game. It’s the right combination of intellectual skill, dumb luck, and stupid entertainment; and it made the evening hours pass
quickly. Before long it was well past curfew time, time for us to go to bed.

Monday, June 5

Irving, Texas to Oklahoma City, Oklahoma
One advantage of being eliminated from the play-offs is that we got to sleep in this morning. If we had been seded #16
(instead of the non-advancing #17, where we did end up), we would have played at 8:00am. As it was, we had no particular rush to do
anything this morning. Eventually we did get up, have breakfast, and start the slow process of packing up the suburbans.
I went out to get gas for the blue suburban. The light was still on and bothersome, but I couldn’t say for sure that the brakes
behaved at all abnormally (although whenever there is a reason to think something is wrong, you notice every little thing). While I was
out, I also stopped at another Whataburger. I was quite sick of the cafeteria breakfasts, and almost anything different seemed like a
good idea. Whataburger may have been different, but it certainly wasn’t good. The one good item I had was a pecan danish. With that
I had a platter featuring greasy bacon, raw hash browns, runny eggs, and a hard biscuit. I recently read back through a travelogue I
wrote the first year I went south to grad school. I stopped for breakfast at a Whataburger on my way home from there, and I hated it.
Obviously I have a short memory, or I would have learned from my earlier mistake.
Check-out was very confused. We were supposed to check out officially, not just leave our keys in the rooms. Unfortunately,
no one ever told us where we were supposed to check out. We had the additional problem that the housekeeping staff had already
started cleaning our rooms before we left, and they had taken one of the kids' keys. None of the tournament staff was anywhere to be
found, so I started asking around at various offices in the student union. Eventually, by sheer luck, I happened upon the director of
residence, who had been told by the tournament director that she was supposed to check us out. She made it extremely clear that this
wasn’t her job and she was upset with the tournament director for sticking her with it. I sympathized with her, and in the end she was
very polite about checking us out.
The last thing we did at the dorm was to call KLGA with the final results. They did a lengthy interview with Aaron [which is
where the quote on the talking picture frame is taken from] and let us know that several people in town had expressed interest in
how we were doing. It was too bad that we hadn't made the finals, but we made a respectable showing. We ended up being the only
team from Iowa with a winning record. Pella Christian finished 2 – 2 overall, while Ankeny ended up 1 – 3.
We had lunch in the cafeteria, figuring we might as well eat as much of the free food as we could. Then we set out northward.
We had some problems switching freeways and getting on I-35, but eventually we headed north toward Denton. The interstate is mostly
four-lane through this, the third city of the north Texas metroplex, with exits averaging about every half mile. I chose to drive in the left
lane to avoid the entering traffic, but Father piped up on the CB to scold me, saying traffic wanted to pass. My basic reaction was tough
for them (in somewhat stronger language); I was already driving more than ten miles over the 55mph speed limit, and there's no reason
anyone needs to drive 70 in the city. But, of course, I couldn't say that to a priest. I pulled back into the right lane and cursed the
oncoming traffic under my breath.
One surprise on this route out of town was that the Dallas area ends much more abruptly than it did on Highway 75. Denton is
the end of the metro area, and it ends quite suddenly. There's a good forty miles between Denton and the Oklahoma line, and it's all
extremely rural—right down to "next services" signs. [That’s not really true these days; today metro Dallas extends up I-35 to
Oklahoma, too.] It's ranch country here—grazing land mostly—and frankly it's rather boring. I wasn't feeling very well (probably the
fault of Whataburger), and I just kept watching the signs for Oklahoma City, our ultimate destination for the day.
We stopped briefly at the Oklahoma Welcome Center to get some information. I lingered in the restroom, hoping I could get to
feeling a little better. I told Father how I felt, and he suggested I have one of the kids drive. We had gotten stern lectures from him, of
all people, telling us that the school insurance prohibited this in no uncertain terms, and I didn’t want o get in trouble about it. So I kept
on driving northward. [This would be part of the reason that on most future trips I’d have at least three adults along.]
Driving through southern Oklahoma was not pleasant. The map shows the highway cutting through the Arbuckle Mountains. I
didn't really believe there could be mountains in this Great Plains state, but the term isn't that far off. It's really rugged country, and
much higher than the surrounding land. It was certainly high enough to trap clouds, and while we wove through the Arbuckles, it
poured. I felt like I was driving far too fast for the conditions (and I was convinced by now that there was in fact a real problem with the
brakes), but Father was right on my tail the whole way. Eventually the rain cleared up, 250 miles peeled away, and we were on the
outskirts of Oklahoma City.
For a mid-sized place, O.K. City has big-city freeways. We wandered through one maze of spaghetti to head westward on the
southern beltway. We eventually wanted to find I-40 west, but to get there we had to take a stretch of I-44. Looking at the map, I
assumed the destination would be the airport, which is right by that stretch of road. That’s what I told Father when we planned the
route this morning. I also assumed that the exit from a westbound highway to a northbound highway would most likely be a simple right
turn.

When we got to the exit, “Airport” was not a choice. The choices were “Lawton”, which I knew we didn’t want, and “Tulsa”,
which after a bit of quick thinking I realized was right. “Tulsa” was a left exit, and I was in the far right lane. I saw a break and hurriedly
cut across four lanes of traffic to get there just in time. Father missed the exit and proceeded to ball me out on the CB for not giving him
advanced warning. There wasn’t much I could do about it, though. He was heading toward Lawton, and I figured he surely must have
enough sense to turn around and head back into town. I did explain the correct route over the CB and then drove on to the motel.
Eventually Father did get turned around, and before long we were settled in at the Super 8 West in Oklahoma City.
Check-in had been easy in Tulsa, but it was much more complicated here. The woman was pleasant, but she was also
extremely concerned about which of the kids would be in which room. She also highlighted a list of rules we were to follow. The kids
had been good throughout the trip (as they were here), so I didn’t bother passing along the obvious. It did make me wonder what kind
of groups she gets here, though.
The most unique feature of this Super 8 was its door keys. Tulsa had normal metal keys, as did the dorm in Dallas. This
motel was different, though. They had a kind of key-card locks that I have never seen anywhere else. Some hotels (and it is usually
hotels, not motels) use magnetic strip cards to open their rooms. [That’s the norm these days.] This one, though, used a punch-card
system. The keys were plastic cards punched with a pattern of holes. You stuck them in a slot to unlock the door. I kept wondering
what would happen if one of the cards accidentally broke. Fortunately, that wasn’t among the desk clerk’s many rules. [I’d later see
the same thing at a hotel in Europe, and again there it struck me as very strange.]
It was still relatively early when we got to Oklahoma City, so we had plenty of time to kill. Father Feierfeil agreed to take the
kids (mostly at his expense) to Whitewater Amusement Park, which was near the motel. I really wasn't feeling very well, and in this case
that was convenient. I didn’t particularly want to go to the water park. With the ear problems I’ve had ever since college, I couldn’t
have done anything even if I had gone there. I also was extremely short on money, and Father hadn’t offered to pay my way. So
Father and the kids went to have their fun, and I stayed back at the motel and relaxed.
I felt somewhat better after a short rest, so I set out walking around. First I tried to find the vending room for the motel. I never
did find it, but I did find one at the Shoney's Inn next door. That motel looked the same as ours, except that they had pink doors, and we
had brown doors. I didn't figure anyone would care if I threw some extra dimes in their machines, so I did.
Back at my room, I got a shock when the phone rang. I hesitantly answered it and was surprised to hear Carol McGreevey,
the mother of one of the kids. My first instinct was that something awful must have happened, but everything was fine (thank God).
She had been talking to several other parents. They were all proud of the kids, and they wanted to organize a reception to welcome
them back home. She was asking me if I thought it was a good idea and what I thought might be appropriate. She also needed to talk
to Father Feierfeil, because no one at school would let her go ahead without his permission. We talked for a while, and then I set out
walking again.
[This “welcome back” ceremony, which we never repeated after any other trip to nationals, was fresh in people’s
mind at this point, because the previous year we’d made a big deal of welcoming back our boys basketball team after their
trip to state. While it was obvious we wouldn’t be filling the gym with quiz bowl fans, a small reception for family and friends
did seem like a good idea.]
This time I walked around the neighborhood. After the bombing, Oklahoma City certainly didn't need anything more to
contend with. When it rains, it pours though—and I mean that literally. They had been having serious flooding in the area. The desk
clerk mentioned that several rooms in the motel were not in use. There was obvious flooding in the ground floor vending room at
Shoney's, and they had a fan there to air things out. There was a Denny's next door, and they were hauling out carpets to the parking
lot. Across the street at McDonalds they had a sign by the entrance saying, "We're sorry that McDonaldland is closed. Ronald left the
hose on all night."
I had some ice cream at McDonalds, which settled my stomach a bit. Then I returned to the motel. By the time I got there,
Father and the kids were back from Whitewater.
Most of us had dinner at McDonalds, but a few kids went to a nearby steakhouse that sounded nicer. Some in the group had
not had enough baseball in Dallas. The Oklahoma City ‘89ers were in town, and they wanted to go. (For no particular reason I can
figure out, Charlie Plathe wore an ‘89ers cap all through this trip.) I was feeling better at this point, so I decided to join the ballpark
group. We drove to the state fairgrounds, where the ‘89ers play, and found All-Sports Stadium with no problem. There were signs
everywhere advertising that he ‘89ers were “too much fun for two dollars” (compare those prices with the Big Leagues). Unfortunately,
the lights were off in the stadium and while other people had also gone to the ballpark, there was obviously not going to be a game for
any of us to see. (We found out later that the field was flooded; their whole series had been cancelled.)
We drove back to the motel and just watched TV for a while. There we found a strange problem. Apparently all the TVs in the
motel used the same remote control frequency. When someone in the next room used their remote, our TV changed as well. That was
more amusing than annoying until Father called Mr. Stence in Algona to give his okay to the reception. While he was on his cellular
phone, the TV suddenly came on full blast. Just as I was muting it, the room phone rang. (Not exactly the best background for a
serious conversation, now is it.) Another parent was on the phone, again asking about the reception and wanting to speak to her son.
It was becoming clear that this was more of a deal back home than we thought it was.
Instead of the ‘89ers, we spent some time watching the Chicago Cubs on TV. Then the whole group got together for another
round of Taboo. We called an end to it relatively early, because tomorrow was going to be a very long day.

Tuesday, June 6

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma to Algona, Iowa
… A very long day! I had made reservations in Oklahoma City (which isn’t really very far from Dallas), because if we had
advanced in the play-offs, we might not have been able to make it any farther. That meant we had more miles to cover today than we
had the first day when we went down to Tulsa [though both of those would be short compared to what we’d cover on some
future trips]. We got up early so we could be on our way promptly at 7:00am. We drove up the west side of the Oklahoma City
beltway and avoided traffic by cutting across the north edge on the Kilpatrick Turnpike. Then we headed north on I-35.
Just north of Oklahoma City we saw a bad accident on the other side of the road. Later on we saw someone I wish were in an
accident. Father was leading our caravan, and we were averaging just over 70. A sports car came up and roared past us as if we were
standing still. We estimated the speed and compared our estimates. All of them were over 100 mph. Father, who I figure knows more
about speed than I do, estimated 120 – 125.
It was particularly amusing to encounter that car just outside Perry, in precisely the location where Timothy McVeigh was
stopped for speeding (and having no license plate and carrying a concealed weapon) after the bombing. Where's the highway officer
when you need him?
We stopped at McDonalds in Perry for breakfast. Then we headed northward again, and before long we were in Kansas. We
followed the Kansas Turnpike all across the Sunflower State. While it's a bit pricey, it’s definitely the fastest way through Kansas.
Wichita is a bigger city than Des Moines, but on the turnpike you don't even notice you're in a city. There are only two Wichita exits,
which doesn’t make it practical for local traffic to use the road. Most of the road is extremely rural, with as much as twenty-five miles
between exits. At one location there was a little “exit” out in the middle of nowhere to someone’s farm. While it's hilly, the land out here
is absolutely treeless. It's desolate and eerie, and it made for an interesting drive.
Our only stop in Kansas was at a service center near Emporia. We bought gas there and attempted to use the restroom and
convenience store. You notice I say "attempted". They had no potable water, so the convenience store had no coffee or fountain
drinks for sale. They also had the most dimly lit restrooms I’ve ever seen. I made the mistake of going to an enclosed stall rather than
just using the urinal. Even sitting, you just sort of aimed and hoped.
Before too long we were on the outskirts of Topeka. I was amused by a sign we saw just south of the capital advertising some
mall with the slogan "Shop like you mean it!" Gee, where have I seen that before? [I don’t think I’d realized before this trip that
most malls are owned by nationwide developers. There is a reason one is pretty much the same as the next.]
Traffic picked up dramatically past Topeka. It’s about an hour’s drive from there to Kansas City, and from my point of view, it
was the least enjoyable hour of the trip. Father seemed to speed up as the traffic increased. We sailed around trucks at 75 or more.
[The speed limit at this point was 65mph.] If I hadn’t had both hands firmly planted on the steering wheel, I’d have been biting my
nails the whole way.
Father's quest for speed became more pronounced when we got to the tollbooth at the end of the turnpike. Father was a car
ahead of me when we came to the tollbooth. He paid and raced out of there, as if I wasn't behind him. The car ahead of me dropped
their money, and the collector took a bit of time picking it up. By the time I had paid, Father was out of sight. We had made no
arrangements for where to meet up (mostly because Father had insisted on driving in tandem), so I had no choice but to catch up with
him. I literally hit the bottom of the speedometer (85 mph) racing across I-70 in Kansas City. I finally caught up with him as we were
about to cross the bridge into Missouri.
Even when I did catch up with him, Father didn’t slow down. The city speed limit is 55 mph, but we were doing 75 mph all
through Kansas City. I was not happy. I don’t feel safe driving that fast—especially in an unfamiliar vehicle, especially when I’m
responsible for the safety of other people, and especially with questionable brakes. Fortunately, the traffic was remarkably light.
When we finally stopped for lunch, at a Waffle House near the airport at the north end of K.C., I let Father know in no uncertain
terms that I was upset. He seemed to think it was my fault that I got separated, but I wasn’t about to take that. My reward for that was
that he drove almost too slowly on empty roads the rest of the day.
We drove up I-29 to St. Joseph. The kids joked about how much “St. Joe” (the little town south of Algona) had grown since we
left. It now had twelve exits, where before it didn’t even have twelve driveways. The kids had been joking about stopping at a fireworks
stand in Missouri. Little did I know that Father would take the joke seriously. Before I knew it we were stopping at Fireworks World, at
the north end of St. Joseph. This was something I couldn't argue with Father about, but I definitely disagreed with his decision.
Fireworks are illegal in Iowa, and for good reason. Transporting and possessing fireworks are also illegal, and while it was highly
unlikely we’d get caught with them, God knows what would happen if we did. Above all, it seems to me that as teachers (especially in a
religious school) we should be setting a positive example, and this wasn't it.
But we stopped. Most of the kids bought either nothing or a few cheap things, but Steve Bormann stocked up for the season.
It’s the Fourth of July as I write this, and I only pray I won’t be reading in the paper that he was injured playing with his arsenal.

[This started a bit of a tradition that
was repeated on future trips south and east. I
still have no time for fireworks, but a lot of the
kids do like them. We’d stop in Indiana and
Missouri at the ends of our trips to Washington
and New Orleans later on.]
At St. Joseph we turned north on U.S. 71,
which we followed up to Maryville. That’s another
of those places I’ve always wanted to go, although
I can’t really say why. Well, as the line goes—been
there, done that. There’s not much to say about
Maryville. We skirted the edge and then just drove
on. Eventually we made it back to Iowa.
You don’t realize how agricultural Iowa is
until you’ve been somewhere else—anywhere else.
Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas are all
“Blue Thunder” and “White Lightning” parked at Fireworks World
leading agricultural states, but most of what we
saw in all of them was grazing land. Iowa is full of true farm land; the change of scenery is abrupt and welcome. Not that the farms
were doing particularly well this year. They’ve had far too much rain in southwest Iowa, and much of the crop had only recently been
planted. You could just barely see corn plants cutting up through the soil.
We stopped briefly at a Total station in Atlantic to use the restroom. [I don’t think Total even exists these days.] Then we
headed northward again. We paused again at an A&W in Carroll so Father could call to confirm the plans for the reception. Then we
took back roads north to Mallard. For the rest of the trip home, we heard about everybody's relatives. The road from Mallard to West
Bend is full of Twait relatives, while West Bend to St. Joe is Bormann country. Someone's cousin seemed to live around every corner.
Eventually we made it back to the “real” St. Joe, turned north on Highway 169, and headed back to Algona. When we got to
Charlie's Supper Club at the south end of town, we were surprised to see a fairly large group of people there to greet us. I had
purposely tried to downplay the kids' expectations about the reception; I figured it wouldn't be much more than everyone's parents—if
that. This really was quite a big deal, though. There were teachers, students, and community people all there to welcome us back
home. They had banners congratulating us, and they pounded on their horns to wish us well.
We had a "car caravan" back into
town, a small-scale version of what they
did when the basketball team came back
from the state tournament a couple years
back. I never thought I'd be part of
something like that, and frankly it felt
good. We made it back to Garrigan, where
more people were on hand to greet us.
Eventually we all headed into the
cafeteria, which was full—if not packed—
with well-wishers. Considering it was
summer and there were both baseball and
softball games happening at the same
time, it was really quite a large crowd.
I don’t remember a lot about the
reception. I was tired, and it mostly felt
good that so many people cared enough
to welcome us back. Daryl Kohlhaas, my
department head in math, served as the
The team at the “Welcome Back” reception
master of ceremonies. Father Feirfeil said
(newspaper photo from Algona Upper Des Moines)
a few words, and I introduced the team. I
tried to make a point of complimenting their good sportsmanship and behavior and their teamwork, the things I was proudest of on this
trip. Then Aaron reviewed the games we had played at nationals. That was pretty much it. Afterwards the crowd shook everyone’s
hand, and we were officially welcomed home.
At home I got another good wish. My friend James, who was a quiz bowler himself a few years back, had left a message on
my machine saying simply “Hey, congratulations man!” All my family and friends also sent their good wishes. The next day I was busy
writing press releases about our success, and over the next week I enjoyed rehashing the trip with anyone who would listen. It really
was an exciting "vacation", and I'm proud of how the kids did.

The welcome reception, with David Burrow, Fr. Gerald Feirfeiel, and the quiz bowl team.
(newspaper photo from the Algona Upper Des Moines)

Epilogue
So how did we do overall? Well, it depends on your point of view. By the official seeding system, we were indeed 17th among
the 44 teams in Dallas. That was, of course, less than half of the teams that were in this two-phase tournament. I eventually got a
print-out of the overall results. By the standard seeding system (overall record, followed by points scored), we ended up 40th out of 108
in the nation. That’s still not too bad. We can also claim to be Iowa’s top quiz bowl team, which is what it says on the trophy I bought
for the team. The tournament officials also compiled results based on average points scored per game (in fact, they seemed to think
th
that was a more important ranking). It’s no surprise that after all our close games, we didn’t do well there—finishing 76 overall. In
fact, all three teams we beat and both of the other Iowa teams that had worse records than we did ended up better in terms of points.
East Brunswick ended up in fourth place overall (it’s kind of nice when the team that beats you does well). The champions were from
Governor’s School for the Gifted in Richmond, Virginia. All the ultimate finalists were from major urban areas. So, the verdict’s inn,
and all things considered, I think we did quite well—thank you, very much. … Oh, and by the way—we had a whole lot of fun in the
process, too.

