
California Without a Car 
Los Angeles & San Francisco—2001 

 
[UPDATE:  June, 2009—As I gradually go back over my old travelogues, I’ll be leaving the original text intact but 

adding additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said.  I’ll also add some 
additional scanned photos to enhance the original travelogues.] 

 
“For Your Intellectual Entertainment” – the paper airplane sculpture on L.A.’s green line 

 
The famous “Hollywood” sign 

 
The Redondo Beach pier 

 
A red line train in the L.A. subway 



 [The pictures at the start of this travelogue were included in the original version, though I must confess I took none of 
them.  This was right when the internet was coming into its own, and before I had easy access to a scanner or a digital 
camera.  The pictures shown here were the results of image searches for various Los Angeles area landmarks.  I must say, 
though, I did take virtually identical pictures of everything except the subway car.  On my old cheap film camera, it would 
have been all but impossible to take a good picture in an underground station.] 
 
 [More than many of the trips I’ve taken, this one surprised me and tested my pre-conceived notions.  I wasn’t really 
expecting to like Los Angeles, but it turned out to be one of my favorite places anywhere—a city almost completely different 
from the stereotypes I’d had of it.  I’ve been back to L.A. three times since this trip, and I’d return again tomorrow if I could 
afford it.  I didn’t dislike San Francisco, but it was a place that rather underwhelmed me—and one I have little desire to go 
back to.] 
 
 This summer I deserved a vacation.  I wouldn’t normally have such an attitude [actually I always feel I deserve a vacation—
I just don’t always get one], but I really felt that way after working myself ragged all spring.  In addition to my main job at Garrigan 
(teaching math, plus working with quiz bowl, speech, broadcasting, and student council, among other things), I was working three 
nights a week at Iowa Lakes Community College.  The downside was that I was constantly tired all spring.  The good thing, though, was 
that ILCC pays well, so I was able to put together the money to do pretty much whatever I wanted to this summer.  What I decided to do 
was to go somewhere I’d never been before—the major cities of America’s largest state.  I had originally planned a solo trip, but after 
some discussion Margaret decided to join me for a cross-country adventure. 
 

In addition to Los Angeles and San Francisco, our trip would include train rides across the Rocky Mountains and up the 
California Coast. The fact that we would go by train was largely a bi-product of some unfortunate experiences we had on Amtrak a year 
ago.  Some of you may have read my recollection of traveling out east—when the train left Chicago 3 hours late and just kept getting 
later en route.  We ended up arriving in Boston at 2 in the morning.  [Actually we got in at 1am, but it was 2:00 when we got to our 
motel.]  After writing a polite, but pointed, letter to Amtrak, I was issued a travel voucher that covered nearly half of my fare to 
California.  [Margaret could have gotten the same compensation, but she forgot to send her complaint until it was too late.]  … 
And, to jump ahead, this time we had nothing remotely like the unpleasantness we experienced last summer. 
 

So we set out to explore the Land of Smog without a car.  We took the train to get there and then public transportation around 
the cities.  I am pleased to inform you that it is actually very easy to be carless in California.  Indeed, in many ways it was easier, since 
we didn’t have to worry about negotiating the freeways, hunting for parking, or paying $2 a gallon for gas [which in 2001 was an 
absurdly high price]. While it has a car-loving reputation, California’s cities have very complete public transportation systems.  We 
were able to get most places by subway or el train, and where the trains didn’t go, local buses connected easily. 
 
 [Even today I’ll read articles about the “pathetic” transportation options in California.  I just laugh.  There are places 
in America with bad transit, but they tend to be in the South and Midwest.  California has good transit, and it’s heavily used.] 
 

Friday, June 15 
Algona, Iowa—Oskaloosa, Iowa by car 
 
 Today wasn’t really the start of the “real” vacation, but it was when I left home—so I’ll start the tale here.  I left Algona at 
7:45am.  The main view as I drove south on US 169 was of flooding on the Des Moines River.  We had a severe winter followed by an 
extremely wet spring, and the lowlands in the area have been flooded most of year.  Most of the fields I passed were brown.  Some had 
never been planted, and the crops in others were just far behind schedule in emerging.  It looked more like April or May than mid-June..  
[The crops have been late this year as well, which makes things look really barren.] I really hate brown fields.  In fact, I wonder 
about people who rave about how beautiful spring is.  I think Iowa looks its ugliest in spring, with just miles of bare ground all over 
everywhere.  Give me the green fields of summer, the golden fields at harvest time, or the white snow cover of winter anytime.  I’ll take 
every other season over spring. 
 
 I stopped briefly at Hardees in Humboldt for my traditional “good luck” breakfast—a ham, egg, and cheese biscuit.  I think of it 
as “good luck”, because I used to eat biscuits for breakfast before going to speech contests in high school.  It wasn’t really a 
superstition, so much as a pleasant way to start the day.  Almost no Hardees serve ham, egg, and cheese biscuits anymore [and these 
days there are almost no Hardees left—period], but they’ve still got them in Humboldt., and I made a point of gobbling one down this 
morning. 
 
 I headed down back roads to Des Moines and stopped briefly for a restroom break at the McDonalds in Pleasantville.  Then I 
made my way down highway 163 to Oskaloosa.  They recently finished four-laning 163, and it goes much faster than the old road.  
When I used to visit my brother Paul, I would always hit the brakes at Des Moines and then crawl on from there.  Now it’s clear sailing 
all the way southward.  [Even today I’m amazed at how close Osky is to Des Moines; it used to take FOREVER to get from one 
to the other.] 
 
 I bought gas and coffee at the Kwik Shop in Oskaloosa.  Gas was $1.479 a gallon—20 cents cheaper than the price in Algona, 
and the lowest price I’d seen since Easter.   Then I made my way through Osky to my brother Steve’s home, where I had a lovely visit 
through the afternoon. 
 
 Steve works the night shift at the window factory in Pella (about 17 miles northwest of here), and he left for work at 4pm.  At 
about 6:00, his wife Terry, their children Michelle and Josh, and I went up to Pella to join Steve during his dinner break.  We had dinner 



at the Pizza Ranch in Pella.  I don’t think I’ve ever been inside a Pizza Ranch before; I just think of them as the people who supply the 
concession food at almost all the away games Garrigan plays.  The pizza was not my favorite [it never is at the concession stands, 
either], but it was good and certainly filling, and we had a very pleasant dinner.  Steve talked a lot about his job.  He was unsure when 
he went into it how it would compare to teaching, but he’s obviously liking it more and more—especially now that he’s a supervisor.  It 
also pays better than teaching—or at least a whole lot more than my Catholic school salary. 
 
  After dinner we went back to Oskaloosa.  Michelle plays Little League softball, and she had a game tonight.  Terry, Josh, and 
I joined the spectators in the crowd.  I’ve seen a lot of high school baseball recently, but Little League softball is a very different game.  
I’ve never liked softball pitching; to me the underhand motion just looks awkward and jerky.  There are also a bunch of odd rules, like 
not being able to take a lead off base.  The smaller base paths change the nature of the game, as do the abilities of the young players 
who are just learning the game. 
 

Middle school girls also act differently as players than high school boys do.  Everything is a group thing to young girls.  While 
boys will yell individual encouragement to the pitcher or the person batting, the girls did chants together as a group.  Many of them were 
long and complicated—the sort of thing that our cheerleaders get upset about when the crowd doesn’t join in at basketball games, and 
they were all accompanied by rhythmic hand claps. The opposing team even did one cheer (which dealt with “r-e-e-e-e-e-e-a-lly 
stroking” the bat) that I could certainly take as double entendre that was not exactly appropriate for Little Leaguers. 

 
[The stupid rules and the dumb chants seem to continue into high school softball.  I’ve gone to high school softball 

games more than once, and I’ve tried hard to like it—but I just don’t.  I LIKE baseball; I’ve learned to respect and understand 
the intricacies of the game over the years.  Softball, though, just strikes me as pointless, and the girls who play it seem to 
make everything frivolous.  There are other sports I find silly—like golf and auto racing—but softball comes close to leading 
the pack.] 
 

Also amusing was the opposing team’s catcher.  She was sweet and giggly before and after the game, and sometimes 
between innings.  When she put her “game face” on, though, she was a real drill sergeant.  Even when her team was way ahead, she 
still bellowed at her teammates for every play that was less than perfect.  While she certainly was the team leader, I can’t imagine that 
anyone would want to be her teammate. 
 

It looked as if Michelle’s team would be routed after a very bad first inning. They came back, though, and while they didn’t pull 
it off, they did make it respectable.  After the game we headed home, and before long I was asleep. 
 

Saturday, June 16 
Oskaloosa and Des Moines, Iowa—by car & on foot 
 
 I was up at 7:00 this morning.  Terry went out walking, and shortly afterwards I followed.  I went back to the Kwik Shop, where 
I bought coffee.  [Steve and Terry never drink coffee.  At one point they bought a pound can, and I think it was only used when I 
came to visit.] 

 
The Golden Bears before the game 
Sec Taylor Stadium – Des Moines 

 Today was also a ballgame day.  One 
year ago Garrigan was scheduled to play a game 
at Sec Taylor Stadium [now Principal Park], the 
beautiful AAA park where the Iowa Cubs play.  I 
had made bought tickets in 2000 to take Steve and 
his family to that game, which was unfortunately 
rained out.  To make up for the rain out, Sec Taylor 
gave Garrigan another game this year—this time 
with free admission.  Steve had to work today, so 
he couldn’t come, but Terry and the kids joined me 
to see the Golden Bears take on the Carlisle 
Wildcats. 
 
 We stopped briefly at that same Kwik 
Shop, where I got more coffee and the kids bought 
gum.  They we made our way up to Des Moines to 
the stadium.  I chatted briefly with others who had 
come to the game—like our custodian John Bartolo 
and the school counselor Lynn Miller. 
 
 [Interestingly, less than a week before I 
started writing this revision, the Garrigan 
baseball team was back down in Des Moines 
for another game.  I went down for that one as 
well.  I’m fascinated looking at the picture here 
just how much the park has changed in the 
past nine years. They’ve done repeated renova- 

tions, including adding bleacher seating and skyboxes in the outfield and a much larger scoreboard.  While the field itself is 
pretty much unchanged, just about everything else in the park looks newer and bigger these days.] 



 I also had a long conversation with our head baseball coach, Gene Meister.  Among other things we discussed Brad Nelson, 
the recent Garrigan graduate who was drafted by the Milwaukee Brewers at the beginning of the month—the top pick from Iowa in the 
Major League Baseball draft.  The big question on everyone’s mind was whether Brad would actually sign to play professional ball.  He 
had already accepted a full-ride scholarship at the University of Nebraska, so the Brewers would have to come up with a good offer to 
top that.  Gene said his feeling was that Brad would sign with Milwaukee, once the details were worked out.  I had talked with Brad 
himself earlier in the week, and while he talked like a politician—carefully not saying anything of real importance—that was more or less 
the feeling I got then, too.  (Update:  As of mid-July Brad has still not signed with Milwaukee, and Nebraska is looking more an more 
likely.  College is certainly not a bad thing, though; and if he had what it took to be drafted out of high school, he should still have that 
ability after college.) 
 

I’ve never been in the position before of knowing someone with the potential to become famous, and I must say it’s really kind 
of cool to have that happen.  While I don’t claim to be Brad’s friend nor presume any responsibility for his talent, I’ve certainly gotten to 
know him better than most of my students.  In addition to teaching him and watching him play ball, I’ve worked closely with him on 
student council, in quiz bowl, and on our weekly “Bear Facts” radio show.  Not only is he a gifted athlete, he’s just a genuinely good 
person—the kind of person we need more of in sports.  I’m confident that one day I’ll be watching Brad play in the majors, and I can’t 
think of a better person that dream could happen to.  So whether he goes pro now or after college, I wish him all the best. 
 
 [Those who have read the travelogues that came after this one know that Brad’s minor league baseball career was 
also a big part of my life through the early 21st Century.  Brad got a very good deal with the Brewers.  In addition to a $400,000 
signing bonus (the highest of any fourth-round pick), there were several additional perks—like a clause that would have 
provided a full scholarship to the college of his choice if he didn’t make it to the majors.  He did sign in late July and was sent 
to the rookie club in Phoenix.  After less than a month there he was promoted to the Ogden Raptors, which were then the 
Brewers’ “advanced rookie” team.  Brad would spend most of 2002 with the Class A Beloit Snappers, and I would spend most 
of that summer following him around the Midwest League.  At the time he was considered the Brewers’ #1 prospect.] 
 
 [Brad was injured while playing for the High Desert Mavericks in Adelanto, California, and he had a spent nearly four 
years (including time there and with the AA Huntsville Stars and AAA Nashville Sounds) regaining his power hitting skills 
after recovering from complicated wrist surgery.  Brad did make it to “the show” in September 2008, and he started the 2009 
season with the Brewers’ big league team.  Unfortunately, while he had done wonderfully in spring training, his stint as a big 
league pinch hitter was disastrous, and he was waived from the Brewers’ roster in May.  He became a free agent and is now 
with the Seattle Mariners system, playing AAA ball in Tacoma.] 
 

Unfortunately Brad’s chance at his dream was not especially good news for Garrigan.  He spent most of May flying around the 
country and basically “auditioning” for pro teams, and after the draft, he was occupied with the negotiation process.  That meant he was 
unavailable to play high school ball.  Our team is good, but no one likes losing their best player—especially when that player holds 
literally every meaningful school record there is.  [Brad still holds virtually all the school records for both hitting and pitching—as 
well as a variety of basketball records.]  The Bears certainly aren’t a bad team this year, but it’s definitely more of a rebuilding year 
than anyone wants. 
 

In addition to Brad, another of our top players—Scott McGuire—was gone today, playing in an all star basketball game.  For 
that reason, and since Carlisle was one of the top-rated teams in the state, it surprised me a little bit that we won—3 to 1.  Even more 
surprising was that the game was basically a pitching duel.  Our team is much more noted for offense than for pitching.  [Pitching 
remains our weakness years later.]  Josh Hanig had a commanding performance on the mound, though, and everyone played well 
behind him.  [This past week another fairly weak Garrigan team rose to the challenge at Sec Taylor and got an unexpected 
win.] 
 

I felt a little awkward with Terry and the kids at the game.  I like watching Garrigan baseball.  I know all the guys (all of whom 
I’ve taught, most of them several times), and I really get into the games.  I’ll yell as loud as anyone there in cheering on the Bears.  
Terry, Josh, and Michelle, of course, didn’t know anyone.  They may well have felt as strange at this game as I did cheering for girls I 
didn’t know at Michelle’s softball game last night.  If they did, though, they certainly didn’t let on.  They seemed to enjoy themselves 
nearly as much as I did, and I could tell that the Garrigan kids enjoyed seeing fresh faces in the crowd. 
 

Steve wanted us to stop by Pella Corporation when we got back.  We did, and Josh went up to the window of Steve’s office.  
Unfortunately Steve wasn’t there, so we left.  We stopped for a treat at the Pella Dairy Queen and then went back to Oskaloosa.  I got a 
sneak preview of the trip on the way home, through the names of the side roads we passed.  Many of the names—Highland, Melrose, 
Sunset, and Argyle—were twins of the major streets in Los Angeles.  [I do wonder how Mahaska County came up with its road 
names.] 
 

The kids mowed the lawn this afternoon while Terry and I watched baseball on TV.  We saw Sammy Sosa hit two home runs 
and get his 999th career hit.  Before long Steve came home.  He thought we hadn’t stopped in Pella, and was a bit upset.  Apparently 
things were slow at work, and he could have taken off early if he had known we were already home. 

 
For dinner tonight we went to a Chinese restaurant, Ching Tao, where we gorged ourselves on an enormous and tasty buffet.  

Back at Steve’s place, we watched America’s Most Wanted on TV.  I’m not sure it boded well for the trip, but it certainly was interesting 
that one of their main features was about “Jesse James Hollywood”, a spoiled brat from the LA suburbs who went into drug dealing and 
progressed to murder. 
 

I said farewell to Terry and the kids when they went off to bed, and then Steve gave me a bit of a surprise.  We always 
exchange Christmas gifts in our family.  I had sent gifts to Steve’s family before my whirlwind trip at Christmas, but I had forgotten that 



in the rush of things, he hadn’t managed to get gifts to Margaret and me.  Tonight he wrote out checks that were very generous gifts for 
the two of us.  I honestly had forgotten about it, and I certainly wasn’t expecting Christmas in June.  It was a pleasant surprise, though, 
and I spent much of the trip finding souvenirs that I consider Christmas gifts from Steve and the kids. 
 

I thanked Steve for the gift, we said good-night, and before long I was off to sleep. 
 

Sunday, June 17 
Oskaloosa, Coralville, & Mt. Pleasant, Iowa; Galesburg, Illinois, and Kansas City, 
Missouri—by car, on foot, and by Amtrak 
 
 I was up at 6:30, and before long I set off.  I stopped yet again at the Oskaloosa Kwik Shop, where I got coffee and the Sunday 
Des Moines Register.  Then I drove north on highway 63 and east on Interstate 80.  I stopped briefly at a convenience store in 
Brooklyn, right next to a motel I stayed at before last year’s vacation.  There I mailed a bunch of bills that were due in the next few days.  
My check from Garrigan would be deposited in my absence, but I still needed to get the bills off in the mail.  I was glad I had bought the 
paper in Osky.  Here they were charging 75¢ more per copy. 
 
 I continued east to Exit 242 in Coralville, and then stopped for breakfast at the Country Kitchen.  A lot of families were eating 
together on Sunday morning, and it was amusing to have the waitress wish me a “Happy Fathers’ Day” when I was eating alone. 
 
 I stopped at my Aunt Alaire’s apartment in Coralville, where I met Margaret.  I left my car there, and we took Margaret’s down 
to the station in Mt. Pleasant.  Unlike my car, Margaret’s has air conditioning.  There was a problem, however.  The switch for her air 
was broken, and one or the other of us had to hold it in manually to keep the cool air coming.  We alternated, and just when one of our 
hands was becoming stiff, the other would take over. 
 
 The train was due to leave Mt. Pleasant at 11:03am.  From our experience last year, we were certainly not expecting it to be 
anywhere close to on time.  You’re supposed to check in early, though, and around 10:30 we arrived at the Mt. Pleasant station.  We 
assumed that like last year we’d have time for a leisurely lunch before the train arrived.  In fact, we had tentatively planned to go to the 
Iris Restaurant, where I had worked when I was in high school and college.  To our surprise, though, the train was due in at 11:50.  We 
changed plans, and decided instead to grab a quick bite at McDonalds.  [These days you can check the time an Amtrak train is due 
either on their website or by calling 1-800-USA-RAIL; it’s a lot better than just showing up and hoping.] 
 
 We went out to the Mt. Pleasant McDonalds and were all set to order lunch.  We got there at about a quarter to eleven, but 
they were serving breakfast.  While most fast food places switch from breakfast to lunch at 10:30, Mt. P. apparently thinks of breakfast 
as “brunch” on Sunday, and extends it to 11:00.  [A number of fast food places do that.]  That would have been fine with me; I 
generally prefer breakfast to lunch at fast food places anyway.  Margaret, however, is not a big fan of breakfast sandwiches [she 
seems to have issues with sandwiches in general, which is something I’ve never really understood], so we left for a while.  I 
really don’t understand why they can’t serve both menus at the same time.  When I was in Spain years ago, they had Egg McMuffins® 
on the dinner menu, and I’ve always thought that would be a good idea here.  [According to the FAQ on McD’s website, it’s 
because the grill is at a different temperature for breakfast and lunch.  The European McMuffins contain folded over 
scrambled eggs, rather than the fake poached eggs fried in a round form that we use in North America.  I’d bet the scrambled 
eggs can be cooked at the same temperature as burgers, but the round ones can’t.] 

 
Luggage storage area on an Amtrak Superliner coach 

(David Burrow’s bag is at the upper left, and 
Margaret Sullivan’s is at the lower left.) 

 
We filled time by buying and reading the Mt. Pleasant 

News and then came back to McDonalds when it was 
lunchtime.   I tried one of their promotional items, a ham and 
cheese sandwich.  I really like the ham and cheese at Hardees 
and Arby’s, but this was nothing like those.  It was two a slice of 
unmelted American cheese topping a circle of flavorless 
sandwich meat, then slathered in mayonnaise and topped with 
lettuce and tomato.  I was expecting a hot sandwich, and this 
was barely warm.  Indeed, the best thing about the meal was 
the fries—which themselves had been under the light too long. 
 
 We were not able to check our luggage this year 
because of making a connection at the Galesburg station, 
which does not handle luggage for coach passengers [which is 
kind of strange, since it’s a MAJOR station].  In some ways 
that was good, though.  Every train west of the Mississippi has 
a large luggage storage area on the bottom level.  We just 
carried our luggage on board and left the larger suitcases 
downstairs.  Then when we reached our destination, we were 
able to just take our bags and go, without having to wait for 
checked luggage to be sorted. 
 
 The train left Mt. Pleasant almost exactly at noon.  The 

trip east to Galesburg was uneventful.  We passed lots of unplanted fields, and the train passed through many pretty cuts lined with 
trees. 



 
California Zephyr stopped at Galesburg, Illinois 

 We arrived at “GBB” before 1:30, but our connecting train to Los Angeles wasn’t scheduled to leave until after 6, so we had all 
afternoon to kill.  The Galesburg station was pleasant, if a bit odd.  Among other things, they had auto racing blaring on the TV in the 
waiting lounge.  Since neither of us is remotely a NASCAR fan, we set out to explore beautiful downtown Galesburg. 
 
 Galesburg’s railroad station is on Seminary Street, a recently gentrified area of restaurants and antique shops.  Most were 
closed on Sunday afternoon, and we quickly made our way through those that were open.  Nothing jumped up and screamed for us to 
buy it—especially when we would have had to lug any purchases two-thirds of the way across the country and back. 
 
 A couple blocks down  the street from the station is Main Street, which in Galesburg literally has that name.  This is a street of 
substantial mid-century buildings that obviously used to house impressive stores.  While downtown Galesburg is still active, they’ve 
obviously traded down.  Instead of fine department stores and specialty shops, the area is now anchored by a couple of dollar stores 
(…to think we used to shop in “dime” stores that carried better merchandise), with a tobacconist, an antique furniture dealer, and lots 
and lots of office space.  One of the most interesting shop windows was that of a party supplies shop.  They were getting ready for the 
Fourth of July with a patriotic party fountain that spewed a never-ending geyser of red, white, and blue beads. 
 
 Surprisingly, we killed over an hour exploring downtown Galesburg.  Then we killed some more time by having dessert at one 
of the nice restaurants on Seminary Street.  The Landmark Creperie, as its name implies, specializes in airy French pancakes, and we 
spoiled ourselves with dessert crepes wrapped around French vanilla ice cream, topped with a praline liqueur and nuts, and then 
smothered with a mountain of fresh whipped cream, together with fresh-squeezed orange juice and cider.  I think the only other time in 
my life I’ve had crepes was in Chicago, when John and I went to pick up our parents from the airport when they came back from 
England years ago.  The Magic Pan, where we ate then, is no longer open, but I still remember it fondly.  These crepes were also good, 
and the “dessert” made a more than filling meal. 
  
 Back at the station we learned that the train to L.A. was 45 minutes late leaving Chicago.  The California Zephyr to San 
Francisco was also expected late—though only by 20 minutes.  It was fascinating to hear the people in the station complain about these 
minor delays.  Twenty or forty-five minutes really isn’t all that much; you could easily be delayed by that much in traffic if you drove from 
downtown Chicago to Galesburg.  Planes, too, suffer similar delays all the time.  Having coped with eight-hour delays last summer, 45 
minutes really was nothing to Margaret and me, but it was amusing to hear the other people whine about the inconvenience. 
 
 We filled the remainder of our time by reading newspapers.  In addition to the Des Moines Register and Mt. Pleasant News I 
had bought from Iowa, I threw quarter after quarter in the downtown machines and picked up papers from Galesburg, Peoria, 
Springfield, and Chicago.  Most of them weren’t today’s paper—which was fine with me, given that the Sunday paper always costs 
more and has less real news in it.  The most interesting thing we found out was that one of the members of the royal family of Nepal 
had graduated from Knox College here in Galesburg.  You may recall that the Nepalese crown prince rained gunfire around the royal 
palace a few weeks ago in a grisly murder-suicide with echoes of Romeo and Juliet..  The prince from Galesburg was seriously injured, 
but not killed in the gunfight, and the local paper had a lengthy second-hand interview on his condition. 
 
 Shortly before 7pm the Southwest Chief pulled into the station in Galesburg.  It was a very long train that completely filled the 
platform.  When the attendant checked our ticket, he asked us if we wanted “upstairs or downstairs” seating.  Every Amtrak coach west 
of the Mississippi has seats on two levels, but last year I was not aware that the bottom level was actually used.  [That’s an amusing 
comment, given that almost every train I’ve taken recently has been close to sold up—up and down.]  It struck me that it was 
basically an overflow area where people went at night to stretch out and sleep, and that it also was where handicapped passengers 
were seated.  We quickly selected “upstairs”—which has a much better view—and got on board the train. 
 



 It became clear fairly quickly that this would be no ordinary train ride.  The bulk of our fellow passengers were not the typical 
tourists you see on a train, but rather Boy Scouts.  The biggest Scout facility in the country is Philmont Ranch, which is located in the 
Cimarron Mountains of northeast New Mexico.  The Southwest Chief cuts through a corner of the ranch and stops at the town of Raton, 
which is very close to the entrance.  Factoring in the cost of motel rooms and gas, it is quite a bit cheaper for the Scouts to take the 
train to Philmont than it is to drive.  (Similarly, it would almost certainly have cost more for us to drive to California than to take Amtrak.)  
The Southwest Chief apparently transports Scouts all summer long, and I remembered that Dan Besch, a recent Garrigan graduate and 
Eagle Scout, saying that he had taken the train to Philmont a couple years back.  [Another of my students told me he was going to 
take the train to the scout ranch this summer; he’s very likely in New Mexico as I write this revision.] 
 

Our train included Scout troops from as far away as Pennsylvania and Connecticut, as well as most of the Midwestern states.  
Most of the Scouts had boarded in Chicago, but others joined at Ft. Madison, Kansas City, and even in eastern Colorado—which is just 
a few hours from Raton.  Two entire coaches were full of nothing but Scouts, and nearly half of the seats in the remaining coaches were 
also filled with boys in khaki.  We did the math and determined that there had to be a minimum of 200 Boy Scouts on the train—they 
were definitely the majority of the passengers. 

 
Many of the other passengers were annoyed by all the Scouts.  One snidely remarked that it was “a train full of teeny-

boppers”, and several complained that meal service in the diner was disrupted by the boys.  (I don’t think the Amtrak crew expected the 
Scouts to eat full meals in the diner, which almost all of them did; they were obviously not prepared to serve so many people and 
quickly ran out of almost everything.)  I certainly couldn’t complain about them, though.  They were extremely well-behaved and 
relatively quiet through most of the trip.  They were all in uniform, and I think they felt some responsibility to live up to the values the 
Scouting tradition stands for.  Honestly, I’d have rather have had them for traveling companions all the way to L.A., instead of those 
who were left after the Boy Scouts departed. 

 
Most noteworthy among the non-Scouting passengers on the train was a group of four passengers who were traveling across 

the country from New York.  They had obviously gotten sick of train travel by the time they got to Chicago, and their opinion just kept 
going down as they headed westward from there.  The most normal person in the group was a middle-aged woman named Colleen 
from Long Island.  She had mousy blonde hair, and she spent the majority of her time reading a paperback novel.  Colleen had a thick 
East Coast accent and seemed to have no concept of anything in the country (or the world, for that mater) outside of New York. 
 

One of Colleen’s traveling companions was a young man with numerous piercings and tattoos.  We found out from an 
overhead discussion that he was gay.  That discussion happened to be with a Scoutmaster from Winona, Minnesota, who was seated 
across the aisle from him.  The pierced man asked a number of probing questions about the Scouts’ well-known policy against gays, 
and in the process he revealed that he was gay himself.  I thought the Scoutmaster fielded the questions very well.  He politely listened 
to everything the pierced man had to say, and said that he had no particular feeling one way or another on the issue himself.  He did 
feel, however, that young boys should not be having sex with anyone—male or female.  That’s what Scouting has taught for 
generations, and it’s simply good moral behavior. 
 

The Scoutmaster also noted that there have been numerous charges of molestation of boys in the Scouts, which was probably 
part of the reasoning behind the policy.  He mentioned that as a Scoutmaster he was not allowed to be alone with his Scouts at any 
time; there always had to be at least one other adult present.  Usually the Scoutmasters work in groups of three, so if a problem comes 
up, one of them can go get help while still leaving two with the boys.  [The Virtus program that the Catholic church has adopted in 
light of the abuse scandals by priests sets out similar rules.]  It’s sad that people are so suspicious of things these days.  It seems 
that too often good, honest people suffer because of the horrific acts of a few. 
 
 The pierced man listened to music on headphones throughout most of the trip.  Either the headphones were poorly made or 
he had things set to maximum volume, because Margaret and I were treated to the second-hand music that leaked out.  While the 
music was a bit too modern for my tastes, I tuned it out fairly easily.  Margaret is very sensitive to sound, though, and she got really 
annoyed by it. 
 

The other two members of the New York group were two scruffy forty-ish men who spent most of their time in the smoking 
lounge.  When they were in the coach they mostly slept.  They were also obsessed with electronic devices and seemed to forever be 
recharging batteries for cell phones, pagers, and the like.  I found it amusing that they didn’t wear watches, but instead used their cell 
phones to tell the time.  (Not owning a cell phone—or even desiring to own one—I didn’t know that they had built-in clocks.)  This 
caused a problem whenever we switched time zones.  Apparently the cell phones were supposed to switch automatically, but these 
didn’t.  The men seemed to have no clue how to set the clocks on their phones, so they were forever struggling to tell the correct time. 

 
[Not long after this trip I’d get a Tracfone as a Christmas gift, and I’ve had a cell phone ever since then.  I’ve used the 

alarm clock feature on it from time to time, but I can’t imagine using the thing as a watch.  Most of the kids these days don’t 
wear watches, though.  To them a Timex is every bit as old-fashioned as a timepiece you’d take out of your vest pocket.  The 
phone is THE way of keeping time for them.] 
 

It had been a bright, clear day, but clouds built up as we headed southwest from Galesburg.  By the time we reached the 
Mississippi the sky was dark and there was serious lightning.  The river was extremely high as we crossed into Fort Madison on a 
rickety old bridge, and I for one was grateful to get to the other bank.  It was only 8:00, but with the storm it seemed like it was late at 
night. 
 
 We spent only about half an hour in Iowa—all in Lee County—before crossing the Des Moines River into Missouri.  The storm 
let up, and we saw a gorgeous sunset among the tree-lined hills as we sped across the Show-Me State.  As it became truly night, the 
New Yorkers commented that they must still be in civilization, because there were lights in the houses we drove past.  [That comment 



seemed absurd to me at the time, but—as remarks I make later in this travelogue illustrate—there are parts of the Southwest 
Chief’s route where there is no light whatsoever to be seen.] 
 

We noticed much more movement on this train than we had on those we traveled on last summer.  It might be because we 
were gong quite fast—I think faster than on any other train we had been on.  [The western Superliners tend to go quite a bit faster 
than the eastern trains—70mph or better, as compared with about 50 in the east.]  Also, the tracks might not have been in as 
good of shape.  One way or another, we jostled severely through most of the trip. 
 

They turned off the lights in the coach fairly early, but it was hard to get to sleep.  Several people were snoring, and the 
pierced man had his headphones blaring.  Then, just as I was dozing off, the car attendant came on to announce, “Ladies and 
gentlemen, if you are walking through the train, you will pass through a sleeper.  Please be quiet and considerate.”  The yard crew in 
Chicago has screwed up in assembling the train.  Normally the sleepers are at the front of the train and the coaches are at the back.  
Then, in Amtrak’s version of apartheid, the riff-raff won’t annoy the wealthy patrons when they head to the lounge.  For some reason, 
though, on sleeper on this train was placed as the next-to-last car.  Our coach was the tail end, and we had to make our way through 
the sleeping car to go anywhere else.  Of course, common courtesy would dictate that we not annoy other passengers, but it seemed 
annoying to me that we should be awakened to be told that. 
 
 We got to Kansas City about 11:30pm.  I kept my eyes closed, but was wide awake as I felt them detach and join freight cars 
at the end of the train.  [Apparently Congress recently passed a law that no longer allows Amtrak to haul mail or other freight.  
While that would speed things up, it also takes away one of the biggest sources of revenue they had.]  Eventually, though, we 
set out across Kansas, and I managed to get some real sleep. 
 

Monday, June 18 
Kansas City, Missouri to Holbrook, Arizona—by Amtrak 
 
 The sunrise woke me up at about 5:30am.  We were somewhere in central Kansas, speeding very rapidly across the plains.  I 
was trying to be very still so as not to disturb Margaret in the seat beside me, so I entertained myself by trying to estimate our speed.  
Using my wristwatch to clock things, I noted that we passed towns approximately every 5 minutes, and we crossed county roads at a 
rate of nearly 2 per minute.  Even more than in Iowa, Kansas’ roads follow the old section lines from homestead days (which puts them 
a mile apart), so it didn’t take a lot of serious math to figure out we were doing at least 100 mph. 
 
 It was about 6am when we reached Hutchinson, Kansas, which put us about an hour and a half behind schedule.  I took 
advantage of the temporary halt in jostling to head downstairs to the toilet and change clothes.  Then at about 6:30 Margaret and I 
headed to the dining car for breakfast. 
 
 The diner was already full of Boy Scouts at 6:30am.  To fill our time for waiting, the lounge car attendant gave us free coffee 
(which normally goes for $1.50 a cup on the train).  As we waited in the lounge for dining space to free up, we noticed Scouts from 
Pennsylvania, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Maryland—all staring out the windows at the Great Plains.  Kansas is hardly the most scenic 
state in the nation, but anything different from your home is always interesting.  Margaret and I were surprised to notice that it was still 
quite wet in normally dry central Kansas.  They had obviously gotten many of the same storms we’d had in Iowa this spring. 
 
 We were greeted in the diner with the message that they were out of ham and steak; the Scouts had eaten all of it.  I’ve never 
been one to have steak for breakfast, but ham might have been nice.  I can’t fault the boys for eating hearty, though, before spending a 
week in the wilderness.  What’s more, Margaret and I had a lovely breakfast of omelets, together with what they called “breakfast 
potatoes” (big chunks of potato, sautéed together with onions and green peppers). 
 
 They never waste seats on Amtrak at mealtime, so you always share your mealtime with other travelers.  The more interesting 
of our breakfast companions this morning was Scott, an assistant Scoutmaster from Springfield, Missouri.  He and his troop had 
sleepers, which he said was the only way to go.  When he had come out to Philmont a few years ago as a Scout, he said he never slept 
the whole way.  In the sleeper he and the boys could get some rest so they would be fresh when they started their hike. 
 
 Having made our way through the sleeping car to get to breakfast, I don’t think either Margaret or I would share Scott’s 
enthusiasm for travel by sleeper.  There’s no doubt they would be better for sleeping at night.  While the coach seats are large and 
have generous legroom, they’re still chairs—not beds.  Unfortunately, while the sleepers might be good at night, by day they struck me 
as extremely claustrophobic.  Each one is an enclosed room set up like the dinette in a trailer.  On either side of a table you have a 
bench that comfortably seats only one—though you might squeeze two small children there.  In a party of two, someone is always 
riding backwards.  The dinette makes into a single bed, and a second single bed pulls down from the ceiling.  There is no storage space 
at all.  The entire room—including walls—takes up no more space than four coach seats.  The jail cells we saw last summer in 
Philadelphia were more than twice as large.   They also have deluxe sleepers (at a higher cost), which are slightly larger.  Those have a 
sink and toilet right in the room beside the dinette.  I’m not sure I’d care for that, either, as I think you’d smell the toilet—and you 
certainly wouldn’t have any privacy while using it if you were traveling in a pair. 
 
 The ideal, if you could afford it, would be to book both a coach seat and a sleeper.  You’d have the bed—together with the 
shower and free meals that accompany it, but you wouldn’t be cooped up in a cell all day.  That freedom wouldn’t come cheap, though.  
The standard sleepers go for about twice the cost of a coach seat—plus the normal fare.  That means that instead of the $359.10 I paid  
to go to California (much of which was covered by the free voucher), I’d be playing nearly $1,500 if I wanted both a seat and a sleeper. 
 



 [On two future trips Margaret and I would book sleepers.  The cost is actually not quite as high as it appears.  There 
are a variety of discounts, and if booked in advance, they can sometimes be fairly reasonable.  The cost also is identical for 
one person or for two, so when splitting the cost, it becomes more affordable.  Finally, the cost includes meals, 
complimentary beverages, and a few other perks—all of which cost extra if you travel in coach.  Margaret has implied that 
sleeper is the only way she intends to travel overnight on Amtrak in the future.  I’m not so certain I’d agree with that, though.  
On less crowded coaches sleeping isn’t that big of a problem, and the roomettes are indeed VERY claustrophobic.] 
 

Joining Scott and us for breakfast was a very strange man from Winston-Salem, North Carolina, who wouldn’t shut up the 
entire time.  He was an “expert” on everything—just ask him.  Aside from the requisite introductions, Margaret and I didn’t get a word in 
edgewise the whole time—and Scott didn’t say a whole lot more than we did. 
 
 We finished breakfast around 8:30.  Afterwards we spent some more time in the lounge.  All the western trains have so-called 
“sightseer” lounge cars with panoramic windows covering the sides and wrapping around to form much of the ceiling.  Facing the 
windows are swiveling chairs that are not especially comfortable, but at least different from the coach chairs. 
 
 In the two hours since we got up we had made noticeable progress.  We were now into much drier country.  Things were less 
green, and we saw big circular irrigation projects here and there.  It was also cattle country, and we passed a series of enormous feed 
lots.  Then somewhere in western Kansas we saw a series of gravel-lined ponds.  Margaret and I immediately recognized them as 
sewage treatment lagoons, and it was fascinating to overhear other passengers ponder what they must be. 
 
 We entered Colorado at 8:45 MDT.  It was very flat, flatter even than Kansas.   As we made our way back to the dining car we 
noticed all the Scouts and where they were from.  Standing out most was a single female Scout, who seemed very out of place amid all 
the boys.  (We found out later there was exactly one other girl going to Philmont.)  Another thing that we noticed was that the first coach 
(which was entirely full of Scouts) reeked of cigarette smoke.  I don’t really think this was the Scouts’ fault.  While I’m sure some of them 
smoke, it would be pretty daring for a high school kid to smoke on a crowded train while wearing his Scout uniform, with his 
Scoutmaster close by.  Instead I think they had a ventilation problem.  The smoking lounge was on the lower level of that coach (it’s 
always the bottom of the coach right behind the lounge), and obviously the air from there was getting mixed with the general air in the 
rest of the car. 
 
 We got to LaMar at 9am, about 1:45 late.  LaMar is a dumpy little town, but they have a lovely train station.  Beyond the station 
is a statue called the Madonna of the Trails that offered blessing to the pioneers as they headed west. 
 
 They had started a formal waiting list for breakfast, and they finally seated the last customers in the diner at 9:05 mountain 
time.  That meant they had been serving breakfast for at least four hours—an unusually long time.  Still, this apparently wasn’t long 
enough for one of the New Yorkers in our car.  He complained to the Chief of Onboard Services about the diner.  Apparently their 
dinner last night was delayed and they weren’t able to eat the food they wanted.  This morning, he claimed, they were unable to eat 
breakfast (which was an out and out lie—I’m betting he just didn’t want to wait).  He bitched and whined for quite a while, and eventually 
the chief issued him a voucher for a free dinner.  I suppose if we had wanted to complain, we could have gotten free food, too.  The 
food was good, though, and the wait really wasn’t that bad, so I didn’t feel we had any business complaining. 
 
 The train moved much more slowly in Colorado.  We were following the headwaters of the Arkansas River, which was 
beautiful but made for slow going.  The track seemed to curve with every little bend in the water.  At 9:50 we reached La Junta (luh-
HUNT-uh), where the conductor announced, “All lounge passengers, would you please move to your seats.  We need to seat 
passengers in the lounge for about an hour.”  I had already noticed that there were destination tags above every single seat on the 
upper level of the train.  Apparently the bottom level was sold out, too.  The “about an hour” was a generous underestimate of the time 
from here to Raton, where the Scouts would be getting off.  As it turned out, most of the passengers boarding at La Junta were also 
Scouts. 
 
 Around 10:45 we made our way to the lounge car for a snack.  In front of us in line were two Puerto Rican bombshells that we 
would see repeatedly throughout the rest of the trip.  The lounge attendant spent quite a bit of time flirting with them, so it took us a 
while to get served. 
 
 As we left the lounge we noticed that we had finally reached the edge of the mountains.  This is the start of the Sangre de 
Cristo (Blood of Christ) Range, which continues through northern New Mexico.  Prominent to the west were twin peaks that the local 
Indians apparently call the “Breasts of Mother Earth”.  I can only say that it was unmistakable to which mountains that name referred.  
We were also supposed to be able to see Pike’s Peak from here, but I can’t say for certain that I did. 
 
 I’d swear that whoever built this railroad was drunk.  Throughout southeast Colorado we were traveling through fairly level 
land, but we had frequent switchbacks, as if we were crossing a mountain pass.  We kept going around and around and around, like we 
were on an amusement park ride.  Meanwhile the highway in the distance that we roughly paralleled went arrow straight the whole way.  
After brainstorming why this might be, the best reason Margaret and I could come up with was that we had frequent river crossings, and 
they wanted to build all the bridges perpendicular to the water.  That still seems like a pretty lame reason, and I really don’t understand 
why we zigged and zagged so much out in the middle of nowhere. 
 
 Even with all the curves, we managed to make up quite a bit of time, and we were only 35 minutes late when we arrived in 
Trinidad.  This is a really ugly town, the sort you only find in the mountains.  It reminded me of the town of Thoreau where Steve used to 
live, except that the place was crammed much more closely together.  The station fit the town—just a box built of cement blocks, with 
paint peeling from the side. 
 



 Beyond Trinidad we made a rapid ascent up Raton Pass.  (“Raton”, by the way, means “mouse” in Spanish; I have no idea 
why the pass was so-named.)  Beside us to the right was the old Santa Fe Trail, which today looks like any other county road.  The 
pass was beautiful—particularly so as it was the first really striking thing we saw on this trip.  It’s lined with pine trees, and part way up 
there’s an old Spanish mission.  At 11:57 we reached the highest point on our ascent (a wimpy 7,588 feet), the Raton Tunnel.  Rather 
bizarrely, the tunnel also marks the border between Colorado and New Mexico.  That would make more sense to me if the border were 
the Continental Divide or something, but it’s just a straight line.  Strangely enough, the tunnel just happens to cross that line. 
 
 The New Mexico side of Raton Pass is much drier than the Colorado side—with far fewer trees and a paler shade of green in 
the underbrush.  We descended the pass quickly, and at 12:15 we arrived in the town of Raton.  This little town was a major stop, since 
this was where all the Scouts were getting off.  There were special announcements asking the troop leaders to each assign a Scout to 
pick up that troop’s luggage.  They also announced that Troop 150 should go first, because their checked luggage was at the front of 
the baggage car.  The luggage consisted mostly of enormous backpacks, far larger than anything I’d want to carry. 

 
I pondered the whole time we were in Raton if anyone other than the Boy Scouts ever gets off the train here.  It seemed like a 

nice town, as mountain towns go, and it’s mission-style station was one of the nicest we saw anywhere.  I have no idea what may be in 
the area besides the Philmont Ranch, but it might be interesting to find out sometime. 

 
All the time we were stopped at Raton, the power kept flickering on and off on the train.  We didn’t think much of it, as strange 

things often happen while you’re stopped in stations.  The Raton stop was actually more efficient than many, and by 12:30 we were on 
our way again. 

 
Virtually empty Amtrak coach at Raton, New Mexico 

The train was much less crowded without the Scouts.  I’m not sure if anyone boarded at here, and while we would gain some 
people at Albuquerque and Flagstaff, from Raton on to Los Angeles the train seemed empty by comparison. 
 
 The country immediately south of Raton was extremely dry.  Then, after awhile we got into some pleasant, tree-filled 
mountains.  Then it became dry again and very flat.  With the flatland, it wasn’t especially surprising that the next stop should be Las 
Vegas, New Mexico.  A “vega” is a valley or plain in Spanish, and the name certainly fit the nearby landscape.  This is, of course, not 
the Las Vegas, and apparently they’ve had dumb people who have booked reservations to the wrong place.  You can’t get to Las 
Vegas, Nevada, by train.  Instead you have to take a bus from any of a number of stops in Arizona or California. 
 
 The houses here are noticeably smaller than they are in the Midwest, and everything is a lot junkier.  Most of the homes in Las 
Vegas seemed to be mobile homes that were set up permanently on normal street lots.  Everybody seemed to have junk all over their 
yards, too.  I don’t know what it is with the West and South about throwing things away.  Nobody ever seems to get rid of anything; 
instead they just set old broken appliances and furniture out on their lawn forever. 
 



 The one pleasant feature of Las Vegas was the old Harvey House, the La Castenada.  This is one of only three surviving 
buildings in what was once a chain of hotels and restaurants that went the length of the Santa Fe railroad.  The Southwest Chief is 
Amtrak’s version of the old Super Chief, which was the main passenger train on the Santa Fe.  When the trains first came west, there 
were no places for respectable people to stay, so Fred Harvey built these hotels to cater to the tourists.  Today passengers who get off 
in the West stay at the same chain hotels they would stay at anywhere else, so the Harvey houses are mostly of historic interest. 
 
 At 2:40 we stopped for 5 minutes at a red signal in a lovely wooded area.  Then we crawled up a hill at a very severe angle—
one where I wondered if the train would stay on the tracks, we were leaning so much to the side.  The land leveled out, and we picked 
up speed a bit. Again we went through a series of S-curves on relatively level land, while I-25 beside us went absolutely straight. 
 
 Around 3:25 we passed a modern version of a traditional Indian pueblo, complete with brand new but traditionally styled ovens 
outside each house.  Next we crossed the Pecos River, and shortly thereafter the power started flickering on and off again—this time 
while we were moving.  Then at 3:35 the train just stopped dead in the middle of nowhere. 
 
 An announcement came on that we had to stop because the engines were severely overheating.  I remembered one time 
when we crawled from exit to exit in Colorado, because the motorhome was overheating.  I had visions of the train getting later and 
later and later—or, alternatively, being stranded in the desert until someone could come to rescue us.  With the electricity off, there was 
no air conditioning, and the train rapidly heated up.  We closed the curtains to keep the sun from shining, but even so it barely a minute 
before it became uncomfortably warm. 
 
 I have no clue what they did, but they got things working quickly.  After just five minutes the power came back on and the air 
conditioning started up again.  The train was moving slowly at 3:45, and we gradually picked speed as we descended the beautiful 
Glorieta Pass.  In what might be a clue to the mystery, we heard an announcement that said dinner could not be served until after we 
had passed Albuquerque, because there was no water in the diner.  Margaret and I both wondered aloud if they hadn’t diverted the 
diner’s water to the engines so we could proceed. 
 
 The diner announcement was one of many we heard from time to time on the train.  The strangest were from one crew 
member to another.  Most often they said something like, “Debbie, can you pick up on IC”.  “IC” stands for “internal communication”.  It 
would seem logical to me that the crew members would have their IC radios on all the time, but apparently they don’t.  They have to 
make a public announcement to page someone to turn on their radio so they can communicate privately.  Other announcements have 
the form of “John, can you hear this in the diner” or “Cindy, can you hear this in the #9 sleeper”.  They seem to have a lot of troubles 
getting the sound system to work (usually you can’t hear anything in the diner, for instance), and they spend a lot of time checking to 
see if they’re being heard. 
 
 We passed through the Apache Canyon and then at 4:35 got to our next stop at Lamy, which is not much more than a platform 
in the middle of the woods in the middle of nowhere.  Lamy, however, is a rather important stop.  It’s interesting that the old “Atchison, 
Topeka, and the Santa Fe” never actually made it to Santa Fe.  (As a side note, it never made it to Atchison either.)  The terrain was too 
rugged near New Mexico’s capital, so they never finished the railroad to there.  Instead they built a stop at Lamy, which is about 20 
miles south of Santa Fe.  From there the old Santa Fe railroad ran a stagecoach shuttle; today Amtrak accomplishes the same thing by 
bus. 
 
 During the stop at Lamy someone discovered a pair of sunglasses that had been left in one of the restrooms downstairs.  The 
man who found them was showing them all around the coach to see who had left them.  The glasses were quite distinctive (blue round 
lenses with gold wire rims), and I knew immediately that they belonged to one of the Scouts who had been sitting just a few rows ahead 
of us.  I doubt that he ever got them back, but fortunately they didn’t look like terribly expensive shades—nor do I think they had 
prescription lenses. 
 
 The dining steward came through the cars to take dinner reservations.  Unfortunately, by the time he got to the end of the 
train, there was only one time slot left—9:30.  That wasn’t really a problem, and we quickly made our reservations. 
 
 As we neared Albuquerque, we overheard the Puerto Rican girls chatting with Colleen, the woman from Long Island.  It’s 
fascinating how stupid some people can be.  Colleen asked the girls what language they spoke, and they responded (in English), 
Spanish.  She went on then to say that she had thought they were Chinese.  The women certainly didn’t look Asian (they were Hispanic 
with bleached blonde hair), and while they spoke Spanish extremely rapidly, it certainly didn’t sound like Chinese.  When she had 
deduced that the girls were from Puerto Rico, she asked if they had any trouble getting visas to come to the U.S.  Puerto Rico, of 
course, is part of the United States, and Puerto Ricans are American citizens.  There’s no such thing as an “illegal alien” from Puerto 
Rico, because no Puerto Rican is considered an alien.  All you need to get from San Juan to Miami or New York is a plane ticket—no 
passport, no visa, no customs inspection.  It’s really no different than going from Chicago to Atlanta.  It surprises me, especially given 
the enormous Puerto Rican population in New York, that Colleen didn’t know that. 
 
 We arrived at Albuquerque at 5:45, exactly 46 minutes behind schedule.  Albuquerque is a service stop, where they get rid of 
trash, re-stock the lounge and diner, and give a quick once-over swipe to the windows on the train.  The stop is scheduled to take about 
half an hour, and we were allowed to get off the train and wander around the platform.  I found a mailbox and sent off the last of my bills 
and also picked up a newspaper.  They had a little marketplace set up at the end of the platform where Indians were selling trinkets, but 
I didn’t bother checking that out.  It was extremely hot outside (a nearby bank said 95o), so I quickly retreated to the air-conditioned 
coach. 
 
 The stop in Albuquerque seemed to take forever; in fact, it took nearly an hour. I filled most of the time reading.  Before the trip 
I had bought a biography of William Mulholland, the engineer who built the great aqueducts that brought water across the desert to Los 



Angeles.  It honestly was a rather dull book (the biography of Mayor Daley I read on the train last year was much more interesting), but 
it seemed appropriate, given our destination.  [I don’t think I ever actually finished the Mulholland book; it really was very boring.] 
 
 Many Amtrak trains provide some form of entertainment.  Most overnight trains show feature movies in the lounge cars, and 
often there is something else to give a bit of a taste of the local culture.  On the Southwest Chief the local entertainment consists of a 
Navajo guide—Gerald Pinto—who rides the train back and forth between Albuquerque and Gallup.  Apparently eastbound he gives an 
in-depth presentation about the geography of the area and the history of the various Indians.  Unfortunately, while traveling west, it 
rapidly gets dark west of Albuquerque, so it’s difficult for him to point out that many things.  Instead he showed us videos.  The first was 
a boring, encyclopedic history of the Anasazi, the “first people” who were the ancestors of all the various Indians in the Four Corners 
region.  After that he showed a fascinating film about Acoma pottery.  Acoma is the ancient settlement at the top of a mesa that I visited 
with Steve several years ago.  This film traced every step of the pottery-making process and told the symbolism behind everything they 
do. 
 
 After the pottery film, Mr. Pinto passed out a quiz and announced that there would be a prize to whoever got the top score.  I 
had only vaguely been paying attention during the video and I certainly knew nothing about Acoma pottery beforehand, but I easily 
knew the answers to all the questions, as did Margaret.  The first three questions were multiple choice; the final one had a blank to fill 
in. 
 

1. Where do the Acoma find minerals for the paint for their pottery? 
(ANSWER:  Mt. Taylor) 

2. What do they use for a paint brush? 
(ANSWER:  the stem of the yucca plant) 

3. What do they make fire out of? 
(ANSWER:  cow dung) 

4. Want do they use as binder for their paint? 
(This was supposed to be an “extra credit” question that would decide ties.) 
 (ANSWER:  Rocky Mountain bee plant) 

 
You were basically allowed one entry per group, and we turned ours in in Margaret’s name.  Mr. Pinto seemed surprised that anyone 
would have all the questions correct, which made me wonder if anyone else had ever actually watched the film.  He graciously awarded 
Margaret first prize, a lovely hematite necklace.  She then drew from among all the other entries for second prize (which was essentially 
the same as first).  The winner was “Corky” from Phoenix.  She and her husband were sitting across from us during the film.  They said 
they just guessed at the answers, but apparently got two right. 
  
 At 8:15 we came to Grants, the town where Steve and Terry often went shopping when they lived here.  Grants is a long, 
narrow city, and while the train didn’t actually stop here, it still seemed to take forever to get through.  I gather Steve rather liked Grants, 
but I can’t say the place does much for me.  It’s looks dirty and run-down, and the most striking thing you see from the train is an 
enormous metal smelter. 
 
 The schedule guide said we would be going through Bluewater, which is south of I-40.  Instead we stayed right next to the 
interstate, and at 8:35 we made it to Steve’s old hometown of Thoreau.  I was impressed again at how spread out everything is here.  
The Navajo traditionally live in extended family units, with lots of space between them and the next family.  That makes even small 
towns take up a lot of space.  We went right past the south edge of Thoreau, and I think I even caught a glimpse of the school where 
Terry used to work as we zoomed through town. 
 
 We went to the lounge to wait for dinner, and this time I paid careful attention to the pedometer I was wearing.  Most of the 
summer I keep track of miles I walk as part of a wellness program we have at Garrigan.  I had thought it was a long train, and the 
pedometer confirmed that.  From our seat to the lounge was exactly ¼ mile, meaning we had a half-mile round trip every time we went 
to get something to eat.  [Margaret recently took VIA Rail’s Canadian from Toronto to Vancouver.  That train is apparently even 
longer, more than a third of a mile from front to back.] 
 

There was a lovely sunset this evening, one of those panoramic sunsets that wraps around the whole sky.  It was most pretty 
just east of Gallup, where we saw the intense red sun behind a stairstep mesa. 
 
 We got to Gallup at 8:55, and it was while we were stopped for a freight train there that we started dinner—roughly half an 
hour before our scheduled time.  Our dinner companions were a black woman from Evanston, Illinois, who worked as a “make-up artist” 
and a nearly retired woman from North Carolina who was the office manager for her county’s clerk of court.  I had exquisite pork chops, 
topped off by a delicious berry tart.  Both Margaret and I commented that the food on the Southwest Chief was noticeably better than 
anything we had eaten last year.  The service was better, too.  I had more of the feeling of dining in an elegant restaurant than in—
well—a “diner”. 
 
 We changed our watches just past Gallup.  I’m not sure whether Arizona is officially on Mountain Standard Time or Pacific 
Daylight Time, but either way they’re an hour behind New Mexico.  They called the “night stops” at 9:10pm, which would have been 
after 10pm on the time we were used to. 
 
 Night stops, by the way, are kind of an interesting topic.  During the day, as you near each stop, the conductor calls out the 
stop repeatedly over the intercom, and it’s your responsibility to get off when you’re supposed to.  At night, they don’t want to disturb 
those who are sleeping.  For this reason, they ask those who are getting off at the night stops to remain in their seats.  When you 
approach each stop, the car attendant comes around and wakes up the appropriate people and sees to it that they get off where they’re 



supposed to.  “Night” begins and ends at varying times, depending on the schedule of the train—and it often has more to do with the 
nature of the stops than exactly what time they are scheduled.  With few exceptions the night stops are for small towns where not many 
people get on or off.  They call the night stops after you pass a major city.  The first day on this train “night” started at Kansas City (even 
though it was already midnight), with the night stops being at Lawrence, Topeka, Newton, Hutchinson, and Dodge City.  It became 
“day” past Dodge City (though the sun had already been up for quite some time), and continued to be “day” through Gallup.  Tonight’s 
night stops were at Winslow, Flagstaff, Williams Junction (the stop for the Grand Canyon), Needles, and Barstow.  Victorville and San 
Bernardino were also supposed to be night stops, but by the time we would get there tomorrow the train would be far enough behind 
schedule that everyone would be awake anyhow.  [Chances are if we’d been on schedule they’d have waited until past Flagstaff 
to start the night stops.] 
 
 Typically when they announce the night stops, they also turn off the overhead lighting in the coaches—leaving just the security 
lights.  That, of course, makes it easier to sleep.  For some reason, though, tonight they didn’t turn off the lights until we were past 
Flagstaff.  I got to sleep fairly quickly, but Margaret had trouble sleeping with the lights on.  The last thing I remember tonight was a 
Hispanic family in the back of our coach discussing their vacation plans in L.A.  They would speak rapidly in Spanish, but then inject 
untranslatable English phrases like “Six Flags Magic Mountain” or “roller coaster” at appropriate places. 
 

Tuesday, June 19 
Holbrook, Arizona to Los Angeles California—by Amtrak, Metrorail, and on foot 
 
 I slept in fits and starts all the way across Arizona.  I woke up around 3am, just east of Needles.  I noticed that Margaret had 
moved to another seat.  With the Scouts gone there were lots of empty places on the train, and she had found a place where she could 
stretch across two seats instead of being cramped in beside me.  I also took advantage of this and stretched out a bit more. 
 
 I distinctly remember Needles because I looked out the window there and saw it as an island of light in a sea of darkness.  
There is absolutely no light in the desert at night—none.  Here in Iowa you’ll see farm lights or lights on passing cars at night, but 
across Arizona and California there’s nothing but black.  Then as we neared Needles I saw a series of lighted billboards directed at the 
nearby interstate.  Then there was the city itself, and by the station was an odd light sculpture that reminded me of the United terminal 
at O’Hare.  Then we left the station, and again it was utterly black. 
 
 I woke up for good around 5am Pacific time.  I changed quickly and then passed the time just staring out the window.  We 
were somewhere in the middle of the Mojave Desert, a barren stretch of below sea-level land that is the southern extension of Death 
Valley.  [Actually most of the Mojave is not below sea level; the desert area includes mountains as high as 9,000 feet.]  We 
were now well away from the interstate, instead paralleling old Route 66 past some of the dumpiest little towns I’ve ever seen.  Aside 
from the towns the landscape is really rather striking, in a stark sort of way—especially at sunrise.  Much of it is absolutely barren, just 
hills of rock and dust.  In other places short, scrubby plants cast weird shadows all over the ground.  [I’d return to this area at Easter, 
when all the desert plants were green and blooming—a completely different experience than this trip.]  The train and the old 
highway wind through the area, following the contour of the hills.  I saw a documentary once that mentioned that in building I-40 nearby 
they used nuclear weapons to blast a pass through the Bristol Mountains.  No one would do that today, of course, but it’s not 
surprising—given the utter wasteland around here—that they felt that was an appropriate use of “atoms for peace” in the ‘50s or ‘60s. 
 
 Margaret was up before too long, and we made our way to the lounge car where we sipped coffee, munched on bagels, and 
continued to stare out the window.  As we crawled toward Barstow, Margaret related a story from her childhood when she lived there.  
Apparently she and another little girl went out in the afternoon looking for horny toads and desert holly.  They got lost in the middle of 
the desert and couldn’t find their way back. I could easily believe you could get lost here, everything looks exactly the same as 
everything else.  Apparently they eventually found the housing development where they lived, but it was one of those developments 
where every street looks like every other—at least to a little girl—so they still couldn’t find their way home.  They solved their problem 
when they found the ice cream man.  They followed him all through the neighborhood, until they finally got to their own homes. 
 
 The train crawled on toward Barstow.  The main delay was, as always, a freight train.  This one was carrying container car 
after container car marked “China Shipping”.  Once the freight passed we went through some rather pretty dry mountains, probably the 
Cady chain. 
 
 We crossed I-40 at 5:45am.  The interstate was quite busy, with mostly truck traffic.  I quickly recognized—from another 
documentary I had seen—that the overpass had been retrofitted with earthquake supports.  It used to be that they built highway bridges 
as strong and stiff as they possibly could in California.  The big freeway collapses in earthquakes about a decade ago, though, made 
them re-think construction methods.  Now they’re retrofitting mechanisms that allow the bridges to move with the motion of the quake.  
That’s what they’ve had for years in California skyscrapers, all of which made it through the quakes unscathed.   
 
 Next we saw POWER LINES—not just any power lines, but some of the biggest, nastiest power lines I’ve ever seen.  This was 
almost certainly part of the infamous California grid that has been in the news this spring because of power shortages and rolling 
blackouts.  One good thing about our trip was that we’d be starting off in the city of Los Angeles—the one place in the state that had not 
experienced rolling blackouts.  That’s because when William Mulholland built the aqueducts, he also created a municipal power 
company for the city—mostly drawing on hydroelectricity from those same water projects.  Today L.A. remains the one place in 
California with municipal utilities, and thus the one place that is not at the mercy of the grid.  Power supplies and prices in L.A. have 
been stable in 2001, and the city has made a lot of money selling their surplus electricity to the rest of the state.  Having lived all my life 
in towns that have municipal utilities, to me that seems the most sensible way to go.  I can’t imagine that a for-profit company could 



possibly provide cheaper or better service than a publicly owned cooperative.  So through all the California power mess, I’ve been 
quietly cheering, “Go L.A.!” 
 
  We got to Barstow around 6:45am.  For a town that I’ve never heard anyone speak well of, it really didn’t look too bad.  
Beyond Barstow, though, we had more of those nasty little towns with junk piled high in the yards.  There were whole ranches that 
seemed to be covered in trash.  It made me wonder what becomes of similar stuff in the Midwest.  I suppose we bury it, and I really 
don’t understand why an “ecologically progressive” place like California doesn’t do the same. 
 
 Before long we got into a new form of vegetation—Joshua trees.  These are scraggly, low-slung trees that are apparently 
native to this region of the desert. There’s a whole national park built to preserve them just south of here.  I found them frankly ugly, but 
then I think I’d find most desert vegetation ugly. 
 
 Between Barstow and Victorville there’s a lot of agriculture.  Mostly it’s livestock, especially cattle, but they also irrigate to grow 
a lot of crops.  Margaret got upset, though, when she saw them irrigating the desert to grow hay.  While I’m not going to tell the farmer 
what he can or can’t do with his water, that does seem rather silly to me, also.  I can’t imagine that it would make good business sense.  
Given the scarcity of water out here, I would think it would have to be cheaper to import hay from the Great Plains than to pay for water 
to irrigate it—even at subsidized rates. 
 
 We reached Victorville at 7:25am.  Victorville is essentially the start of metro Los Angeles—even though we wouldn’t be 
arriving downtown for three and a half more hours.  Our arrival in L.A. would be too late for some people to make their connections, so 
at Victorville they announced that special connections would be made out of San Bernardino for passengers going to Oxnard or points 
north and to Las Vegas.  For Las Vegas, especially, it would actually be quicker to connect from San Bernardino than from L.A., and it’s 
surprising they don’t make that the usual route.  [I encountered a similar thing on a later trip I made to Vancouver.  Normally they 
connect for Vancouver at Seattle, but because the train was running late, they had me connect at Everett.  The trip from 
Everett to Vancouver is forty-five minutes shorter than it is from Seattle, but for some reason they don’t normally have people 
connect there.] 
 
 Victorville, Apple Valley, and Hesperia (which are all essentially the same place) are where we saw our first suburban housing 
tracts.  This is still well over 100 miles from the ocean, and I can’t imagine that anyone from here commutes all the way into the city. 
There are a lot of local factories, though, and many people probably work in San Bernardino and Riverside, which are 25 – 40 miles 
away.  [Actually, I’d find when I came out here to see the High Desert Mavericks in nearby Adelanto that a surprising number 
of people do commute all the way into L.A.  The High Desert area is one of the few places in southern California that has truly 
affordable housing, and people don’t seem to realize that gas eats up any savings they have on their homes.] 
 

We noticed that the homes were packed remarkably closely together, given the vast land available in the area.  Almost no one 
had a real lawn, but everyone had a small amount of fenced-in empty space.  This area of suburbia is really quite low density, 
especially compared to what we were yet to see, but it is steadily filling in. 
 
 At 7:45 we reached the Cajon Canyon, a steep narrow gorge that provided a temporary break in the development.  The 
strangest feature of the canyon was that all through it the railroad right-of-way was boarded by a razor wire fence.  I can’t imagine that 
someone would go to the trouble of coming way out here to vandalize things, but apparently they have had problems or they wouldn’t 
have bothered erecting that fence.  Also throughout the canyon we saw pipelines.  California is one of the world’s largest oil producers, 
and I suppose they have to get their oil out somehow. 
 
 Cajon Pass was really quite pretty.  We noticed snowcapped mountains in the distance (not something you think of in southern 
California), and the nearby mountains looked like those hills the helicopters fly over in the opening sequence of M*A*S*H.  (Those hills 
were apparently the Agoura Canyon west of L.A., and I understand neither place looks the slightest bit like anything in Korea.)  The 
whole area was lined with pretty white wildflowers, and as we neared the crest of the pass, the landscape rapidly became less dry.  
Eventually we started seeing actual trees—including flowering trees like jacarandas [a term Margaret gave me—I have no clue what 
such a tree is] and bougainvilleas.  
 

Building both the railroad and the parallel stretch of Interstate 15 had to be major engineering feats.  This is the only place 
outside of Colorado I’ve ever seen a full hairpin turn on an interstate, and the grade on I-15 is severe.  It was now nearing 8am, and that 
interstate was packed with traffic. The railroad had less of a grade than the road, which in many ways made it the bigger engineering 
accomplishment.  What we had instead was one of the most massive cuts I have ever seen—virtually an artificial canyon leading into 
the main canyon. 
 
 We reached the south side of the canyon at 8:15 and emerged in San Bernardino.  The mountains were now totally covered 
with vegetation, but that bonus was more than negated by our official welcome to southern California—SMOG.  The San 
Bernardino/Riverside area had by far the worst smog we encountered anywhere on this trip, noticeably worse than central Los Angeles.  
The smog almost completely obscured all but the nearest mountains, and at times I could smell it coming into the train through the 
ventilation system. 
 
 It’s wetter in San Bernardino.  Everyone has a lawn—sort of.  It would be more accurate to say that everyone has a tiny patch 
of grass.  The lots here are about as small as I’ve seen anywhere.  The houses look like those tiny bungalows you see in Moline, but 
they’re set on even smaller lots.  Nobody has any side yard to speak of; typically there’s just a fence with inches between that and the 
walls of two homes.  The front yards are also nothing to brag about; they’re invariably fenced, and there’s maybe 8 or 10 feet from the 
fence to the doorway—tops. 
 



 We paused for several freight trains in San Bernardino.  The group from New York continued to complain and complain about 
the delays.  As it turned out, their actual destination was a suburb close to San Bernardino.  Unfortunately, they had checked their 
luggage to L.A.  That meant they would have to go all the way into the city and then take a commuter train back to their final 
destination.  If they hadn’t checked their bags, they could have left Amtrak and gotten on the commuter train here—probably saving 
themselves four hours of travel time. 
 
 While waiting for the freight trains we had a beautiful view of the San Bernardino container transfer depot.  That hardly sounds 
thrilling, but it was a rather interesting sight.  Cargo containers come here by train where they are piled up in stacks as many as 5 high.  
They have an enormous machine called “The Boss” that looks like big red claws—sort of an oversized version of those arcade games 
where you try to grab a prize.  A truck driver wheels a semi trailer into place, and “the Boss” grabs a container and places it on top of 
the truck.  There were several “bosses” in San Bernardino, and they must load thousands of trucks a day here.  It was really fascinating 
to see. 
 
 One of the freight trains we waited for was a string of ADM tankers, most likely loaded with ethanol.  Looking through the 
papers during our trip gave me a very different perspective on ethanol than what you see in the Midwest.  Ethanol has two main 
purposes as a fuel.  The first is to save petroleum—which is why it was originally introduced back in the ‘70s.  In a state where you see 
oil wells in the middle of housing developments, saving oil is hardly the first thing on most people’s minds. 
 

The other purpose of ethanol is to reduce air pollution, and that’s a touchier subject in California.  While many find it hard to 
believe, the Land of Smog has by far the toughest air pollution standards in the country.  Those ate state standards, though.  Like most 
of the West, California has very little time for the federal government—at least not unless they have money to hand out.  When the 
government ruled that most of California (like most other urban areas in the country) had to use oxygenated fuel, they complained. 

 
There are actually two oxygenated fuels that would meet federal standards—ethanol and a petroleum-based additive called 

MBTE.  California had been using the latter, but they found that it was leaching into drinking water all over the state. That left ethanol as 
the only viable alternative.  That’s great news for Iowa; all those tankers are marketing Midwestern corn.  Californians, though, think it 
will mean higher fuel prices for them. I’m not sure why—it’s not like ethanol blends are much more expensive than regular fuel, even in 
states where they are not subsidized.  Here, though, the papers were predicting that the ethanol requirement would raise gas prices by 
50¢ a gallon. 
 
 Actually, if the Californians were smart, they’d make their own ethanol, rather than importing it from places like Iowa.  
California is one of the most intensive agricultural states in the country, and there has to be a substantial amount of agricultural waste 
(vines, leaves, stalks, and the like).  That’s precisely the stuff that ethanol is made of.  There’s no reason at all they couldn’t make it 
locally, benefit their own farmers, and save on transportation costs.  [Actually that would be the still-elusive cellulosic ethanol.  The 
fuel we use today is mostly made from corn kernels.  California could make it from sugar or fruit (like they do in Brazil), but 
they can probably make more money marketing those crops as food or wine.] 
 
 From San Bernardino on we passed factory after factory and warehouse after warehouse.  The backside of every building and 
the bottom of every overpass was covered with graffiti.  “San Bur-doo” and Riverside are old, old suburbs [or rather old independent 
cities that have become suburbs], and they look a lot like Joliet or Gary—bleak industrial landscapes and sterile housing tracts.  The 
one saving grace of these suburbs is the vegetation.  Unlike the stark desert east of here, the suburbs themselves are lush with trees 
and flowers.   
 
 The landscape changed a bit as we passed from Riverside into Corona.  (It was easy to tell where we were from the signs on 
the platforms of the commuter train stations we passed.)  For a brief time we had modern office parks instead of factories, an area that 
looked more like Aurora or Naperville than Joliet.   The difference from Illinois, though was in how densely developed the area was.  
The Chicago suburbs look—well—suburban, full of spacious lawns and enormous parking lots.  Here everything was just one or two 
floors, but things were packed so closely that everything was right on top of everything else.  We passed mimimall after minimall, but 
most had just a few parking spaces in front.  We passed a K-Mart that was built up to the street, with parking on the roof.  The homes 
were enormous and extremely pretentious, but they were crammed into almost impossibly tiny lots. 
 
 One result of those tiny lots was tons of storage facilities.  In addition to the mini-storage places like the ones that are 
proliferating here, they also had RV storage.  Here in the Midwest, most people who own trailers, boats, or motorhomes store them on 
their own property.  Almost everyone has enough space that they can park an RV in the driveway or on the lawn with no problem.  Here 
in Corona we were likely looking at million-dollar homes (a fact that real estate ads confirmed), but you’d be hard-pressed to park a car 
on the lawn, let alone a motorhome. 
 
 That denseness of development was something that struck me the whole time we were in L.A.  The city has such a reputation 
for being spread out that it’s really quite a shock that everything is packed so close together.  There is a lot of land area in greater L.A., 
but much of it cannot be developed because it is either rugged mountains or protected federal land.  I read that pretty much everything 
that was available for development had been developed by 1970.  Since then it has just filled in more and more.  Today the area 
occupied by metro Los Angeles—including the settled areas of Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, and San Bernardino, and Ventura 
Counties—covers about the same land area as Chicagoland, though it’s slightly longer and narrower than its Midwestern counterpart.  
In Illinois, though, people who live close-in are packed close together, while the farther out you go, the more space the homes have.  In 
Los Angeles, there’s a general dense development all over the area.  So an area that holds about 12 million people in Illinois holds 20 
million in California (that’s 7 Iowas in a place the size of an AEA region).  The strange fact (which I confirmed after I came home) is that 
metro Los Angeles is actually the most densely populated metropolitan area in the country.  It is “80 suburbs in search of a city”, but 
those suburbs are all crammed full of people.  [Each time I’ve returned to Los Angeles, I’ve been amazed at just how densely 
packed the place is.  New York City has more undeveloped land than southern California does.] 



 The train was not moving particularly fast through the suburbs—noticeably slower than we had sped across Kansas yesterday.  
Even so, we were going faster than car traffic.  We paralleled California highway 91 (known locally as “the 91 freeway” or “the Riverside 
freeway”), which was eight lanes at this point.  It was jammed with traffic at 9:30, though, and the cars just crawled along. 
 
 We crossed another pass from Corona into Yorba Linda, the start of wealthy, Republican Orange County.  [Orange County 
has become progressively more middle class over the years, and they voted for Obama in the last election.]  Yorba Linda was 
Richard Nixon’s birthplace, and they’re still proud of him here.  The expensive homes crawl up the hills in Yorba Linda, and each block 
of them has its own cement drainage channel that runs down the mountain like a big scar.  The homes are built out of all types of 
materials—wood clapboards, stucco, cement blocks, etc.—without much rhyme or reason to what goes where.  Here and there amid 
the housing developments we saw oil rigs, pumping away beside their suburban neighbors. 
 
 As we neared Fullerton we saw the tower of a church.  That reminded me that we hadn’t seen much of any churches in the 
L.A. suburbs—neither the old mainline churches nor those new “gospel tabernacle” warehouses.  We also saw almost no cemeteries, 
definitely fewer than we’d seen anywhere else on the trip.  I’m not positive what that says about the area, but it was interesting. 
 
 At 9:55 we stopped in Fullerton, our last stop before Los Angeles.  The station is in the middle of a pleasant downtown area.  I 
got the feeling that Fullerton was almost a city in its own right before it became a suburb, and it still looks like it would be a nice place to 
live.  Behind the station was an enormous park-and-ride, with a small lot and a huge ramp.  The ramp was disguised with mission-style 
ornamentation. 
 
 We had to make two stops at Fullerton, because the platform was not long enough to accommodate the entire train.  Since our 
coach was the end of the train, the passengers who were getting off here got increasingly testy as they waited to disembark.  We finally 
pulled forward at 10:15, and by 10:17 we had set off again. 
 
 As we left Fullerton the car attendant had a lengthy discussion with one of the passengers in our car.  The passenger was a 
Hispanic boy with a dark complexion who had spent most of the trip flirting with the Puerto Rican girls.  Like all of us in “Coach 14”, he 
was curious about the sleeper in front of our car.  Unlike the rest of us, he poked his nose into places he shouldn’t have gone.  
Apparently the boy had used the restroom on the lower level of the sleeper.  When one of the sleeping car passengers caught him 
there, an incident ensued.  As best I understood things, when the female passenger told the Hispanic boy to leave, he swore at her.  
The woman said she “feared for her life” (which seemed a bit of an over-reaction to this lanky young man) and complained to the crew.  
The car attendant made it very clear that she was being overly nice to the Hispanic boy.  The biggest part of his crime was not 
trespassing, but swearing.  Swearing is absolutely forbidden on Amtrak, and the rules clearly state that blue language can get you 
immediately thrown off the train.  [They seem to be much more lax about enforcing this lately.]  Given that we were so close to the 
terminal anyway, it was probably just as well not to blow things out of proportion. 
 
 After Fullerton we entered Los Angeles County, which with 12 million people is by far the largest local government jurisdiction 
in America.  Many of the government duties in Los Angeles are actually carried out at the county level, rather than by the city.  In 
addition to its namesake city, Los Angeles County includes places like Long Beach, Pasadena, and Glendale—all of which are major 
cities in their own right—as well as all those suburbs that people on game shows come from.  It also includes vast areas of desert, and 
in fact more than half of the county (which is the size of Rhode Island) is uninhabited [or, more correctly, is sparsely populated 
ranchland]. 
 
 What we saw was definitely not uninhabited, although we really didn’t see much in the way of homes.  What we saw was 
FACTORIES!!!!!!!  Eastern Los Angeles County—places like Buena Park, La Mirada, Norwalk, Santa Fe Springs, Pico Rivera, 
Commerce, and East L.A.—has to be one of the most heavily industrialized areas on earth.  I have never seen so many active factories 
in my life.  You see huge industrial stretches in Chicagoland, but many of those factories have been closed for decades.  Here 
everything was open.  I got the feeling that if something is “MADE IN USA”, it is probably made in Los Angeles. 
 
 In East L.A. we passed another container facility.  Then at 10:45 we got our first view of the downtown Los Angeles skyline—
lovely modern skyscrapers cloaked in grim brown smog.  We followed the Los Angeles River northward along the edge of downtown.  
The “river” here is a deep concrete flood control channel that had a trickle of water at its bottom (which I understand is more than is 
usually there in June).  You’ve almost certainly seen car chases through it on TV shows.  For those chase scenes, though, they paint 
over the most prominent feature of the Los Angeles River, its graffiti.  The locals seem to treat it like a ten-mile-long canvas, and they 
scrawl works of “art” all over its entire length. 
 
 Shortly before we pulled into the station one of the Hispanic men on the train pointed out the Los Angeles County Women’s 
Jail to the left of the train.  It looked like a smaller version of the Metropolitan Correctional Facility in Chicago—with no bars, but rather 
tiny windows that are too small to escape through.  When someone asked the man how he knew this was the jail, he responded that he 
drove a limo, so he knew where everything was.  That brought to my mind pictures of arriving at the jail in a limo.  I’m sure it’s been 
done; this is L.A., after all.  [A couple years ago Paris Hilton did exactly that when she spent a week in this very jail.] 
 
 We came to one more dead stop in the middle of the L.A. yards.  Then, promptly at 11am, they announced our arrival in Los 
Angeles.  We descended the steps and then made our way down an enormously long platform and into the bowels of Union Station.  I 
managed to find a small sign that directed us to “red line trains” and “Gateway Center”, and I followed that to the adjoining subway 
station. 
 
 Gateway Center is the headquarters of the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transit Authority, which conveniently goes by 
“Metro” most of the time.  The building has a lovely lobby with a mural in its atrium depicting the vast ethnic diversity of Los Angeles.  I 
bought Metro passes from a woman named Luz Diosdado (“God-given light” in Spanish), and we made our way to the subway.  I also 



got a metro map, which is one of the most enormous things I’ve ever seen.  You could literally use the map for a tablecloth.  It 
measures 4 feet by 3 feet and is covered on both sides with a maze of colored lines that indicate nearly 800 different bus and rail routes 
that are operated by MTA and by forty-five suburban municipalities.  In addition to its rail lines, MTA operates the world’s most 
extensive bus system, and this map definitely proves it. 
 
 This trip would show the error in 
many myths I had heard about Los 
Angeles.  I had heard, for example, that 
Angelinos did not take public 
transportation.  Everybody drove here; the 
new subway was a pathetic white 
elephant that cost way too much and 
didn’t go much of anywhere.  The subway 
may have cost too much, but it’s definitely 
not a white elephant that nobody uses.  
There are actually three rail lines in L.A, 
which locals seem to collectively refer to 
as “the rail” (as in “You take the rail to 
Wilshire & Normandie and then catch the 
bus from there”).  The red line is the true 
subway.   It runs underground for 
seventeen miles from downtown, through 
Hollywood, and on to the San Fernando 
Valley.  That’s the line you’ve probably 
heard about that cost $5 billion—the most 
expensive  transit  line  ever  built.  A large  

 
Mural of “typical” Angelinos at Gateway Center near Union Station 

chunk of that money was spent on various legal proceedings.  What the subways in places like New York and Boston have going for 
them is that they were built before people felt they had to litigate every little thing.  It’s really amazing that anything gets accomplished in 
today’s legal environment. 
 
 The L.A. blue line starts underground in downtown Los Angeles and then runs south at ground level for 22 miles to the port of 
Long Beach.  Finally there’s the green line, which runs down the middle of the 10-year-old Century Freeway.  It starts at a park-and-ride 
in Norwalk (at a station named “I-605/I-105”) and runs west for about 15 miles to industrial areas in El Segundo, near the LAX airport.  
All three lines are busy.  The trains are absolutely packed at rush hour and quite full even at off hours.  Most of the riders are minorities, 
which is no surprise given that most Angelinos are minorities. 
 
 That red line subway was not originally supposed to go to Hollywood.  The original plan was to follow Wilshire Boulevard 
(L.A.’s answer to North Michigan Avenue) west to Fairfax, a posh avenue of galleries and restaurants that is also home to CBS’s 
famous Television City.  It was supposed to nip the edge of Beverly Hills before proceeding through the independent city of West 
Hollywood and on to the San Fernando Valley.  They built the subway about two miles west on Wilshire.  Unfortunately then they ran 
into natural gas pockets that were causing explosions that endangered workers in the tunnels.  They figured out that the ground was 
filled with natural gas all along Wilshire, so they had to come up with a different plan.  Instead they went up Vermont Avenue, which 
was apparently quite seedy when they started building the subway, but is steadily gentrifying.  They then turned to go right under 
Hollywood Boulevard through the heart of old Tinseltown.  The subway then tunnels under the Santa Monica Mountains and emerges 
at the Universal Studios theme park, before continuing well into the San Fernando Valley.  From a tourist perspective, it’s really a better 
route.  It’s also better for poor people who need to get to work, since it goes closer to both their homes and their jobs.  The rich 
complained bitterly about the new route, though.  Basically they didn’t want to pay taxes to subsidize a line for through poor 
neighborhoods.  [Earlier they had complained that they didn’t want trains running through their neighborhoods, either.]  That 
was the source of much of the litigation.  Fortunately for us the red line was diverted.  It really could not have been more convenient, 
since we boarded right at Union Station and were deposited in Hollywood, just a block from our hotel. 
 
 The red line has three parts. The original part (the “subway to nowhere” you may have heard about) runs for just a few miles 
from Union Station to MacArthur Park, just west of downtown.  That part of the line has been open for 10 years.  The stations are small, 
simple, and utilitarian.  Lighting is poor, and seating is limited.  They’re basically newer versions of the subway stations you’d find in 
eastern cities.  The next part of the subway (the part that runs up Vermont Street, together with the little spur on Wilshire and the first 
couple stations on Hollywood Boulevard) is newer.  The stations are larger and better lit, but still hardly luxurious.  Many of these 
stations feature elegant building materials—another thing that probably jacked up the cost of construction.  The final part includes the 
western stations on Hollywood Boulevard, together with those in the San Fernando Valley.  These are brand new stations, having just 
opened in Summer, 2000.  They are bright and airy, even though they lie deep underground, and they all include strange works of 
modern art.  Both the stations and the trains are surprisingly clean.  With the exception of some carving on benches (notably at the 
Hollywood & Vine station), there is virtually no graffiti and almost no litter. 
 
 Los Angeles is the largest city on earth to use “honor system” ticketing for public transit.  There are no turnstiles in L.A. rail 
stations.  Instead you just go down the escalators and head straight to the platform.  You must have a ticket, though.  The city police 
and the county sheriff’s department both patrol the trains and stations, and on at least three occasions I saw them issuing $250 
citations for fare evasion.  That’s a lot to pay to avoid paying $1.35 (the standard fare, regardless of distance).  For us, the fare wasn’t 
even that much.  Our weekly passes cost $11, and with the amount of rides we took on trains and buses, the cost per ride ended up 
being almost nothing. 
 



 [In 2009 L.A. is in the process of changing their fare policy.  They’re installing turnstiles in all the red line stations and 
at the major entrances to the light rail stations on the blue and green lines.  In addition to reducing a serious problem they 
have with fare evasion, they claim this will help reduce crime on the trains—since only those who have actually bought tickets 
can enter the stations or board the trains.] 
 
 We wheeled our luggage aboard a red line train and headed west to Hollywood.  We got out at Hollywood & Highland station, 
at the west end of central Hollywood.  While on board a blonde policewoman (just about the only blonde we saw in the city of L.A.) 
asked us for our tickets.  We flashed out passes at her, and she continued through the train. 
 
 One thing that is sort of strange about the subway in L.A. is that there is no advertising on the trains or in the stations.  The 
station walls are empty, and the area above the seats where they normally place ads on trains doesn’t have brackets to hold any ads.  
There are two poster holders beside each door (above the handicapped seats).  These contain system maps or other information from 
MTA.  The most amusing featured a bilingual character called “Mr. Safety” in English [it’s actually not “Mr. Safety”, but rather 
“Safety Guy”] and “Don Seguro” (basically “Sir Safety”) in Spanish.  He basically urged kids to use their common sense—don’t cross 
outdoor tracks when a train is coming, for instance.  More than half of the MTA system runs at grade, and they apparently have had 18 
deaths from people crossing in front of moving trains.  You’d expect people to have common sense, but I guess not everybody does. 

 
Mann’s Chinese Theatre – Hollywood 

 
 At Hollywood and Highland made our way up a series 
of three escalators from the deep subway tunnel and then went 
out to the street.  Right next to the station was a massive 
construction project.  They’re building the new Kodak Theatre, 
which will be the new home of the Oscar ceremonies starting 
next year.  Right now it doesn’t look anywhere close to done; it’s 
basically just a mess of scaffolding.  They’ve blocked off an 
entire side street, though, and they diverted the sidewalk out into 
the street for about half a block. 
 
 We walked west past the construction to the famous 
Chinese Theatre.  I grew up knowing it by it’s current name, 
Mann’s, but if you’re older than me you probably know it as 
Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, the place where they did all the ala 
premieres back before the age of cineplexes.  While it is still an 
active movie house (they were showing the summer hit Tomb 
Raider while we were there), the Chinese Theatre is basically 
the mother of all tourist attractions.  The place was crawling with 
Asian and European tourists, and we had a bit of a problem 
getting past them with our luggage.  We managed, though, and 
then we crossed the street to our ultimate destination:  the 
Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel. 
 
 After considering several lodging options, we had 
chosen to stay at the Roosevelt [part of the Clarion chain at 
the time] for a variety of reasons.  First, it was convenient to the 
subway and right in the heart of Hollywood—both definite pluses.  
Secondly, since L.A. is really quite a cheap city for lodging, even 
a nicer hotel like this was affordable.  Most importantly, though, 
the Roosevelt is one of the most beautiful and historic hotels in 
the country; that was the real reason we stayed here. 

 
 The Hollywood Roosevelt (named after President Theodore Roosevelt) was originally erected in 1927 by a consortium of 
actors and movie producers.  You’ve probably heard of Greta Garbo, Charlie Chaplin, Gloria Swanson, Douglas Faierbanks, Will 
Rogers, Mary Pickford, and Louis B. Mayer; they were all among the founders.  Their idea was to build a luxury hotel that could house 
movie makers and other dignitaries who were visiting Hollywood from the East Coast.  In addition, many movie stars (from Clark Gable 
in the ‘30s to Marilyn Monroe in the ‘50s) took up residence here while they were in Hollywood, and it became one of the most 
prestigious locations in the city.  Many important events have been held at the Roosevelt, most notably the first Academy Awards 
ceremony in 1929.  For years the hotel’s main ballroom also served as a television studio for shows such as This Is Your Life.  The 
hotel was also known for its “Cinegrill” cabaret, which launched the careers of many Hollywood musicians. 
 
 Central Hollywood started declining in the ’60s, and the Roosevelt went downhill rapidly.  A new owner turned the place into a 
budget establishment, trashed the inside, and painted every surface in the place “seafoam green”.  In the ‘80s it was slated for 
demolition. 
 
 Then came another group of investors—again mostly movie stars—who used tax incentives to start the first in a series of 
major renovation projects along Hollywood Boulevard.  They re-built everything according to the original blueprints and restored it to its 
former luster. In 1990 the Roosevelt re-opened as a first-class tourist hotel. 
 

Since its re-opening, the Roosevelt has served as the anchor for what the local promoters call “the Hollywood Renaissance”, 
where they’ve managed to transform a formerly very sleazy red light district into a reasonably wholesome tourist trap. The 
“renaissance” has also brought new life to six old theatres that were on the verge of decay, with nine others under restoration at this 



time.  An enormous new mall opened just west of the Roosevelt, and another will be part of the Kodak Theatre construction project.  
There are new restaurants, shops, and museums springing up all through central Hollywood.  They’ve scrubbed away virtually all the 
graffiti, and there are special security patrols throughout the area. 

 
 The “renaissance” is not thoroughly completed.  The place is nowhere near a sanitized as New York’s Times Square, for 

instance.  It’s still rough around the edges, and they haven’t managed to banish all the strip clubs and adult book stores yet.  You’ll still 
see homeless people lingering on the corners, and I’m told (though I can’t confirm) that on weekend nights a few prostitutes of both 
sexes can still be found cruising—though most of them have apparently moved south to Melrose or Santa Monica Boulevards.  You’ve 
got to give them points for effort, though, as well as a lot of points for what they’ve already accomplished. 

  
 

TOP LEFT:  Palm trees in front of the 
Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel 

TOP RIGHT:  Margaret Sullivan sitting by a 
statue of Charlie Chaplin in the lobby of the 

Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel 
BOTTOM RIGHT:  Flowers by the entrance to 
the Hollywood Roosevelt’s Blossom Room 

 
So what’s the Roosevelt like? It 

reminded me most of the Gran Hotel where I 
stayed on the Zocalo in Mexico City years ago.  
The lobby is about as nice as that of any hotel 
you’ll see anywhere.  Its is surrounded by ornate 
Spanish arches and grand staircases, and there 
are potted palm trees and a fountain in the 
middle.  A beautiful crystal chandelier hangs from 
the intricately painted ceiling.  There are soft 
velour couches, leather chairs, and marble 
tables.  There’s a grand piano at one end where 
they play show tunes in the evening.  The 
mezzanine and the meeting rooms are equally 
elegant.  The main ballroom (the Blossom Room) 
has a gorgeous hardwood floor, three grand 
chandeliers, and brass fixtures everywhere.   The   



other public areas feature Oriental rugs, and lovely original paintings and tapestries.  The elevators are sculpted brass on the outside 
and elegant hardwood on the inside.  The whole place just exudes a feeling of elegance. 
 

I had read ahead of time implied that the rooms did not live up to the lobby, and that’s certainly true.  It would be hard for any 
hotel room to live up to that lobby, let alone one that is priced in the “moderate” category  (in case you’re wondering, in L.A. that meant 
about $100 a night for a double, as compared with around $200 at the “luxury” Bonaventure downtown or $70 - $80 for “budget” chains 
like Comfort Inn, Super 8, or Travelodge).  [Oddly, those charges haven’t changed much in the intervening years.]  It was quite 
acceptable, though.  We had what they called a cabana room.  “Cabana” to me had always meant a little grass hut, but of course this 
wasn’t.  They have a whole separate building surrounding their Olympic-sized pool.  Most of the rooms in that building have patios or 
balconies that open onto right out onto the pool.  Ours (#124) didn’t—which actually turned out to be a good thing in the end.  Instead 
we had a microscopic patio (maybe 2’ by 4’) screened off and surrounded by palm trees.  The room was basically a standard-issue 
hotel room, with a bit nicer furniture than most:  two beds, a dresser, a table and chairs, a nightstand, a television, and excellent lighting 
(all with compact fluorescent bulbs).  There was also a minibar—though we didn’t have the key to open it—and a full closet.  The 
bathroom had marble cabinets and very old fixtures.  In hotels “old” is actually a good thing where plumbing is concerned; unlike most 
hotels I’ve been in recently, we had an old-fashioned high-pressure shower in the tub and a toilet that actually flushed on the first try. 
The bathroom was supplied with high-end toiletries, but the towels were old and starting to fray.  We had an ironing board and iron, and 
we were supposed to have a coffee maker, too, but for some reason that was nowhere to be found. 
 
 After reading a description of the hotel’s history, I was a bit alarmed that our room was decorated in what could be called 
“seafoam green” (a pastel lime shade), with one wall painted in alternating lemon and lime colored stripes.  Above the door to the patio 
was a valence made entirely of bamboo, and the requisite art prints (a progressive series of palm trees in varying lighting) [some of the 
most interesting hotel room art I’ve seen] were also framed in bamboo.  One wall of our room was the brick outer wall of the 
building; the others standard plaster walls.  The ceiling was wood that was not plastered over, but well maintained.  Facing neither the 
pool nor the street gave us a very quiet room, which was pleasant and relaxing—especially when a rather rowdy convention arrived 
later in the week. 
 
 When we first got to the Roosevelt, we would have to wait to actually see our room, though.  It was not yet noon, and they 
didn’t have any rooms ready.  We did manage to check in, though, and we left our luggage and proceeded to go out exploring.  I had 
left my extra film in my luggage, so we stopped briefly at a gift shop where I bought some film that was surprisingly inexpensive.  [L.A. 
in general is not an expensive city, and the gift shops are no exception.]  Then we went back to the subway and headed back 
downtown. 

 
Union Station – downtown Los Angeles 

 We took the subway all the way back to Union Station, and our first sightseeing was at the station itself.  You’ve almost 
certainly seen Union Station; any number of TV shows and movies have done location shots there.  It has an adobe exterior [probably 
actually stucco] and an exquisite art deco lobby.  Los Angeles built the last of the grand old railway terminals back in the ‘30s.  Being 
that new, it really never really went downhill the way some other cities’ stations did.  They’ve had on-going restoration projects, but they 
never had to totally gut and re-build the place like—for instance—Grand Central Station.  The place is still a very active station, too.  
Amtrak sends over 20 trains a day through here, not to mention connection bus service all over California.  There are also dozens of 
Metrolink commuter trains each day running from here to places like Ventura, Anaheim, San Bernardino, Lancaster, and San Juan 



Capistrano.  With the new subway station and a major local bus terminal adjacent, Union Station is a very busy place—not to mention a 
very beautiful one. 
 
 Directly across the street from 
Union Station is the oldest place in Los 
Angeles, a state historic site that 
preserves much of what’s left of the 
original “El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora, la 
Reina de Los Angeles”.  (Technically that 
Spanish phrase is still the official name of 
the city—It means “the town of Our Lady, 
Queen of the Angels”.)  The main part of 
“El Pueblo” State Historic Site is Olvera 
Street, a pedestrian mall set among 
adobe buildings that features a tourist-trap 
replica of a Mexican marketplace.  I was 
less than thrilled by the glorified by all the 
glorified street vendors, but it did make for 
an interesting walk. 
 
 We had lunch on Olvera Street at 
a real restaurant called El Paseo, which 
served authentic south-of-the-border 
cuisine to a mostly Mexican clientele.  I 
had a delicious bowl of “sopa de tortilla” 
(chicken broth and lemon juice with tortilla 
chips and assorted vegetables thrown in), 
followed by an enormous combination 
platter of assorted Mexican delicacies.  
Margaret had a dish whose name literally 
translates   to  “cut  meat”  [carnitas]  and 

 
Interior of Union Station (Both this and the photo on the 

preceding page are from the internet.) 

amounted to a mountain of delicious shavings of roast pork.  The only thing bad about the meal was my iced tea, which tasted more like 
cleaning fluid than tea.  I managed to squeeze in enough lemon juice to make it palatable, though, and overall the meal was excellent. 
 
 There are several things to see at El Pueblo—none of them really spectacular, but reasonably interesting sites.  The 
Sepulveda House, for instance, was the home of a social matron of the city in the Victorian area.  The oldest house in the city is Avila 
Adobe, which is restored to its 1840s appearance.  In another adobe adjacent to this they have an exhibit that fit right in with what I was 
reading on the train—a small museum tracing the history of water in Los Angeles.  Probably most interesting is the basement, where 
you can see one of the original “zanjas”, the pumps and canals that provided water before the days of the aqueduct.  [El Pueblo is 
very historic, but honestly not all that interesting.  When I returned to L.A., I was at Union Station numerous times but didn’t 
make any special effort to see El Pueblo again.] 
 
 To the south of Olvera Street is a lovely little plaza centered on a fountain and lined with palm trees.  One side of the plaza 
includes a Methodist Church and several commercial buildings.  Across from them is the original Spanish mission in Los Angeles, 
which has signs with two names—“Queen of Angels Church” and “Iglesia de Nuestra Señora, la Reina de los Angeles”.  (By the way, 
the new cathedral in L.A. is also named “Queen of Angels”).  This is the oldest church in the city, and it has been an active parish since 
the 1700s.  They had adoration in the sanctuary, so I didn’t go inside, but we did explore the courtyard and the adjacent church offices.  
There was also an elementary school next door.  The church serves an almost exclusively Hispanic, mostly inner-city parish.  It’s 
obviously a very busy church that just happens to also be historic.  [That did stand out, as most historic churches tend to attract 
either no one or no one but tourists to their regular services.] 
 
 Another side of the plaza includes Los Angeles Firehouse #1, which as the name implies was the first fire station in the city 
(and the first in California).  While there wasn’t a lot to see in their little firefighting museum, this was an interesting sight for me.  That’s 
because I spent many hours of my childhood watching Emergency, the ‘70s drama that followed the L.A. firemen and paramedics.  
(Every kid watched that show when I was growing up; we all wanted to be like the doctors and firemen we saw on TV.  You’ll find an 
amazing number of men my age who still love watching Johnny and Roy and the rest of the crew at Station 51—and I’m one of them.)  
Station 51 was a set at Universal Studios, and the exteriors were shot at a station in suburban Carson that would be all but impossible 
to get to by public transit.  At least at Firehouse #1, though, I could get a bit of an introduction into the world of the L.A. firefighters.  (I 
could get technical and say that they weren’t really the same L.A. firefighters that were on the show; Emergency featured the county 
fire department, whose department museum is in the industrial city of Santa Fe Springs that we passed through this morning on the 
train—this was close enough, though.) 
 
 Actually, over the course of this trip we’d see more than our share of the L.A. Fire Department.  It seemed that everywhere we 
went we saw pumpers, ladder trucks, and rescue squads (those same little red trucks they had on Emergency).  I don’t know when I’ve 
seen so many firetrucks!  Part of the reason, no doubt, is simply that L.A. is an enormous city.  With half again as many people as 
Chicago (or Iowa), there’s bound to be a lot of emergencies.  Another reason probably deals with what was the whole premise of 
Emergency—in L.A. (and most of California) it’s the fire department that deals with medical emergencies.  That’s very different from the 
Midwest, where most paramedics and EMTs are based in hospitals or clinics.  There are arguments for both ways of handling it.  L.A., 
which was the first city in America to have paramedics, put them in the fire department because most search and rescue operations 



also involve medical emergencies.  Also, since there’s far more fire stations than hospitals, the rescue squads can respond more 
quickly.  The drawbacks are that the rescue personnel, while well trained, are not primarily trained for medical emergencies, and a 
separate ambulance must respond after the firefighters get to the scene to transport victims to the hospital. 
 
 We bought churros from a street vendor and then made our way back to the subway.  We returned to the hotel and found our 
room.  I showered quickly (something that is essential after spending two nights on a train), and then set out to explore the 
neighborhood on my own while Margaret rested. 
 
 The Roosevelt sits right on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.  As the song says, “you can see all the stars as you walk down 
Hollywood Boulevard”, and the first few times I went out, I—like every tourist—mostly looked down as I walked so I could see whose 
names were on those stars.  Later, though, I found that as I got acclimated, it became just a big pink and black sidewalk.  Unless you 
make it your destination, you couldn’t possible see every star on the Walk of Fame (although a local newspaper did feature a “Walk of 
Fame Workout” that included a jog of the entire 5-mile round-trip).  There are literally thousands of stars on the Walk of Fame, and 
many celebrities have more than one (you can get them for movies, television, stage performance, recorded music, and radio—with 
appropriate bronze logos inlaid to tell which is which).  Before I went I had gotten a list of the location of every single star, but in the end 
I found it much more interesting to just stroll and see who I saw.  I won’t bore you with a list of celebrity names, and honestly the 
majority of the names I saw were those of people I had never heard of.  “Celebrity” can be a very fleeting thing. 
 
 The Roosevelt is at the corner of Hollywood Boulevard and Orange Drive.  I started out today by walking down Orange Drive 
past the hotel’s palm-lined valet parking lot.  Kitty-corner across the street from the parking lot is the place that is probably the alma 
mater of more famous people than anywhere else:  Hollywood High School.  Name a star who became famous before 1975, and 
there’s a very good chance they went to school here.  The alumni range from Rudolph Valentino (in whose honor the sports teams are 
named the Shieks) and Judy Garland to Carol Burnett and John Ritter.  Just like we do at Garrigan, they have a wall of fame saluting 
some of their successful graduates; the big difference is that people who aren’t local have actually heard of the Hollywood High 
graduates. 
 
 Like many big-city schools, Hollywood High is a campus of many buildings.  The oldest was built in 1910 (when Hollywood 
was an independent village) and now serves as an adult education center.  The main building is an enormous streamlined concrete 
edifice from the ‘40s.  [A lot of L.A. dates to the era of streamlined architecture—and I like that.]  The campus takes up two full 
square blocks, plus another block for the athletic field.  Everything is whitewashed, and the grounds are among the cleanest of any 
school I’ve seen anywhere. 
 
 Hollywood High is still a major part of the Los Angeles Unified School District.  Today most of the students here do not speak 
English natively.  About half of the students are Hispanic, and about a third speak any of 82 other languages—primarily south Asian or 
east European tongues.  It looked like “We Are the World” when I walked by the athletic field during soccer practice. 
 
 … And speaking of “We Are the World”—just a couple blocks away at Sunset and LaBrea is the building that used to be A&M 
Records, where the charity song “We Are the World” and hundreds of other hit records were recorded.  Before it was A&M it was 
Charlie Chaplin’s original studio in Hollywood, and now a big frog out front declares it to be the home of Jim Henson Productions.  I 
don’t think there’s particularly anything to see there, but it certainly is a historic building. 
 
 Aside from those two historic sights, most of the area south of the Roosevelt is fairly nondescript.  There’s a lot of small 
apartment buildings—two or three floor buildings with about six apartments in each.  Everything in Hollywood is apartments.  I read 
that over 90% of the housing is in multi-household units, and 75% is rental property.  In some ways it seems almost like a European city 
that way.  [While I never expected “car-opolis” to look like New York, central L.A. looks a lot like Queens or Brooklyn, with 
block after block of low- and mid-rise apartment buildings.] 
 
 What doesn’t seem European is the strip business.  Three blocks south of the Roosevelt is the city’s most famous street, 
Sunset Boulevard.  The well-known “Sunset Strip” is actually a few miles west of here.  We would see that later.  Even if it’s not the 
strip, though, in Hollywood Sunset certainly is a strip.  It’s chock-a-block with chain hotels, chain restaurants, convenience stores, and 
minimalls.  It reminded me of Coralville in the ‘70s, except for one thing—it’s much more densely built-up.  Even more so than in the 
suburbs, there’s no space between anything along Sunset [or pretty much anywhere else in central L.A.].  I walked past a Days Inn 
and a Travelodge, which were separated by a fence and maybe 2 feet of open space and both of which had underground parking.  I 
think you’d have to be an Indy driver to maneuver the tight turns at the drive-thru for the neighborhood Burger King—and beyond the 
drive-thru they had parking for exactly six cars.  The minimalls around Sunset and LaBrea are two and three floors tall.  They have 
outdoor elevators and staircases to take you to the shops on the upper levels, and many of them have parking ramps instead of lots.  
I’d love to know just what real estate costs here; it must be a fortune, or nobody would build things so densely.  [It may have a 
sprawling “suburban” reputation, but the pattern of development in Los Angeles is every bit as urban as the city 
neighborhoods in Philadelphia, Chicago, or New York.] 
 
 Now it’s time to debunk a few more L.A. myths.  Myth #1:  Nobody every walks in L.A.; traffic’s a mess, because people 
always drive everywhere—right?  WRONG!!!!!!  There is a lot of traffic in Los Angeles, though not proportionally more than you’d find in 
any city.  I wouldn’t want to drive here, but I don’t really like driving in Minneapolis, either.  We never got a good up-close view of the 
L.A. freeways, but the major streets (which tend to be quite wide) handle traffic better than those in many cities.  And—believe it or 
not—L.A. really does have pedestrians.  Trust me, I’ve been to cities where nobody walks  (Kansas City, Dallas, and Gainesville all 
instantly come to mind) or where the only people who are on foot are people you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley (Denver and 
Cleveland).  L.A. may not have the sidewalk crowds you’d see in New York, but there’s never a shortage of pedestrians.  A lot of people 
in this neighborhood seemed to combine walking and driving.  They’d drive to the ramp at one of the minimalls and then walk to stores 



all over the neighborhood.  [L.A. is VERY spread out, and certainly no one walks from one part of the city to another.  Within 
each individual neighborhood, though, walking is very common.] 
 
 L.A. is an interesting city for pedestrians.  Technically pedestrians have the right of way anywhere and all the time.  It’s like the 
law we encountered out in Massachusetts, only more so.  In theory you could be jaywalking in the middle of a street, and traffic would 
screech to a halt to make way.  That said, though, jaywalking is illegal in California; and it’s a law that in Los Angeles, at least, everyone 
seems to obey.  Everybody crosses only at crosswalks.  That sometimes makes things awkward.  Crosswalks are only located at 
intersections, and often there will be only two or three crosswalks at an intersection, rather than four.  That means that to just go across 
the street you may have to walk two full blocks. 
 
 Now for Myth #2:  Everybody in L.A. is blonde, tan, trim, and beautiful—right?  WRONG!!!!!  I don’t know where Baywatch got 
their talent, but it certainly wasn’t a cross-section of Los Angeles [though it comes closer to being accurate in the neighborhoods 
by the beaches].  Local people tend to divide people into four “races”:  Latino, Anglo (which means white, but not Latino), Black, and 
“other” (which is usually Asian of some sort, and the nationality is important—Korean is different from Thai, which is different from 
Japanese).  Roughly half of Los Angeles County (and the majority of the city proper) is Latino.  [Estimates put L.A. at about two-
thirds Hispanic these days.]  No Latino anywhere is naturally blonde, and while you might describe a Mexican person’s skin as “tan”, 
it’s not quite the “beach baby” image that would come to most people’s minds.  Add in the Blacks and Asians, and already better than 
three-fourths of the city has what the Spanish would call a “moreno" (dark) complexion.  Most of the Anglos are also dark-haired. A 
large part of them are recent immigrants from eastern Europe, and even the Europeans who have been here for generations tend not to 
have fair complexions.  As for trim and beautiful … well, they look pretty much like people—the same sorts of people you’d see in any 
big city—fat, thin, cute, homely, whatever.  [If I’d spent my time in the suburbs, particularly Orange County or the Antelope Valley 
in north L.A. County, I’d likely have encountered more white people preoccupied with their looks.  I’d also see some of that in 
San Diego on a later trip.  That’s not at all the case in the city of Los Angeles, though.] 
 
 It’s also interesting that the Angelinos do not seem so preoccupied with peroxide as, for example, the boys at Garrigan [a 
trend that, thankfully, seems to have mostly passed].  No one has that Mountain Dew-colored hair that we see so often here.  
Those people of both sexes who do color their hair seem to go more for highlights than for the full dye job. 
 
 … which brings us to Myth #3:  L.A. is full of bizarre pink-haired people who cover their bodies with tattoos and piercings—
right?  This might come closer to being true for San Francisco—which we’ll get to later—but as L.A. goes, WRONG!!!!!  Of course there 
are people who go in for “body art”, but then so do many of the students I teach here in Algona. There were tattoo and piercing salons 
in Hollywood, but not in excessive numbers.  If anything I’d say I saw less people with piercings and tattoos than in places like 
Chicago—and far less bizarre hair.  It maybe that the fashions have run their course, but I’d also bet part of it has to do with the fact that 
tattoos and piercings cost quite a bit of money.  L.A. is not a wealthy city, and I think a lot of the people (particularly the recent 
immigrants [who are a LARGE part of L.A.’s population) have better things to do with their money. 
 
 And finally Myth #4:  L.A. is a dangerous place where gangs rule the streets and crime is out of control—right?  In case you 
can’t guess the pattern—WRONG!!!!!  L.A. is a big city, and lots of crimes happen in big cities.  As I teach the students in my Statistics 
classes, though, it’s the crime rate that matters, not the number of crimes.  All cities in the West (and South) have higher crime rates 
than eastern cities do, but L.A. is actually toward the bottom of western cities in crime rate—less than Phoenix, Houston, and Denver, 
for instance—and way below anything in the South.  Yes, there are gang-infested neighborhoods, and unlike in some cities these are 
not that far from some of the major tourist attractions.  As in all cities, though, gang crime is almost universally directed at members of 
other gangs.  Unless you’re involved with things you shouldn’t be (like drugs or prostitution), it’s unlikely you’ll be bothered by the 
gangs.  That said, there were places in L.A. that I didn’t go because I knew they were in bad neighborhoods [though I’d go to some 
on later trips—without incident].  But there are places in Chicago where I’ve made that same decision—and there are places in Des 
Moines that I have gone to only because I had to. 
 
 There were no murders in L.A. during the four days we were there.  That’s more than Chicago can say most days.  The most 
heavily reported crime involved a drive-away at a suburban gas station where the thief held other customers at gunpoint.  A police 
chase then ensued that ended in a stand-off that closed the I-10 freeway for 8 hours and backed up traffic for over 13 miles.  The crime 
itself was irrelevant to most of the reports; what everyone cared about was the traffic snarl.  The second biggest crime was also traffic-
related.  A car ran a light and rammed into an MTA bus in Pasadena, smashing it and seriously injuring 39 passengers—many of them 
children on their way to school. 
 
 … And that makes yet another place to force a transition.  We were getting toward the end of June, but school was still on in 
Los Angeles.  In fact Hollywood High School would be having graduation this Thursday, June 21.  I’m not sure if they have lengthened 
their school year, if they have lots of vacations [which I’d find is the main reason], or if they just start incredibly late, but school was 
still going on everywhere.  Here in Hollywood we saw lots of buses of elementary kids taking field trips to the tourist attractions.  I’m not 
quite sure what the educational value of that is, but it would fill the time when the year drags on so late. 
 
 Well, I’ve detoured for nearly a page here, so it’s time to get back to my walk around the neighborhood.  At Sunset and Orange 
Drive there’s a fast food place called In ‘n’ Out that claims to have opened “America’s First Drive-Thru” on this very spot over 50 years 
ago.  [Several other places make the same “first drive-thru” claim.]  Every travel book highly recommends the In ‘n’ Out chain, so I 
went in and out of their dining room.  What can I say—it’s a fast food place.  Their smallest burger was overpriced and, like every 
burger in California, more salad than meat.  They like to pile the vegetables high on burgers here; and it I’m going to have a hamburger, 
it’s not vegetables I care about.  The burger was also slathered with mayonnaise, a condiment I’ve never cared for in the least.  I 
gnawed a bit, but threw out about as much as I ate.  I also couldn’t finish my fries.   I At least three different guides describe them as 
“the best fries anywhere”. Being of the generation I am, I have come to rather like the extruded mashed potato product that places like 
McDonalds call fries.  The problem with the fries at In ‘n’ Out was that they were “real”—actual hunks of raw potato, thrown straight in 



the deep fryer.  They were greasy and hard, and I found them really truly disgusting.  The one thing I liked in what turned out be more of 
a snack than a meal was the fresh-squeezed lemonade.  That’s not really a reason to recommend the place, though, since virtually 
every restaurant in L.A. offers fresh-squeezed lemonade—many of them at lower prices than In ‘n’ Out.   [Every now and then I’ll hear 
someone on TV rave about In ‘n’ Out, but I’ve never felt compelled to try them out again.] 
 
 I stopped at a 7/11 in one of the area minimalls, where I got some cash from an ATM (every convenience store in L.A. has an 
ATM) and picked up several single-serving bottles of juice and a bag of pretzels.  The hotel had no vending machines, and I figured 
7/11’s prices couldn’t be any more than the hotel gift shop.  7/11 had no gas, but across the street there was a Chevron station where 
unleaded went for $1.969 a gallon.  That was toward the high end of what we saw around the city ($1.899 was more common), but it 
was by no means the highest.  While taking the train through Watts a couple days later we saw gas prices as high as $2.299—and 
that’s for the cheapest grade.  Chevron, by the way, is the brand of gas here.  I’d bet two-thirds of the stations are Chevrons.  You see 
a few Union 76 stations and an occasional Mobil, but not much of anything else. 
 
 I turned north off Sunset and walked north on LaBrea Avenue.  At the corner of Sunset and LaBrea there’s a scruffy little park 
in the median of Hollywood Boulevard that marks the official start of the Walk of Fame.  At the center of it is an incredibly ugly aluminum 
statue of four nude women holding up a globe.  I’m not sure who commissioned it, but it’s definitely not at the top of my list of public art. 
 
 Back at the hotel I walked through the pool area on the way back to our room.  This is really a charming area.  The whole area 
is lined with palm trees, ferns, and flowers, and there are chaise lounges and umbrella tables scattered all around.  They have a 
poolside bar where you can swim right up and purchase $8 cocktails.  It’s interesting that while I love the beach (I spent way too much 
time there in grad school), I’ve never really been a pool person.  The Roosevelt’s pool really seemed quite a lot like the beach, though, 
and I think I could enjoy lounging around here for a while. 
 
 The pool is another of the famous parts of the hotel.  The bottom of the pool was originally painted by British pop artist David 
Hockney (basically a big blue squiggle on a “seafoam green” background), and Marilyn Monroe had her first job in “the business” 
posing for an ad for suntan lotion on the diving board at the Roosevelt.  Unfortunately that diving board no longer exists.  Apparently 
regulations forbid having a diving board in a pool of this depth.  I didn’t notice the Hockney painting either, and when I asked about it at 
the desk they told me that it was “under restoration”.  I can’t imagine how you could restore a painting in a pool without totally re-
painting it, but then I never knew you could paint a work of art in a swimming pool either. 
 
 There was a hint of the Marilyn Monroe days today at the Roosevelt, though.  In the southeast corner of the pool they had a 
bunch of lighting umbrellas set up, together with a video camera on a tripod.  Some blonde bimbos (there’s no other term for them) 
were posing in beach towels and bikinis for the camera.  I have no idea what the point of this was, but it was fascinating to wander past 
it. 
 
 Margaret was rested up by this time, so we set out for the evening.  We took the subway to the famous intersection of 
Hollywood and Vine.  I really have no idea why this is such a famous intersection; honestly I think it’s mostly famous just for being 
famous.  There’s not a great deal here.  The only thing of any real interest right at the intersection is the old Pantages Theatre, where 
we would go later in the week.  Otherwise there’s a bar on one corner, a gift shop on another, and the subway entrance in the middle of 
a small plaza on the remaining corner.  Nearby there’s lots of parking, as well as a number of crumbling buildings that look like they 
ought to be bulldozed for parking.  I got the feeling that this was what Hollywood was before the “renaissance”, and if that’s true, then 
I’m all for rebirth.  I walked throughout the area later, and the neighborhood gets progressively better every direction you go from 
Hollywood and Vine.  Right around there, though, it’s a dump. 
 
 Probably the most interesting thing at Hollywood and Vine is the Walk of Fame.  The Walk is centered at the famous 
intersection, and at all four corners they have special stars honoring the astronauts of Apollo 11. 
 

Also about a block north of Hollywood and Vine is the Capitol Records building, the world’s first circular office tower that 
supposedly looks like a stack of records with a needle on top (maybe in an abstract way [I wonder if kids these days even know 
what a stack of records is]), and another of the Hollywood “hit factories”.  It seems like everyone has recorded here—even people 
you don’t think of as having anything to do with California.  You associate the Beatles with England, for instance, but many of their 
hits—particularly their later albums—were recorded right here at Capitol in L.A.  While the movie industry has mostly left Hollywood 
proper, it is still indisputably the music capital of the world—even though Nashville tries to claim that title.  Every record company has a 
major office in L.A.  Most of them are headquartered here, and most of those headquarters are right in central Hollywood.  Capitol 
remains the biggest recording studio on earth, but a lot of today’s bands are also recording in small studios on the side streets around 
town. 

 
From the intersection you can also see the famous “HOLLYWOOD” sign.  Travel books say you see it “from everywhere in 

L.A.”, but this was about the only place we had any view of it at all.  The sign is a registered trademark of the local chamber of 
commerce, and it’s really kind of fascinating that what amounts to an enormous billboard should be such a tourist attraction.  Perhaps 
the most amusing thing about the sign was its restoration.  Most people know that when Hollywood was going downhill, the sign also 
went into decay.  They considered tearing it down, but people thought of it as a landmark.  Unfortunately no one could seem to come up 
with the money to fix it.  Finally in 1978 Hugh Hefner held a big party at the Playboy Mansion to benefit the sign.  People could “adopt a 
letter” for $28,000 each, and celebrities as diverse as Gene Autry and Alice Cooper coughed up money for the restoration.  Today the 
sign has been declared a historic landmark, and the city is responsible for its upkeep. 

 
Mentioning “Hef’s” party brings to mind another interesting tidbit.  It’s not exactly a secret that pornography is a big industry in 

Los Angeles; in fact more adult films are produced here each year than mainstream films.  As long as it doesn’t involve children, 
pornography is perfectly legal, and the chamber of commerce even offers a guide to points of interest for aficionados of the X-rated 



cinema.  While I didn’t go check it out, I understand that down on Santa Monica Boulevard there’s actually a “Porno Walk of Fame”, with 
the handprints (but apparently that’s it—hands only, no other body parts) of the artists of that craft.  (Hefner’s work, of course, would be 
very tame by today’s standards, and the men’s magazine he founded is now published by his daughter in Chicago.) 
 

Our destination this evening had nothing to do with pornography, but it was an equally bizarre attraction:  the Museum of 
Death.  This strange little museum is located about a block west of Hollywood and Vine in a rundown building with warped floors.  It’s 
exactly what the name implies, a surprisingly comprehensive look at death and dying around the world.  They cater to two audiences:  
people who want to look at death from a sociological or anthropological point of view and people who want to be grossed out by gory 
stuff.  There’s plenty of both, and it’s really a fascinating place.  To add to its macabre appeal, the museum is open primarily in the 
evening—till midnight most nights and until 2am on weekends.  [I love offbeat museums, and this is one of the best I’ve ever 
visited.] 
 

The galleries begin with an entire room full of funeral home fans.  This is part of a rotating exhibit of death-related advertising.  
Next is a comprehensive display of morticians’ instruments from throughout history.  That reminded me a lot of the Museum of Surgical 
Science in Chicago, and the two occupations are really doing very similar things—if you think about it.  Next up is a big display of 
coffins. 

 
They have a whole series of videos of deaths around the world (which I found the dullest part of the museum, but the “gross 

out” people would probably like), and there are two rooms full of actual newspapers showing headline stories of high-profile murders 
and executions (the McVeigh one had been recently added).  The newspaper display ends with the obituary section from today’s Los 
Angeles Times. 

 
Self portrait of John Wayne Gacy as Pogo the Clown 

 An entire hallway is devoted to drunk driving, as well as a 
tribute to the Holocaust.  [Those are opposite sides of the same 
hallway—and, no, they don’t really go together.]  There are also 
several rooms dealing with serial killers.  What I found most 
interesting, though was the Heaven’s Gate re-creation.  You may 
remember that cult that thought the world was going to end when a 
comet came a few years back and publicized their mass suicide on 
the internet.  The city of San Diego had an auction of the Heaven’s 
Gate property, and the Museum of Death bought original bunk beds, 
jump suits, and Nike sneakers that had been used by the cult in the 
suicide, together with assorted other paraphernalia.  They have an 
eerie re-creation of the room where some of the Heaven’s Gate 
people died. 
 
 Like any good museum, the Museum of Death has a gift 
shop at the exit.  Margaret bought a book on customs of death in 
Mexico, while I picked up The A – Z Encyclopedia of Serial Killers, a 
fascinating book that occupied hours on the train.  I also got several 
postcards, most notably a reproduction of John Wayne Gacy’s famous 
self-portrait of the serial killer as a clown.  This was certainly one of 
those “only in L.A.” things (although the museum was originally 
founded in San Diego), but I don’t think my mind was too warped by 
spending an hour or so in there. 

 
 We took “the rail” back to Hollywood and Highland [just one stop west] and then walked down to Sunset and LaBrea.  We 
had dinner at the neighborhood outlet of a chain called “El Pollo Loco” (the crazy chicken), which serves a combination of Mexican food 
and baked chicken dinners.  We had their “loco bowl” value meals, which feature a large bowl of black beans, rice, spicy chicken, and 
pico de gallo, together with tortillas to scoop it all into.  Margaret chose the more authentic corn tortillas, while I had the more American 
flour ones.  Either way they were very tasty and very filling. 
 

The clerk at the register hesitated a minute when she rang up the order, and we noticed when she got the receipt that she had 
given Margaret a senior discount.  While Margaret is not a young woman anymore, she would not qualify as a “senior” by even the 
broadest definition of that term.  Nevertheless, her long straight hair is now white rather than chestnut.  I’m sure the girl at the counter 
has had far too many seniors argue with her about saving a few pennies (I always seem to be behind oldsters with an attitude when I 
visit fast food places), so she wasn’t going to take the chance with Margaret.  [Margaret IS a senior by almost any definition these 
days, and I’ve gotten such discounts more than once myself.  I personally think the whole concept of senior discounts is silly.  
If they gave them just to people whose sole income was Social Security, that would be fine, but the vast majority of the people 
who demand senior discounts are those who spend their retirement cruising around in motorhomes and have more money 
than most younger folks.] 
 

Back at the hotel I settled in to do what I always do at hotels:  read the local newspapers.  Los Angeles has one excellent 
newspaper.  That newspaper is not the Los Angeles Times (which is not a bad paper, but nothing really great either), but rather the 
Spanish-language La Opinión.  My Spanish is far from excellent, but I found La Opinion very readable.  I also found it well edited and 
well written.  They had more real news and fewer features than the other papers, and I felt they just did a better job of telling what was 
going on in the world.  [Similarly, I find Hoy a better news option in Chicago than either the Tribune or the Sun-Times.] 
 

La Opinión had some fascinating ads.  By far the most common advertiser was an attorney named Juan José Domínguez who 
called himself “el major abogado” (the best lawyer).  Domínguez was a classic ambulance chaser.  Behind his smiling face in every ad 



was the Spanish word “ACCIDENTES” in enormous letters and an 800 number you could call if you were involved in one.  Domínguez 
advertised in every possible medium.  In a tragic twist of fate, when the papers ran photos of that bus that crashed in Pasadena, it had 
a big “ACCIDENTES” ad on its side. 
 

You get a bit of an understanding of L.A.’s history and culture when you realize that 2001 is La Opinión’s seventy-fifth year of 
publication.  A lot of the students I teach think of California’s Hispanic population as “wetbacks” (even though there’s no river between 
the U.S. and Mexico out here).  The fact is, though, that a large part of them are Mexican-Americans who have been in this country for 
generations.  Certainly there are Hispanics of questionable legal status [and that number has multiplied in the years since this was 
originally written], but there are far more who speak English fluently and whose parents and grandparents are American citizens.  
Margaret commented that she noticed the same pattern among the immigrant families here that she had noticed in among the Czechs 
in Cresco when she started teaching there.  The grandparents spoke only the language of “the old country”, the parents were bilingual, 
and the kids spoke only English. La Opinión caters to those older Hispanics who do speak Spanish only, as well as to the new waves of 
immigrants who continue to find America the land of opportunity.  
 

Overall I liked L.A.’s newspapers.  Even the worst of them (like the scandal sheet L.A. Daily News) were better than the local 
TV news in L.A.  Whenever good anchors leave the local stations around here, they say they’re going to a bigger market.  Los Angeles 
is the biggest TV market in the country, and you’d think they could get decent reporters to work there.  They didn’t, though.  The news 
we watched tonight was anchored by an Asian man and a black woman, neither of whom could read more than a couple of lines 
without stumbling.  The sports reporter was an Anglo man who shouted out the entire segment in a pant.  They had a consumer 
reporter that looked and sounded like that old gossip columnist Rona Barrett, a Hispanic woman with hair piled a mile over her head 
who gave financial planning advice, and a “pretty boy” weatherman who could never cue the right maps.   We tried other stations as 
well while we were here, and we watched both morning and evening newscasts.  They were all about the same; even the tiny station in 
Mason City would put them to shame.  [I’ve found that in many other big cities as well.  I don’t know why, but the “major 
markets” really don’t seem to get the best reporters.] 
 

Wednesday, June 20 
Los Angeles and Burbank California—on foot and by Metro rail and bus 
 
 [I’m amazed as I write this revision at just how long this travelogue is.  It was seventy-four pages originally and is 
likely to be well over ninety by the time I’m done.  It’s almost certainly the longest single travelogue I ever wrote.] 
 
 I got up early this morning and 
set out on a lengthy walk.  The first thing I 
encountered was sort of interesting. Just 
down the street from the Roosevelt  is  an  
old  church building  that  is  now  owned  
by  the  Church of  Scientology  (at  least 
five  different  old churches in  Hollywood  
are  now Scientologist).  The side street to 
the east of that church was blocked off, 
and workers were setting up cameras on 
cranes at the intersection.  All along the 
side street there were trailers parked.  
Those trailers serve as the offices and 
dressing rooms when movie studios shoot 
on location.  I have no idea what they 
were shooting here today, but it was 
interesting to walk in on the beginning of 
it—whatever it was. 
 
 After getting as close to the film 
site as I could without trespassing, I 
turned east  and walked back  to the Chin- 

 
Filming trailers on Hollywood Boulevard 

ese Theatre.  Believe me, early morning is the time to see a tourist attraction like that.  At 7am the only people here were me and a 
janitor who was hosing down the famous forecourt where the hand and footprints of the stars are enshrined in cement.  Without all the 
Japanese tourists I could actually get close up and read the inscriptions next to the prints.  I’m not really the starstruck type, but it was 
fascinating to see everything. 
 

I walked on back to Hollywood and Highland.  Just north of the intersection is another famous church—famous because it was 
the “on location” site of several movies, most notably the Whoopie Goldberg blockbuster Sister Act.  It’s fascinating that a movie about 
nuns in San Francisco should be filmed at a Protestant church in L.A., but the inner-city institution you see in that film is in fact 
Hollywood United Methodist Church.  Virtually that  entire movie was filmed on-site here.   They used the adjacent  fellowship hall and  
Sunday school  building as the  “convent” in  the movie,  and the scenes you see of the “pope” were taken in the balcony of the church 
sanctuary.  Apparently the actual Hollywood United Methodist Church choir was even used in the movie.  I didn’t go inside, but I did 
scope out the place.  It really does look like the Sister Act church, with the exception of an enormous red AIDS ribbon attached to the 
bell tower. 
 



 
Hollywood United Methodist Church 

 The church where Whoopi hides in that 
movie is supposed to be in a rough inner city 
neighborhood, and they didn’t have to stretch much 
to make this church fit that bill.  They’ve cleaned up 
the nearby section of Hollywood Boulevard, but 
Highland Avenue is still definitely on the seedy side.  
There are homeless people wandering all through the 
neighborhood—not really begging, just wandering 
around with nothing to do.  There was also more 
trash in the area than I saw anywhere else in L.A., as 
well as a lot of graffiti.  I got a cup of coffee at a 
Burger King across the street from the Methodist 
Church, and the whole place was plastered with 
graffiti.  I’m used to seeing graffiti in restrooms, on 
the back walls of buildings, or even carved into tables 
and chairs.  Here there was spray paint inside the 
building and all over the front of the building.  One of 
the windows was broken, and the whole restaurant 
looked like it was about to be abandoned.  (The 
church, on the other hand, is handsome and very well 
kept up.) 

 The neighborhood quickly improved as I walked west from Highland.  The next point of interest—and I use that term very 
loosely here—was the Highland Gardens Manor Hotel on Franklin Avenue, a couple of blocks west of the Methodist church.  The motel 
is a broad glass building from the ‘60s.  It reminded me of the Collegiate Center in the town of Olivet, Michigan, where we lived when I 
was quite young.  Its big claim to fame is that rock star Janis Joplin overdosed and died in a second-flood room here.  (I picked up a 
fascinating guidebook called The L.A. Musical History Tour, which is where such strange tidbits come from.)  I can’t say I particularly 
cared about Joplin, but since it was in the neighborhood, it was interesting to see.  It’s quite an elegant hotel, and I’d imagine it was 
even nicer 30 years ago.  Joplin always dressed trashy, and it was really kind of hard to picture her staying here.  Regardless of what 
they dress like, though, rock stars certainly do have money; and if you’ve got money, I supposed you’d pick the nicest possible place to 
overdose. 
 
 I turned south at LaBrea and then walked west a long way down Hollywood Boulevard.  West of LaBrea, Hollywood Boulevard 
becomes mostly a residential street—though a very different kind of residence than I am used to.  As I mentioned before, everyone in 
Hollywood lives in apartments.  The whole boulevard west of LaBrea is lined with ultra-elegant “garden apartments”.  The buildings are 
crammed together (usually with three feet or less between them, but each complex faces on a central patio or pool area, not unlike the 
cabanas at the Roosevelt.  I’ve seen a lot of college apartments that were built in the same style, but they were nowhere close to as 
nice as these.  
 
 The apartment buildings were all high security buildings. Most had underground, gated parking.  To get in or out you had to 
pause in the entry area and enter a code to open the gate.  The main entrance to the buildings was through the parking ramp.  Many 
had no exterior doors at all, and those that did invariably had intercom systems like the one in the senior building where my Aunt Alaire 
lives. where visitors have to be “buzzed” in to enter. 
 
 It this sounds like an unfriendly neighborhood, it wasn’t.  Quite the opposite, in fact.  it’s really a beautiful neighborhood.  The 
whole street is lined with palms and flowering trees, and there are small, but flashy gardens everywhere.  All that vegetation is probably 
the nicest thing about L.A.; it’s the one thing that would make it possible to live in such crowded conditions.   
 

Also adding to the pleasant feeling was that there were people everywhere.  Everyone seemed to be out walking their dogs or 
jogging.  It intrigued me that everyone seemed to greet everybody else (including me) with a friendly nod, but no one ever seemed to 
actually speak.  I’ve heard people say that Angelinos tend to be very private people, and perhaps this was a reflection of that.  It’s not 
like that was a problem as a tourist, though; I can’t imagine having a meaningful conversation with a passing jogger I’ve never met 
before.  I just nodded my head at them and kept walking. 
 
 This was obviously a very wealthy neighborhood.  It’s the sort of place where people dress their dogs and buy designer 
leotards to go jogging.  The people were still quite multi-racial—though certainly heavier on Anglos and Asians and lighter on Hispanics 
than other neighborhoods.  A large proportion of them are elderly, and the fact that I passed three synagogues would imply that there 
are a number of Jewish people in residence. 
 
 The apartments march down Hollywood Boulevard literally for miles.  I’ve never seen another place quite like it.  Unlike 
modern housing developments, each building looks completely different from the one next to it—but they all serve the same purpose.  
I’d guess that most of these buildings were put up in the ‘40s or early ‘50s, and they’ve been kept up very well.  Of all the places I’ve 
been, this comes closest to the wealthy Chicago suburb of Oak Park, where I spent Christmas a few years back.  Oak Park is older, 
though, and it lacks the lush vegetation that Hollywood had.  I really liked the neighborhood here; it made for a lovely morning walk. 
 
 My ultimate destination on this walk was another rock and roll highlight—a mansion that overlooks Hollywood from the top of 
Curson Terrace.  The most famous occupants of the house were the Beatles, who stayed here while performing on their last tour to 
America.  Several other rock groups stayed here during their recording sessions in L.A.  The most frequent guests were the members 
of Jefferson Airplane—who lived in San Francisco but recorded all but two of their albums in Hollywood.  On different occasions, they 



spent a total of over two years here.  Not long ago I read Grace Slick’s autobiography, and she describes the place in some detail.  
From her rather unflattering description, it wasn’t hard to spot it from the street. 

 
The Beatles/Airplane house at the top of Curson Terrace 

 Hollywood Boulevard 
runs right along the edge of a 
basin, and the Santa Monica 
Mountains rise abruptly just north 
of it.  The rock house is at the 
very top of a very steep hill, 
about three blocks north of 
Hollywood Boulevard.  I huffed 
and puffed my way up the first 
couple of blocks of Curson 
Terrace, at which point the rise 
got even steeper.  I decided my 
life would be complete if I never 
made it to the front door, so I just 
snapped the obligatory picture 
from below and came down 
again. 
 
 From the hill on Curson 
Terrace there was a panoramic 
view to the south, looking over 
the city.  Once again, I couldn’t 
help but notice the smog.  There 
are a lot of high-rise buildings 
about  three miles  south of  here 

near Wilshire and Fairfax, and they were cloaked in brown haze.  Smog is a weird thing; when you’re in the middle of it, you don’t really 
realize that it’s there.  In L.A. the only time I was aware of the smog was when I focused on things in the distance.  The air didn’t smell 
bad, and the sky immediately overhead always looked bright and blue.  Looking off across the basin, though, I could always tell the air 
was horribly polluted. 
 
 Just a few blocks southeast of the Beatles/Airplane mansion are two other sights from the musical history tour.  First I walked 
past the Gardner Street Elementary School.  There is nothing of particular significance about this old concrete monstrosity except that 
Michael Jackson went to school there.  This was another school day, and this morning I saw several young children walking into the 
entrance of the Michael Jackson Auditorium at the side of the school.  Just south of here on Sunset is “Guitar Center”, a garish purple 
music store that hosts its own Rock and Roll Walk of Fame.  A variety of famous musicians (mostly rock guitarists, needless to say) 
have their handprints enshrined in the sidewalk out front.  I just looked quickly and went on; the Chinese Theatre was really much more 
interesting. 
 
 I ended up back at that cramped Burger King at Sunset and La Brea.  I knew Margaret would want morning coffee, and since 
our room didn’t have a coffee maker, I stopped in to get a couple of cups for us.  This Burger King was much nicer than the one on 
Highland.  There are homeless people in this neighborhood, too, but the businesses are at least kept up; it looks more like a suburb 
than a slum. 
 
 Back at the hotel I commented to Margaret on my walk and the contrast in the neighborhoods.  Hollywood is a strange place.  
It’s a like a stately old suburb, a destitute inner city neighborhood, and a tacky tourist trap—all rolled into one.  The three parts do seem 
to fit together somehow, and it makes for a fascinating place. 
 
 Once we had our coffee we headed back to the Hollywood and Highland subway station.  We took the red line north to 
Universal City, which is located just west of the famous studio complex and theme park of that name.  Universal Studios is California’s 
second biggest tourist attraction (after Disneyland), but it wasn’t our destination.  I’ve been to Universal Studios—Florida, and while I 
didn’t dislike it, it really was more of a theme park than a studio.  [Supposedly the California attraction is better, but I’m still glad 
that’s not where we were headed.]  Both Margaret and I felt that if we were going to go to Hollywood, we should see a real studio, so 
ahead of time we had booked reservations on the Warner Brothers VIP Tour in Burbank. 
 
 Metrorail doesn’t go to Burbank, so we had to make connections.  We walked across Lankershim Boulevard from the subway 
station and waited at a shelter next to a strange man who kept muttering to himself.  Eventually we climbed aboard bus 96, which 
follows an enormously long route from the Sherman Oaks (where Valley Girl was filmed) to Burbank, to the city zoo, and then 
downtown.  The whole route has to be at least 25 miles and it takes two hours to run, including stops.  [Many of L.A.’s bus routes are 
similarly long and convoluted.]  We boarded bus 96, flashed our passes, and then headed east for about 10 minutes through the 
“Valley” neighborhoods of North Hollywood and Toluca Lake, before arriving at the corner of Olive Street and Riverside Drive (never 
mind that there’s no river anywhere near here) in beautiful downtown Burbank. 
 
 Surprisingly enough, downtown Burbank isn’t terribly ugly.  Burbank is an independent city (unlike Hollywood, which is just a 
neighborhood of the city of L.A.), and it does sort of have its own downtown.  There’s not really much of anywhere to shop here (the 
stores are all in Toluca Lake, which is also part of the city of L.A.), but there are lots of five-floor glass office buildings that mostly house 
all those lawyers who attach themselves like leeches to the movie industry.  The streets in front of those offices are all lined with palm 



trees, and the formal planters filled with flowers along the curbs.  It’s a very sterile neighborhood (and one of the few places I didn’t see 
any pedestrians to speak of), but I suppose the word “beautiful” wouldn’t be stretching things too much. 
 
 We walked a block south on Olive to the visitors’ entrance to Warner Brothers.  The gate is definitely geared to cars, rather 
than pedestrians, and we had to go backwards through the “exit” turnstile to get in.  We checked in at the desk and then filled the time 
before our tour began by browsing through the gift shop. 
 
 Here’s a tip—if you’re ever anywhere near Los Angeles, go out of your way to take the Warner Brothers tour.  It’s one of the 
most fascinating things I’ve ever done, and was definitely a key highlight of this trip.  [Amen!  The tour itself is worth a trip to L.A.]  
One of the best things about the tours is that admission is very limited.  You go around on oversized golf carts that seat no more than 
twelve, and no more than 100 people are allowed in each day.  Our tour had just seven people:  a middle-aged Hispanic woman, two 
twenty-something gay men, two college girls, Margaret, and me.  That limited group really did make me feel like the “VIP” that the name 
of the tour implied.  (In fact, the tours originated as a way of taking actual VIPs—like Queen Elizabeth—behind the scenes of the movie-
making process.)  
 
 As you might expect at a movie studio, the tour begins with a movie.  They have an ornately decorated little theatre where they 
show an entertaining film giving the history of Warner Brothers, interspersed with “bloopers” from dozens of movies they have made.  
After that we rode the golf cart to the Warner Brothers Museum, which can only be viewed by people who take the tour.  While I’m not 
really a movie buff, even I would have to admit that this is one of the best museums you’ll see anywhere.  They have carefully selected 
costumes, props, and set pieces from all the “Best Picture” movies Warner Brothers has produced (everything from The Jazz Singer t to 
Casablanca to Batman), and they’re displayed together with original scripts (complete with cross-outs and marginal writing), special 
effects gear, and fascinating letters and telegrams recording the history of those movies.   
 

Whoever selected everything did an outstanding job; there’s just enough stuff to really let you find out about each picture, 
without so much that it gets dull.  [That’s no small trick, but they do have just the right amount of stuff.]  Everything is original, of 
course, but since there are only a handful of people there at a time, the stuff is not roped off or behind glass.  They have guards 
everywhere making sure you don’t touch anything, but you can get right up next to everything and see it close-up.  It’s not a large 
museum (two floors, each about the size of a gym), but it really was well-presented. 
 
 I noticed the same thing here that I had noticed at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland.  We view celebrities as “larger 
than life”, but in reality many of them are extremely short in stature.  It’s amazing just how small many of the original costumes they had 
on display were; there’s no way I could wear most of them—and I’m talking mostly about height, not weight (though that would also be 
an issue, of course). 
 
 After visiting the museum we got a small taste of actual behind-the-scenes work at the studio.  Ron, our guide, had made 
arrangements for us to see a Foley artist and his accompanying engineer in action.  If you’ve ever watched the credits at the end of a 
movie, you’ve almost certainly seen “Foley artist” right up there with “gaffer” and “best boy”.  I can’t tell you what those other two are, 
but I can say after having visited Warner Brothers that “Foley” refers to sound effects.  When most movies are shot, only the dialogue is 
recorded on the original track; indeed they work hard to ensure that there are no background noises to spoil things.  It’s the job of the 
Foley artist to invent the sounds that should be there and the job of his engineer to make sure all those sound effects occur at exactly 
the right time. 
 
 While we were in the Foley studio they were adding sound effects to a Disney cartoon.  (Strange as it may seem, the different 
studios contract out work like this to each other.)  They had the entire cartoon entered in digital form on a computer.  The engineer sat 
at a console, separated by glass from the studio where the Foley artist worked.  The studio was quite a large room—at least as big as 
my living room.  The walls were carpeted like any sound studio, and the room was full of various objects that might be used to make 
sound effects.  They didn’t use any of these while we were there.  What they were adding was the sound of footsteps, and the Foley 
artist created those sounds by simply walking or running in place on plywood platform. 
 
 To start the Foley process, they ran the film on a big screen monitor at the far end of the studio.  In the top corner of the film 
was a running time meter, accurate to the hundredth of a second.  The artist and engineer would first just watch a few seconds of the 
film.  Then they might discus what was appropriate to add for sound in that sequence.  They would re-run the same few seconds, and 
the artist would make his footsteps—hopefully in time with the cartoon character—while the microphones were recording.  Sometimes 
either the artist or the engineer would realize immediately that they had screwed up, and they’d start over right away.  If not, they re-
played the sequence with the sound effects added to see if the timing was right.  If it was, then the engineer would adjust the volume to 
an appropriate level, and they’d go on to the next few seconds of the film. 
 
 I asked how long it took to do this type of work.  Neither the guide nor the engineer directly answered the question, but the 
implication was that something like a half-hour situation comedy would take at least a day to finish.  A full-length movie would certainly 
take weeks. 
 
 Even if we had managed to sneak onto the Warner Brothers lot, I would think it would be impossible to find something like the 
Foley studio if we weren’t on the tour.  My mental image of a studio was that it should be something glamorous.  The truth is that it’s 
basically a big factory.  Unlike most factories, though, Warner Brothers isn’t just one building.  There are scores of two-story beige 
stucco buildings spread over an enormous area, together with dozens more tan and brown trailers that look like the temporary 
classrooms at an overcrowded school.  All the buildings look identical, and there are virtually no signs telling where anything is.  If you 
work there, you presumably know where you’re going; if you don’t work there, you’re not supposed to know.  The place looks a lot of 
the NASA complex in Houston where a former student of Margaret’s friend Vicki gave us a private tour several years ago.  It’s like an 
enormous college campus that was purposely built so all the buildings looked the same. 



 While Warner Brothers is still a major movie studio, the bulk of their 
production these days is in television.  There are several famous TV shows 
produced here in Burbank.  None of them films in summer—which is actually 
a good thing, because it meant we got to go “up close and personal” on the 
sets. 
 
 We first saw the set of The Drew Carey Show.  I don’t think I’ve 
ever seen that show [and I still haven’t], and the few times I’ve seen Drew 
Carey on anything else, he’s made me want to change the channel.  That 
said, seeing the studio was interesting.  It’s apparently a very typical sitcom 
stage.  Along one of the longer walls of a huge barn they have three 
permanent sets.  If you watch most sitcoms carefully, you’ll note that almost 
all the action usually takes place in about three locations—like the living 
room, the kitchen, and the bedroom … or the apartment, the office, and the 
restaurant.  Whatever those three key locations are, their sets are 
permanently laid out side by side along the same wall of the studio.  At the 
ends of the studio (the short walls of the barn), they have spaced to put up 
temporary sets.  Those that are frequently used (like a workplace that 
appears in some, but not all episodes of a show), are built as fold up sets 
that can be easily put up and struck.  Almost all the background walls on the 
sets are built of plywood.  The sets are typically smaller than a real room, 
but they are designed with visual tricks to create a greater feeling of depth 
for the camera.  Of course, all the sets are open  in front,  with a “fourth wall” 

 
Typical building at Warner Brothers Studios 

Burbank, California 
to the audience and the cameras.  The floors are all finished, but there are only partial ceilings on the sets.  Above each set is a vast 
reserve of professional lighting equipment. 
 
 There is a very small wing area behind the sets, where they apparently have refreshments set up for those working on the 
show.  There was still a “free” pop machine and a beer keg in the wings of the Drew Carey set.  There’s about a 15 foot aisle in front of 
the sets where the cameras are located.  Typically sitcoms shoot with three large cameras, but that number can change depending on 
the wishes of the director.  Warner Brothers shoots all their TV productions on film, because they’ve found film preserves color better 
than videotape. 
 
 The fourth wall of the barn is where the audience sits.  Almost every situation comedy is filmed “live” before a studio audience.  
Lucille Ball started that tradition in the ‘50s, and today the audience is used as a check to make sure the “real world” can relate to 
whatever the writers came up with.  There were about 100 seats in the audience area of this studio, which featured padded chairs 
placed on rolling risers.  Filming takes place on Fridays, and the filming schedule is roughly the same as the school year—starting in 
August and ending in April or May (about a month before the “official” TV season begins and ends). 
 
 While the filming is done “live”, it’s not quite like attending a play.  First of all, while they do shoot from beginning to end, they 
will keep re-doing each individual scene until they get it right.  Then the cast keeps moving from set to set, and the way the audience 
seats are set up, nobody could see more than one or two of the sets from where they are sitting.  What’s more, the cameras would 
block most of what view they did have.  They have TV monitors set up around the audience area, and that’s where the audience 
actually watches most of the time.  It can take the better part of a day to finish filming a TV show, though, and apparently the audiences 
are quite transient—just coming for a little while and leaving when they get bored.  The guide told us there are usually long lines to be in 
the audience of popular shows, but sooner or later virtually everybody gets in. 
 
 A TV show I rather liked in the ‘80s was Growing Pains, which was taped right here at Warner Brothers.  There’s one episode 
of that show called “Meet the Seavers” where the characters come off the set and into the studio proper.  I recently re-watched that 
episode, and it was fascinating that everything looked exactly like the studio we saw today.  They even did some of the filming outside, 
and I saw those same beige stucco buildings and tan trailers. 
 
 Noting the enormous size of the studio, I asked how many people typically work on a sitcom during filming.  The number 
varies, but it would normally be well over a hundred—not even considering the actors.  The guide also told us the total number of 
people that Warner Brothers employs in Burbank.  I can’t recall that number, but I know it was many thousand. 
 
 After seeing the sitcom set we made our way to another studio where we saw the set for the hospital drama ER.  It’s 
interesting that sitcom sets and drama sets are entirely different.  The goal on dramas is authenticity.  For ER they tried to recreate as 
exactly as possible the actual Cook County Hospital in Chicago There is no live audience for dramas, so the set is not open on one 
side, but closed up with four full walls.  The ER set even had full ceilings, with fluorescent drop panels like you’d see in a hospital.  They 
film in natural light (or rather the fluorescent light of those drop ceilings), and they mostly use hand-held film cameras about the size of 
older video cameras so they can follow the cast around through the rooms of this enormous set.  There is no actual wing area on the 
set, so people just wait in an adjacent room to enter the room where they’re performing. 
 
 The ER set is also mostly built of plywood.  Things that look like glass are glass, but the glass is all severely angled to avoid 
any sort of glare or reflection.  (The thing they worry most about is seeing reflections of the camera or of people waiting to come on.)  
“Brick”, “tile”, or “metal” on a TV set is invariably molded plastic, painted to look like the appropriate material.  The sets are extremely 
durable, but also built to be easy to put up and strike. 
 



 The final set we saw was from the show Friends.  The college girls were in awe on entering what to them was sacred ground.  
Like Drew Carey, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Friends, so for me the trill was hardly the same.  It looked a lot like the Drew Carey set, so 
I won’t bore you by trying to describe it separately. 
 
 Next up we made a quick run through the Warner Brothers shops.  This is where they make the set backgrounds, furniture, 
properties, and costumes.  This not only looks like a factory, it is a factory.  We saw a wood shop, a metal shop, an injection molding 
facility, and a paint facility.  I’ve never seen Steve’s workplace at Pella Windows, but I’d bet a lot of it looks very similar.  [I did tour the 
Snap-On Tools factory here in Algona not long ago, and it looks a lot like Warner Brothers, too.] 
 
 Next we made a passed by their classic car garage.  Most of the cars you see in TV shows and movies are leased for the 
duration of the filming.  The studio maintains a barn full of special vehicles, though.  Some of them are unique to particular productions 
(like the “Batmobile”), some are beautifully restored antique cars, and some are specialty vehicles like ambulances and police 
motorcycles.  We just got a quick glimpse of everything, but it was interesting to see. 

 
Chicago ‘L’ tracks on the Warner Brothers back lot 

 
The Seavers house from Growing Pains 

Warner Brothers back lot 

 The final stop was on the back lot.  While 
both TV and movies do a lot of location shooting 
these days, the majority of exteriors are still shot on 
the old studio lots.  It’s just a lot easier to control 
what’s going on when you’re shooting on your own 
property.  The buildings on the lot are fascinating.  
Many of them are built so that different sides of the 
building are different things.  For example, if you 
watched The Waltons back in the ‘70s, you 
probably remember the church and the country 
schoolhouse on Walton’s Mountain.  They’re the 
same building, just shot from different sides, and 
the same building also appeared as a courthouse 
and a town hall.  There are houses on the lot that 
have completely different styles of architecture on 
different sides of the house.  Everything is 
designed so it can serve a variety of purposes. 
 
 I mentioned Growing Pains earlier, and I 
was pleased to see the house from that show on 
the lot.  They also have whole streets designed to 
look like the Old West, a quiet Midwestern town, 
downtown Manhattan (complete with a subway 
entrance to nowhere), and a back alley in Chicago 
(complete with rusty el tracks overhead).  Beyond 
the buildings there’s also empty space on the lot 
where they can shoot in the great outdoors. 
 
 On a part of the back lot that looked like 
the set of a gangster movie they were in fact 
actually shooting a movie.  I didn’t see anything 
more than I did by the Scientology church in 
Hollywood, but it was interesting to actually see a 
“hot” set. 
 
 The whole tour lasted about three hours—
which was longer than it was supposed to, but I 
certainly wasn’t complaining.  We finished back at 
the gift shop building, where they have free coffee 
available.  There’s also a strange display in that 
building featuring probably forty stuffed Bugs 
Bunnies, each dressed in a different outfit.  Some 
of the outfits represented different careers (like 
soldier), while others appeared to have been 
donated by famous designers.  I’m not sure what 
they thought the purpose was, but it certainly was 
different.  It also reminded me of the one thing 
Warner Brothers is famous for that we didn’t see:  
animation.  I’m not sure if Warner does much in the 
way of animation anymore.  Even if they did, there 
probably wouldn’t be that much to see.  I 
understand that Disney does virtually all of their 
animation by computer these days, and those 
cartoons that are animated by hand (like The 
Simpsons [which now also uses computer 
animation]) are mostly produced overseas. 



 We made our way back to Riverside and Olive, where we waited for the bus … and waited … and waited … and waited.  
There are some bus routes in L.A. that have frequent service.  Most, however, do not.  Bus 96 ran about every half hour this time of 
day, and we probably just missed one as we left the studio.  Half hour service is actually fairly frequent off-peak service by L.A. 
standards—some routes run as seldom as every 90 minutes at midday.  What’s up is that the MTA is trying to serve such an enormous 
area that they spread themselves too thin.  They provide good service on the rail lines and on a few core lines on major boulevards, but 
away from that you get to sit at the bus stop and wait. 
 
 The bus stop was in front of a Chevron station.  Across the street was a car wash.  You see car washes everywhere in L.A.—
not the do-it-yourself carwashes you find around here, but professional carwashes where an assembly line of Hispanic boys hoses 
down, towels off, waxes, and buffs your car.  This one cost $9.50, and it was full of shiny sports cars and SUVs.  It intrigued me that the 
whole thing was outdoors; can you imagine having an outdoor carwash in the Midwest? 
 
 Eventually a bus came by flashing “NOT IN SERVICE” on its electronic display.  However it had a little piece of poster board 
that said “96” on the front window.  The driver confirmed that it was in fact bus 96, and it was in fact in service.  We boarded quickly.  
The most noteworthy among our fellow passengers this time was a trio of young ladies who could only be described as “Valley girls”.  
Today, though, even the San Fernando Valley (which is where Burbank is located) is ethnically diverse.  We had an Anglo girl, a 
Hispanic girl, and an Asian girl that were “for sure like totally talking in a you know kind of way”.  Every other word was one of those 
Valley girl clichés, and every sentence was punctuated by a gasping cough.   I gathered from what little I understood of the 
conversation that the Asian girl’s mother was upset that she had taken to American culture so completely—and I can’t say that I blame 
her. 
 
 Before long we made it to Universal City.  This is technically an independent city, though its residential population is zero.  
Each day, though, thousands of workers and tourists find their way to universal city.  The bulk of the place is made of high-rise office 
buildings housing Universal Studios, MCA Records, Metromedia Communications (the people who own Metromail in Mt. Pleasant), and 
the many other divisions of one of the world’s largest companies.  (I found out when I was in Mississippi that they even have a real 
estate division that is the largest landowner in that state; they’re who most of the tenant farmers pay their rent to.)  There’s also hotels, 
shops, and of course the big theme park that we carefully avoided going to. 
 
 The Universal City subway station also happens to be located right next door to Campo de Cahuenga (cuh-WENG-guh), the 
place where Mexico ceded California to the United States.  There’s not much to see there, just a little palm shaded park surrounding a 
tile-roofed building that is now the neighborhood senior center. 
 

The place also had public restrooms, which reminds me of another thought.  Los Angeles is one of the most restroom friendly 
cities I’ve ever been to.  There are many cities where I’ve had to grudgingly order a drink at a fast food place for the privilege of using a 
smelly, graffiti-infested toilet.  Even in small towns in Iowa it can be hard to find a nice public restroom.  In L.A. there are lots of public 
restrooms—even (or perhaps “especially”) in neighborhoods with large homeless populations.  Both the city restrooms and the 
restrooms we found in restaurants, museums, and stores were mostly clean and well maintained.  In fact, usually the city toilets were 
nicer than the private ones—and they were always free of charge.  I don’t know who’s responsible, but I certainly salute them. 
 

We got in the subway and went back to Hollywood and Vine.  When we got out there was police tape closing off one end of 
the platform, and some officers were working there.  We never did find out what was up—I certainly hope it was nothing serious. 

 
Like all the subway stations, Hollywood and Vine is decorated with public art.  

The benches on the platform are designed to look like antique cars, the tiles on the 
walls feature childlike line drawings of “cruising” scenes, and the entire ceiling is 
covered with plastic film reels.  In the mezzanine they have an actual old fashioned 
movie camera with a laser inside that shoots out light across the concourse, and in the 
ground level plaza there are cement reproductions of historic Hollywood landmarks (like 
the defunct Brown Derby restaurant).  Actually it’s one of the ugliest stations in the 
metro, but it’s certainly an eclectic combination. 
 

We walked south on Vine and then turned east on Sunset.  Along the way we 
passed several more famous locales.  First there was the Cinerama Dome.  This was 
built in the ‘60s and was the predecessor to today’s IMAX theaters.  The building is 
notable because it is a huge white geodesic dome sitting amid the fast food joints and 
minimalls along Sunset Boulevard.  It has actually been declared a National Historic 
Landmark. 
 
 A couple blocks east of the Cinerama Dome is a more distinguished venue, 
the Hollywood Palladium.  Anyone my age or older has almost certainly seen the 
Palladium on television.  Lawrence Welk used to own the theatre, and in the ‘60s and  
early ‘70s his show originated from here.  The Emmy awards were given out here for 
more than twenty years, and scores of lesser awards shows and beauty contests also 
graced its stage.  My musical history tour book notes that Lawrence Welk, that master 
of big band music, made a great deal of money leasing out the Palladium for rock 
concerts.  Groups like the Greatful Dead, the Rolling Stones, and the Who all made 
their Los Angeles debuts right here.  It’s still a big performance venue, mostly for 
cutting edge dance bands.  As we walked past, the most striking thing I noticed about 
the Palladium was that it was painted “seafoam green”. 

 
The Palladium – Hollywood 



 Kitty-corner from the Palladium is the Hollywood home of RCA Records.  Those same groups that performed at the Palladium 
recorded their music here, as did Elvis Presley and Jefferson Airplane.  It’s still a very active studio, second in L.A. only to Capitol. 
 
 For me what was probably the most interesting sight in the neighborhood was what is now known as the Sunset—Gower 
Studios, named after the corner where a rather nondescript building sits.  This was formerly the CBS Hollywood Studios, and as a child 
of ‘60s and ‘70s television, this was for me the sacred ground that the Friends set was for those college girls in Burbank.  All those 
Norman Lear sitcoms were taped here—All in the Family, Maude, The Jeffersons, etc., as were things like The Mary Tyler Moore Show.  
In fact, if you name a ‘70s sitcom other than M*A*S*H (which was filmed at Universal), it was probably produced right here.  The place 
is still an active studio.  In the ‘90s their most successful show was Saved by the Bell, and they’re producing stuff now that appears on 
the UPN and WB networks.  (A side note—Warner Brothers Studios has nothing directly to do with the WB network.)  You can’t tour the 
studios (which probably looks a lot like the sitcom sets at Warner), but I found it really fascinating just to see the outside of the place. 

 
Window sign at Roscoe’s 

 
It was well past time for lunch, and our destination this 

afternoon was a restaurant called Roscoe’s House of Chicken and 
Waffles.  I came across this rather strangely named bistro countless 
times as I researched possible places to go on this trip.  Everybody 
said that no matter where else you eat in Hollywood, you must eat at 
least one meal at Roscoe’s. 
 

This is definitely one of those times you don’t want to judge 
a book by its cover.  Roscoe’s could almost literally be described as 
a hole in the wall.  It sits in a dumpy little storefront about a block 
north of Sunset in the middle of a neighborhood that has yet to 
gentrify.  It’s definitely a popular place, though.  It was the middle of 
the afternoon, but we had to wait about 15 minutes to be seated for 
lunch.  The walls are lined with pictures of celebrities who have 
dined there (almost any star “of color” you can think of, and a fair 
number of celebrities with lighter complexions, too). 

 
Roscoe’s is black-owned, and its clientele is heavily, though not exclusively, black.  It was founded back in the ‘50s as a place 

where black people could go out for dinner after spending a night on the town.  It was the first restaurant (as opposed to bar) in 
Hollywood that was open late at night, and it became popular for serving good down-home food in a “colorful”, relaxed atmosphere. 
 
 Roscoe’s food really is quite good.  Chicken and waffles may sound like a strange combination, but they actually work quite 
well together.  The waffles are nothing special (you could get the same thing at Denny’s down the street and better at every Waffle 
House in Dixie), but the chicken is out of this world.  It’s just simple pan-fried chicken with very limited spices.  It’s the sort of thing 
anybody could make at home, but nobody does anymore.  I had a chicken breast, a waffle, and an enormous portion of potato salad.  
Margaret had a special that included a quarter chicken (cut to include both white and dark meat), a waffle, potato salad, and “hot water 
corn bread”—which was more like delicate cookies than bread or cake.  Margaret’s special also included a heaping portion of “greens”.  
I had more collard greens than I wanted for a lifetime in Mississippi; I certainly didn’t want them now … and I noticed Margaret didn’t 
finish hers, either. 
 
 Margaret ordered coffee with lunch.  I had a drink I had read about called a “sunrise”.  It’s apparently a non-alcoholic cocktail 
made of mixed juices [presumably the “virgin” version of a tequila sunrise].  The juices had different weights, and they settled in 
the glass in a variegated pattern of yellows and oranges, not unlike a sunrise.  I’m sure it was non-alcoholic (the place had a liquor 
license, but this drink didn’t cost enough to have booze in it), but I’d imagine you could spike it with rum without anyone noticing. 
 
 Our waitress was talking with some kids at the next table, and her conversation confirmed that school would be ending this 
week in L.A.  She asked if any of the kids had to go to summer school (presumably because of failing grades during the year).  Two of 
them didn’t, but one did. 
 
 After lunch we quickly caught our third bus of the day.  This time it was the #2 bus, which heads down Sunset Boulevard.  
L.A.’s best known street begins downtown at Union Station (where the same street changes names to Cesar Chavez Avenue) and runs 
twenty-seven miles west through the best and the worst of neighborhoods [actually very little along Sunset is terribly bad; it ranges 
from lower middle class to extremely upscale] until it arrives at the Pacific Ocean, just south of Malibu Beach.  At one time I had 
considered taking the bus all the way to Malibu and back [something I’d do in one direction on a later trip], so I could really see a 
cross-section of L.A.  That seemed like a needlessly long bus ride (a minimum of three hours round-trip), particularly since we would be 
seeing large chunks of the city on other trains and buses throughout the trip.  Instead we traveled about ten miles west on Sunset to 
another of those “must see” tourist attractions:  Beverly Hills. 
 
 No we didn’t get one of those maps of the stars’ homes and start snooping around.  Even if we had, it’s not like we would have 
seen anything.  The homes in Beverly Hills are all well screened by hedges that I would estimate were as tall as 15 or 20 feet.  Except 
for an occasional view through a driveway gate, you can’t see anything of significance.  That’s probably just as well.  It’s really not my 
business to be snooping around on somebody else’s private property.  They’re entitled to their privacy.  If I were rich and famous, I 
certainly wouldn’t want gawking tourists in my hair. 
 
 We also never made it to all the snooty shops on Rodeo Drive.  I really can’t imagine why I’d want to go there.  Those same 
stores are in major cities all over the world; if I wanted to buy an Armani suit, it would be a lot easier to go to Chicago than to Beverly 



Hills.  The stars, of course, don’t actually shop there when tourists are around.  They either have private shopping sessions at night or 
they send personal shoppers to make their purchases for them. 
 
 While we didn’t see the stars I was amused to find out after the trip was over that the part of Beverly Hills we were in was in 
fact the part that has zip code 90210.  A lot of that zip code is actually in the city of Los Angeles, and the part in Beverly Hills is not 
considered the ritziest part of the city.  It was certainly nice enough, though, and it gave me just a little taste of the place to know that I 
would never be comfortable living there. 
 
 We basically saw two things of note in Beverly Hills.  First, we got off the bus and strolled past the famous Beverly Hills Hotel, 
a gorgeous place whose manicured grounds sprawl for acres.  I checked on an internet booking service; the cheapest rate they had on 
a “standard” room at this five-star hotel was $325 a night.  The rack rate for the same room is $459, and there are “private cottages” on 
the grounds that go for up to $8,500 a night—just a wee bit out of my league.  Those rates do include services I’m certainly not used to 
in a hotel—like luggage unpacking, complementary pajamas, in-room fax machines, and bedtime tuck-in service.  It’s also the only hotel 
I’ve ever heard of that has an on-site jewelry store and furrier.  By the way, people my age will recognize the main building of the hotel; 
it was the “Hotel California” on the cover of the Eagles album of that name.  I can certainly picture the guests here with “Tiffany twisted” 
minds sipping “pink champagne on ice”, as the song says. 

 
ABOVE:  The Beverly Hills Hotel 

RIGHT:  Street signs at the corner of Sunset & Beverly 
 
 Across Sunset from the Beverly Hills Hotel is Will Rogers Park, a 
small but truly gorgeous green space.  It’s a little triangle of land centered 
on a fountain full of towering trees and lovely flower gardens. This 
afternoon the park was alive with young children and Hispanic women I 
assume were their nannies.  Rogers lived in Beverly Hills, and they 
certainly chose to memorialize him in a fitting way.  [While we didn’t see 
anyone famous, the park is a very common place for celebrity 
sightings.  Several well-known stars have proposed to their loved 
ones here, and it would make a nice setting for popping the question.  
The place also gained a bit of infamy when British singer George 
Michael was arrested for “performing a lewd act” in a public restroom 
there.] 
 
 We caught a bus back toward Hollywood with a very different 
group of riders than the bus we had come in on.  This time everybody on 
the bus (except us, of course) was Hispanic.  These are the people who 
work in Beverly Hills, and they were all headed east—back to where they   



live.  The people who live in Beverly Hills wouldn’t be caught dead taking a bus.  We saw them cruising down Sunset in cute little sports 
cars and monster SUVs.  This is where the beautiful people we didn’t see elsewhere were hiding themselves.  There’s just not very 
many of them. 
 
 We stopped again in the city of West Hollywood, right in the heart of the Sunset Strip.  The most notable feature of the strip is 
its garish architecture.  Every building seems to be its own billboard.  There’s a club here that’s part of the House of Blues chain, for 
instance, that is built to look like an old shack from the Mississippi delta. They’ve torn down all those shacks in recent years, since they 
were never fit for human habitation anyway; but here in West Hollywood you can go to a dance club in a shack. 
 
 The bulk of the businesses on the Sunset Strip are nightclubs of one sort or another.  This is one of two “happening” areas for 
night life in L.A. (the other being the Los Feliz area just east of Hollywood).  I’m sure things are hopping after sunset, but it was 
absolutely dead in the late afternoon. 

 
Rocky and Bullwinkle on the Sunset Strip 

 The main thing we saw 
in West Hollywood was a larger 
than life-size statue of the 
cartoon character Bullwinkle J. 
Moose that stands in front of a 
pet store on the south side of the 
strip.  There’s a store called 
“Dudley Do-Right’s Emporium” 
just down the street where they 
sell memorabilia of all the old Jay 
Ward cartoons.  Unfortunately it’s 
open limited and very odd hours, 
so we weren’t able to check it 
out. 
 
 Once again we waited 
… and waited … and waited for a 
bus.  That’s not supposed to 
happen on Sunset Boulevard.  
Sunset is one of the busiest 
streets in the city, and bus 
service is never less frequent 
than every 15 minutes.  It was 
getting on toward rush hour now, 
when five-minute intervals were 
supposed to be the norm.  
Probably the buses got bunched  

up somewhere, because we sweltered in the heat for nearly half an hour before a downtown bus came our way.  [Waits like this are 
one of the reasons I far prefer traveling by rail to bus.  Not only do most rail systems have frequent service, but even when 
they don’t the wait is usually in an enclosed, safe, and mostly pleasant area.] 
 
 While we waited I browsed through the free papers they had available in local dispensers.  There’s a broad selection of these 
everywhere in L.A., but the papers in West Hollywood are different than in other areas.  West Hollywood, you see, proudly proclaims 
itself California’s only majority gay city.  (Rather oddly, a large portion of the minority are Orthodox Jews.)  It was the first city in America 
to elect a gay mayor, and the free papers here cater to that clientele.  Other than the papers, you really wouldn’t know that on Sunset 
Boulevard.  I gather, but can’t personally verify, that the “action” in town is down on Santa Monica Boulevard, about a mile to the south. 
 
 The gay papers were actually tame compared to what you see in central Hollywood.  On every street corner there you’ll find 
vending machines for the L.A. X-Press, which is nothing more than a thinly disguised directory of call girls.  I didn’t buy one, but I did 
pick up a copy that had been littered on the street.  Nobody directly says what they are doing, of course; this is California, after all, not 
Nevada.  The key euphemism appears to be FULL body massage—often with the word “full” highlighted just as I did in this sentence.  
Oh well, I guess I’d rather have them take out ads in the paper than walk the street in front of my hotel. 
 
 When the bus finally came it was standing room only.  I was holding the strap above a young man who was reading a book 
called How to Develop Your Ear for Music.  We took the bus to the Vermont and Sunset subway station, where we saw more public art.  
Vermont and Sunset is near the Griffith Park Observatory, and the whole station is designed in an astronomical theme.  The entrance is 
topped by a tower that looks like the Jetson’s apartment building (I’m not sure what it’s supposed to be, but it’s interesting), and the 
walls and ceiling of the mezzanine show what looks like a three-dimensional map of the universe with metal stars and planets on a 
deep blue tile background.  It’s definitely one of the nicest of the subway stations. 
 
 The next station up, however, has to be one of the worst decorated stations—not just in L.A., but anywhere.  The entire 
station—walls, platform, and hallways—at the Hollywood and Western station are covered with multi-colored tile arranged in no 
particular pattern.  It looks like an enormous bathroom, and if you stare at it too long, you start getting optical illusions.  I recently found 
a description of the place on a website that made me laugh.  It said, “people used to have to use hallucinogenic drugs to see things like 
this.” 
 



 Fortunately, we didn’t have to stare at the Hollywood and Western station for long.  It intrigues me that every city has its own 
pace when it comes to transit stops.  There’s places where people rush on and off the train (like Chicago), and other places where they 
take their time waddling down the platform, and you wonder if they’re going to ever board the train (like St. Louis).  Los Angeles is a fast 
city.  I timed one of the stops (which happened to be at Hollywood and Western), and the doors were open for exactly 7 seconds.  It’s 
usually more than that, but it’s never very long. 

 
Mashti Malone’s Ice Cream 

 We rested up at the hotel for a while.  Then instead of dinner we went out for 
a snack.  Just up the street from El Pollo Loco was a Middle Eastern ice cream parlor.  
Many of the signs were in Arabic, so I have no idea what they said[I always 
sarcastically imagine such foreign signage actually reads “DEATH TO ALL 
AMERICANS”], but the flavors of ice cream were in English.   I had ginger rosewater 
ice cream, which was outstanding.  The base of it was like unflavored sweet whipped 
cream, and there was just a hint of ginger.  Margaret also picked up some Middle 
Eastern snacks.  She got what amounted to a fruit roll-up that was made of some 
extremely sour fruit that I’d never heard of.  [She really seems to like dried fruit, 
which is something I’ve never been much of a fan of.]  More interesting was a 
product called “nazook”, which the label said was made right here in Los Angeles.  
Nazook amounts to little pillows of flaky pastry with an “enamel” topping that’s probably 
painted egg white.  The most amusing thing about it was the ingredient list on the label.  
The person who wrote that label obviously spoke English as a second language, 
because the number one ingredient listed was “flower”.    I laughed out loud as I 
pictured someone grinding up rose petals to make a cookie. 
 
 Our last touristic excursion tonight was right at the Roosevelt.  The hotel 
maintains a [very small] museum of Hollywood history on the mezzanine.  To get 
there you walk up the steps where Shirley Temple learned to tap dance. The displays 
filled us in on the history of Hollywood, Los Angeles, the entertainment industry, and 
the hotel itself.  When we finished with the museum we checked out the mirror in the 
elevator lobby that used to be in Marilyn Monroe’s cabana room when she lived here.  
“Legend” (probably created by the hotel’s owners) says Monroe’s image appears in the 
mirror  from time  to time.   Actually,  the way the mirror  is  positioned now,  her  image  

couldn’t help but appear.  It’s at the end of the elevator lobby, perpendicular to the elevators.  On the wall opposite the elevators they 
have an enormous framed portrait of Marilyn Monroe, and the reflection of that portrait is always visible in the mirror. 
 
 Our last stop was at the Roosevelt’s own gift shop.  Most of Hollywood’s gift shops are extremely tacky, so even though the 
Roosevelt’s is nothing terribly special, it’s still just about the best in town.  I picked up a couple of coffee mugs—both of which were 
made in Asia, and Margaret bought some more ice cream.  We returned to our room, relaxed while we watched the evening news, and 
eventually went to sleep. 
 

Thursday, June 21 
Los Angeles, South Central LA suburbs, and 
South Bay suburbs—on foot and by Metro 
rail and bus 
 
 I was up at 6:30 this morning.  I must not have been fully 
awake this morning, because when I got out of the shower, I knocked 
my electric shaver off the counter and onto the hard tile floor, breaking 
it beyond repair. 
 
 Again I went out to get us coffee.  This time I walked to a 
McDonalds at Sunset and Highland, just across the street from 
Hollywood High School.  Out in front of the parking lot they have what 
amount to sculptures of a shake and a carton of fries that rotate on a 
pedestal.  Another strange feature of the place is its “30 second drive-
thru guarantee”.  I can’t imagine that you actually get your food in 30 
seconds (it took way longer than that indoors), but it made for an 
interesting sign. 

 
You can tell this McDonalds is in a Hispanic neighborhood, 

too.  There’s a billboard about half a block away advertising the 
McDonalds that features two people biting into two burgers—a regular 
cheeseburger and a Big Mac.  There are only two words on the sign.  
Next to the regular burger it says “sabrosito”, and next to the Big Mac it 
says “sabrosón”.  “Sabroso” is a Spanish word that would literally 
translate as  “flavorful”.   The  “-ito” ending  makes  something  smaller,  

McDonalds at Sunset & Highland – Hollywood 
while “-ón” ending makes it bigger.  So they’re saying that the little burger is tasty, but the Big Mac is d-eeeeeee-licious!!!!!!!! 
 



 [At the time I was teaching Spanish at Iowa Lakes, and I spent a lot of this trip photographing various signs in 
Spanish so I could use them in the class.  They’ve since decided I’m not qualified to teach that course (and really, I’m not), 
and I’m back to teaching just math these days.] 
 

In addition to coffee, I picked up yogurt parfaits for breakfast.  These were different than the ones McDonalds serves in the 
Midwest.  Around here you get yogurt layered with assorted berries.  In California the primary fruit was bananas, with a few strawberries 
thrown in for god measure.  It was good—just different from what I was expecting. 
 
 Either Hollywood High runs split shifts, or they start their school day incredibly early.  It was before 7am when I got to 
McDonalds, and lots of students were sitting around in front of the school.  Shortly after 7:00 I left the restaurant.  All the students who 
had been there before had gone inside, and a couple of people were rushing down the sidewalk as if they were late.  I’m definitely not a 
morning person.  There are plenty of times I’m at school at 7am (and I’m pretty much always there by 7:30), but you couldn’t pay me to 
actually start teaching at that hour. 
 

We took the redline downtown to the “7th Street—Metro Center” station this morning.  We walked up a flight of steps and 
almost immediately transferred to the Metro blue line. The blue line is a modern light rail system that mostly follows the route of a turn-
of-the-century (20th Century, that is) streetcar.    We came out of the downtown tunnel right next to the Staples Center sports complex 
and the enormous L.A. Convention Center, turned east on Washington Boulevard, and then went south in a semi-private right-of-way 
between Compton and Wilmington Boulevards.  We headed South through one of the most famous sections of Los Angeles, though not 
one the travel guides tend to rave about.  People younger than me will know the area as “South Central”, while those older than me will 
know it as “Watts”.  [The city has tried to further re-name the area “South Los Angeles” to get away from the stigma of “South 
Central”; the name doesn’t really seem to be catching on.]  Under each of those names, the place is most famous for riots—one in 
the ‘60s and another about ten years back.  This is “the hood”, the slum where about a third of L.A. lives.  
 

In Walter Cronkite’s autobiography, America’s most trusted man recalls going to Los Angeles after the Watts riots and being a 
bit disconcerted to find a “slum” of private homes, palm trees, and flowers.  I can certainly relate to that feeling.  As a child the first 
slums I saw were in Chicago and Detroit.  My mental image of a slum is based on those cities—block after block of crumbling 
rowhouses, broken only by towering public housing projects. In Watts, everyone does like in detached homes—though they’re 
crammed so close together they might as well be rowhouses.  The typical home here is a four-room bungalow that would be 
significantly smaller than my apartment. There’s nothing wrong with these homes [though they’re certainly nobody’s dream house]; 
they’re fairly similar to my parents’ friends Bob and Verna Edwards’ house in Moline, and Margaret related that her late husband Brian 
grew up in an even more modest place in Sioux City. 
 

What really makes Watts a slum is overcrowding.   I’d bet that when the neighborhood was new, most people had fair sized 
yards.  Over time, though, it has been sub-divided and filled in, so what used to be someone’s back yard is now the site of another 
house that faces on an alley.  The “yards” that remain are not much more than the size of my deck, and they are often filled with junk.  
The space between the houses is so narrow that a person with long arms could literally reach out of one home’s window and reach into 
the window of the house next door.  There are palm trees and flowers everywhere, and they do take a bit of the edge of the crowding.  
Nonetheless, you it was very clear to me that this is not in any way a wealthy neighborhood. 
 

One of the most startling things about South Central L.A. is just how big it is.  We took the blue line for about ten miles from 
downtown to about 120th Street, and we were still nowhere near the end of the neighborhood. [On a later trip, I’d confirm that it 
extends eight or ten miles further south, well into the city of Long Beach.]   If crumbling rowhouses get repetitive, block after block 
after block of crowded stucco bungalows—broken only by ratty industry—seem even more monotonous.  The most interesting break in 
the monotony was a Pentecostal church that was set up in a large building that looked as if it had once been a warehouse.  You 
wouldn’t know it was a church, except for huge letters on the side that announced in Spanish “¡Una voz que clama en el desierto!” (“A 
voice cries out in the wilderness!”) 

 
[I’m not absolutely positive what church this is.  I did a fairly extensive web search and narrowed things to two likely 

candidates—Centro La Voz de Dios and Iglesia Cuerpo de Dios.  Both are nondenominational (i.e.: fundamentalist) Protestant 
churches located in the right general area.  The latter church has a website on which they proudly proclaim in Spanish that 
they now offer a weekly service in English (fascinating, given that churches around here are starting to do the opposite).  
Whatever the place is called, it would figure prominently in one of our future trips to national quiz bowl.  A question required 
the passage from Isaiah given on their banner, and there was some dispute as to whether the final word should be “desert” 
(which is what our team gave—and which is apparently common in Catholic Bibles) or “wilderness” (a more common English 
translation).  Basing my argument almost solely on this banner (and the fact that “desierto” means both “desert” and 
“wilderness” in Spanish)r, I argued that “desert” should be a correct answer—and I won the argument.] 

 
 [The “voice cries out in the wilderness” idea was certainly appropriate for a church in this particular location.  While 
locals might not care to have their neighborhood described as wasteland, that is the feeling one gets there.  I’m sure the 
church is a seed of hope in an otherwise very bleak area.] 

 
The Spanish sign on that church brings to mind another of those L.A. myths:  Watts is a black neighborhood—right?  We’ll 

leave off the boldface and the exclamation points this time, but basically the answer is “wrong”.  Back in the ‘60s Watts was almost 
totally black, but today it’s very diverse. A little less than half the residents are black, more than a third are Hispanic, and the rest are 
mostly Asian.  This is where the most recent immigrants end up, those who can’t afford to live anywhere better.  I’ve read that the 
diversity is one of the big sources of tension in South Central L.A.  The blacks don’t like to see their traditional power base eroded, even 
though most of those who left Watts now live in much better neighborhoods [the “much” is certainly debatable] in the suburbs.  The 



gangs in the area are all organized by race, and a lot of the skirmishes have been racial in nature—particularly with blacks vs. Asians, 
the two groups that hold the lowest rungs on the L.A. social ladder. 
 

There were a few other sights along the way.  For a while to the east of the train line we also saw a long, narrow park—which 
merged seamlessly with a scrap yard at its north end.  We also saw lots of run-down factories and a couple of tiny minimalls.  There 
was also some public housing, and this looked quite different than the Midwestern “projects”.  Instead of skyscraper apartments, L.A.’s 
projects are invariably two-story affairs that look like seedy motels.  Margaret said they also reminded her of the married student 
housing complexes where our parents lived when she was a girl.  They’re probably nicer than the towers, but no one would ever 
mistake them for luxury condos. 
 

Before long we reached the Imperial and Wilmington station, which has been re-named “Rosa Parks Station”.  Every city as a 
“King Drive”, but it’s not often you see things named after the lesser figures in the civil rights struggle.  It certainly is appropriate, too, 
that the woman who stood up for her right to sit at the front of the bus should have a public transit facility in a minority neighborhood 
named after her. 

 
We walked upstairs to an elevated platform at Imperial and Wilmington and transferred to the green line.  I had read 

descriptions that called the green line “a train to nowhere” and “the train nobody rides”.  Whoever wrote those descriptions obviously 
hasn’t taken the green line recently.  The “train to nowhere” reputation probably comes from the fact that the green line goes near, but 
not actually to the Los Angeles International Airport.  (The MTA wanted to extend the line to LAX, but the airport authority vetoed the 
idea.  The reason they gave was that the train would cut into parking revenues at the airport.)  Where the green line goes instead is a 
major industrial area south of the LAX, and hundreds of people were taking the train to their jobs there this morning.  The green line 
trains are short, so they don’t have the capacity of the other lines.  That meant it was standing room only this morning.   
 

The green line was originally designed to be an automatic driverless train that shuttled down the median of L.A.’s newest 
freeway.  They found that people didn’t accept the concept of being in a computer-driven train, so they added human operators.  
Apparently these people really don’t do much of anything other than open and close the doors, but they are there in case something 
goes wrong. 

 
We got off at Aviation station, a massive park-and-ride that is across the street from the airport.  From here you can catch a 

shuttle bus for a ten-minute ride to the terminals.  We were here to catch a bus, but not to the airport.  Instead our destination this 
morning was the beaches that the locals call “South Bay”.  We got off the train, came down to street level, and waited by the busway. 

 
Margaret Sullivan reclines on the concrete furniture 

Aviation Station – Los Angeles County 

 
Like all the metro stations, Aviation is 

decorated with public art.  One of the most common 
ways they do this is to make the benches into 
objects of sculpture.  I already mentioned the 
benches at Hollywood and Vine that were shaped 
like antique cars, and we had passed a platform at 
Crenshaw station where the benches looked like 
open books.  Aviation is where you catch the bus for 
the beach, and their benches followed that theme.  
While we waited for bus 439, we rested our bodies 
on concrete beach furniture.  That’s right, chaise 
lounges and drink tables sculpted in pastel-colored 
concrete.  I felt like Fred Flintstone, with his home 
full of Stone Age furniture. 
 

South Bay is not one of MTA’s primary 
service areas, and service to the area is infrequent 
at best. Much of the day the buses here run hourly.  
So it’s no surprise that we had quite a bit of time to 
read the local papers while we waited.  What got 
frustrating was that every couple of minutes buses 
would pull into other bus bays in the terminal.  
Almost all of them were labeled “BIG BLUE BUS”, 
which is a service run by the City of Santa Monica.  
Since MTA can’t possibly provide frequent service 
on every street in a region the size Rhode Island, 
many of the suburbs have their own city buses that 
supplement MTA’s service.  They can then run local 
routes that just serve their own suburbs and express 

routes that run frequently from the suburbs to key destinations like the airport and downtown L.A.  I can’t imagine that people would 
want to go from the airport to Santa Monica every five minutes, but that’s what the buses appear to do. 
 

Eventually another “OUT OF SERVICE” bus showed up at our bus bay.  This time there was no visible label on the bus, and 
the driver seemed a bit testy when people were hesitant to board.  She had apparently put the temporary sign that said “439” on the 
side window on the side window on the driver’s side, a place where it would never be visible to any passenger.  Regardless of its label, 
however, this was our bus.  We boarded and headed off west past the airport. 

 



The LAX neighborhood looks a lot like the area around O’Hare in Chicago.  It’s all new factories and office parks, interspersed 
with lots of business-oriented hotels.  Absolutely no one was waiting for the bus at any of these places this morning, so we zipped on 
past them all. 
 

We turned south near the ocean and entered the town of El Segundo (the Spanish word for “second”, by the way, is 
pronounced “suh-GUNN-doe” around here).  The name makes it sound like it might have been an old Spanish town—perhaps it was 
the second of the missions, or maybe it was named after King Somebody the Second.  No such luck.  El Segundo was founded as a 
company town for Chevron Oil.  The name comes from the fact that this is the location of their second refinery (the first was in up north 
near Oakland).  The refinery is still by far the largest employer in town, and it looms over what would otherwise be a gorgeous stretch of 
beach. 
 

Away from the refinery, El Segundo is a lovely little town.  That’s exactly the right description, too—it comes across as a little 
town, rather than a city neighborhood or a suburb.  It has its own substantial downtown area—still quite active with a variety of 
businesses—and pleasant, if crowded, middle class residential neighborhoods.  El Segundo is racially mixed in the way a Midwestern 
city might be.  I’d say it’s half to two-thirds Anglo, with Blacks and Hispanics present, but in a clear minority.  There are a lot of retired 
people here, but there’s also many young families. 

 
The mix of people changed dramatically when we went southward into the towns of Manhattan Beach and Hermosa Beach  

(the locals pronounce the “H’ in the Spanish word for “beautiful”—“her-MOW-suh”).  These are among the most exclusive communities 
in Los Angeles County—though to look at them, you’d never guess that.  Everything is pastel stucco rowhouses.  I’m sure their owners 
think of them as luxury condominiums (and they cost up to a million dollars each), but to me one stucco rowhouse looks like another. It 
reminded me of the city of Malaga in southern Spain, and like there the overall appearance was really rather ratty. 

 
[At the same time as I’ve been writing this revision, I’ve been working on organizing various aspects of our school’s 

fiftieth anniversary celebration.  As part of that I found out that one of my former students now lives in Hermosa Beach.  One 
of Garrigan’s top athletes, he now works for the USC athletic department and is responsible for keeping the Trojan athletes 
academically eligible.  He is exactly they type of person they were marketing these homes to.  I’m sure he likes his place, but 
I’m glad it’s him who lives there and not me.] 
 

One interesting feature of a lot of the newer condos was that the “streets” that they faced on were actually walkways, lined with 
trees and flowers.  The houses looked out onto these park-like promenades, while cars were banished to back alleys.  [Not a bad idea 
at all, if you ask me.] 
 

This is a resort area.  The beaches are gorgeous and crowded, and the businesses cater to the “beach bum” set.  You can buy 
T-shirts and seashells and gourmet coffee, but there’s not really anywhere to shop. 

 
Manhattan Beach and Hermosa Beach are Anglo communities—almost 100%.  We found out that this was where all the 

blonde, tan Baywatch babes had been hiding.  […And John Mosbach from Garrigan would fit right in with them.]  We saw lots of 
blondes here—natural and peroxide-enhanced.  We saw buff-bodied men and silicone-enhanced women, all scantily clad.  We even 
saw one boy walking down the street carrying a surfboard—though the local water was being very “pacific” this morning.  We also saw 
lots and lots of senior citizens.  I really can’t picture this being all that pleasant of a place to retire, but I guess these folks must like it. 
 

Our ultimate destination this 
morning was Redondo Beach, the largest of 
the South Bay beach towns.  Redondo 
(locals almost never add “Beach” to the 
name) is really a city in its own right, with 
around 75,000 people.  It’s by far the most 
diverse of the beach towns.  The largest ethic 
group is probably Latinos, but we saw lots of 
people of all races here.  We also saw rich 
and poor, but mostly it’s a middle class 
community.  There are new condos (wood, 
instead of stucco), as well as old bungalows 
and ranch homes.  Parts of the city look 
beautiful, while other parts are showing their 
age.  Nothing is seedy, though, and Redondo 
Beach is proud to claim the lowest crime rate 
of any town in Los Angeles County.  The 
whole place has a laid-back “beachy” feel to 
it that I really liked.  

Redondo Beach Pier 
 

We got off the bus toward the north end of the downtown area, next to a new condo development.  Then we walked through a 
lovely little park to Fisherman’s Wharf.  This was, of course, not the Fisherman’s Wharf—we’d see that in San Francisco later—but 
rather a small marina where mostly sport fishermen dock their boats. 
 

Much of the coast in central Redondo is lined with what they call a “boardwalk”, even though most of it is asphalt.  The 
boardwalk is lined with shops, but most of them weren’t open for the day yet.  We did stop in one store where I picked up a lovely beach 
towel woven in the design of a palm-lined beach at sunset.  [That’s still my favorite towel; I use it frequently when I shower.] 



The boardwalk leads to Redondo Pier, the center of the town’s resort area.  The horseshoe pier extends well into Santa 
Monica Bay, offering lovely views of the ocean.  On the pier we saw fathers teaching their children to fish and old people out for their 
morning walk.  We also saw lots of handicapped and mentally retarded people whose family or friends had taken them for a day at the 
beach. 

 
It was definitely not classic beach weather at Redondo this morning.  The temperature was probably in the lower 70s, and 

there was fairly heavy fog.  As the morning progressed, the fog gradually burned off, and I’d imagine that in the afternoon it would have 
been good sun-bathing weather.  This morning, though, it was if anything a little on the chilly side. 

 
We stopped at a little restaurant right on the pier and ordered hot chocolate and homemade potato chips.  We breakfasted at 

an umbrella table and then made our way to the other end of the pier.  Here we encountered the South Bay Bicycle Trail, a thirty-mile 
bike path that runs from Malibu to Redondo, always within sight of the ocean.  On a weekday morning it was not really busy, but there 
were a fair number of people—mostly senior citizens—pedaling down the coast. 
 

Along the bike path we ran into a skateboarder.  This was definitely not your typical cowabunga teenager, though.  The guy 
had to be at least as old as me, and he was more than a little overweight.  He was also obviously just starting to learn how to 
skateboard.  Time and time again he tried simple jumps, and time and time again he fell.  You hear about those people who never really 
grow up and move to California to just bum around forever; I think we found one. 
 

We went down to the sandy beach and walked along the water for a while.  There were quite a few people here, but they were 
spread out so it really didn’t seem crowded at all.  Unlike the “beautiful people” on the Hermosa Strand to the north, the crowd at 
Redondo is very middle class.  No one was wearing  a bikini, and almost no one was wearing a swimsuit.  That  was sensible, given the 
weather.  I think  most of the people here knew, though, that they looked better in shorts and a T-shirt than they would ever look in 
beachwear.  These people weren’t at the beach to see and be seen.  They were here just to have fun.  Some fished, some waded, and 
some played volleyball.  Most, though, just sat around and enjoyed the salt air. 

 
People playing on Redondo Beach 

I was pleasantly surprised with how clean the beach was.  They have an “Adopt-a-Beach” program all over southern 
California, and it seems to work.  In Mississippi I got sick of all the bottles and fireworks trash that were buried in the sand. There was 
virtually no litter at Redondo; I wish all beaches could be like that. 
 

We walked down the beach to the south end of the resort area, where we came upon a lifeguard tower.  While Baywatch was 
set at Malibu, they have the same towers all along the coast.  I was surprised to find that it’s the L.A. County Fire Department that runs 
the beach patrol, but as with the  paramedics I  suppose  they think  of as an  extension  of  search and  rescue operations.  Unlike  the 
dudes on Baywatch, the lifeguard at Redondo appeared to be a young Hispanic man who covered his chest with a T-shirt and wore 
knee-length trunks (in blue, not red).  There was nothing much for him to be watching this morning, but it’s good to know there are 
rescue people there when a need does arise. 



 
Adopt-a-Beach trash barrel and seaside condos – Redondo Beach, California 

 
 At the south end of Redondo they were having a farmers’ market.  I really don’t know where they scrounge up farmers to come 
to it, when there’s nothing but city for 50 miles in every direction, but they managed to attract stall after stall of people selling produce.  
Unlike the sweet corn and garden vegetables you see at such things in Iowa, the Redondo farmers’ market was heavy on fruit—
particularly citrus and cherries—at unbelievably low prices.  There were also people selling such diverse foods as honey, cheese, 
homemade baked goods, and “natural California herbal tea”.  Neither Margaret nor I bought a thing, but we had a delightful time 
strolling through the place. 
 
 We made our way to the corner of Torrance and Catalina Streets and settled in for another long wait for the bus.  Once again 
other buses zipped past at regular intervals.  This time they were bright red buses bearing the moniker “Torrance Transit”.  Torrance is 
a city of about 200,000 people that is just inland from the beach towns.  Their buses run at 10 – 15 minute intervals throughout that city, 
as well as into Long Beach and Redondo Beach.  In retrospect, it might have been quicker to have taken Torrance Transit all the way to 
Long Beach (over an hour away) and picked up the blue line there.  Instead we waited better than half an hour for our MTA bus, and 
then had to make a minimum of two rail connections to get back downtown. 
 
 [While I really didn’t find L.A. that difficult to get around, the fact that you have to transfer multiple times to get almost 
anywhere is annoying.  That’s also true if you go into the outer boroughs in New York, though, or if you go off the beaten path 
in Chicago.  Big cities cover enormous areas, and the main trunk lines can’t possibly serve all the remote neighborhoods.] 
 
 This time the bus was marked #439, and when we boarded a perky young lady handed everyone who got on a survey.  The 
survey was printed in Spanish on one side and English on the other, and in big bold letters at the top it said “Answer to win valuable 
prizes!”  They didn’t specify what those valuable prizes were, but Margaret and I entertained ourselves by filling it out and entering the 
contest.  They asked extensive questions on where you were going to and from, and how you were getting there.  The form had space 
to list four different bus routes or rail lines, which is precisely what it took to get from Hollywood to Redondo Beach.  They also asked us 
to rate such factors as safety, cleanliness, courtesy, speed, and on-time performance. 
 

Those last two factors were hard to do.  The buses tend to go relatively fast, and most of them held to their schedule.  
Unfortunately, they have to cover long distances and they aren’t scheduled to run all that often.  If they asked me for my input on how 
they could improve things (which they never really did on the survey), I’d suggest they buy a bunch of mini-buses and run them on the 
same routes, but more frequently.  They won’t do that, of course, because then they’d have to pay more drivers—which is really where 
the biggest expense of transit comes from.  [That’s also why so many cities are switching to rail transit wherever they can; one 
driver on a train can transport the same number of people as six on buses.] 
 
 The last few questions were for demographic classification.  It was fascinating that the choices under the “race” question 
were—in order:  Latino/Hispanic, Black/African American, White/Caucasian, Asian/Pacific Islander, American Indian, and Other.  That’s 
probably the breakdown from top to bottom in terms of who uses transit here.  Hispanics are clearly the majority of bus riders, followed 
by blacks, who are then followed by whites.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen the races listed in that order on a survey before, though. 



 Another telling question was dealt with “household income”.  For most of my adult life, whenever I’ve answered that question 
on surveys, I’ve been in the next to lowest box.  As my income has increased, they’ve kept increasing the categories in step with 
inflation.  Obviously, though, L.A. expects its transit riders to be poorer than me.  The lowest income category (clarified as “before tax, 
the total for all persons in a household) they had was “under $7,500”, and the categories increased gradually so that I would be in the 
second-highest of their six possible categories.  I can’t imagine any family, even a family of one, living in America in the 21st Century on 
just $7,500 a year.  L.A. is not nearly as expensive as some cities, but even so the cheapest apartments advertised in the papers were 
going for around $500/month.  That would come to $6,000 a year, just for housing.  Since the surveyed clientele presumably rides the 
bus regularly, they would spend at least $500 a year for passes.  Even with food stamps, they would have $1,000 or less for a year’s 
worth of utilities, clothes, and any incidental expenses.  I certainly don’t feel rich, but looking at the categories in this survey made me 
feel very fortunate indeed. 
 
 A large group of junior high kids boarded the bus in El Segundo.  Today was obviously the last day of school, and they had 
been dismissed early for summer vacation.  Several of them were discussing their summer plans, and it intrigued me that most of them 
were not from El Segundo.  They apparently take the city bus (and possibly a train connection) to school each day from other places in 
the area.  The place the kids got on was a public school.  I have no idea if it was some sort of magnet school or if there’s an open 
enrollment program in California or what, but I’d think it would be odd to commute so far to school each day—and by city bus, at that. 
 
 At another stop a little kid got on carrying a skateboard.  He had been waiting at the bus stop with an older kid, who he 
apparently didn’t know.  The kid looked a little bit scared, and after looking around the bus he sat down next to an old black man, a 
rather grandfatherly looking man.  We overheard the kid saying that this was the first time he had ridden the bus by himself, and he was 
obviously a little scared to do so.  He got off at a residential area by the airport and skateboarded off like he knew where he was going, 
though. 
 
 The truth is, this trip was also the first time I’ve ever taken a city bus—unless you count the little circulator thing we took in 
Plymouth, Massachusetts, last summer.  I’ve always been a little bit scared of city buses, because compared to trains they’re 
complicated.  Trains have to always follow the same route, and almost every transit train stops at every station.  You can look at the 
map and count the stations and be assured of getting where you want to go.  Having first taken subways in Russia and Spain, 
America’s rail transit seems easy to me.  Buses, on the other hand, are confusing.  There’s far more of them, and their routes often 
change at different times of day.  There can also be multiple buses that have similar, but not identical routes.  Bus stops are a whole lot 
harder to spot than train stations, and buses don’t stop at all [or even most] of them.  You normally have to pull a cord to signal that 
you want to get off, and if you’ve never been on the route before there’s a good chance you don’t know where to pull that cord.  
Unfortunately, if we were going to see all of L.A., there wasn’t much choice but to take the bus.  The good news is that with the 
exception of the long waits at bus stops, all our bus rides went like clockwork.  Having successfully navigated L.A.’s buses, I might now 
be more willing to try them in other cities.   
 

[I’ve since taken buses in Chicago, the Twin Cities, Miami, Memphis, Vancouver, and Montreal.  They each had their 
little quirks, but they also went mostly without incident.  The best buses by far are in Chicago, where a recorded voice 
announces and a sign in front shows where the next stop will be so you know when to signal that you want off.  That makes 
things MUCH easier for a novice rider.] 
 
 We made our way back to Aviation station, and then set out on a little excursion by train.  I mentioned before that all the metro 
stations in Los Angeles are decorated with various forms of public art.  I had read about some of these earlier, and this afternoon we 
made a quick trip exploring some of the more interesting stations. 
 

We first went southwest to the El Segundo green line station.  This is located in the middle of a bunch of aerospace factories, 
and the artwork was funded by those firms. The main feature is a large wire mesh sculpture at the end of the platform designed to look 
like a giant hand throwing a paper airplane.  It’s fascinating, and really rather attractive.  They also have little tubes that look like 
telescopes scattered throughout the platform.  The weirdest feature at El Segundo station, though, is its seating.  Instead of benches 
grandiose chairs that look like concrete and cast iron thrones.  They’re really low and uncomfortable (most of the artistic seating is 
uncomfortable; the concrete beach furniture was about the best), and they’re spaced so far apart that you have to yell to have a 
conversation. 

 
We caught an eastbound train and headed back past Crenshaw, the station with the open book benches.  This station is 

supposed to salute education and literacy. In addition to the benches, they have quotations in the station tile work that incorporate the 
seventy-two most commonly spoken languages in the Los Angeles Unified School District.  I’m not sure I could name seventy-two 
languages, let alone recognize them in tile quotations.  Crenshaw is one of the more attractive stations, though. 

 
East of Crenshaw is the Harbor Freeway station.  The MTA website says this station “overlooks the dramatic interchange of 

the 105 and 110 freeways”.  Dramatic doesn’t really do justice to this colossal maze of spaghetti.  I-105 is eight lanes, and I-110 is ten 
lanes.  In addition to having the usual ramps from every direction to every direction, they have a separate set of ramps that directly 
connect the diamond lines (the leftmost lanes, which are restricted to buses and carpoolers) on each freeway with those on the other.  
Then there’s the green line tracks, which tower above everything.  You always hear and see pictures of the famous four-level 
interchange in downtown L.A., the first of its kind anywhere.  I’m not sure how many levels this thing had, but I know it was more than 
four. 

 
We continued east and got off the train at Lakewood station, which is in the suburb of Downey, east of Watts.  The artistic 

feature of Lakewood station is what they call the “Wall of Un-Fame”.  They got hundreds of everyday people from the neighborhood to 
make handprints and then sign their name in terra cotta slabs.  The entire station is covered with these tributes to the ordinary people of 
the neighborhood.  Like most of the metro art projects, this one was designed by the people in the neighborhood.  That’s a wonderful 



idea; it really gives the people a sense of ownership in their station.  I noticed that the stations in Watts were much cleaner and had far 
less graffiti than equivalent stations in Chicago—even though there are no turnstiles in Watts; anyone could come onto the platforms at 
any hour.  MTA seems to have really tried hard to make the stations part of the neighborhood, and that probably helps to keep down 
vandalism. 

 

 
LEFT:  Bench at Lakewood station 

RIGHT:  Close-up on terracotta slab 
with Aron Shubin’s name and hand and 

shoe prints on it 
 

While I liked the Wall of Un-
Fame, I didn’t like Lakewood station.  
Nobody could.  Like most of the green line 
stations, this one is located in the median 
of I-105.  Unfortunately, the station is 
located right under the overpass of a six-
lane street; the overpass itself serves as 
most of the roof of the station [the 
cheapest   possible   construction].   As 

traffic speeds by on the freeway, the noise bounces off the overpass and reverberates.  I don’t know when I have been in a louder 
place, and I was certainly glad when a train came along so we could leave. 
 
 Our last look at metro art this afternoon was at Rosa Parks—Imperial and Wilmington, where we again transferred to the blue 
line.  MTA asked kids at a local elementary school to design the station art here, and they came up with the idea of large cut-outs of 
children mounted so they look as if they’re playing hide-and-seek among the huge pillars that support the freeway.  Apparently the 
children themselves do exactly that on occasion. 
 
 The blue line train we got on was very crowded. In addition to the usual passengers, there were three classes of elementary 
school children taking a field trip by train.  I felt haggard enough trying to keep track of eight quiz bowl kids on the subways in New York 
and Washington.  I can’t imagine watching over a whole class of children on the train.  [Schools in big cities do this kind of trip all 
the time; it’s got to be a nightmare for the teachers.] 
 
 As we passed the 110th Street station (also named Kenneth Hahn Station, in honor of the new mayor’s father), we caught a 
glimpse of the closest thing to a tourist attraction in South Central L.A.  The Watts Towers were built by Simon Rodia, a European 
immigrant who lived here back when it was European immigrants who were at the bottom wrung of society.  He supposedly built these 
spindly conical towers out of scrap metal, tile, and stone as a way of “giving something back” to the country that had given him so 
much.  When the European immigrants moved on and black people moved in, the towers became a symbol of black L.A.  I first heard 
about them when I was in elementary school, probably not long after the Watts riots.  The place is now a state park, and the towers are 
being carefully restored and preserved.  I suppose that’s a good thing.  They are old enough to be historic, even if they aren’t especially 
beautiful.  I read one book that said they resemble Gaudi’s Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, and indeed they do.  That’s hardly a 
compliment, though, as (at least in my opinion) the unfinished Sagrada Familia is one of the ugliest churches in Europe. 
 
 The last thing we saw on the blue line before we entered the tunnel downtown was the overpasses for the Santa Monica 
Freeway.  This is one monster of an interstate  We went under four separate overpasses, each of which had to contain at least four 
lanes.  This was the freeway they had closed down when the police were chasing after that man who had driven off from a gas 
station—tying up traffic all night long.  I tried to imagine how much traffic must move over this thing in a day and what a tie up there 
would be if things were disrupted. 
 
 We got off the train at 7th Street/Metro Center and found an ATM right in the station.  I normally wouldn’t mention something so 
mundane as a bank machine, but this one amused us with the name of its bank.  We got cash this afternoon from “Tomatobank”.  The 
official name of the company is InterBusiness Bank, N.A., and they say their mission is “bringing banking to the people”.  Their symbol 
is indeed a tomato, though, and you can visit them online at www.tomatobank.com (… and I thought “Boatman’s” was a silly name for a 
bank). 
 



 

 [Interestingly, Tomatobank is still going—even after the financial crisis and all the recent bank 
mergers.  They’re now Tomatobank, N.A. rather than InterBusiness Bank, N.A.  The company is based 
in China and has its local headquarters in the suburb of Alhambra.  They apparently first opened up in 
America in 2000, so it would have been quite new at the time we saw this ATM.  They serve primarily 
the Chinese business community in L.A., but they also do a fair share of general business.  Their entry 

on Wikipedia quotes the founder as saying, “It is a brand that is recognizable and hard to forget.  If there can be an Apple 
Computer, why not a Tomatobank?  Try to forget it.  You can’t!”] 
 
 Once again it was way past lunch time, but we hadn’t yet had lunch.  The good thing about that is that you usually have your 
choice of where to eat, and by going late we managed to get in without waiting at one L.A.’s most popular downtown restaurants (voted 
“best power lunch” by the Downtown News, “best American cuisine” by the Los Angeles Times, “best downtown restaurant under $25” 
by LA Weekly, and given the “Award of Excellence” by Wine Spectator magazine).  Engine Co. No. 28 (the restaurant with all these 
honors) was originally a downtown firehouse.  The fire station moved to better quarters years ago, and the building fell into disrepair.  
Then about fifteen years ago, when downtown L.A. was starting to gentrify, somebody bought the old firehouse and decided to turn it 
into an classy restaurant.  They’ve done a nice job of hinting to the place’s history (they left the old brass fire pole and the ornate tin 
ceiling, for instance), while at the same time gutting the interior and replacing it with a modern, elegant décor. 
 
 Another tribute to the place’s firefighting past comes in the restaurant’s menu.  Every item on the menu is a recipe contributed 
by a fire station somewhere in America.  As you might guess, that means they tend toward hearty all-American cuisine, yet everything 
has a flair that makes it different from and somehow above normal home cooking. 
 
 One problem I had with almost every restaurant we patronized in California is that every meal comes as a set plate—that is, 
you take the side dishes they give you, with no mixing and matching.  They design the meal for presentation so that the side dishes are 
essentially garnishes, and they’d hate to make an alternation to such a perfect work of art.  So if something is supposed to come with 
mashed potatoes, you cant have it with baked potato or rice.  If it comes with arugula salad, you can’t substitute soup.  In fact, often you 
can’t even specify what dressing you’d like on your salad.  [This is spreading like an epidemic in restaurants throughout the 
country.  Even chain restaurants seem to have the attitude that their chefs know better than their guests what should go with 
what on a plate.] 
 
 This was again a problem at Engine Co. No. 28.  While there were several main courses that sounded good, the side dishes 
that accompanied them lessened their appeal.  For example, I had read many reviews praising their meatloaf (an odd item for an 
elegant restaurant, but certainly appropriate for firehouse food).  They had a baked meatloaf dinner, but it could only be accompanied 
by mashed potatoes with gravy, sautéed greens with balsamic vinegar, and steamed “California vegetables”.  The meatloaf would have 
been fine, but none of the side dishes tempted my tastebuds. 
 
 I settled on a soup and sandwich combo, which included a meatloaf sandwich.  This was a mistake.  The sweet corn chowder 
was excellent, and the coleslaw that accompanied the sandwich was not bad.  I had to choke down the sandwich, though.  I was 
expecting a hot sandwich, but this was a cold slab of congealed meatloaf topped by a tomato and a slice of pretentious lettuce and then 
placed onto barely toasted mayonnaise-slathered sourdough bread.  I’m sure it was exactly what it was supposed to be; I just didn’t like 
it.  [Cold meatloaf is just disgusting.]  Margaret had pork chops in a wine sauce that looked excellent, and I envied her all through 
lunch. 
 
 Dessert was much better.  Margaret had shortcake with assorted berries and whipped cream.  I had crème brûlée (caramel 
custard with a hardened sugar crust), also topped with whipped cream and fresh berries.  I’m sure we devoured a week’s worth of 
calories in one dessert, but it was truly excellent.  [I still remember that berry crème brulée to this day.  It was one of the best 
dishes I’ve ever eaten, and it remains the standard by which I judge every other restaurant dessert.  It was truly outstanding.] 
 
 After lunch we headed back toward Hollywood on the subway.  Margaret went all the way back to the hotel, but I got out at 
Hollywood and Vine.  I knew there was a drugstore near there, and I still needed to replace the shaver I had broken this morning.  I 
made my way down to Sunset and Gower and stopped in at the Rite-Aid store in the Gower Gulch Mini-Mall.  It took me forever to find 
electric shavers, which turned out to be stored behind a counter next to the tobacco products.  A lot of stores lock up shaving supplies.  
I can’t imagine why anyone would want to steal shavers or razor blades, but apparently they must be high theft items.  I selected an 
exact replica of the shaver I had broken which I think actually cost less than what I had paid for the old one. 
 

I attempted to pay with my ATM card, which has a Mastercard logo and can be used like a credit card.  When the clerk ran it 
through the machine, though, it was rejected.  That seemed odd to me, given that I had just gotten cash with the same card at 
Tomatobank less than two hours earlier.  While you can’t check your balance out of state, I knew that my Garrigan check should have 
been deposited on the 20th.  (In fact, usually when people are gone, our secretary actually makes such deposits before the 20th. )  My 
balance should have been more than sufficient to afford a dozen fifty-dollar shavers, let alone one.  I had gotten exactly $50 in cash at 
Tomatobank, and with the few $1 bills I had left from before I had exactly enough money to pay for the shaver, with 12%  tax ($59.39).  
Fortunately there was nothing specific I had planned to buy with that money, so it was no great loss. 
 

I took the subway back to Hollywood and Highland.  I don’t think I’ve yet described the artwork in there, and since I’ve gone 
into detail about so many of the others, I suppose I should also describe our “home” station.  Above the platform and mezzanine is a 
weird white metal thing.  It’s really hard to describe.  It looks like it’s a structural support lining the tunnel, but I think it’s supposed to be 
a decorative sculpture.  The main thing it does is diffuse what would otherwise be very bright lighting. The real artwork at the station is 
in the escalator atrium.  They have a series of projectors hanging above the escalator that turn on and off in succession.  While they do 
an ever-changing pattern of eyes flashes on the wall in front of you as you descend the escalator.  The eyes are highly stylized.  On 



one the white part looks like a soccer ball, for instance, while on another the iris looks like a tomato.  Margaret obviously didn’t care for 
this artistic touch at all, but I was rather amused by it. 
 

I had plenty of time to stare at the eyes today, because two of the three escalators you need to go up to get out of Hollywood 
and Highland station were out of order.  I had already walked nearly ten miles today, but I managed to get my energy together and pull 
myself up out of the abyss and into daylight. 
 

When I walked into the hotel lobby there was a little bit different crowd than had been there the past couple of days.  From 
tonight until Sunday, the Roosevelt was hosting a convention of a group called “Midnight Insanity”, which is for devotees of the motion 
picture The Rocky Horror Picture Show.  They had entitled their convention “Frankie Goes to Hollywood”, which I know as the name of 
a pop band from the ‘80s but apparently was supposed to be honoring a character in the movie.   
 

For those who don’t know, The Rocky Horror Picture Show is a 1975 musical starring Susan Sarandon that has developed 
quite a cult following. The Internet Movie Database describes the plot as follows:  “After Janet accepts Brad’s marriage proposal, the 
happy couple drive away from Denton, Ohio, only to get lost in the rain.  They stumble upon the castle of Dr. Frank-N-Furter, a 
transvestite who is holding the annual convention of visitors from the planet Transsexual.  Frank-N-Furter unveils his creation, a young 
man named Rocky Horror, who fears the doctor and rejects his sexual advances.  When Frank-N-Furter announces that he is returning 
to the galaxy Transylvania, Riff Raf the butler and Magenta the maid declare that they have plans of their own. (An audience 
participation film)”  The parenthetical comment is really the whole point of Rocky Horror.  People who go to the film dress up as the 
various characters, act out the plot, and sing along with songs like “Time Warp”.  I remember going to a screening of the film with a 
group of friends in the basement of the Union at UNI back in 1982.  It was a fun time—if mostly as an excuse to drink too much—but 
honestly the movie seemed stupid and dated then, and I can’t imagine that it’s gotten any better with 19 more years under its belt. 
 

That obviously didn’t deter the black-clad group in the lobby of the Roosevelt, though.  Almost all of them were college age, 
and for most this was probably the first time they had stayed in a hotel on their own.  They proudly expressed their individualism 
through identical tattoos and piercings.  [I really love that sentence, and it so sums up a generation.]  They were full of life and 
primed for the party of the year.  I don’t think I’ve ever felt like such an old fart in my life. 
 

To each his own, though.  The kids were being perfectly well behaved, and they certainly had as much of a right to enjoy their 
convention as the California Association of School Superintendents who were here before them or the International Society of Sound 
Recording Engineers who would follow.  I must say, though, that I was glad at this point that our room did not face the pool.  That was 
the kids’ main gathering place, and I think the rooms there would have been awfully noisy.  (I think the hotel purposely booked most of 
the kids into the cabanas that faced onto the pool—so they were basically just disturbing themselves.) 
 

Margaret and I lounged around the hotel a bit and then set out for the evening.  We took the subway back to Hollywood and 
Vine, and as we were going up the escalator I was amused by a group of people in front of me.  A young man who acted as if he was 
from around here was showing the “landmarks” of the area to his friends.  He gestured in front of himself and talked about Capitol 
Records, the Hollywood sign, RCA Records, and the House of Blues.  Capitol Records and the Hollywood sign are indeed visible when 
you leave the Hollywood and Vine subway station.  It’s about a block north, right on Vine Street to Capitol, and you can just barely see 
the famous sign at the top of the hill.  I’d only been here for a couple of days, though, and I knew he was way off base with the other 
two.  RCA is southeast of here on Sunset.  It would be within walking distance (5 or 6 blocks) of the station, but nowhere near where 
the guy was gesturing.  The L.A. branch of House of Blues isn’t even in Hollywood.  I already described its delta shack building on the 
Sunset Strip in West Hollywood, probably six or seven miles from here.  [It’s possible they may have a Hollywood location, but if 
they do it’s much more likely to be over by the Roosevelt (likely part of the Kodak Theatre construction) than in the bleak , yet 
to gentrify landscape near Hollywood and Vine.] 
 

The main thing you see when you leave the Hollywood and Vine subway station is the Pantages Theatre, and that was our 
destination this evening.  (Careful readers will recognize the theatre as having the same name as the place Margaret and I saw 
Phantom of the Opera in Toronto.)  We were headed to the stage production of The Lion King, the Disney extravaganza which is a 
combination operetta and puppet show with music by rock star Elton John.  I had never seen the animated film of the same name, so I 
had no idea what the play would be about.  Playbill describes it as “a coming-of-age fable of the young lion prince Simba whose 
maturation comes through a series of adventures propelled by a power struggle between his father Mufasa and the evil usurper Scar.”  
So there you have it.  I think I might have enjoyed the show more if I had known a bit more about what to expect.  As it was I was 
concentrating hard trying to follow a plot line that was mostly revealed through music.  [Like a lot of modern musicals, it’s essentially 
an opera.]  That said, it was a very nice show. 
 

The Pantages is also a lovely theatre.  It was one of the last of the old vaudeville houses to be built, and Disney has restored it 
beautifully.  Its architecture is strongly art deco, with simple, but dramatic geometric shapes.  The lobby is sumptuous, and the highlight 
of the auditorium is a spectacular one-piece chandelier covering about a third of the ceiling.  Oddly for a recently restored theatre 
[actually I think the “restoration” was light and cosmetic; like Union Station the Pantages is new enough that it never went 
totally to seed], the stage at the Pantages is remarkably small.  Disney got around this by doing many of the entrances and exits for 
The Lion King through the audience. 
 

The biggest problem with the Pantages was their air conditioning, or rather lack thereof.  I’m not sure if there was no air or if 
they simply didn’t circulate things properly [almost certainly the latter], but it was HOT all through the show.  As hot as we were, I 
couldn’t imagine how warm the actors on stage must have been in their costumes, with theatrical lights shining on them. 
 

The show was a sell-out.  In fact, it apparently was over-sold.  When we took our seats, a group of Asian people was seated 
across from and a bit behind us—in the very back row of the theatre.  A while later a black family, dressed to the nines, came in and 



went to the same section.  They compared tickets, and it became clear quite soon that both groups had tickets for the same seats.  I 
don’t know if there was a computer mix-up or if one group somehow had counterfeit tickets or what, but they both were trying to sit in 
the same place.    The Asian group did not speak English and would not move for the black family.  They got an usher, who in turn got 
the manager.  He looked at the tickets and chatted with the mother of the black family, who all this time had been calmly waiting by the 
door.  Eventually an interpreter arrived, and the manager said something to the Asians through her.  They left, and the black people 
took the seats.  I have no idea what became of the Asian group; I do hope they were able to accommodate them somehow. 
 

The crowd was very different 
from any other I have ever seen at the 
theatre.  First of all, it was an extremely 
multiethnic group.  At every show I have 
ever been to, the crowd has been almost 
totally white.  Here it was a good mix of 
people of all races—probably whiter than 
the city, but still very well mixed.  It was 
also the youngest crowd I have ever seen.  
The Lion King is, of course, a family show, 
and lots of parents brought their children 
here to see it.  The theatre even had 
booster seats available at the doors so 
kids could see everything better.  It was a 
very casual crowd.  They were dressed 
much less formally than the theatre-goers 
in Chicago.  I wore a tie, but not a jacket, 
and that was definitely on the formal side 
of this crowd.  [I’d always rather be 
overdressed than underdressed at the 
theatre, though.] 

 
The group was also up and down 

all  through   the  show.    Several   people 
 

Pantages Theatre – Hollywood 

came in late, and others left before the curtain call.  Still more got up to leave during the performance; in fact, sometimes the same 
person would go in and out several times.  I felt like I was at a ballgame instead of a play.  [This has gotten to be more and more of a 
problem at theatres everywhere.  I think when people pay fifty or a hundred bucks, they think they can do what they want 
during the show.  I always figured the time to get up was at intermission; you absolutely do not disturb others during the play 
itself.  That’s clearly not how everyone sees it, though.] 
 

A family behind us talked so loudly that we couldn’t help but overhear them.  They had come in from the suburbs and made a 
family outing at the theatre.  After the show they planned to go to Tommy’s, a famous fast food place that is known for serving 
chiliburgers.  [I’d visit one of their branches on a later trip, and I really didn’t care for the food at all.]  The father in the family is 
apparently a gun enthusiast—which wasn’t exactly something that to me seemed to go together with the theatre. 
 

The show finished with a rather endless curtain call, during which every animal in the forest paraded in individually to a 
standing ovation.  It surprised me that after the curtain call, they just put the lights up.  At every other show I’ve been to recently, the 
lead actor has come forward at that point to make a pitch for donations to “Broadway Cares:  Equity Fights AIDS”, the charity 
sponsored by the actors’ union.  Then invariably members of the chorus wait at the exit to take donations and pass out red ribbons.  I’ve 
gotten that pitch in Chicago, in Des Moines, in Minneapolis, and in Aurora, Illinois.  This was an Actors’ Equity show, and given the 
prevalence of AIDS in California, I assumed we’d have the “Broadway Cares” come-on here.  I had already put aside a small amount of 
money in my pocket to give as a donation at the end of this show.  It stayed in my pocket, though.  There was no pitch, so we just made 
our way to the exit.  [Apparently “Broadway Cares” is a seasonal thing, though it seems every time I’ve been to Chicago it’s 
been that season.] 
 

It surprised me a bit that there was no security (and indeed no employees at all) in the subway station when we left the 
theatre.  The Chicago Transit Authority has made a big push to get people to take the train to the theatre.  As part of that push, they’ve 
made sure that there are always lots of security people in the downtown stations at night.  I’ve been to several shows in Loop now, and 
each time there seem to be more and more people who join me by going there by train.  Tonight exactly four people went from the 
theatre to the Hollywood and Vine station:  Margaret, me, and a married couple that took a train downtown.  Thanks to the lack of 
employees in the station, we encountered a beggar in the mezzanine.  Margaret and I just rushed past him, but he went up to the 
husband in the couple behind us and said, “Can I ask you a question?”  I could hardly keep from laughing out loud when the man from 
the theatre simply said “no”.  The beggar simply shrugged and went on his way. 
 

There are a lot of beggars and homeless people in Los Angeles, though Margaret and I agreed that they are among the most 
laid-back, least aggressive beggars we’d seen anywhere.  This man in the subway was about the only one I heard actually say 
anything.  Mostly they just sit on the corner looking helpless.  The majority seem to be elderly white men.  I saw almost no homeless 
women in L.A., and the youngest people I saw asking for handouts were probably 45 or 50.  My bet would be that most of these people 
have some form of mental illness.  Almost none of them looked like they were really capable of doing productive work.  While I always 
have a mental debate when I see street people, I would think that L.A. would be a comparatively easy place to be homeless.  I must 
confess that I felt a bit less sorry for the beggars here than the people who huddle by heating grates in the midst of a Chicago winter. 
 



We waited a long time on the platform at Hollywood and Vine.  They were doing tunnel work [strange how a brand new 
stretch of subway can require repairs], so after 9pm trains ran only every 20 minutes.  Eventually, though, we got back to the hotel.  
We were greeted again by the “Midnight Insanity” people.  They were having their official “Welcome Dance” this evening in one of the 
hotel’s ballrooms.  California prohibits smoking in public areas of hotels, so when we arrived the sidewalk was crowded with boys and 
girls in black leather and pink satin—all out having a cigarette.  Inside many of the non-smokers were gathered in the bar area, mingling 
somewhat uncomfortably with a busload of Japanese tourists.  We made our way past all the excitement and retired to our room for the 
night. 
 

Friday, June 22 
Los Angeles, California—on foot and by Metro rail and rapid 
 
 We got up fairly late this morning.  Once again I went out for coffee.  This time I went to a McDonalds just down the street on 
Hollywood Boulevard.  The place looks interesting on the outside; it’s designed to look like a theatre with a big marquee on the front. 
[There’s a similar McDonalds at Times Square in New York.] Inside, though, it was nowhere near as pleasant than the one on 
Sunset.  It was not kept very clean, and the only people inside looked as if they had begged their coffee money on the street.  The help 
was very indifferent (which is typical for a fast food place that has a heavy tourist clientele), and I just got the coffee quickly and left. 
 
 The big news in Los Angeles this morning was the death of a Hollywood legend.  Carroll O’Conner passed away.  While he 
had acted in nearly a hundred movies and TV series, O’Conner was certainly best known for playing Archie Bunker in the landmark 
comedy All in the Family.  This was big news in L.A.; even La Opinion made it a front-page story.  The Los Angeles Times devoted an 
entire page to O’Conner’s obituary, and the morning news had a special retrospective.  In addition to summing up his acting career and 
stressing his passionate work against drug abuse following his son’s suicide, the reporters noted one other important fact.  Just before 
he died, O’Conner had just celebrated his golden wedding anniversary—something that doesn’t happen very often in a city and industry 
where divorces are taken for granted. 
 

Since we were in no particular hurry today, we decided to have breakfast right at the hotel. The restaurant was very busy.  A 
surprising number of the Rocky Horror kids were having breakfast at the hotel, as were lots and lots of business people and a few 
families of tourists.   In addition to their normal menu, Theodore’s Restaurant (also named after President Roosevelt) offers an unlimited 
breakfast buffet for $9.95.  It’s actually quite a good deal.  They had ham, bacon, sausage, scrambled eggs, pancakes, biscuits, 
croissants, muffins, danish, bread, hot and cold cereal, hash browns with cheese sauce [something I love that you almost never see 
on a buffet], yogurt, melon, berries, apples, oranges, orange juice, grapefruit juice, cranberry juice, grape juice, hot chocolate, tea, and 
coffee.  I returned to the buffet three times, sampled a bit of almost all of those, and managed to thoroughly stuff myself.  Margaret was 
somewhat more restrained. 
 
 This morning we took the subway down to Wilshire and Vermont, where the two branches of the red line split.  [These days 
they no longer have two branches of the red line.  Instead they created a new “purple line” that runs from Union Station to 
Wilshire and Western.  It shares tracks with the red line (which now only goes to Hollywood) downtown, but it considered 
separate from it.]  Then we caught a new form of transport called “Metro Rapid”, which is MTA route #720.  Metro Rapid is a bus—sort 
of.  The vehicles are low-floor buses that are designed to make it easy for handicapped people to enter.  They have special bus stops 
that MTA calls “stations” and which are much more easily identifiable than a regular bus stop.  (The problem with the rapid stations, 
though, is that they never have benches.)  The “stations” are spaced about a mile apart, and Metro Rapid automatically stops at all of 
them, regardless of whether anyone is waiting or whether a passenger has signaled that they want to get off [thus eliminating the 
biggest problem of buses, which I mentioned earlier].  The buses also have special electronic technology that will change upcoming 
traffic signals so that Metro Rapid almost always gets a green light. That’s where the term “rapid” comes from.   We realized too late 
that the run the rapid buses in groups of three, so there’s often room in the last bus, even if the first one is full.  They also run 
frequently—much more frequently than ordinary buses.  So in many ways it’s a bus that works like a train.  In fact, it’s a substitute for 
the subway that was supposed to run all the way down Wilshire Boulevard until they ran into those natural gas pockets that kept them 
from proceeding.  [They are, however, now building an above ground light rail line about a mile south of here that essentially 
parallels the original subway route.] 
 
 Those natural gas pockets are actually related to our first destination of the day.  After an abrupt ride (with a driver who 
seemed wove in and out of traffic like he was driving a race car), we got off the rapid at Fairfax Avenue and walked east about two 
blocks to Hancock Park, home of the famous LaBrea Tar Pits.  I always was vaguely aware of the existence of the tar pits (I think 
mostly from allusions to them on The Flintstones), but I never really knew what they were.  Today I found out. 
 
 The tar pits are ancient deposits of asphalt.  (They make a big deal that it’s asphalt rather than tar, as if anyone really cared 
about that distinction.)  Those that are left look like little ponds.  The asphalt forms a thick black film over surface water, periodically the 
underground natural gas bubbles up, causing a the pits to burp.  In prehistoric times many of these pits were overgrown with plant life.  
Animals would come to the areas and accidentally  become trapped in the sticky mess.  Much of the tar eventually dried into a coal-like 
substance (presumably similar to the hard asphalt on a highway), which contained the fossilized remains of millions of prehistoric 
animals.  The discoveries started to be found around the turn of the last century in an area called Rancho LaBrea (luh-BRAY-uh), one 
of the original ranches given to the first settlers who came to Los Angeles from central Mexico. 
 
 The George C. Page Museum does a nice job telling the story of the tar pits.  They have actual re-constructed skeletons of 
mastodons, saber tooth tigers, and prehistoric birds, as well as life-size dioramas showing what he area would have looked like 
millennia ago.  You can even see actual paleontologists at work cleaning and classifying bones.  We shared the museum with a lower 



elementary children on a field trip.  Their teacher was trying to explain everything to the kids, but I’m not sure she really understood 
things all that well herself.  Her explanations were about as superficial as the abbreviated description I have here. 
 
 They had a gift shop at the museum, but like most L.A. gift shops, there wasn’t much of interest on sale.  Margaret was 
particularly upset about it.  She had hoped to pick up some serious scientific books about the tar pits, and they had nothing even 
remotely close to what she wanted. 
 
 After seeing the museum we walked through Hancock Park, where the remnants of the tar pits remain.  There are several 
places where they are still doing excavation, and you can see things set up for the scientists’ work.  It’s also a nice little park, and 
several neighborhood people were using it for recreation. 

 
Fake wildlife by a real tar pit – Hancock Park, Los Angeles 

 Just down the street from the tar pits is the Peterson Automotive Museum.  It’s not exactly a surprise that Los Angeles should 
have a major museum about cars.  It was a bit surprising to me, though, that the place was as large and as interesting as it was.  The 
Peterson building is a four-story former department store that covers about half a city block.  Its entrance is in the rear, convenient to 
the adjacent parking ramp.  We walked around back, paid our admission, and went in. 
 
 Probably the best thing about the Peterson is the way they display their cars.  Instead of just lining them up, they’ve built little 
sets to try to show the old cars in what you might call “their natural environment”.  For instance they have a model of a small-town Main 
Street from around 1930, with cars from that era lining the street.  There’s a billboard from the ‘50s with a police motorcycle hiding 
behind it.  Most of the cars are in “cherry” condition, but they’ve also found creative ways to display some that are far less than perfect 
(like a model body shop).  Almost every era of car is represented.  They have both foreign and domestic makes, and while most of them 
tend toward luxury cars, there’s even some economy models.  In addition to the car displays there are also exhibits on such topics as 
automotive safety and the history of freeways in Los Angeles. 
 
 The second floor houses rotating exhibits.  While we were there the main exhibit was “Cars and Guitars of Rock and Roll”.   
Part of the exhibit deals with car references in songs, like “Cadillac Ranch” by Bruce Springsteen or any of those dopey car songs of 
the ‘60s.  Another part displays cars , trucks, motorcycles, and other vehicles owned by rock stars.  Among the most interesting were 
Cher’s rhinestone-studded Harley Davidson motorcycle and a Hummer owned by rap artist Snoop Doggy Dog.  Scattered in with the 
cars are authentic guitars used by the stars on the songs referred to in the exhibits.  It’s like a combination of the Hard Rock Café and a 
valet parking lot.  Dweezil Zappa was a major contributor to the exhibit, so his and his father’s cars are prominently displayed.  It’s 
interesting that while Frank Zappa owns several cars (presumably at least one other than the four or five we saw displayed here), he let 
his license lapse and never renewed it.  He often travels in his own car, but a chauffer always drives it. 
 
 



 
David Burrow, on a CHIPS motorcycle 

 The third floor of the museum is mostly designed for children, and 
the fourth floor is offices and maintenance shops.  The most interesting thing 
upstairs was an actual California Highway Patrol motorcycle that you could 
pose on for pictures.  It was kids that were supposed to pose there, but I 
managed to get Margaret to photograph me doing my best impersonation of 
CHIPS.  That’s probably the closest I’ll ever get to actually riding a 
motorcycle.  I’ve always thought it would be kind of cool to have one, but 
these days most of them cost more than my car—literally. 
 
 The Peterson had a fairly nice gift shop.  I picked up a cute little 8-
inch model car with a surfboard on top.  When I originally picked it up, I 
thought the car was a VW beetle, but it’s actually a Chrysler PT Cruiser.  It’s 
hard to think of confusing those vehicles, but there is a definite similarity in 
their shape, especially when size is not a cue.  Steve’s wife Terry likes P.T. 
Cruisers, so she’ll probably be happy that this model car was part of what I 
got with the money they gave as a Christmas gift. 
 
 Kitty-corner from the Peterson is a Los Angeles institution, the 99¢ 
Store.  I had seen countless adds for them in the papers.  They have a cute 
way of getting “99” into everything they do.  One ad had a list of 99 
emergency supplies to have on hand for a rolling blackout (all of which were 
available for 99 cents each at the 99¢ Store).  Another added up the 
numbers of all the players on the Lakers, who had just won the NBA 
Championship.  The total, of course, was 99.  There was also an ad 
featuring Wayne Gretzky, who wore hockey jersey #99.  Their trucks carry  
warnings like a pizza delivery car—“Driver carries less than 99¢”, and signs 
in their stores advise that satisfaction is “99% guaranteed”.  Bags from the 
99¢ Store note that they have “over 99 locations”, and I read that they 
celebrated  the  grand  opening of  their 99th  store last  November  by  giving 

each of their stores 99 of those mini-scooters that every kid had to have for Christmas to blow out for just 99¢ each (the actual value 
would be closer to $99).  Given all that build-up, I had to check out the store. 
 
 Believe me, the 99¢ Store 
[technically 909¢ Only Store] is not 
just another dollar store.  It’s a 
wonderful place, and I really wish we 
had them in Iowa.  First of all, while 
most dollar stores just cram their 
merchandise on the shelves in no 
particular order, the 99¢ Store was 
neat as a pin and extremely well 
organized.  It was an enormous store 
(I’ve been to Wal-Marts that were 
smaller), but you could easily see 
what merchandise was available and 
find what you wanted.  Half the store 
is groceries, and the other half is dry 
goods.  The dry goods selection is not 
all that different from what you’d find in 
most dollar stores, except that there 
was a surprising amount of clothing.  
The grocery section was amazingly 
large.  Except for meat and produce, 
you could get pretty much any 
groceries you wanted here—even 
dairy and frozen foods.  Nothing in the 
store costs over 99¢, and many items 
are 2 for 99¢, 3 for 99¢, or even as 
low as 12 for 99¢.  I bought a 10-
ounce box of chocolate milk (3 for 
99¢), a bag of sugar-coated almonds 
(99¢), 250 grams (half a pound) of 
cheese food imported from 
Switzerland (2 for 99¢), a pound of ko- 

 
Famous photograph of the interior of a 99¢ Only store 

(The photo, which sold for more than $3 million, 
Is reproduced on the company’s website.) 

sher matzo (4 for 99¢), an 8-pack of individual packages of frosted raisins (2 [eight-packs] for 99¢), and 4 “vasos” of individual pudding 
snacks designed for sale in Mexico and labeled only in Spanish (“Postre Pack—Budin de Vanilla … No contiene conservadores ...  No 
necesita refrigerarse”—99¢).  It’s interesting that the Mexican pudding was “hecho en USA” (made in USA—in Fullerton, California, to 
be exact).  Its nutritional information was all in Spanish, though, and I don’t think that’s actually legal for sale in America.  I wasn’t 
complaining, though … and it wasn’t bad pudding for 99¢. 



 [99¢ Only is apparently, like many retailers, facing tough times of late.  While the recession has given them record 
numbers of customers, they face rising costs and—given their name—they don’t have the option of raising their prices.  They 
apparently lost a large amount of money in 2008 and may be facing possible bankruptcy this year.  I do hope they make it.  
They fill a nice niche, and it would be good to see them expand nationwide.] 
 
 We took Metro Rapid back down Wilshire Boulevard.  The area right by the museums is called the “Miracle Mile” [people 
always use that term for the stretch of North Michigan Avenue in Chicago, but in fact that is the Magnificent Mile], and we 
found out at the car museum that this was the first automobile-oriented shopping district in America.  Everything along here is built right 
up to the street, with just a very narrow sidewalk.  Many buildings have no street entrance at all, and for those that do it’s the “back” 
entrance.  The main entrance to those businesses that remain on the Miracle Mile is around back, adjacent to the parking ramps.  Not a 
lot of businesses remain, though.  The Miracle Mile took shoppers away from downtown seventy-five years ago, but since then 
business has moved on from here to suburban shopping centers and to all those minimalls all over town.  The largest part of the 
Miracle Mile (two major department stores and all the space between them) is now occupied by the Los Angeles County Museum of 
Art.  We didn’t go there, but I understand it’s supposed to be a first-rate museum.  There’s also a museum devoted to the holocaust and 
the offices of a number of charities.  Besides the 99¢ Store, I saw a supermarket, two large drug stores, and a “mueblería” (a furniture 
store).  I also saw a lot of empty commercial space. 
 
 East of the Miracle Mile, closer to downtown, is the area that the Chamber of Commerce calls “Mid-Wilshire” but that most 
locals call “Koreatown”.  Excepting the two Korean capitals, Seoul and Pyongyang, Los Angeles has the largest Korean population in 
the world—apparently around half a million, making them by far the largest Asian group here.  Unlike a Chinatown, the buildings here in 
no way look Asian.  The whole place is generic five- or six-floor office and apartment buildings.  You know it’s Koreatown by the Asian 
people on the street and the unfamiliar script on signs above the stores. 
 
 We got off the rapid and transferred to the subway at Wilshire and Western.  We made a quick hop downtown to 7th Street—
Metro Center and then walked southward on Flower Street.  Mostly we walked past parking.  There was ramp after ramp and lot after 
lot, an utter sea of parking.  Most of the parking was remarkably inexpensive by big-city standards.  If you’re willing to walk about half a 
mile from the core of downtown, you can park your car for as little as $2.50 a day.  You could also pay as much as $12 to park at the 
Macy Centre Mall, but you’d be an idiot if you did. 

 
Yes, Virginia, there is a skyline in downtown Los Angeles 

 Our next destination was another of those offbeat museums, the Museum of Neon Art.  Where else but Los Angeles (except 
maybe Vegas [and indeed there’s also a neon museum there]) would someone open a museum dedicated to nothing but neon.  The 
initials of the museum spell MONA, and in front they have a neon rendition of the Mona Lisa.  The museum is small (honestly too 
small), but rather interesting. 
 
 They start with a historic and scientific background. They explain how gas discharge tubes work, and they classify the noble 
gases by color. (The most common are neon = bright orange, argon = pale lavender, helium = peach, krypton = silvery white, xenon = 
blue.)  There are several works a few old neon signs that have been repaired (and others that are in various states of disrepair), several 
modern art works in neon, and a whole gallery of still prints (mostly in black and white) and videos of neon.  We went through the place 
quickly, but it wasn’t a wasted trip. 
 
 This was another place with a disappointing gift shop.  If they asked my advice, I’d suggest they sell letters of the alphabet in 
small pieces of bent neon, so that people could make a novelty lamp out of their names or initials.  They have lots of books (the sort of 
scientific treatises Margaret was looking for at the tar pits) as well as arty coffee table books, and they have large and expensive works 
of art, but there’s nothing there that’s really a souvenir.  [That really was disappointing—but then there are several places around 
the world that I could have given advice on what to stock in their gift shop.] 
 



 I was amused to pick up a copy of the museum’s membership solicitation.  Like most such things, they offer various levels of 
membership, depending on how much you want to contribute.  Here they name their memberships after the noble gases—starting with 
$50 for “neon” and increasing in increments from there.  Topping the list is a $1,000 plasma membership.  Plasma is, of course, the 
fourth state of matter, and it’s apparently what exists inside an electrified neon tube.  [These days, of course, there would be no 
need for that explanation; pretty much every new TV is plasma.] 
 
 We were planning to go to one more museum today, the Wells—Fargo Museum, which details the company’s history and the 
history of the west.  It’s supposed to occupy most of the lobby of their main downtown bank.  There’s a twin museum in San Francisco, 
but since we would be there mostly on a weekend, it seemed appropriate to go to the one in L.A.  I had written down directions to the 
place, but I left them back at the hotel, so we just wandered ended up wandering around downtown looking for it.  We found what 
looked like the main Wells—Fargo bank, but their lobby had nothing but tellers and loan officers—nothing you could even pretend was 
a museum. 
 
 Margaret wanted a rest at this point, so we stopped in at a Carl’s Jr. restaurant.  Carl’s Jr. is a chain that exists only in the 
West.  (In fact, the only other place I’ve ever seen one is in Colorado.)  A few years ago they bought out the Hardees chain, and the two 
feature the same stupid smiling star logo.  We bought desserts (refrigerated pie and cheesecake slices) and the most enormous drinks 
I’ve ever seen at Carl’s Jr. and rested our feet a while.  While we nursed our drinks, we saw bus after bus go by.  There were lots of 
MTA buses, including the downtown part of Metro Rapid, but even more buses from Montebello and Foothill Transit.  I’d love to know 
just how many buses there are on the street in Los Angeles County at any one time; it’s got to be many thousand. 
 
 We caught sight of another “Wells—Fargo” sign, so we walked toward it.  We ended up walking up and up and up.  This 
building (which may well have been the headquarters, but still didn’t have a museum we could locate) was located at the top of Bunker 
Hill.  I went to the top of Bunker Hill in Boston last summer; now I can say I’ve done it on both coasts. 
 
 Margaret had brought along good walking shoes, but for some reason she had not worn them today.  The shoes she brought 
looked lovely, but seemed to me as if they would be horribly uncomfortable.  In fact, she had developed some bad blisters by this point, 
which was her cue that it was time to be heading home.  There was one more thing I wanted to see downtown, but she waited for me in 
the Pershing Square subway station while I checked it out. 
 
 The last place I went downtown was Broadway, the main Hispanic shopping area in Los Angeles.  I had hoped to get to the 
Grand Central Market (“Mercado Central”), but that was several blocks away, and I knew Margaret probably wouldn’t want to wait that 
long.  The part of Broadway I went to (just east of Pershing Square) was very run-down extremely crowded.  It was unquestionably the 
seediest place I had seen in LA, sort of place where I felt I had to keep my hand on my wallet all the time.  I stood out like a big white 
giant among the Mexican throng, and I felt like I was part of a game of “Which of these things doesn’t belong?”  So I just looked around 
a bit, and very soon I was back in the subway. 

 
The lively neighborhood around McArthur Park – Los Angeles 

 Margaret went straight back to the motel, 
but I left her and went home separately—stopping 
to explore other neighborhoods along the way.  [I 
really don’t know why she didn’t just go 
straight back when I went down to Broadway.]  I 
got off the train at the MacArthur Park station and 
went upstairs to see what all the fuss in that 
strange old song was about.  I’m happy to report 
that MacArthur Park is not melting in the dark.  
There is a bakery across the street from the park, 
though, so I suppose you could leave a cake out in 
the rain if you wanted to.  There are old men 
playing games by the trees (though not Chinese 
checkers), and I did see a woman in a yellow 
cotton dress, but there’s no green icing flowing 
anywhere.  (For those who are totally confused by 
now, those are all weird images from a very bizarre 
song; the ‘60s were a strange time.) 
 
 Some travel guides warn against going to 
MacArthur Park.  They say it’s an unsafe, scary 
place.   Balderdash!    It’s   a  lovely   park,   full   of  

children playing and elderly people going out for a stroll.  The park is located in a poor Hispanic neighborhood, but then the bulk of Los 
Angeles is made up of poor Hispanic neighborhoods.  If I’d avoided everywhere that was poor or Hispanic, all I’d have seen was 
Beverly Hills and Manhattan Beach.  I walked around MacArthur Park and its neighborhood for quite a while, and I found it far less 
threatening than Broadway.  I might not want to be there late at night, but during the day it was very pleasant indeed. 
 
 Next I took the subway up two stops to Vermont and Santa Monica.  I had considered getting a motel near here, and if I should 
ever return to L.A. (which I probably won’t do soon, but almost certainly will someday), this where I probably will stay.  The Roosevelt 
was lovely once, but I don’t need to stay there again.  The motels along Vermont Street are as little as half the price of the Roosevelt, 
and they would make equally good bases to go out exploring.  [In fact I went back to Los Angeles quite soon—and again later.  I 
stayed at the Comfort Inn just north of here, and it worked out well.] 
 



 Vermont Street is also almost completely Latino. [Actually, there’s a large number of Asian people around here as well.]  I 
saw lots of Hispanic people out “de paseo”, walking around or pushing baby strollers.  Everyone was friendly.  They all smiled and 
nodded, and I had a wonderful time just walking up the street. 
 

Most of the signs here are either bilingual or in Spanish only. Last spring for the first time in years I taught a Spanish class at 
the local community college.  Most of the examples I had were horribly out of date, so I was pleased to be able to snap pictures of many 
of the signs around this neighborhood.   

 
 Apparently many of the people here come from Central America, rather than Mexico.  I passed a Guatemalan grocery and a 

Salvadoran restaurant.  I have no idea whatsoever what the cuisines of either of those countries are, and on this short trip I didn’t have 
time to find out. 
 

I walked northward about a mile to around Sunset.  The area by Sunset and Vermont is called “the Medical District”, because 
three different hospitals (Kaiser-Permenente Medical Center, Hollywood Childrens’ Hospital, and Centro Medico Familiar) are all 
grouped around the intersection.  The last one, of course, is probably the choice of most of the people in the neighborhood; the name 
means “Family Medical Center” in Spanish. 

 
There was an interesting sight at the Sunset and Vermont subway station.  Parked above the station on Vermont Street were a 

fire truck, an ambulance, a police car, and a “rail response truck” from the L.A. Fire Department.  I have no idea what may have gone 
on in the station, but all those emergency vehicles must have been there for some reason. 

 
I stopped by an ATM at Vermont and Hollywood.  After my experience trying to buy the shaver yesterday, I was pleased to see 

that the transaction went through without a hitch.  Then I walked past a car wash with a taco stand set up outside it.  I had read about 
this place (which LA Weekly called “the epitome of L.A.”) beforehand, but there was a long line for the tacos, so I didn’t bother. 

 
Fatburger at Hollywood & Vermont 

 
I did stop across the street at another L.A. 

fast food icon:  Fatburger.  That name hardly 
seems fitting in the land where you can’t be roo rich 
or too thin, but they named it back in the ‘50s when 
“fat cat” and similar terms were in vogue.  I ordered 
the “Baby Fat” (the smallest burger they sell), an 
order of chili cheese fries, and some fresh-
squeezed lemonade.  Let me tell you, Fatburger’s 
food was excellent.  The burger was about half 
meat and half vegetables.  The oddest thing about 
it was that it had both dill pickle and sweet relish.  
That actually was not a bad combination, though, 
and it was really very good.  The chili cheese fries 
were also outstanding.  They consisted of delicious 
fries topped first with a big handful of shredded 
sharp cheddar cheese, then a ladle of spicy chili, 
and then another handful of cheese.  Unfortunately, 
they don’t give you a fork or a spoon or anything to 
eat it with, so you have to sort of scoop the chili up 
with the fries.  It was very good, though.  Moreover, 
the lemonade was out of this world—not too sweet, 
and very refreshing.  It’s a good thing I don’t live 
here, or Fatburger would be fattening their pockets 
by making me very fat indeed.  [I’d return to this 
location on two later trips, and I’d also check 
out their East Coast outpost in Jersey City.] 

 

What you’re supposed to see in this neighborhood is the Hollyhock House, a home that Frank Lloyd Wright designed for a 
prominent L.A. woman.  You can barely see it from the street; it’s hidden in trees behind the minimall where Fatburger is located.  It’s 
closed for renovation, which was fine with me.  I’ve been to Frank Lloyd Wright homes elsewhere, and the all sort of look the same. 

 
I saw a store here called “Happy Family Drugs”.  I’m not sure if the Asian owners intended it or not, but they basically named 

the pharmacy after the neighborhood.  “Los Feliz” (which should be pronounced lose-fay-LEASE) is an unusual structure in Spanish 
that could only refer to a family whose surname was “Feliz” or “Happy”.  So the region was the ranch that belonged to the Happy family, 
and “Happy Family Drugs” would continue to honor them today. 

 
The area near Vermont and Hollywood is one of the trendiest parts of L.A.  This is the district called Los Feliz (loss-FEE-less, 

in one of the worst slaughterings of Spanish they have here).  It’s named after a major boulevard that runs just north of here, which in 
turn is named after another of the original old ranches.  This is the heart of the “club” scene, and it’s the place where all those Rocky 
Horror  people from the Roosevelt would probably spend their free time. 
 

Indeed at least half a dozen “Midnight Insanity” people who among the passengers in my subway car as I made my way back 
to the hotel.  One more called attention to herself when I got to Hollywood and Highland station.  A policeman was stopping people 
asking for proof of payment, and when she couldn’t produce a ticket, the girl got the automatic $250 fine. 



Back at the hotel I was amused to find that the maid had left the standard hotel coffee fixings on top of the minibar, even 
though we still didn’t have a coffee maker in the room.  She hadn’t left coffee the previous days, and I’m betting that one of the parking 
valets noticed me bringing in coffee from McDonalds and Burger King and mentioned something to the maid. […Or more likely it was 
just a different maid this time.] 
 
 I joined Margaret back at the hotel, and we went out for dinner.  We walked down Hollywood Boulevard looking for a place to 
eat.  While we walked we passed the headquarters of the Church of Scientology.  They were offering free IQ tests to passersby—which 
I assume came with a pitch for the “church”.  I really don’t know much about the Church of Scientology.  It’s always seemed vaguely 
cultish to me, and I didn’t feel like hearing their come-on just to see where I ended up on yet another IQ test. 
 

Eventually we settled on the the Pig and Whistle 
Restaurant.  This was the Hollywood’s first restaurant, 
and back in the golden days of Tinseltown its was one of 
the places the stars went to be seen.  When Hollywood 
Boulevard became the red light district, the Pig and 
Whistle closed its doors.  It re-opened just this year, and 
it’s really quite a nice place.  They serve an eclectic 
menu in a funky, old-fashioned setting.  We ate on a little 
patio outside by the sidewalk.  I had shepherd’s pie, a 
fascinating concoction of ground meat stewed with 
vegetables and cheese, placed in an individual crock, 
topped with mashed potatoes and baked, then topped 
with more cheese and broiled.  [I’ve never had it again, 
but I’d definitely order it if I saw it on another menu.]  
It was excellent.  Margaret had an enormous pork rib 
platter that also looked delicious.  (By the way, I don’t 
know why they chose such a strange name, but their logo 
goes back to the ‘20s and features a hog playing the 
flute.) 
 
 Our dinner entertainment came from watching 
the valet parking attendants out front.  One time a 
customer left his car.  The valet waited for him to go 
inside the restaurant, and then he just backed it up one 
space in the on-street parking.  It made me wonder what 
sort  of a tip he’d be getting for  such hard work.   Another  
time someone left a sports car.  I think it must have had a stick shift, and the parking attendant wasn’t used to that.  He kept gunning 
and killing the engine before he finally roared down the street.  I have no idea where that car ended up, but I kept picturing the scene in 
Ferris Bueller’s Day Off where they leave a Ferrari in a valet lot, and the attendants go out joy-riding all afternoon. 
 
 Also while we ate a group of high school kids walked by.  I think they were affiliated with some strange religious group, since 
they were chanting [with passersby they didn’t know] as they walked by.  Later we saw them standing by one of the old fashioned 
gas lamps near the corner of Hollywood and Highland.  They extinguished the light with some sort of ceremony.  I have no idea what 
the point was, but I certainly can’t see any reason for it.  I hope the cops came along and cited them for vandalism. 
 
 After dinner we made our way back to the hotel.  Tonight was movie night, the private screening of Rocky Horror for the 
Midnight Insanity group, and all the kids were dressed in costume for the occasion.  We made our way past the mob to our room and 
started packing our things to leave L.A. 
 

Saturday, June 23 
Los Angeles to Oakland, California—by Metro rail and Amtrak, and on foot 
 
 I was up at 6:15 this morning.  Since we still couldn’t do anything with the coffee the maid had left, once again I went out for 
coffee.  I went back to the nice McDonalds on Sunset, where I stood in line behind four different people who all ordered value meals in 
Spanish (“el número tres, con café normal, por favor”).  When it was my turn the clerk asked in English what I would like, and I ordered 
(in English) two large coffees, plus an Egg McMuffin for myself.  It’s interesting that while virtually every store clerk and waiter in Los 
Angeles is Hispanic, they’re almost all bilingual.  They also instinctively speak the appropriate language to each customer. 
 
 After finishing our coffee we gathered our things and made our way to the desk to check out.  The check-out procedure went 
very quickly, and about 7:45 we left the Roosevelt for good. 
 
 There was one more thing for us to see in Hollywood.  Every three or four weeks they add a new star to the Walk of Fame, 
and this was one of those weeks.  On Thursday, basketball star Magic Johnson got his star on the Walk of Fame.  The Los Angeles 
Times noted that the symbol on Johnson’s star was a movie camera, probably because his major business activity since retirement has 
been operating a multiplex of theaters in an inner city neighborhood.  They and everyone else easily saw through that, though. They 
noted that basically Johnson is famous for being “a celebrity”.  There is no symbol for sports, so the Walk of Fame promoters basically 
came up with an excuse to add him to the sidewalk. 



 That same Times article said that Johnson’s star was located 
at 7000 Hollywood Boulevard, right in front of the Hollywood Roosevelt 
Hotel.  Since it was so convenient, we figured we might as well see the 
star everybody was talking about.  We searched the sidewalk, and 
eventually we found a spot of pink that was much newer and brighter 
than everything else in the area.  Saying Johnson’s star was “in front” of 
the Roosevelt was really stretching it.  It was actually in front of a 
parking ramp down the street.  Between the ramp and the hotel there’s 
a gift shop and a coffee bar.  Unless the entire block has the address 
“7000 Hollywood Boulevard”, I’d guess (given the way addresses tend 
to work in L.A.) that Johnson’s star is actually located somewhere 
around 7030.  [My bet is they simply meant it was on the 7000 
block.]  At anyway, we saw his star, so our journey to Tinseltown was 
complete. 
 
 One last time we made our way to the Hollywood and Highland 
subway station.  Since it was a weekend we had to wait a bit longer 
than the standard 10 minutes for a train, but it still wasn’t as long as 
waiting for a bus.  The train length was shorter on Saturday, and 
pleasantly full but not crowded.  On our last trip downtown Margaret 
remarked about something that was certainly true, but that I hadn’t 
really noticed before.  She mentioned that the transit riders in L.A. were 
very polite, but they were much more talkative than people you see on 
trains elsewhere in America.  She attributed that to the fact that so 
many of them were Latino.  Whatever the reason, it was a definite fact.  
You don’t see a lot of people just staring off into space on the buses 
and subways in Los Angeles.  It’s a very chatty group of riders, and I 
had fun overhearing everybody’s conversations. 
 

 
Magic Johnson’s Walk of Fame star 

 We got to Union Station well before our Amtrak train was scheduled to leave.  That was good, because we were able to be 
near the front of the check-in line.  We got our boarding passes, and went out to the train.  The car attendant assigned seats to us, and 
I politely asked him if those seats were on the “coast side” of the train.  He said that since we had come so early and since we had 
asked, he would change them so we had the best view during our trip. 
 
 That was good, because having a view was really the whole point of this part of the trip.  There are several ways you can get 
from Los Angeles to the region around San Francisco Bay.  By far the quickest is to go through the so-called Central Valley, through 
Bakersfield and Fresno.  Amtrak runs that route [by bus] about every two hours, and the trip from L.A. to Oakland takes about half a 
day.  We had instead opted for a train called the Coast Starlight, which runs once a day from between Los Angeles and Seattle.  The 
name really is kind of odd, because even if we had gone all the way to Washington State,  we wouldn’t have  been anywhere near the 
coast at night.  It does run right along the coast during the daytime, though, following every little inlet for well over 100 miles between 
Santa Barbara and San Luis Obispo.  Because it winds so much, the trip takes much longer than the inland route.  We were scheduled 
to leave Union Station at 10am, and our estimated time of arrival in Oakland would be around 9:30pm. 
 
 While we waited to leave Los Angeles we were “entertained” by bad country music that was piped in over the intercom system.  
We found out later that this was not intentional.  What we were hearing was the complementary music that sleeper passengers can 
listen to on headphones if they wish.  Somehow they had goofed their circuits and were pumping that music into our car.  Sometimes 
the music was loud, and sometimes it just sounded like we were overhearing somebody else’s headphones.  Most of the way north, 
though, we were accompanied by that old-time Nashville sound.  I can usually tune out sounds fairly easily, but Margaret quickly got 
very annoyed by it.  We had to put up with it for over nine hours, though, before someone finally figured out how to turn it off. 
 
 We left Union Station promptly at 10am.  It surprised me that we didn’t stop to pick up freight like we had on most of the other 
Amtrak trains I had taken.  Margaret and I were in the last coach, and this time it really was the very last car on the train.  Instead of 
mail cars behind us, there was just open track.  We crawled northward past Dodger Stadium, which was well hidden but recognizable 
from its lights.  We followed a different part of the graffiti-covered channel for the Los Angeles River as we made our way north to the 
San Fernando Valley.  
 
 To our right we caught a glimpse of the enormous Forest Lawn Cemetery.  This was particularly interesting to see, because 
we had talked about it with my Aunt Alaire before we left.  Decades ago Alaire lived in southern California.  She remembered Forest 
Lawn as one of the most beautiful places she had ever seen, and she strongly recommended that we visit it.  The place was partially 
closed for renovations this summer (the concept of “renovations” at a cemetery is an interesting one).  They were open for funerals and 
visits to “loved ones”, but not to the general public.  In some ways that was probably good.  It would have taken the better part of a day 
to get to Forest Lawn by bus, see the place, and get return.  Given the number of things we managed to cram into four days in L.A., I’m 
not sure we could have found time to see it, even if they had been open.  [I’d make it to Forest Lawn on a later trip, but I can’t say I 
agree with Alaire about its beauty.  It’s a modern, park-like cemetery, but not a place I have any real desire to see again.] 
 
 It was interesting to at least glimpse Forest Lawn from a distance, though, and the cemetery managed to provide more 
diversion for us during the day.  Alaire had lent us an old book she had about the history of the place, and both Margaret and I filled 
time on this train ride by reading through it.  The founder’s attitude was basically that cemeteries should be parks for the living, rather 
than “stone yards” for the dead.  Grave stones are not allowed at Forest Lawn.  Most of the deceased are remembered with simple 



bronze markers, but some families have memorialized their loved ones by donating ornate marble statuary or stained glass windows to 
the park.  It’s an interesting concept, and I’m sure it does make for a nice park-like atmosphere.  The area is apparently used for a lot of 
other purposes besides funerals—like weddings, for instance—and I’m sure it would work well for that.  Still, I really liked seeing the 
stones of my ancestors out in Massachusetts last year.  I’m not sure a brass plaque on the ground would have quite the same meaning, 
even if it were in the middle of a lovely park. 
 
 Forest Lawn pioneered several other concepts in the business of death.  They were the first place to offer “one-stop shopping” 
for the bereaved.  There is an on-site mortuary, funeral chapels (modeled after famous historic churches), and flower shop—in addition 
to the burial grounds.  They also introduced the concept of “pre-planning”, where people plan and pay for their own funerals rather than 
leaving that difficult task to their survivors.  Both of those ideas have become fairly common—especially in major cities—but they were 
both novel and controversial when they were introduced. 
 
 To our left as we passed Forest Lawn were the studios in Burbank.  We passed the back side of the Warner Brothers lot we 
had seen earlier in the week. Beyond that are the Disney studios and NBC studios.  We also saw a sign on a building that said “Central 
Casting”.  They used to be in Hollywood, but appropriately enough moved to where the studios are. 
 
 We made a 20-minute stop in Glendale, a suburb just north of downtown L.A., finally leaving there 12 minutes late at 10:30.  
We crawled on through the Valley, passing Burbank Airport at 10:40. 
 
 Most of the San Fernando Valley is technically part of the city of Los Angeles, though some of the people here have taken out 
petitions to secede and form their own city.  It’s definitely one of the wealthier areas of L.A.  The homes are still crammed into 
impossibly tiny lots, but they are much nicer homes than you see “south of the pass”.  [It’s a weird combination.  Everything is 
crammed together like a city neighborhood, but the style of the homes and their upkeep seems suburban.]  The stores here are 
on larger lots, with much larger parking lots than elsewhere in Los Angeles.  Like everywhere in the city, though, when we didn’t see 
homes or stores, we saw a very bleak industrial landscape.  I still can’t get over how many factories there are in Los Angeles.  I didn’t 
know we made that much stuff in the entire country, let alone in one city.  It’s not the new glass office parks you see in Midwestern 
suburbs, but ratty old factories that are still churning out whatever it is that they make. 
 
 We made it past Van Nuys Airport around a quarter to eleven.  Just past there I saw an amusing sign for the “Northridge 
Collision Center”.  Given the fact that Northridge was the site of the biggest earthquake in recent years, my mind wondered just what 
sort of collisions they handled. 
 
 Past Northridge things finally started looking more suburban than urban.  [This is still the city of Los Angeles, however.]  
The main boulevards we crossed were full of strip business with big signs and vast seas of parking that could as easily have been in 
Ankeny.  The homes and factories were still quite old, though—dating at least back to the late ‘50s or early ‘60s—and all the residential 
lots were still extremely small.  It surprised me that absolutely all the railroad crossings here were at grade, which was why we 
continued to crawl along.  I hate to think how much traffic our train held up while we passed by. 
 
 For a place that had sprawled on forever to the east, Los Angeles ended very abruptly to the north.  At the end of the San 
Fernando Valley is a wall of dry hills.  At 10:55 we went through a tunnel in those hills, and suddenly the landscape was rural.  There 
were a few elegant homes tucked into the hills and a couple of brand new housing tracts, but mostly we saw farms and ranches.  
Before long we came to the community of Simi Valley, which looked suburban to the right, but absolutely rural to the left.  Beyond there 
it was farm country all the way to Ventura.  [Inland from here is the Antelope Valley, a desert area that is also suburban.] 
 
 Most of the passengers on this train were not particularly memorable, but there was one family we couldn’t help but notice.  
The mother in the family seemed rather normal, but the father and son were unique.  I would bet the father was a professor at a 
university somewhere.  He had shoulder-length hair in a light auburn color.  Margaret thought it was naturally red, but it sure looked like 
a die job to me.  His hair was slightly curly, and he reminded me of pictures you see of Benjamin Franklin.  He had a dignified air that 
definitely made me take notice of him.  Then there was his teenaged son, who nobody could help but notice.  It’s been quite a few 
years since I’ve seen a punk haircut, but this kid had one.  His head was shaved, except for about a one-inch strip running down the 
center from his forehead to the back of his neck.  This he had grown quite long.  He had moussed or sprayed it heavily so that the hair 
stood straight out, extending probably four inches out from his head.  To top this off, he had dyed his hair fire engine red, so it almost 
looked like he was wearing a bright red halo—sideways.  Except for his hair, you wouldn’t notice him.  He was a pleasant, well-behaved 
kid, but he would certainly stand out in a crowd.  When the family left to go to the diner, I wondered aloud just how long it took the kid to 
get his hair to look like that each morning. 
 
 We passed Thousand Oaks around 11:25.  Past there we went through more farm country.  Many of the farms had 
greenhouses where they grew their crops indoors.  I’d imagine that makes for a more effective use of water, but it has to be a high initial 
investment. 
 
 We were definitely out of Los Angeles, but it was still very populated as we headed northward.  I eventually figured out that 
almost all of California is heavily populated.  After all, more people live here than live in all of Canada.  It’s a big state, but when you’ve 
got 30+ million people, even cramming everybody on tiny lots takes up an awful lot of space.  [What’s not populated in California is 
the eastern part of the state, which I’d see on later trips.] 
 
 West of Thousand Oaks we made a dead stop just past the 101 freeway.  The conductor announced that we were entering 
Union Pacific territory, and we had to wait for clearance from UP to travel through their jurisdiction.  You’d think that when the same 
train travel through here at the same time of day, 365 days a year, that clearance could be done automatically. Only after a long wait, 
though, did we start moving again. 



 Amtrak’s biggest problem is that virtually all of its routes run on tracks that are owned by freight companies.  Our entire trip out 
to L.A. followed the old Santa Fe railroad (now the BNSF), and most of our trip from here back home would be on Union Pacific tracks.  
Amtrak is at the mercy of the dispatchers of those railroads.  While they pay cash incentives to the railroads if they let Amtrak trains 
move on time, almost all the railroads give their own freight trains priority over Amtrak.  In most of the country it would be foolish and 
wasteful to have separate tracks just for passenger trains [though that would be practical in California], but you would think they 
could come up with a better compromise (like building more frequent cross-over tracks), that would allow everybody to move more 
efficiently. 
 
 When you grow up in Iowa, you don’t really think of California as farm country. The Golden State is #1 in crop production, 
though, and agriculture is by far the top sector in the state economy.  All those vegetables we eat in winter have to come from 
somewhere, and this is where a large part of them come from.  Most of the day we saw fields out the window of the train. 
 
 The only way California can be a leader in agriculture is through judicious use of irrigation.  This could not have been more 
clear as we passed by on Amtrak.  Most of the landscape here is brown.  The native vegetation is just dry grass, and those fields that 
weren’t currently in production were very dusty.  Where things were irrigated, though, everything was lush and green.  Irrigation is a 
touchy subject here.  For all the efforts of people like William Mulholland to bring water to the cities, it’s agriculture that is the top user of 
water in California.  As the cities grow, there are more and more conflicts over who should have access to water. 
 
 The irrigation is most necessary in summer.  They do get rain along the southern California coast, but that rain is very 
seasonal.  In Los Angeles they average nearly 20 inches of rain a year, which is nearly as much as the Great Plains get.  The problem 
is that virtually all that rain falls in winter.  I’ve read that they can have torrential storms around Christmastime, when the concrete river 
channels are nearly filled with rushing water.  Spring, summer, and fall, though, are typically very dry everywhere in California.  The 
temperature allows for year-round farming, but the moisture doesn’t.  That’s why they have to irrigate. 
 
 It would seem to me that the ultimate solution to California’s water problems would be through desalination, distilling the ocean 
water into fresh water.  That’s what the oil countries in the Middle Eastern desert do, and I can’t see why it wouldn’t work here.  With a 
limitless supply of water in the Pacific Ocean, it seems silly to be transporting water from the Colorado River and the lakes of the Sierra 
Nevada.  Presently desalination technology is very expensive, but I would think it would be one of those things where the price would 
come down as it was developed.  [Even today, though, few people seem to be seriously considering it.] 
 
 As we followed California highway 34 west toward Oxnard, we saw migrant workers out in the fields.  California’s main crops 
are salad vegetables, and apparently most of them are quite labor intensive.  (If you think about the work that goes into a home 
vegetable garden and then expand that to an area the size of a farm, that makes some sense.)  We also saw migrant housing in a 
variety of places.  It’s certainly not nice, but it beat the old sharecropper shacks that the House of Blues was trying to imitate. 
 
 We arrived at Oxnard at 11:44, precisely 3 minutes late.  [Obviously there was a cushion built into the schedule.]  Oxnard 
is one of those places with a funny name I’ve always noticed on maps.  From the train, at least, there’s nothing spectacular about it.  
We saw a lot of new housing tracts that featured enormous houses (the kind of monstrosities you see in places like Inver Grove 
Heights, Minnesota or Schaumburg, Illinois), again on extremely miniscule lots.  These homes, which I’m sure cost hundreds of 
thousands of dollars, had no more than 2 or 3 feet between them.  In announcing our stop at Oxnard, the conductor said, “this will be a 
short, almost a non-existent stop.”  He lied.  After we stopped we waited and waited.  Eventually we heard a P.A. announcement from 
one of the car attendants requesting that any visitors on the train please get off.  We finally left at 11:52. 
 
 It’s apparently fairly common for visitors to come aboard to see their loved ones off.  [Now it’s officially prohibited for 
security reasons, but the rule is still not strictly enforced.]  That seems quite odd to me.  I can understand going out to the 
platform, but there’s no reason at all anyone without a ticket needs to actually board the train.  All it does is slow things down. 
 
 Next we passed through Ventura (the city that Minnesota’s governor named himself after), and then an area of orchards just 
north of there.  Then just after noon we had our first view of the ocean.  We would continue to follow the coast for most of the afternoon. 
 
 This was a weekend, and the beaches were full of people escaping the cities.  For miles north of Ventura the side of the road 
we were paralleling was crammed with RVs of people who apparently were camping right on the beach.   Lots of people had surfboards 
out, and everybody was in beachwear—even though it was still cool and foggy outside. 
 
 We arrived in Santa Barbara at 12:40—five minutes early.  This was the first in a series of “smoking stops”.  California, 
Oregon, and Washington all have stricter smoking restrictions than most of the rest of the country.  Smoking is entirely banned on in-
state trains in all of these health conscious states.  They do allow limited smoking on trains like the Southwest Chief that go across the 
country into less restrictive states, but on the Coast Starlight no smoking is allowed.  They get around this by scheduling longer than 
normal stops about every hour and a half.  The smokers all run down to the platform and light up.  I suppose it would keep second-hand 
smoke out of the train, but it also tends to slow down the schedule.  I personally think the smoking lounge idea they have on most other 
long-distance trains is a better way of handling the issue, but then I’ve always had good friends who smoked, so it’s never been 
something that offended me. 
 
 [Smoking bans have since spread across the country, and lighting up is now prohibited on all Amtrak trains.  They 
schedule smoking stops about every three to four hours on most trains these days, but many smokers (including a lot of the 
conductors and car attendants) sneak out to the platform every time the train stops at all.] 
 
 We left Santa Barbara around 12:55 but almost immediately stopped again.  Another passenger complained about all the 
stops to the car attendant, and his complaint was like setting off a firecracker.  The car attendant, a thirty-something black man, started 



ranting on and on about politics.  In particular he griped about Senator John McCain, who apparently has worked hard to eliminate 
Amtrak’s subsidies.  He must have gone on for about three minutes, though I never did figure out what Senator McCain had to do with 
us making an unscheduled stop.  [While there’s no question Senator McCain was against public transportation—one of many 
reasons I voted against him in the last Presidential election—cutting funds for Amtrak would affect how frequently they could 
run service, not whether a scheduled train is delayed.  That’s almost entirely the fault of Union Pacific.] 
 
 As is almost always the case with unscheduled stops, after a while we saw a freight train start to crawl by on the other track.  
The conductor eventually came on the intercom to explain the problem.  While this section of the route is double-tracked, a second 
freight train was parked ahead of us on the track we were on.  That train had been vandalized and couldn’t move.  We had to wait for 
this freight train to pass and then for them to flip a switch so we could go over to the other track so we could pass the vandalized train.  
[This is a problem government funding, not for Amtrak but for rail infrastructure, could solve.  Hopefully the current stimulus 
package might add additional track that could help with delays like these.] 
 
 The place we were stuck was certainly less than inviting.  While the Santa Barbara station is on a pleasant tree-lined 
downtown street, north of there the neighborhood rapidly deteriorates.  We were parked next to graffiti-covered public housing projects, 
and it certainly wasn’t hard for me to imagine that people in this neighborhood might have vandalized a train.  We were stopped there 
for twenty minutes before we finally started moving again. 
 
 We decided that instead of having a formal lunch we would just do some snacking today.  We had matzo with cheese from the 
stuff I had picked up at the 99¢ Store, as well as frosted raisins and pudding.  I still had pretzels left from the bag I had gotten at 7/11 
the first day in L.A., and Margaret had some of the fruit roll-up and “nazook” pastry she got at Mashi’s ice cream parlor.  Together it 
made for quite a feast. 
 
 Past Santa Barbara the railroad travels along an almost completely deserted stretch of the coast.  No road goes anywhere 
near here (most of the area is an air force base), so the only way you can see it is by train.  The railroad mostly follows high steep cliffs, 
with occasional trellises connecting one cliff with another.  There’s a huge drop-off from the cliffs down to the rocky beaches below.  
Here we could see some actual surf as the waves hit the cliffs and crashed back out to sea. 
 
 Around 2:30 we stopped again, this time at the other end of the Union Pacific jurisdiction.  (I’m not sure who’s rails we were 
following now.)  When we made the stop the train was at a very precarious angle that made it seem as if we might fall off the cliff into 
the ocean.  We started moving again around 2:45 and made our way north through Guadalupe and Pismo Beach, another place that 
was overrun with RVs.  Just past Pismo Beach we turned inland, leaving the ocean behind for good.  We past by a string of lettuce 
farms before reaching San Luis Obispo (the next smoking stop) at 3:44pm. 
 
 As we left S.L.O. around 4pm, I attempted to go to the lounge car to get some juice or coffee.  Unfortunately the line was so 
long that it would probably have taken 20 minutes to get anything.  I decided I could live with the water I had brought with me from L.A. 
 
 The train was very full—probably close to being sold out. Around 4:30 the dining car steward started coming through the train 
to take reservations for dinner.  Unfortunately he started in the front of the train, and by the time he got to the last car the only 
reservations he had were for after 9pm.  We were due to get off at Oakland at 9:30, and even though the train was running a little bit 
late we reasoned that we probably wouldn’t have time to finish dinner before our stop.  So we decided to just keep on snacking all day 
and not worry about actual meals. 
 
  Around 4:20 we passed the southbound Coast Starlight, which was definitely behind schedule.  If it continued as it was now, it 
would be a minimum of 1½ hours late reaching L.A., and probably more like 2.  Just after passing the train we went over a big mountain 
pass that afforded a dramatic view of the 101 freeway below.  Beyond the pass we reached the town of Santa Margarita, which was the 
first place in California we saw homes with what I would call actual yards around them. 
 
 We stopped in the town of Paso Robles (pronounced in correct Spanish PAH-sow ROW-blace) at 5:05pm, 14 minutes late.  It 
was near here that my father was stationed before he shipped out for the Pacific in World War II.  My brother Paul has the diary my dad 
kept before going overseas, and he mentions going into Paso Robles on several occasions.  It seemed like a reasonably pleasant 
place, and the countryside around here is really quite pretty. 
 
 I was getting rather bored at this point (both Margaret and I agreed this was by far the dullest of the train trips), so I decided I 
would go and wait in line in the lounge.  I got in line at 5:25pm, and at 5:40 I was finally served.  It’s a good thing I got in line when I did, 
too.  The snack bar attendant announced that he would be closing so he could “straighten things up”.  I ended up being the very last 
person he served before he closed. 
 
 We went through what seemed like endless farm country.  Around 6:30 we got to King City.  We crawled along and then 
stopped dead waiting for 10 minutes waiting for a freight train to pass.  We stopped briefly about 5 minutes later and then parked yet 
again around 7pm on a siding by the state prison at Soledad.  Soledad is an amusing name for a town with a prison.  The Spanish word 
(which they pronounce correctly soul-aid-ODD) means “solitude”, and it made me wonder whether they have a solitary confinement 
wing there. 
 
 It was while we were parked at Soledad that they finally turned off the country music that had been accompanying us for the 
first nine hours of our journey.  It was right in the middle of Dolly Parton’s “Coat of Many Colors”.  I distinctly remember hearing “… just 
to find the others laughing and making—----“  We never did hear the end of that line, or any more of the music, thank goodness. 
 



 We got moving again about 7:15.  The ride was very jerky, which caused people to jostle around the coach if they got up and 
moved.  There was one senior citizen in our coach who got up to go to the lounge car.  I was amused when we hit a bump and the train 
tossed him around the aisle.  This little old man exclaimed  “Whoa, man!”  in a voice that sounded like a surfer dude.  That’s just not 
quite what you expect to hear from an elderly person, but then we were in California. 
 
 We reached John Steinbeck’s home of Salinas at 7:40pm. There was certainly nothing in the Steinbeck novels and short 
stories I had read that would make me recognize Salinas.  What we saw was mostly warehouses and minimalls.  Salinas was another 
smoking stop, but a quick one, and we were on our way again at 7:47, exactly one hour late. 
 
 The cars on the highway had their lights on now as we headed past feedlots and on into a marshy area.  We then went past a 
series of towns, all of which claim to be the “________ Capital of the World”.  You can fill in the blank with just about any strange 
agricultural product you want. Each town has its annual “__________ Festival” and crowns a “__________ Queen”.  We read that 
Marilyn Monroe had been crowned the Artichoke Queen in Watsonville and the Garlic Queen in Gilroy, all in the same summer.  I’m 
sure those honors carry precisely the same lack of prestige as “Beef Queen” or “Pork Queen” does around here, although at least the 
vegetable titles sound better.  While I’ve known some lovely girls who have been beef queens, every time I hear that term I cant help 
but picture a very large, unattractive woman with the figure of a linebacker. 
 
 Around 8:30 we crossed the San Andreas Fault in the middle of a tree-filled canyon.  Then at 8:30 we reached Gilroy, which is 
the border between farm country (they still hold a Garlic Festival) and the San Francisco Bay metropolitan area.  While it’s nearly a 
hundred miles from San Francisco, we saw two dead giveaways that Gilroy is more a suburb than a farm town.  First we passed the 
Caltrain yard, with commuter trains parked waiting to make the journey into San Francisco on Monday morning.  Then we passed the 
local Motel 6, where a sign proclaimed “Cheapest Rooms in the Bay Area:  $65.99 Single”.  What’s sad is that the sign didn’t lie.  By 
comparison with San Francisco, the hotels in Boston were cheap. 
 
 The sun set just north of Gilroy, and we passed a combination of fields and housing tracts from there to San Jose.  I do know 
the way to San Jose; you can get there by the Coast Starlight. 
 
 It was night when we actually got to the Bay Area’s largest city, and I must say that San Jose was the darkest and deadest city 
I have ever seen. It was between roughly 9:00 and 9:45 that we were actually in the city, but it seemed as it were 2am.  The streets 
were all deserted, and very few lights seemed to be on anywhere.  All the factories were closed, and even the parking lots at bars were 
empty.  San Jose is the center of Silicon Valley, and I would have thought it would have been a more “happening” place.  I have no idea 
what the locals do on Saturday nights, but from the looks of things Algona is a more swinging town. 
 
 The train emptied out at San Jose.  We left the station at 9:40, and by 9:50 we made it to Santa Clara, a suburb whose lights 
were much brighter than San Jose’s.  Past there we crossed the mud flats at the southern end of San Francisco Bay and then made 
our way past another long stretch of factories to Oakland. 
 
 Oakland was by far the most active place we saw tonight.  The streets were full of traffic, parking lots were full, and many of 
the factories were open for the night shift.  The lights were also on at Oakland—Alameda County Stadium as we passed by around 
10:15.  (Technically that’s not the name of the stadium these days.  It’s one of those places that’s basically become “Your Name Here 
Stadium”, with naming honors going to the highest bidder.  Out of curiosity I just checked the Oakland A’s website and found that they 
play at “Network Associates Corporation Field”—how’s that for a name that just rolls off the tongue?  [It’s no longer that, but I 
couldn’t tell you what the current name was if you paid me.]) 
 
 We pulled into Jack London Square station in Oakland about an hour behind schedule, right at 10:30pm.  The station set-up in 
Oakland is very weird.  The train tracks run right down the middle of the street (the Embarcadero), and the actual platform is beyond the 
curb of that street, extending for about two blocks northwest from the station. 
 
 Oakland’s modern glass Amtrak station is part of the Jack London Square urban renewal project.  Our hotel was advertised as 
being “2 blocks from Jack London Square” and “a short walk from the Amtrak Station”.  They didn’t lie, but what they didn’t say was that 
“Jack London Square” is really the name of a neighborhood, rather than a specific place.  Pretty much anything along the Embarcadero 
in the downtown area is considered to be in Jack London Square.  The train station is clear at the southeast end of the area, over half a 
mile from Broadway, which is where our hotel was located.  Not knowing this we set out wheeling our luggage over the quaint brick 
sidewalks for block after block after block. 
 

It didn’t help when I chose to take a “short-cut” and ended up on a poorly lit street.  The block ahead was blocked off to car 
traffic with pylons, but a police car came through there.  We saw a group of young black men on the block ahead who just seemed to be 
standing around doing nothing.  While I could wish it otherwise, I’m sure there was a touch of racism involved in our decision to turn 
back and walk along the much better lit Embarcadero, rather than proceeding past those guys on the next block.  I found out later that 
the street we had been walking along houses a wholesale produce market.  All night long shipments come in from the farm country, and 
during the day they are disbursed around the city.  Very likely the men we saw worked there and were just waiting for a shipment to 
unload.  Not knowing that at the time, though, I decided prudence was in order when walking through an unfamiliar city at night. 
 

On the Embarcadero we mostly passed restaurants and nightclubs.  There were quite a few people out walking, mostly well-
dressed young black women who seemed to be going from club to club.  I felt like an idiot wheeling luggage past them, but we made 
our way along without incident. 
 

When we made it to 2nd and Broadway, the block where our motel was located, I was dismayed to see that right next door to 
the place where we had reservations was a XXX movie theatre called Xanadu.  There were a bunch of men in front of the place.  Some 



seemed to be adult movie customers, while others looked more like homeless people.  At least one was standing on the corner drinking 
from a paper bag.  I wondered just what kind of a place we were going to be staying.  We were paying more for this place than we had 
at the Roosevelt, but it was still the cheapest place I could book that was reasonably close to San Francisco.  Now I seemed to sense 
why it was so cheap. 

 
Xanadu and the Buttercup on Broadway in Oakland, California (obviously taken in the daytime) 

Rather than walk past the crowd by Xanadu, we opted to walk up the other side of the street—which was deserted, except for 
a police car parked along it.  We made our way to 3rd Street, crossed Broadway, and walked back to the Best Western Inn at the 
Square, our home for the next few nights. 

  
Entry and courtyard of the Best Western Inn at the Square – Oakland, California 

(photos taken on Sunday morning, June 24) 
The rather indifferent desk clerk (an enormous woman I can only describe as “white trash”) assigned us to Room 141.  We had 

requested a non-smoking room with two double beds.  When we unlocked the door we could see there were two beds, but the whole 
room reeked of smoke.  I may not be opposed to people smoking, but I’d rather not smell it all night.  Moreover both the deadbolt lock 
and the security chain on the door were broken, and what we had seen so far in this neighborhood I wanted as much security as we 
could get.  I went back to the desk and told the clerk the room was unacceptable.  The clerk seemed annoyed, and she struggled for 
more than ten minutes with her computer trying to make a change in our room assignment.  Eventually she was able to put us into 
Room 246.  I thanked her, and we went up to what was a perfectly acceptable room. 



In the end the motel turned out to be reasonably nice.  Even having the adult theater next door became more of an 
amusement than a problem.  The hotel itself had an interesting design.  It was three stories, but the first story was basically a parking 
ramp.  On the roof of the parking they had built a lovely courtyard with a pool in the middle.  The guest rooms encircled the courtyard, 
with their windows facing it rather than the street.  You had to go up a flight of stairs (or use a strange little elevator) to get to the “first” 
floor, which was level with the courtyard, and the “second” floor was on the third level of the building.  The hotel was very quiet, making 
you forget what might be going on out on the street. 
 

The motel was old, but it had been kept up reasonably well.  The room was a generic motel room with all the same furnishings 
you’d find in a Super 8 or a Travelodge.  We had a tiny bathroom with a shower instead of a tub (like you’d have at an old Motel 6), and 
the bathroom door just barely missed hitting the edge of the shower when you opened it.  There was nothing wrong with this place, but 
there was also no way it was worth $110 a night.  I’ve stayed in equal or better accommodations for much less money in several major 
cities.  The Roosevelt made me feel I was getting something extra for my money.  Here I just felt like I was getting ripped off.  Still, it 
was less of a rip-off than every other hotel in the area, and it was not an unpleasant place to stay for four nights. 
 

Sunday, June 24 
Oakland and San Francisco, California—by BART train, MUNI Metro streetcar, historic 
trolley, and cable car, and on foot 
 
 It was going on 8:00 by the time we got up this morning [about as late as I’ve ever gotten up while traveling].  We each 
showered, which was just a bit of a challenge.  I have no idea where the motel’s water heater was located, but it was obviously nowhere 
close to our room.  I had to let the water fun a full five minutes before there was any warmth at all.  Once the hot water arrived, I  found 
it was difficult to adjust the temperature.  There was only one adjustment on the shower faucet.  If I turned up the pressure, the water 
was scalding hot; but if I tried to lower the temperature, the pressure dropped to a trickle.  Eventually I did get showered, though, and so 
did Margaret, and then we set out for the day. 
 
 The one “bonus” we got for our over-priced room at the Best Western were coupons worth $2 at the adjacent Buttercup 
Kitchen Café.  The Buttercup Kitchen is an old diner that appears to have recently been redecorated.  The $2 coupons would have 
bought us coffee, but not even toast to go with it.  Pretty much everything on their menu—breakfast, lunch, and dinner—cost $8.  I had 
ham and eggs for breakfast, and Margaret had an omelette.  Our waitress was a  middle-aged white woman who looked like she had 
been working at the Buttercup since the ‘60s.  I got the feeling that in her time there she had seen both the help and the clientele 
change.  The neighborhood now appears to be about half black and half Asian (Oakland’s Chinatown is just up the street); the crowd at 
the restaurant includes them and the guests at the Best Western.  The help is a largely Hispanic.  Our waitress obviously didn’t speak 
Spanish, but she had enough ability that she could communicate with the other dining room and kitchen help.  The waitress was very 
apologetic to us because the service was a little bit slow; she even gave us free blueberry muffins to fill the time while we waited. 
 
 After breakfast we walked away from the bay (which I think is northeast) to the downtown Oakland subway station.  We would 
repeat this walk several times during this trip, passing the same fascinating variety of things each time.  Let me take just a moment to 
describe Oakland’s Broadway, between 3rd and 11th Streets. 
 
 Directly across 3rd Street from our hotel was a lavender stucco building that housed a sushi restaurant.  They had a poster in 
the window illustrating all the available food, and it looked truly disgusting.  Beyond there was a storefront restaurant called “Nation’s 
Famous Burgers” that black people always seemed to be going in and out of.  Their window had a poster of pies and tarts that looked 
delicious.  Beyond Nation’s was a little coffee shop where a cop car was always parked.  Across the street was the start of Chinatown.  
This was a lot like L.A.’s Koreatown.  The buildings just looked like the downtown of Smalltown U.S.A., but many of the signs were in 
Chinese. 
 
 The block between 4th and 5th Street housed the Alameda County Department of Social Services, a squat green metal and 
glass building that covered an entire city block.  Across the street from that was a parking lot.  Social Services was noteworthy, because 
it appeared to be the sleeping place of choice for Oakland’s homeless population.  They had a big porch in front of the building, and 
each night as many as five different street people were sleeping on different parts of it.  During the day I noticed a pillow hidden in the 
bushes in front of the building. 
 
 6th Street doesn’t exist in downtown Oakland.  Between 5th and 7th is the infamous Nimitz Freeway, Interstate 880.  I say 
infamous, because you no doubt saw dramatic pictures of this freeway after the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake.  This was the double-
decker one that pancaked onto itself, killing around 50 people.  (They say many more would have died, except they had left work early 
to see a World Series game between San Francisco and Oakland; traffic was apparently unusually light when the earthquake struck.)  It 
wasn’t actually this section that collapsed, but rather a part a little ways west of here.  Since the earthquake, they’ve completely re-
designed the freeway.  It’s still elevated, but it no longer has two levels.  It’s supposedly perfectly safe now, but I can’t say I was fully 
comfortable walking beneath the overpass. 
 
 The space under the freeway is the local police department’s parking lot.  Nearly a whole block is full of black-and-whites.  
There was also a shopping cart full of cleaning supplies that seemed to have been permanently abandoned on the sidewalk under the 
freeway.  I don’t know if it belonged to a homeless person or if it was for police janitorial work. 
 
 Across 7th street were two bail bond brokers.  Their location was selected as a convenient location right next to the Alameda 
County Jail. The Oakland Police Department followed, with a drugstore and an Asian grocer across the street. 
 



 The next block had an eclectic combination of businesses, all with apartments above.  The most interesting place was called 
“Sacred Tattoos”.  The whole time we were there, we saw only one person go in there, but their well-inked help often lingered on the 
sidewalk. 
 
 Most of the block between 9th and 10th was taken up by a store called Smart & Final.  They’re a wholesale grocer, dealing 
primarily in large sizes and lots.  Looking in their window, the place looked like a Sam’s Club, except that there was no parking 
anywhere remotely nearby.  We read a profile of the company later in the business section of the San Francisco Chronicle.  They’re 
apparently based in Los Angeles, and the chain has about 80 stores throughout the Southwest and in Mexico. 

 
11th Street entrance to 12th Street—Oakland City Center BART station 

 
 The last point of interest was 
the Alameda County Convention 
Center, which was dominated by a 
high-rise $250/night Marriott hotel.  
The convention center basically 
marked the limit of today’s downtown, 
as opposed to what was downtown in 
the Victorian era when most of the city 
was built.  There are several new 
mini-skyscrapers in downtown 
Oakland, most of which house “dot-
com” companies I’d never heard of.  
The most noteworthy new buildings 
are twin towers that form the East Bay 
Federal Building that look like tiny 
replicas of the Citicorp Centre in 
Chicago.  There’s also one very 
prominent building from the turn of the 
last century. The Oakland Tribune has 
a stately tan brick headquarters, 
topped by a beautiful clock tower. 
 
 11th Street marks the 
entrance to the Oakland City Center 
subway station.   (The  station  is actu- 

ally called “12th Street, but the three exits lead to 11th, 13th, and 14th.)  The station is served by BART, the Bay Area Rapid Transit 
system.  I can remember when BART was installed in the ‘70s; I think we read about it in Weekly Reader or Junior Scholastic at school.  
It was billed as the “train of the future”, truly a triumph of modern technology.  Like the L.A. green line, it was supposed to be driverless.  
I can’t imagine trusting the safety of a trainload of people to 1970s computers, and in the end BART thought better of the idea too.  The 
trains have drivers, but pretty much everything else about BART is automated. 
 
 BART is a weird transit system [just about the weirdest I’ve ever been on, actually].  It’s sort of like a combination between 
a subway and a medium-distance commuter train (like Chicago’s Metra or the Caltrain line on the other side of the bay).  The core of 
the system is a single subway line in San Francisco that extends into the so-called “Transbay Tube”, an eight-mile tunnel deep under 
San Francisco Bay.  When the Bay Bridge collapsed in that same earthquake in 1989, BART’s tube was left as the only connection 
between the two sides of the bay. BART runs beneath Market Street in downtown San Francisco, with stops just a few blocks apart.  It 
then turns southward, and the stops extend to about a mile apart.  Across the bay in Oakland BART splits into five different lines.   They 
provide fairly comprehensive service to Oakland and Berkeley, and then form a web that extends like tentacles into the distant suburbs.  
Beyond Oakland the stops are widely spaced, as much as 10 miles apart at one point.  They are extending BART in two directions.  By 
early 2003 an extension will be open to the San Francisco International Airport (it already goes to Oakland Airport) [I think it was 
actually completed in 2007], and in 2004 they’ll extend it down the east side of the bay to San Jose [this part is still in litigation]. 
 
 The fares on BART are based on distance, and they’re never cheap.  Even a 3-block run down Market Street is over a dollar, 
and it cost us $2.20 for each ten-minute ride under the bay.  [Today that would be a fairly typical transit fare, but at the time it was 
$1.50 for unlimited distance in Chicago and New York.]  If we had chosen to stay in the distant suburbs, any savings on motels 
would have been rapidly eaten up by paying over $5 for the one-way trip into the city.  They have no passes, except for the 
handicapped and elderly, so pretty much everyone pays full fare. [If you think of BART as a commuter train rather than a subway, 
its prices are in line with other cities—fairly similar to what Metra or NJ Transit charge and quite a bit cheaper than the 
Metrolink trains that run out to the L.A. suburbs.  It’s incredibly expensive for urban transit, though, and having no passes at 
all is very odd indeed.] 
 
 All the announcements on BART are computerized.  While the lines are color-coded on the system map, they are always 
referred to by their last two destinations.  An LCD readout shows a schedule of upcoming trains, interspersed with safety messages 
(they seem obsessed with safety on BART), and synthesized voices with no inflection whatsoever make announcements about when 
trains are coming (“ten-car-san-fran-cis-co-da-ly-ci-ty-train-in-two-min-utes”).  [I recently watched an episode of The Simpsons 
where Stephen Hawking made a guest appearance, and the BART voice was remarkably like the synthesized voice that 
speaks for the handicapped genius.]  The platforms are numbered (and in Oakland the tracks are stacked on top of each other, 
instead of side by side), and the same computer voice tells you which platform to go to (“nine-car-pitts-burg-bay-point-train-now-board-
ing-plat-form-two”).  The trains automatically stop in exactly the same places every time; they even have marks on the platform to 



indicate where the doors of the cars will be.  [That’s an advantage of a completely automated system over having drivers start 
and stop the trains.] 
 
 The BART trains were state-of-the-art back in the days when people thought almond was a futuristic color.  The older trains 
still, in fact, have bodies of almond plastic.  [They’re probably actually enameled metal rather than plastic.]  They’re gradually being 
replaced by stainless steel.  Inside the cars are huge—much wider than traditional subway cars—and really quite luxurious.  The seats 
are thickly padded and upholstered, and all the surfaces are carpeted.  The trains go very fast (10 minutes from downtown Oakland to 
downtown San Francisco, including a stop in the middle), but if you’re on a branch line they don’t run very frequently.  [Again, more 
like a commuter train than a subway.]  On Sunday service was every 20 minutes, and even at rush hour it’s no more frequent than 
about 12 minutes.  It seemed like we waited for BART about as much as for the L.A. buses, and I got really sick of that annoying 
computer voice. 
 
 It was clear from the moment we walked into the BART station that today would not be just any day in San Francisco.  When 
we planned the dates for this trip months ago, we had no idea that we would be visiting the Bay Area on the day of their single biggest 
event:  Gay Pride Day.  San Francisco revels in its reputation as a “queer” city, and today they were celebrating in a big way.  Over a 
million people were going downtown today for “QUEERIFIC—A Celebration of Pride for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgendered, and 
Questioning Persons”.  While that ultra-inclusive list seemed to systematically exclude both Margaret and me, unless we chose to just 
hang around the motel in Oakland all day we couldn’t help but be part of the festivities.   
 
 I’m sure most of the festival-goers would consider me quite a prude, because I really don’t think gay pride is an appropriate 
subject for a parade and street fair.  Don’t get me wrong—I strongly support gay rights.  I think everybody should have the same rights 
as everyone else, and I don’t think gay people (or anyone else) should be picked on in school or beat up on the street or murdered by 
drunk college kids.  I can’t think of a single job—at least not a legal one—where sexual preference would make any difference at all, 
and I certainly don’t agree with the fundamentalists who would damn all homosexuals to hell.  If they actually read their Bibles, they’d 
find that all sex outside of marriage is sinful; far too many “Christians” offer forgiveness to high school kids who get around and 
adulterous married people, but they only condemn homosexuals.  That said, I think there’s a flip side to the issue, too.  I really don’t 
care about anyone’s sexual preference—gay, straight, or whatever—and I don’t want people sharing the details of their sex lives with 
me.  I don’t  think it’s appropriate for anyone to flaunt their sexuality in public. Sex should be a private thing between partners.  (Sorry if 
I offended anyone.  If I were a politician, I’d be losing votes from both right and left with that speech, but it is how I feel.) 
 

[That said, the concept of Pride Day was not unfamiliar to me.  When I was in the student government at college, our 
organization took part in Pride Day events—basically as a way to show our support for other liberals.  Pride Day in Iowa in the 
‘80s was incredibly tame compared to what we saw in San Francisco in the 21st Century, though.  It seemed as if many of the 
participants wanted to exemplify every gay stereotype you could imagine.  I suppose, though, it’s not a whole lot different 
than the people who dress up in green and get drunk on St. Patrick’s day—I don’t care much for them, either.] 
 
 Regardless of my feelings one way or the other, though, the gay pride festival would certainly be a part of our day.  It started 
on BART, where probably two-thirds of the passengers were decked out in rainbow-colored Mardi Gras beads, ready for the festivities 
downtown. After we had taken several train rides with mostly gay fellow passengers, Margaret made a comment that was overly 
general, but basically true.  She noted that most of the gay men seemed quite “normal”; they looked like muscular college boys—
though most were older than that—and if it weren’t for a string or two of rainbow beads or a pink triangle T-shirt, they wouldn’t stand out 
at all in a crowd.  We saw a few cross-dressers or otherwise truly “queer” men, but really not that many (certainly fewer than in the 
Rocky Horror group in L.A.).  In contrast to the men, the lesbians were strange.  It was as if they had gone out of their way to fit 
everybody’s stereotypes of what a lesbian should look and act like.  They were, almost without exception, large women with closely 
cropped hair and an attitude.  Many of the women dressed for the occasion—in pink and purple spandex, black leather, and rainbow-
dyed faux fur and feathers.  From a man’s perspective, these women looked dreadful in those outfits, but I suppose they must seem 
attractive to each other. 
 
 We got off BART at Powell and Market in downtown San Francisco, right as the parade was starting.  The crowd lining the 
sidewalks on Market Street was at least ten deep, so we could see absolutely nothing.  We certainly could hear the parade, though.  
Leading off was a contingent of lesbian motorcycle aficionados.  They gunned the engines on their Harleys all the way down the street.  
The roar was so loud, I think we could have heard it in Oakland. 
 
 The crowd was mostly made up of gay and lesbian people, but there were a lot of others too.  There were many people I’d 
guess were just there for the big party.  They were interested in the event, but probably not gay.  I think every homeless person in San 
Francisco (and there are certainly a lot of them) had also gathered along Market Street for the occasion.  There was even one group of 
young men protesting by carrying placards with messages like “Jesus Saves” [which certainly beats the churches who picket the 
funerals of AIDS victims with hateful slogans on their signs].  The whole thing was a carnival atmosphere, and it was certainly 
something to see. 
 
 The crowd was mostly on Market Street, which was fine with us.  That meant that the bulk of the city was uncrowded and 
ready for us to explore.  We started wading through the crowd to Hallidie Plaza (named after the man who invented the cable car) [and 
one of the ugliest hunks of cement and modern art you’ll find in any city on earth], where the city visitors’ center is located.  We 
picked up assorted literature, of course, but our main purpose in being here was to pick up MUNI passes.  MUNI is short for the San 
Francisco Municipal Railroad.  It is completely separate from BART (which is headquartered in Oakland) and provides the bulk of the 
public transit within the San Francisco proper.  In front of me in line were two gay men, one of whom lived in San Francisco and one 
who was visiting town for the festivities.  While we were waiting in line, the local man (whose primary language was English) made a 
cell phone call entirely in Spanish—I think to a housekeeping service.  The visiting man marveled at his friend’s linguistic ability, and I 
must confess that I’ve never spoken on the phone in Spanish myself. 



 
“Queerific” – Gay Pride Day in San Francisco 

 We spent much of the day following the Barbary Coast Trail.  This is an idea San Francisco rather obviously stole directly from 
Boston’s Freedom Trail.  It’s about a sixty-block self-guided walking tour, marked with bronze logos in the sidewalks.  By following it we 
managed to see most of the “must see” sights downtown.  The fact is, though, that by comparison with Boston, San Francisco is really 
has very few sights that are all that important.  It’s a much newer city, made newer still by major earthquakes at the beginning and end 
of the 20th Century.  They don’t have 300-year-old churches, and not much of historical significance ever happened here.  Still, it made 
for an interesting walk. 

 
Chinatown 

 We made our way past Union Square to Maiden Lane.  They feature every 
part of local history on the Barbary Coast Trail, including the fact that Maiden Lane was 
so named because it was the red light district in gold rush days (apparently 25¢ was the 
going rate to “step inside”).  Just down the street is Old St. Mary’s Cathedral, the oldest 
cathedral west of the Rockies (1854).  Its clock tower was purposely built with a stern 
message to those frequenting the brothels:  “Son, observe the time and fly from evil.” 
 
 Much of the trail focuses on Chinatown.  When you say “Chinatown” to almost 
anyone, they’ll think of San Francisco.  It really does look like all the pictures, full of 
pagodas and painted balconies.  It was lively, but not crowded—a real pleasure to walk 
through.  We saw the tourist strip—full of restaurants, gift shops, and herbalists.  Then 
we went to the area where the Chinese locals shop (with stores from Walgreens and 
Safeway to the meat markets and greengrocers with the most bizarre goods you could 
ever imagine).  We saw residential streets and back alleys, including one with the 
world’s first fortune cookie factory (they were baking today’s batch as we walked by).  
There were also a number of clinics featuring traditional Chinese medicine. 
 
 The most interesting sight in Chinatown was a funeral procession.  I would 
love to have photographed it, but it didn’t seem respectful to do so.  The procession ran 
up one street and down another, all over Chinatown.  Leading the way was a small 
brass band that played Protestant funeral hymns (“Amazing Grace”, “Nearer My God to 
Thee”, “How Firm a Foundation”, etc.) as they marched.  Behind the band was the 
hearse, draped in flowers.  After that some girls marched along, tossing little strips of 
white paper to the curbs.  They were measured about 1 inch by 3 or 4 inches, and they 
seemed  to have almost been embossed with a  random pattern  of bumps and  cuts.    I 



have no idea what the symbolism of those strips of paper was, but they were obviously an important part of the ceremony.  After the 
paper the mourners proceeded in their cars.  We saw the group a couple of times and heard them all over Chinatown. 
 
 We stopped for a snack at a convenience store in Chinatown.  In the back they had an ice cream parlor that served a different 
variety of exotic flavors than the Arabic place in Hollywood.  My cone was filled with honeydew sorbet (Margaret had sweet red bean ice 
cream)—which, I might add, was most tasty.  Each of us also picked up a box of a product called “Pocky”. This is a snack made in 
China that features long, straight pretzels (the size and shape of a fireplace match), dipped two-thirds of the way down in chocolate.  
You hold the un-coated part in your hands while you eat the chocolate-covered part, giving you the taste of Christmas pretzels without 
the mess. 
 
 Ice cream really wasn’t the most appropriate snack today.  Mark Twain once wrote “the coldest winter I ever spent was a 
summer in San Francisco”.  I can certainly relate to that wise crack.  Janet had told us it would probably be pleasant here in summer.  I 
think Margaret may have found it pleasant (she frequently complained about the heat in Los Angeles, which I didn’t find that bad), but I 
thought it was cold.  I wore a jacket every day we were in the Bay Area, and long pants instead of shorts.  Even so, I found things a bit 
on the chilly side.  Temperatures in the city were in the 50s and 60s, with a brisk breeze blowing in from the ocean that made me 
wonder what the “wind chill factor” was.  It was also overcast much of the time.  I think my mental image of California was formed by 
that old song that speaks of it as a place “where bowers of flowers bloom in the sun” and “a sun-kissed miss said ‘don’t be late’.”  Even 
though that song must have been vaguely referring to the Bay Area (“Open up your Golden Gate—California, here I come!”), it would 
apply much more to L.A. than San Francisco.  This was definitely not the land of eternal sunshine. 
 
 On the plus side, at least San Francisco doesn’t have the smog problem they do further south.  There’s just as many cars and 
just as many freeways and just as many grimy old factories, but those sea breezes keep the air stirred up enough that smog really isn’t 
much of a factor.  There also wasn’t nearly the fog that travel books led me to expect.  We saw a little bit in the early morning some 
days, but it was absolutely nothing compared to what we had seen in Newfoundland. 
 
 You never know what you’re going to see next in Chinatown.   At one end of Portsmouth Square (the oldest public plaza in the 
city, laid out in 1776), a group of people was protesting for the right of Mainland Chinese to practice fulan gong, a meditation technique 
that the Communists have banned.  Their “demonstration” consisted mainly of demonstrating fulan gong itself; it looks basically like 
slow motion aerobics.  Off to the side Amnesty International had tables set up with petitions addressed to the Chinese government to 
stop the ban. I can’t imagine that a bunch of Americans’ signatures would have any effect at all on the hardliners in Beijing, but 
Margaret and I added our names to the list anyway. 
 
 Past the fulan gong people was a much stranger sight.  A middle-aged Chinese man was “exercising” on the playground in the 
southeast corner of the square.  I use the quotation marks, because this was not like any form of exercise I’d ever seen before.  He was 
standing in front of a wooden pole.  He started out by slapping the pole and his chest alternately with his hands.  That was odd enough, 
but it was about to get much more bizarre.  He started slamming his head against the pole, like a tackle head-butting a guard in football.  
Over and over again he bumped the pole with his noggin.  I have no clue what he thought he was accomplishing with this, and I’m 
surprised he didn’t seriously injure himself.  If people were to ask me for advice on things to ban, this crazy activity would be much 
higher on my list than fulan gong. 
 
 Another point of interest on the Barbary Coast Trail is the “Imperial Palace” of Emperor Joshua A. Norton.  Norton was a 
businessman who went bankrupt after the gold rush.  He proclaimed himself “emperor” of San Francisco, and a surprising number of 
San Franciscans went along with the charade.  While his imperial palace was nothing more than a room at a boarding house, he was 
able to print his own money and have it accepted by local merchants.  People bowed at the penniless man on the street and rose when 
he entered the theatre. Thirty thousand people attended his funeral in 1880.  Our trail guide described him Norton in great detail, 
finishing with the line, “Was he an ingenious pretender of a mentally impaired imposter?  You decide.” 
 
 Throughout our walk, there was one thing we couldn’t help but notice:  San 
Francisco, that city that everybody says is the most beautiful on earth, is covered with 
graffiti.  Nowhere have I seen so much graffiti.  It’s much worse than in Chicago or New 
York or L.A.  In those cities you mostly see graffiti in back alleys and on abandoned 
buildings in bad neighborhoods.  Here you see graffiti everywhere.  Several times I saw 
active businesses, the fronts of which had been obliterated so that I could barely tell what 
kind of business was there.  Even in top-drawer neighborhoods the lampposts and 
mailboxes were “tagged”, and numerous retaining walls seemed to be freshly painted—no 
doubt covering up the most recent round of illegal art.  [I’d later see similar graffiti 
problems in Portland and Vancouver, and I think the whole Pacific Northwest 
region is plagued by it.] 
 
 We went slightly out of our way to see another historical monument, the site of 
Philo T. Farnsworth’s laboratory.  For those who haven’t heard of Farnsworth, the 
Mormon physicist was the first person to register a patent for television.  There is an on-
going debate about who actually invented TV, with most experts leaning toward either 
Russian or British scientists.  Even if they were first in the lab, though, they were not first 
to the patent office.  RCA developed the first commercially successful TV system (using a 
group of Russian scientists who had fled their homeland), but after decades of legal 
battles, Farnsworth’s widow received royalties on every set they sold.  Farnsworth sent 
and  received  his  first TV  broadcast   (a  picture of  a  dollar  sign,  meant  to  impress  a 
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gathering of bankers he hoped would fund his work) on September 7, 1927 in a lab at the corner of Green and Sansome Streets in San 
Francisco. The building is now a graphic art studio, but a brass plaque commemorates Farnsworth’s contribution to modern technology. 
 
 [With our country having just completed the switchover to digital TV, I wonder if inventors such as Farnsworth, Bell, 
or even Edison will matter much in the future.  Digital TV, CD music, and cell phones all work in completely different ways 
from the “old fashioned” inventions they replace.  They were also all invented essentially by committee at major corporations, 
rather than by a single person in his own lab.  There’s a bit less charm about arriving at new technology that way.]   
 
 We saw a number of “firsts” along the Barbary Coast Trail, most of them of little significance.  There was the place where they 
held the first Jewish Yom Kippur services, the first Pony Express office, and the site of the first public school in California (now a 
parking ramp).  There was also a brick inlay in the sidewalk marking the location of the original shoreline of San Francisco Bay, many 
land-filled blocks from where the present coast is located.  Definitely taking the prize for the most dubious “first” on the trail, though, is 
America’s first strip club—still active in the city that considers itself the “adult entertainment capital of the world”. 
 
 The trail winds through the North Beach area, an overpriced district of pastel stucco rowhouses that is nowhere near the 
beach.  It is supposed to be one of the most “chi-chi” areas in town, but frankly it looks quite seedy.  Books describe North Beach as 
San Francisco’s Greenwich Village and it was the home of “beat” writers like Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac.  It was also the home of 
Joe DiMaggio, and the twin towers of the lovely Sts. Peter and Paul Church that he attended dominate the neighborhood. 
 
 Beside North Beach is Telegraph Hill, which is topped by the famous Coit Tower, a 210-foot column whose top was built to 
resemble the nozzle of a fire hose (it was apparently funded by the widow of a firefighter).  The trail splits in North Beach, with the main 
part going up Telegraph Hill and the “accessible alternative route” heading straight for Fisherman’s Wharf.  While we didn’t really intend 
to, somehow we mixed up our directions and ended up on the handicapped route.  That’s no great loss; I’ve climbed to the top of 
enough towers at one time or another. 

 
“Sandra’s” painting (read explanation in main text) – the Golden Gate Bridge 

 Fisherman’s Wharf is one of those “must see” attractions in San Francisco, but I certainly couldn’t tell you why.  Margaret said 
she felt it was just “famous for being famous”, and that has to be it.  There’s certainly nothing to see or do here that you can’t see or do 
in more pleasant surroundings elsewhere.  Basically it’s a bunch of seedy old industrial buildings filled them with overpriced restaurants, 
tacky gift shops, and street artists of varying—but often rather limited—talent.  There are also malls here, full of the same stores you’d 
find at every mall in America.  We could have gone to K-Mart on Fisherman’s Wharf, but it hardly seemed necessary to travel 2,000 
miles for a blue-light special.  (On the other hand, I wish I could have found a K-Mart in L.A. when my shaver broke.)  It’s basically the 



same stuff they’ve got in the French Quarter in New Orleans, with three major exceptions.  New Orleans is cheaper, the architecture is 
much nicer there (those wrought iron balconies are lots nicer to look at than decaying canneries), and there’s more space in New 
Orleans to handle the crowds.  Fisherman’s Wharf is way too crowded, and to my mind downright unpleasant. 
 
 There’s not even a nice view of the ocean at Fisherman’s Wharf. There are a couple of pleasant marinas, and if you look hard 
you can see Alcatraz and the Golden Gate Bridge beyond the development on the piers. It’s definitely not the kind of postcard view that 
makes you grab your camera, though. 
 
 I’m almost embarrassed to say that we did drop some money in one of the gift shops on Fisherman’s Wharf.  The main thing I 
bought was a small watercolor painting of the Golden Gate Bridge.  More than a souvenir of San Francisco, the painting a reminder of 
my friend Sandra from graduate school.  Sandra was an art teacher when I met her, but before that she was one of those artists who 
sold her work on the street.  She lived in San Francisco for a number of years, and while there she earned a lot of money selling 
paintings of the Golden Gate Bridge for $10 each.  [She also spent time painting the ocean in Honolulu and the mountains in 
Vancouver.]  Sandra actually didn’t work in watercolor; instead her bridges were painted with acrylic paint, using a palate knife instead 
of a brush.  Inflation has definitely taken hold.  My painting cost $15, and I have a feeling watercolors would be cheaper than palate 
knife creations.  One way or another, though, it’s an interesting souvenir. 
 
 The parade had apparently ended by the time we got to Fisherman’s Wharf.  The give-away to this was that many members of 
the lesbian motorcycle group were now parked outside a seafood restaurant there.  Others were joining them, and the noise level was 
rapidly getting as loud as it had been downtown. 
 
 Our last stop on Fisherman’s Wharf was at Ghirardelli Square, home to the chocolate manufacturer of that name.  While they 
make most of their chocolate elsewhere, they still maintain a small factory on this site, and they have a huge company store.  I picked 
up another souvenir, a little wooden cable car filled with candy bars.  The chocolate was good, and the cable car will continue to be a 
cute little memento. 
 
 We didn’t expect to recognize anyone in San Francisco.  600,000 people live here—not to mention the million that came for 
the parade—but there’s only one (a former student) whose name I know. We didn’t see Katie Lind, but we did spot some familiar faces.  
The family we had seen on the train with the son whose hair was so unusual happened to be at Ghirardelli Square just when we were.  
I’d have bet they were from San Francisco (or maybe Berkeley), rather than tourists, but here they were in Tourist Central. 
 
 There was a little park near Ghirardelli Square that was like many parks in San Francisco.  People like to sun themselves in 
the parks in San Francisco, but they do it in a most unusual way.  First of all, since it’s as chilly as it is, many of them are wearing 
jackets as they sit out catching the rays—which seems rather a contradiction to me.  Odder still, though, almost everyone sits 
individually on the grass, with about five or six feet between them and the next person.  No one seems to come to the parks as a couple 
or a family; it’s all just singles. 
 
 Actually, there aren’t a lot of traditional families in San Francisco. Shortly before coming here I had read that this was the only 
major city in America where the number of people under age 18 went down in the 1990s.  Part of that is the large gay population, of 
course, but few of the other people who live here have children either.  They’re either “swinging singles” or married “yuppies” without 
children.  What families there are in the Bay Area are mostly in the suburbs, but even there it’s less than you’d see in other cities. 
 
 After looking through real estate ads, I can’t imagine how a family—or a single person, for that matter—could afford to live in 
San Francisco.  I thought Boston was overpriced, but it was dirt cheap compared to the Bay Area.  The cheapest studio apartments 
were running $2,000 a month.  That’s more than my monthly salary for an efficiency.  An apartment similar to the two-bedroom I live in 
here would run $3,500 a month—or $42,000 a year, just for an apartment.  The cheapest rowhouses start around $750,000, and there’s 
really no ceiling; we saw rat-traps I wouldn’t give a dime for that had asking prices in the two million range. 
 
 Things are a little bit better outside of the city proper, but not much.  Apartments in Oakland started around $1,000 a month 
and went up to $2,500.  (I pay $300 a month in Algona, by the way.  That’s a bargain [and it’s gone up about 25% in the years since 
this was originally written], but the top-priced apartments here are not much over $500)  Old single-family homes in Oakland were 
around $500,000, while newly constructed condos started closer to the million mark.  The whole Bay Area is equivalently overpriced.  
All those “dot-com” companies must be paying some fabulous salaries for anyone to afford to live around here. 
 
 We used our MUNI passes for the first time as we left Fisherman’s Wharf.  MUNI runs many forms of transit.  The first thing we 
took was their historic trolley service, which runs along San Francisco’ Embarcadero between Fisherman’s Wharf and Market Street.  
These are not cable cars, but rather World War II vintage trolley cars that get their power from overhead wires.  San Francisco 
apparently bought up old trolley cars from cities around the world a few years back, and they’re running them mostly as a tourist 
attraction to relieve the over-crowding on the cable cars.  Our car was named “the Brooklyn Dodger” and had originally operated in New 
York.  It was a streamlined green monstrosity that was in mint condition, except for minor alterations to make it handicap-equipped.  We 
got on at the end of the line, and I’m thankful we did.  The crowd at the next station down filled the car, and it was packed like a 
Mexican subway by the time we got downtown. 
 
 Normally the trolleys (officially called the F-line) turns and runs up the center of Market Street.  Downtown was pretty much 
closed down for the gay festivities, though, and today all the trolleys dead-ended in front of the Ferry Building at the foot of Market. 
 
 We walked about a block past a line of gay pride banners to the Embarcadero subway station.  The Market Street subway 
stations all have three levels.  There’s a lobby level right below the street.  Below that you can board “MUNI Metro”, streetcars that start 
in the subway and branch out at ground level all over the city.  The third level down is for BART trains. 



MUNI Metro is supposed to use honor system ticketing, just like L.A.  In the subway, though, all the entrances have turnstiles.  
There’s a cage for an attendant who you could flash a pass to, but today there was no MUNI attendant around at the Embarcadero 
station.  Margaret and I were among about a half dozen people who wanted to use passes of various types.  No one could figure out 
how to get in.  Eventually a couple of us went over to the BART attendant and asked him how we were supposed to enter the MUNI 
facilities with a pass.  He looked around a bit and suggested we reach around behind the emergency exit, unlatch it, and go in through 
there.  He said an alarm would sound, but not to worry about it.  We did exactly as he told us.  The alarm did indeed go off, but no one 
seemed to care.  People paid about as much attention to that as they would to a car alarm.  … So, if you ever want to sneak into the 
subway in San Francisco, now you know how. 

 
We had our passes, but we really didn’t need them.  Downtown is the only place in San Francisco that MUNI seems to even 

remotely care if you pay your fare.  Unlike in L.A., no one ever checked to see if we (or anyone else) had a ticket on MUNI Metro.  They 
check on the cable cars, but they act like they couldn’t care less about tickets on the trolleys and streetcars.  Even if they did catch you, 
the fine for non-payment is only $35, compared to $250 in Los Angeles.  They probably feel it’s not worth their trouble to collect such a 
small fine. 

 
Like BART, MUNI has electronic announcements in its stations.  MUNI’s are obviously more recent; they sound less like a 

synthesizer and more like an actual voice.  The typical announcement says is a saccharin-voiced female saying “outbound 1-car—
PAUSE—“J” in—PAUSE—two minutes, followed by 2-car—PAUSE—“N, N” in—PAUSE—four minutes.”  You can almost hear the tape 
clunking around as it searches for the train letters and the numbers of minutes.  “J” and “K” sound very similar on train announcements, 
as do “M” and “N”—all of which are the designations of MUNI Metro trains (I have no idea why A, B, C, D, E, G, H, and I don’t exist.)  I 
assume it’s to avoid this confusion that the voice always says “K” and “N” twice (“N, N”) when making announcements.  I personally 
found all the electronic announcements annoying.  I suppose they think it’s helpful when so many different trains share the same 
platform, but I find it just as easy in the Loop in Chicago (where the same thing happens) to look for the color coding and destination on 
the front of the train when it comes.  [I’ve read on the Chicago Transit Authority website that the Americans with Disabilities Act 
requires audible announcements so that blind people can identify which train is on a platform.  CTA accomplishes this by 
playing their in-car announcements on a speaker outside the car that can be heard in the stations.] 
 

You definitely have to know where you’re going to use the trains in San Francisco.  “Inbound” and “outbound” are the only 
destinations they ever give, and except for the letters there’s no differentiation in the lines at all.  Away from the subway the streetcars 
stop every couple of blocks, but the stops can be very hard to identify.  Often they just paint a yellow stripe on a light pole, and that’s 
the stop—no shelter, no benches, no platform, nothing.  Bus stops and cable car stops use those same yellow-striped poles, so you 
have to check to see exactly what it is that stops at the stop you’re at. 

 
I had read ahead of time that MUNI Metro tended to be very crowded.  That was certainly true today.  It seemed as if everyone 

downtown was headed home from the parade, but they hadn’t scheduled any extra trains to handle the mob.  We crowded aboard a “J” 
train and made our way southward to 24th Street. 

 
“Painted lady” rowhouses in San Francisco 

The intersection of 24th and Church is in a neighborhood known as Noe Valley (I think the first word is pronounced “NO-way” 
and was the name of the city’s first mayor).  This is a fairly typical residential neighborhood.  San Francisco is almost entirely a city of 
rowhouses.  The pretty ones you’ve no doubt seen pictures of are built of wood and mostly date from just after the 1906 earthquake.  
They’re Victorian architecture, which everyone here seems to think is something special (they should go to the main street of any small 
town in the Midwest).  They’ve been nicely kept up, and they really are quite pretty.  Those “painted lady” homes are mostly 
concentrated right near the downtown area.  The farther from Market Street you go, the less picturesque things get.  The bulk of the city 



is built of either stucco or cement blocks—all in a very boxy design, and always painted in ghastly pastel colors.  [While it’s most 
decidedly NOT a tropical city, everything is decorated in tropical colors.]  It’s newer, but really not much nicer than the red brick 
rowhouse ghettos you see in Eastern and Midwestern cities.  The big difference, though, is that in San Francisco these rowhouses may 
look like slums, but they aren’t.  They carry price tags in the million dollar range and are home to a wealthy and almost exclusively white 
citizenry. 

 
 We had taken the train to Noe Valley so we could go out for afternoon tea.  In planning the trip I had come across some 
reviews of a place called Lovejoy’s Tea House that serves formal British tea amid antique furnishings.  I was fairly sure Margaret would 
like that, and it seemed an interesting diversion for me, so we came here.  We had to wait a bit to be seated, but it was certainly fun.  
We had what the menu called “light tea” (distinguished from “high tea”.  I enjoyed black current tea (black, as we coffee folks would 
say), while Margaret had Yorkshire gold tea with milk.  Each came in its own china teapot, with a silver strainer to catch the grounds (or 
whatever you call the remains of tea brewing) when you poured the tea into your cup.  We also got to choose from a variety of 
sandwiches (we had cucumber and apple with cream cheese), and we had scones with jam and Devon cream (an unsweetened glop 
that Margaret liked, but I didn’t), cookies, and fruit.  All the foods were served on a three-tiered china apparatus the likes of which I had 
never seen before (Margaret called it a “cake plate” and said she had seen them in England).  It was far from the best meal I’ve ever 
had, but it was an interesting experience. 
 
 Most of the other guests at the tea shop were there for a bridal shower.  I would think it would be a fun place to have such an 
event.  There was also a group of gentlemen wearing the telltale rainbow beads and a group that was speaking with a British or 
Australian accent.  The owner asked where we were from and seemed amazed that anyone from Iowa would have heard of the place. I 
wouldn’t have, except for finding it by accident on-line.  [This was likely one of the first places I found while “surfing” the internet.  
I’ve since been to countless more, and people think it less strange these days when people from unusual places show up.] 
 
 While Margaret shopped for chinaware, I used the restroom at Lovejoy’s.  That was an experience.  You can tell from their one 
restroom that this is a place designed for women.  Men’s rooms never have flowers and potpourri and wicker and lace; this place just 
exuded estrogen.  I could barely find the toilet amid all the decoration. 
 
 We decided to take the streetcar to the end of the line to get a better idea of what San Francisco was like.  What we saw was 
pretty much what I described earlier—a bunch of boxy, stucco and cement block rowhouses. It’s really a very dull looking city, away 
from downtown. 

 
BART train in the subway—San Francisco 

 We transferred to BART, but accidentally boarded the wrong 
train.  That’s surprisingly easy to do, since the trains aren’t labeled; they 
use those electronic announcements as the main way of letting you know 
which train is which.  We got off at the next station and then waited and 
waited and waited for the correct train to come along.  Several trains to 
other destinations came and went while we sat, waiting for a 
“Pittsburg/Bay Point” train. 
 
 I commented earlier that in Los Angeles people were very quick 
in getting on and off public transportation.  San Francisco was quite the 
opposite.  BART trains wait a good half minute in each station—
sometimes more.  People waddle on and off, with no particular hurry.  
There was no great rush on MUNI, either.  If you’d asked me ahead of 
time which city would be fast and which would be slow, I’d have expected 
laid-back L.A. to be the slowpoke and high-tech San Francisco to be fast.  
It’s exactly the opposite, though. 

 

 One thing that was almost disconcerting was BART’s obsession with safety.  Every transit system has safety posters 
reminding you to use your common sense (don’t fall off the platform, etc.), but BART seemed to carry things to extremes.  The 
electronic voice would periodically remind us of safety instructions, and an LED crawl above the platforms was constantly giving safety 
reminders.  We were reminded, for instance, that “cameras in stations and on trains do not prevent all crime—please be aware of your 
travel environment.”  DUH!!!  Many of the anti-crime instructions were more specific.  Men were specifically told to put their wallets in 
their front pockets, for instance (that’s where I always put mine anyhow), and commuters using the park-and-rides were told to have 
their keys in their hands before exiting the station.  I must say all the safety messages made me feel much less secure.  I can’t imagine 
they would have them if there hadn’t been some serious problems with crime.  Nothing seemed particularly dangerous on BART, but all 
the anti-crime messages made me wonder. 
 
 One bit of safety instruction I did pay attention to was the Transbay Tube evacuation procedure.  BART is unlike any other 
subway system anywhere in that it has that big eight and a half mile underwater tunnel, with no possible exit except at the ends.  
They’ve never had an accident in the tube, but boy would it be a disaster if they did.  It would be almost like the accident they had in the 
English Channel tunnel a few years back.  The evacuation procedure is basically to walk over to the other side of the twin tubes and 
wait for another train to come and rescue you.  There’s no provision given should both tubes be blocked. 
 

They also had evacuation procedures for station black-outs.  Unlike many subways, BART does not have an independent 
source of electricity.  They buy power from Pacific Gas and Electric, just like everybody else in the Bay Area.  The trains themselves 
received an exemption from the state, so they wouldn’t be effected by rolling black-outs (can you imagine being in the middle of that 
Transbay Tube during a black-out?), but the stations were not exempted.  Fortunately, while we were there, the state had at least a 
temporary reprieve from the rolling blackouts, so we didn’t have to worry about that particular safety precaution. 

 



We took BART back to Oakland.  It amazes me how quick that trip is—less than 10 minutes across the bay.  It took us about 
as walk from the BART station to our motel as it did to get from San Francisco to Oakland. 

 
Walking back to the hotel reminds me of another peculiar thing we noticed on this trip:  stoplights with audio accompaniment.  I 

assume this has something to do with the Americans with Disabilities Act (which is probably what’s behind all those electronic 
announcements on BART and MUNI, too—though I wonder why you don’t hear them in other cities, then).  We first encountered them 
when we were walking around downtown Galesburg.  When the light changed, a loud beep would sound to let you know it was okay to 
cross the street.  In Oakland, all the lights made two tones.  When the “WALK” light was on one direction, we would hear an “uh-oh” 
sound repeatedly, while the other direction was more of an “oh-oh-oh”.  The combination of noises blended through the neighborhood 
and sounded not unlike a loud flock of birds.  I really don’t quite follow the point of the audio cues.  The few blind people I’ve actually 
known in my life listened for traffic noise to guide them when they crossed streets.  I can’t see that the bird calls improve on that a 
whole lot. 
 

We dumped our purchase back at the hotel, walked 
back to the BART station, and waited a full 19 minutes 
(trains run every 20 minutes on Sunday) for another train to 
San Francisco.  This time the train was very uncrowded, and 
we relaxed in the cushy seats as we made our way back 
under the bay. 

 
Our evening plans were to ride the famous cable 

cars.  Cable cars (which grab on to underground ropes that 
pull them along the street) were invented in San Francisco 
125 years ago.  They’ve been obsolete for decades, but 
MUNI continues to maintain and operate them—mostly as a 
tourist attraction.  The tour books give two pieces of advice 
for those who want to ride the cable cars.  First, they 
suggest you ride the California Street cars, rather than the 
more crowded cars on Powell Street.  Secondly, they 
suggest you ride in the early morning or the evening, when 
the crowds are somewhat less.  We followed both of these 
suggestions, and they worked like a charm.  We waited at 
the terminal at California and Drumm and got right on the 
first car.  The car (which was much smaller than a modern 
transit vehicle) was quickly full, but we were able to sit in the 
sheltered inside area—out of the bitter wind.  We rode to the 
top of Nob Hill, where the enormous Grace Cathedral 
(Episcopal) is located, and then clear to the end of the line 
at VanNess Street.  Since we had unlimited passes, we just 
stayed on and went back.  This time we got off on Nob Hill 
and looked around a bit.  We waited and waited and waited 
for  a  cable  car going  back  downtown  (they’re  very infre- 

 
California cable car – San Francisco 

quent on Sunday night).  Eventually we caught one going the other way and rode to the end of the line again, turned around, and went 
all the way back to Drumm. 
 

The cable car rides alone almost paid for our MUNI passes.  MUNI charges $2 for each cable car ride, instead of the standard 
$1 fare, and they issue no transfers whatsoever.  Basically they use the cable cars as a way to milk the tourists.  In rapid succession we 
had $8 worth of cable car rides. 

 
Each cable car has two MUNI employees.  Most of the time one of the employees operates the car, while the other takes 

money.  (They do care that you pay your fare on the cable cars.)  Operating the cable cars is very physical work.  Most of the time the 
main operator is working a big shift mechanism that looks like it takes quite a bit of effort to move.  On hills, both men (they’re invariably 
men, even though most of the streetcar operators were women) work together.  The second man works a mechanism that looks like an 
old-fashioned water pump and I assume somehow brakes the car and keeps it from going downhill too fast. 

 
On our final cable car ride, the conductor was also playing with the lights in the car.  There were places for four light bulbs on 

the ceiling of the car—two in the enclosed area, one in front, and one in back.  Instead of screwing in, the bulbs twisted in like European 
light bulbs do.  For some reason this car had only two bulbs to go in the four sockets.  The conductor kept switching the bulbs from one 
socket to another, for no particular reason.  All the passengers kept staring at each other as he did this.  Margaret speculated that his 
reason was just to see how long it would take someone to ask what he was doing. 

 
Almost everyone who rides the cable cars is a tourist.  For much of our trip we were sitting with a group of tourists from Great 

Britain.  They were going to Chinatown for dinner, and the California cable car goes right through the heart of Chinatown.  We passed a 
Safeway store, where an elderly local woman got on—the only local person we saw on any of our cable car rides.  A teenaged boy 
among the Brits quickly rose to give her his seat.  She seemed shocked at his chivalry, but eagerly accepted.  The boy’s father promptly 
complemented his son on displaying what should be common courtesy. 

 
If the signs in transit vehicles can be trusted, the son’s act was also the law—though not a law very many people follow.  

You’re supposed to give up seats to the elderly and handicapped.  Every BART and MUNI vehicle had signs saying that this is a 



California law, often in both English and Chinese.  Very few people seemed to notice those signs, though, and lots of old people were 
left standing.  They seem to care about as much for enforcing that law as they do about preventing fare evasion, though. 

 
Mentioning the Chinese signs reminds me of another fact.  The Bay Area has far fewer Hispanic people than Los Angeles.  

The vast majority of the people are white, with Asians by the biggest minority, followed by black people.  In L.A. most of the 
informational signs were bilingual, and there were many Spanish publications, including a daily paper.  Here we saw almost no signs in 
Spanish, and there are no local Spanish-language publications at all.  There are some Latinos in San Francisco, and many of them 
don’t speak much English.  I suppose they get by the same way Mexican people do in Iowa, though. 

 
We saw more fire engines while we took the cable car back.  I can think of few places that would be worse for emergency 

vehicles than San Francisco.  (Boston is about the only place that comes to mind.)  It’s one of the most crowded cities in America, and 
the traffic is dreadful—even on Sunday.  Most of the streets are quite narrow, and in addition to the usual traffic there’s cable cars, 
street cars, historic trolleys, trolley buses (like the things Paul and I saw in Russia years ago), diesel city buses, and lots and lots of tour 
buses.  The whole city is built on hills, and there are blind intersections all over the place.  I can’t imagine driving a car here, let alone a 
fire truck. 

 
We got off the cable car and walked back to the Embarcadero BART station.  The last of the parade crowd was leaving town 

now, and the train was very crowded.  We were among the first on at Embarcadero station, but even so Margaret and I couldn’t sit 
together.  Many other people ended up standing.  I’m glad it was such a short trip across the bay. 

 
We had eaten breakfast this morning at the Buttercup Kitchen, and we had dinner tonight there too.  Margaret had a 

hamburger [which I find an amusing choice, since she’s constantly harping about how she doesn’t like sandwiches], while I 
had what they called a chicken tostada.  It wasn’t a tostada, but rather what most Midwesterners would call a taco salad—an edible 
bowl filled with lettuce and salsa.  I also had their version of the standard California treat, fresh-squeezed lemonade. 

 
We settled in at the motel and attempted to watch television.  I say attempted, because this was another of the quirks that 

made me feel I was getting ripped off at the Best Western.  They had far more channels available than the Roosevelt did, but the 
reception was horrendous.  I think they had paid for one cable hook-up for the entire motel and then split it 104 ways to bring cable to 
each guest room.  Several of the channels didn’t come in at all (we never could get The Weather Channel, for instance), and those that 
did were mostly black and white snow that reminded me of my childhood in Mt. Pleasant.  We managed to tune in one station well 
enough to understand the local news, which mostly focused on the “Queerific” festivities.  After the news we settled into bed. 
 

Monday, June 25 
Oakland, Alameda, 
and San Francisco, 
California—on foot, 
and by ferry, historic 
trolley, MUNI Metro 
streetcar, and BART 
train. 
 
 I got up early this 
morning and took a long walk 
around Jack London Square.  I’d 
read guide books that described 
the area as a failed attempt to 
replicate Fisherman’s Wharf, and I 
suppose it is.  It’s precisely 
because they’ve failed to attract 
huge crowds that to me makes 
Oakland’s    waterfront   the   more  

 
Marina at Jack London Square – Oakland, California 

enjoyable of the two.  Jack  London  Square is a much more attractive place  than Fisherman’s  Wharf,  probably because  it has to  be. 
They have a delightful waterfront promenade with pleasant views of the harbor and marina.  Most of the area is essentially a pedestrian 
mall; cars aren’t formally banned, but all the parking is well away from the waterfront.  There’s a lot of housing and offices here, as well 
as commercial space.  Most of the people seem to be locals, with a nice mix of ages and races. 
 
 The commercial focus of Jack London Square is an enormous Barnes and Noble bookstore at the foot of Broadway.  It’s the 
only Barnes and Noble I saw anywhere in the Bay Area, and it’s got to be close to the largest one in that chain.  Surrounding the 
bookstore are a variety of restaurants, mostly representing national chains that cater to businesspeople.  There are also a few shops, 
some art galleries—heavy on African and African American artists—and a variety of nightclubs.  Early morning is about the deadest 
time in Jack London Square, and it seems to be at its busiest in the evening. 
 
 After Margaret was up and we had gone through the morning preparations, we went back to Jack London Square.  We 
stopped in at Jack’s Bistro, the restaurant for the elegant Waterfront Plaza Hotel (rooms start around $200/night).  There we had coffee 



and some of the most tasty danish I’ve ever eaten.  [For some reason coffee places always seem to have the best pastries—
better than many bakeries.]  The majority of our fellow diners were well-dressed black business executives.  Oakland has a black 
majority, but it’s also quite a wealthy city.  That combination makes it an attractive base of operations for black people who are visiting 
the Bay Area on business. 
 
 Also having danish at Jack’s was a man wearing a Budweiser uniform who apparently works mainly at the stadium where the 
Oakland A’s play.  He had a long conversation with the clerk, pointing out that his schedule was very light today.  The A’s were 
apparently out of town, which made for an easy day for beer deliveries. 
 
 After breakfast we walked about two blocks along the waterfront to the ferry dock.  The dock is located right next to another 
historic site, the U.S.S. Potomac which was President Franklin Roosevelt’s “Floating White House”.  The Potomac is open very limited 
hours, and we were not able to go aboard.  It was interesting to see the boat, though.  It’s surprisingly small, quite a bit smaller than our 
ferry.  I had imagined the President would have a large ship to accommodate him and his staff.  This was not much more than a 
pleasure yacht, though. 

 

 
Points of interest in Jack London Square: 

LEFT:  U.S.S. Potomac 
RIGHT:  Jack London’s log cabin 

 Commuting between San Francisco and Oakland is pretty much a one-way affair.  There was a big line waiting to go to San 
Francisco, but exactly one person got off the ferry at Oakland.  The people who work in Oakland mostly live either there or in suburbs 
further east.  A lot of East Bay residents work in the office towers of downtown San Francisco, though.  Each day they cram the Bay 
Bridge, the BART tube, and the ferries as they shuttle back and forth to work. 
 
 It costs $4.75 to take the ferry one-way across the bay, which makes BART seem like a bargain by comparison.  It’s a lengthy 
trip, but quite relaxing.  First the boat makes a quick trip to the town of Alameda, which is located on an island just west of Oakland.  
Then it passes the enormous Port of Oakland, America’s third largest port (after New Orleans and Los Angeles).  Here we saw the 
where all those containers they were loading earlier came from.  Enormous ships are loaded with nothing but cargo containers.  They 
dock in Oakland, where huge cranes unload them.  The containers are stacked as many as six high along the shore.  Different cranes 
lift them onto rail cars, which presumably in turn take them to truck transfer depots like the ones we saw in L.A. and San Bernardino. 
 
 Just past the port we traveled beneath the Bay Bridge.  This is by far the longest connection across San Francisco Bay.  It’s 
also older than the more-famous Golden Gate Bridge, just not in as picturesque of a setting.  You probably know the Bay Bridge best 
from the 1989 earthquake.  It’s a bi-level bridge, and part of the top-level collapsed in the quake.  The bridge is still not up to quake 
standards today. 
 
 We sailed roughly parallel to the bridge, with a beautiful view of the city.  The bulk of the passengers got off at the Ferry 
Building in downtown San Francisco.  However we stayed on until the final stop at Pier 41 on Fisherman’s Wharf.  The whole journey 
took about forty-five minutes. 
 
 We had come back to Fisherman’s Wharf to catch another boat that would take us to San Francisco’s largest tourist attraction, 
Alcatraz.  More than two million people a year visit “the Rock”.  We had gotten tickets ahead of time, which turned out to be a good 
thing.  Apparently this week’s sailings were sold out until Thursday.  That was evident from the enormous line waiting for the 10:15 
departure.  They backed people all the way down a long pier to keep them from causing congestion on the sidewalk.  While people 
were boarding a photographer snapped pictures of each group, just as they might when people went on a cruise.  Those photos were 
for sale after visitors returned.  It was probably fortunate that just before we neared the front of the line, they announced that the boat 
was about to depart.  They had to stop the photography and just let the rest of us board. 
 
 Most of the postcard views you see of San Francisco were taken from the bay.  One of the best parts of going to Alcatraz was 
the opportunity to see the city from the best possible angles.  Set on hills and surrounded by water, it really is a lovely place.  Honestly it 
looks better from a distance than it does close up, but then a lot of cities are that way. 
 
 



 
Skyline view from San Francisco Bay 

 We were greeted on Alcatraz by a very loud guide who bellowed words of welcome into a megaphone.  We chose not to join 
the crowd that was rushing up the hill to the cellblock.  Instead we joined a park ranger who gave a guided nature tour of the island.  In 
addition to being a historic prison, Alcatraz functions as a bird sanctuary.  This is one of the few places that western seagulls nest, and 
we saw dozens of them up close and personal on our hike.  The ranger gave a detailed description of the life cycle and mating habits of 
the native birds.  It was interesting, but not enough that I’ll bore you by repeating it here. 
 
 The bird tour took us up the hill at a leisurely pace, and it was comparatively uncrowded when we got to the cellhouse.  Most 
visitors tour Alcatraz via a tape tour.  It seemed as if almost everyone was walking around with headphones, staring blankly off into 
space.  I wish they would have the script of the tape tour available for sale.  I hate headphones, and I didn’t want to pay extra for 
something I probably wouldn’t enjoy.  Most of the cellhouse was not terribly well signed, though, and it would have been good to have 
had a print version of the information on the tape.  Unfortunately nothing of the sort was for sale. 
 
 [This is something that has griped me at a number of places.  I understand that renting the audio tours can be 
profitable for the companies, but I don’t understand why they don’t have the same stuff for sale in print.  I’d also think that a 
National Park Service property like this might be inviting an ADA lawsuit for not accommodating the hearing impaired.] 
 
 The cellhouse was interesting, though not so interesting as the Eastern State Penitentiary we visited last summer in 
Philadelphia.  Eastern was older, and it was historic in being the first place on earth to experiment with solitary confinement.  It has also 
decayed much more than Alcatraz, and the contrast between what had been restored and what hadn’t was much more interesting 
there.  Alcatraz is mostly famous for the gangsters who were there and for its reputation for being a place no one could escape from.  It 
basically looks like a prison.  I’d imagine that if I toured the old state prison in Ft. Madison, the appearance would be similar.  Years ago 
I remember watching Scared Straight, which was set at the New Jersey State Prison in Rahway.  It had the exact same set-up as 
Alcatraz, with three-floors of tiny green-barred cells.  [I gather very few correctional facilities actually look like this these days, but 
it what’s in everybody’s brain as what a prison should be like.] 
 
 The most interesting thing at Alcatraz was the 
recreation yard, which was a huge cement area tacked on to 
the northwest corner of the cellhouse.  The wind whipped 
through the area, and kept trying to imagine playing ball in such 
weather.  The yard provides lovely views of the Golden Gate 
Bridge, San Francisco, and suburban Sausalito, but barbed 
wire obscures all those views.  It was interesting to imagine 
what might have gone through the prisoners’ minds when they 
were so close to these lovely places, but so thoroughly 
contained within the prison. 
 
 There was one more interesting sight at Alcatraz.  
They apparently sponsor education programs for school 
children.  A group had recently been there to learn about the 
American Indian occupation of the island in the 1970s.  They 
had summed up their experiences through an “alternative 
assessment”, creating masks that demonstrated what they had 
learned about Alcatraz.   I’m not quite sure  what the mask  idea 

 
San Francisco Bay from the Alcatraz recreation yard 

had to do with either Indians or Alcatraz [which is the problem with an awful lot of alternative assessment], but their creations were 
interesting to see. 
 
 I got a taste of home as we were waiting to leave the Rock.  Small ships sail all over the bay, taking tourists on day cruises.  
One passed right by the docks at Alcatraz while we waited, and it was amusing to see that it had been christened the “Golden Bear”.  
Garrigan’s mascot is the Golden Bear, so I felt properly welcomed to San Francisco.  I’m sure, however, that it wasn’t Garrigan they 
were thinking of with that name.  The only other school of any level I know of whose teams are called the Golden Bears are right across 
the bay in Berkeley at the University of California.  [I’ve wondered for a quarter century just how Garrigan came up with the 
name—particularly when everything else about our school (the colors, the school song, etc.) is stolen from the Iowa 
Hawkeyes.  It is interesting that “Golden Bear” is also the nickname of Jack Nicklaus, and over the years Garrigan has won 
more than a dozen golf championships.  I just did a quick check, and the only other school I came across that had the Golden 
Bear as its mascot was Concordia College in St. Paul—not quite as famous of a school as Cal.] 
 



 By the time we got back to Fisherman’s Wharf it was lunchtime.  We happened to pass by a little stand that was selling chili 
and clam chowder in sourdough bread bowls.  That struck both of us as a reasonable lunch, so we stopped and had some.  While I’m 
not normally one to mix bread and soup, this wasn’t bad.  [This was a unique concept at the time; today you could get the same 
thing at every Panera in the country—and thousands of other restaurants besides.] 
 

While we were eating, we were entertained by another of the sideshows on Fisherman’s Wharf.  A man had a trampoline set 
up, with poles to the side of it, onto which bungee cords were attached.  For six dollars, people could tie themselves in the bungee 
cords and then jump on the trampoline to simulate bungee jumping in a safe, controlled setting.  It was mostly kids who were doing this, 
but there was at least one overweight person about my age.  Some were very good, while others had to be assisted to do anything 
other than bounce.  I would think it would be a fun thing to do, but probably not worth $6 for just a couple of minutes of entertainment. 

 
We took the trolley back downtown and then walked to 1st and Mission Streets, where the Transbay Terminal is located.  

Tomorrow we were scheduled to take a bus tour to the Wine Country, and I wanted to confirm the reservations.  I also wanted to 
double-check exactly where the bus terminal was, since we would have to be getting there early in the morning for our tour.  We 
checked in with no problem, and the Gray Line clerk printed actual tickets to replace the e-mail confirmation I had gotten. 

 
Next we got back on the MUNI Metro streetcar and traveled to Church and Dolores Streets, in the heart of the Mission District.  

The neighborhood, which is home to most of San Francisco’s Hispanic population, is named for the Mission of San Francisco de Asís, 
the most northerly of the old Spanish missions in California.  The original adobe building still stands, having survived both of the big 20th 
Century earthquakes.  [Adobe appears to be one of the most earthquake-friendly construction materials.]  The church was 
founded in 1776, which is not a year you normally think of in connection with the West Coast.  For no reason I can figure out, it is 
popularly called “Mission Dolores” (in English “Dolores” would be “Our Lady of the Sorrows”), but the official name of the church is still 
“Iglesia de San Francisco de Asís” (St. Francis of Assisi Church).  Right beside the old church is an enormous basilica that I’d guess 
dates to the 1950s.  Both buildings house the same parish, and they use both regularly.  The early morning masses (which are never 
well attended at any church) are held in the old mission, while Saturday night and Sunday at 11 are in the basilica.  It’s an active 
modern parish.  I was amused to see the same solid-color banners they use to line the walk in front of St. Cecelia’s here in Algona, as 
well as a big “Jubilee 2000” sign (commemorating the Catholic church’s celebration of the millennium as a holy year). 

 
Ceramic tile of the old mission – San Francisco, California 

 
The mission was probably my single favorite place in 

San Francisco.  They have a very nice self-guided walking 
tour that takes you through both buildings and the grounds.  It 
starts in a lovely little plaza between the buildings, with lovely 
mosaics on the walls and a pleasant fountain in the middle.  
The old mission itself is very simple, but quite pretty.  It 
reminded me somewhat of the ancient church at Acoma 
pueblo in New Mexico.  The walls are just adobe, but they’ve 
decorated with paintings and tapestries.  There’s altar is 
simple, but it’s beautifully carved.  Everything is dark wood, 
which contrasts starkly with the whitewashed walls. 
 

The basilica is much more elaborate, and really a 
more beautiful church—if not nearly so historic.  I didn’t look at 
it in so much detail, because a number of people were praying 
devotions when we entered.  I did see its lovely domed ceiling, 
its spectacular stained glass windows, and its ornate brass 
altar, though.  It definitely ranks with the most beautiful 
churches I have seen anywhere. 
 
The mission is also home to one of the very few cemeteries in 
the city of San Francisco.  Back in the 1800s the city banned 
burials within the city limits.  When that law was passed a 
number of the existing cemeteries were dug up, and the bones 
were moved out of town. Many of the big downtown office 
buildings are built on former cemetery space.  Today most 
San Franciscans  spend eternity in  Colma,  a suburb near the  

airport.  Colma has a larger land area than the city of San Francisco, but nearly three-fourths of that area is cemetery space.  I read a 
joke in one of the freebie newspapers that had a list of things men should not to say when they try to get to know a woman.  Among 
those fake pick-up lines was “I hear you’re from Colma.  I hear more people are dead than alive there.  Which are you?” 
 

At any rate, the mission’s small cemetery was allowed to stay—partly for its historic value and partly because the church 
owned the land and didn’t sell out to developers.  It’s not especially kept up, but in some ways that’s part of its charm.  It looks like the 
sort of ratty, overgrown churchyard where a Dickens character might find himself.  The graves hold the history of the city, and it was 
interesting to wind our way among them. 

 
Like almost all self-guided tours, this one ended in a gift shop.  The mission’s gift shop was an eclectic combination of tacky 

religious souvenirs, well-chosen religious books, nice artwork—both religious and secular, and tacky souvenirs of San Francisco that 
had nothing whatsoever to do with the mission.  My major purchase here was a ceramic tile showing the mission, which I’ll probably use 
primarily as a coaster.  [This remains one of my favorite souvenirs from anywhere.]  Margaret bought a Bible in modern Spanish.  
That intrigued me, since last spring I remember my brother Paul (a Methodist lay minister who is studying to be ordained) pondering 



over numerous Spanish versions of the Bible to decide which he should use in the new Hispanic ministry he’s starting in Oskaloosa.  I 
think the one Margaret got was different from any that Paul had considered. 

 
Here’s a fact we learned from the local TV meteorologist:  In the entire recorded weather history of San Francisco, it has never 

rained on June 25.  The records were lost in the 1906 earthquake, but since that time not a drop of rain ever fell in the Bay Area on 
June 25.  In fact, it pretty much never rains in June here.  Like L.A., the Bay Area’s precipitation is seasonal.  They can get heavy rains 
in winter and a few spring showers, but from May to September it’s usually very dry. 
 

I mention this because history happened when we left the mission:  it started to rain.  First it was just a few drops, but then it 
became a light, but steady downpour.  The rain continued most of the afternoon, and seemed to be pretty general throughout the whole 
Bay Area.  Even though it had been cloudy through most of our trip, Margaret and I had believed the line that it never rains in June, so 
we had left our umbrellas at the hotel.  We proceeded to get thoroughly soaked as we continued to explore the city.  It was a cold rain—
the type that falls in October in Iowa—and eventually I was literally shivering. 

 
Partly because of the rain, we cut our sightseeing somewhat short.  We went just one other place this afternoon:  the famous 

corner of Haight and Ashbury Streets, “Hippie Central” in the ‘60s.  Today Haight Ashbury looks like any college town in America.  
What’s odd is that there isn’t a college particularly nearby.  The people here are a more eclectic group than we saw most other places 
in the city (the exception being the gay parade), but it’s certainly no different than you’d find on any street In downtown Iowa City.  
“Hippies”, of course, are Margaret’s age today.  (They were her age 35 years ago, too.)  There’s still a few of them roaming around, 
looking as if they’ve been stoned since 1967.   Those that are left mostly look older than Margaret; I’ve no doubt most of them are 
offered senior discounts with some frequency.  We also saw a disproportionate number of homeless people in Haight Ashbury, some of 
whom may have been here since the Summer of Love.  Mostly, though, we saw twenty-ish leather-clad kids with piercings in unusual 
parts of their bodies.  It was as if the Rocky Horror  convention had come north with us. 
 
 I read a review in the free paper 
San Francisco Weekly  about the best and 
worst of the city.  One of their more 
dubious awards honored “the worst 
assault on our cultural heritage”.  That 
assault is found right at the corner of 
Haight and Ashbury, where you’ll find the 
Gap, the same mass-market clothier you’d 
see in every mall in America.  [The Gap 
is, of course, based in San Francisco.]  
Equally commercial, but somewhat more 
respectful of the neighborhood’s “cultural 
heritage” is the Ben & Jerry’s ice cream 
parlor across the street.  We went in there 
to get out of the rain and have a little treat. 
 
 There are lots of old Victorian 
rowhouses in Haight Ashbury.  
Unfortunately, here too it’s like a college 
town.  They’ve all been subdivided by the 
local slum-lords, who rent them out to 
drunken kids who in turn sublet them to 
other drunken kids—none of whom really 
care about keeping things up.  It reminded  

 
The Gap at Haight and Ashbury – San Francisco 

me of Olive Street in Cedar Falls, with block after block of lovely old houses that just get worse every year.   Haight Ashbury was 
actually quite a bit worse.  Some of the houses had graffiti on them, and litter was everywhere.  It’s sad, since I’d think many of these 
homes could be lovely if restored. 
 
 We made our way back downtown and then took BART back to Oakland.  On our way back I gawked at our fellow passengers 
and pondered what the people of the Bay Area are like.  They are very different than those who live in Los Angeles.  San Francisco was 
much closer to my stereotypes of California—even if it wasn’t exactly sun-drenched.  The bulk of both the city and the whole Bay Area 
appears to be wealthy, young, and white.  Despite its reputation for glamour, L.A. is very much a blue-collar city, while San Francisco 
comes across as “Yuppie Heaven”.  [I gather from things I’ve read that this was true even before the computer revolution.  
Before the days of Silicon Valley, people flocked to the Bay Area to work for aerospace companies.] 
 
 While the Yuppies are rather obviously the biggest force in the city, there is a substantial minority of older people, most of 
whom have a very weathered look about them.  They just had the look of leading very hard lives.  Many of the students I teach use the 
unflattering term “raisins” when referring to the elderly (playing on their withered, wrinkled appearance).  Usually that term refers to 
those of nursing home age, but here in San Francisco there were people my age whose appearance would easily qualify them as 
“raisins”.  I remember once reading a book about Australia that implied that everyone there was either young or old; there was no such 
thing as “middle aged”.  I got that feeling in California, too—and especially in San Francisco. 
 
 While we waited for BART I was amused to overhear a group of college-aged girls.  What was most amusing was hearing 
them use another colloquial expression that my high school students use (or perhaps I should say “abuse”) all the time.  The train we 
were waiting for had been delayed, and the kids expressed their displeasure through the phrase “that’s so gay”.  Iowa teens use that 



phrase constantly, and having adults act annoyed only makes them use it more.  It amused me, though, that in the center of gay 
liberation and the most “politically correct” place in the country, the phrase was thrown out freely.  My bet is that these kids, like the 
ones I teach, really don’t associate any meaning to the phrase other than “that’s annoying”.  I don’t think most of them think of any 
sexual connotations to the phrase, any more than people in my day did with an equivalent vulgar phrase—“that sucks”.    I would also 
bet that this new usage of “gay” (pretty much the opposite of the word’s original definition) has a lot to do with the homosexual 
community’s recent preference for “queer” in describing themselves.  All this doesn’t mean “that’s gay” is a nice phrase (I don’t care for 
“that sucks” either); it merely confirms that most people never really think about what slang actually means. 
 
 [It is a different era today.  We have moved on to another generation of teenagers since this was written, and while 
today’s kids may not be celebrating the legalization of gay marriage in Iowa, “that’s gay” and similar phrases are no longer 
part of their public speech.  They vanished about the time gay rights became generally accepted among younger people.  
While it may not be the church’s attitude, most of the kids I teach tend to have about the same rather libertarian feeling I wrote 
of earlier—what people do is their own business, as long as they don’t make it someone else’s business.] 
 

We had taken the front car of the train (which is usually less crowded on BART) and since there was an escalator near that car 
when the train stopped, we took it.  It dumped us off on an unfamiliar part of the mezzanine, near 14th Street.  We figured we could walk 
the length of the mezzanine and exit at 11th like we normally did.  However, for some reason there was no connection between the 14th 
Street lobby and the 11th Street lobby.  We had to go exit up to street level and make our way through a downtown re-development 
plaza before we got back to the convention center and familiar territory. 
 

It was still raining, and we got soaked once again walking from the station back to the hotel.  I didn’t hold out too much hope 
for our evening plans, which were to see a San Francisco Giants game at the new Pacific Bell Park.  I read through some papers and 
watched a bit of TV news (which was where I found out this was the first June 25 in history on which San Francisco had gotten rain.  
Eventually the showers were reduced to sprinkles, though, and in the west there were even a few glimmers of sun.  By 6pm we decided 
it probably was worth the trouble of going back to the city to see if the game was going to be on. 

 
We decided to take the ferry to the game.  Pac Bell Park is right on the water, with a ferry dock right beside the outfield gate.  

Special ferries leave Oakland about an hour before each night and weekend game, with direct service to the ballpark.  The return ferry 
leaves from beside right field half an hour after the last out.  The park is south of the downtown area; and we had a different, more 
residential view of the city on this ferry ride. 
 

It was clear when we got to the dock that the game was on.  Almost everyone in line was clad in Giants caps, shirts, jackets, 
etc.  For East Bay fans, taking the ferry is actually cheaper than driving to San Francisco and parking.  You can park for free in the 
ramps at Jack London Square, and the $4.75 ferry ride compares favorably with a minimum of $10 for game parking (and that price 
would mean a 5-block walk, compared with straight to the gate service on the boat).  Other people had different reasons for taking the 
boat.  One motorcyclist, for instance, parked his bike beside the dock and packed his helmet in a briefcase.  He said he would have 
ridden his motorcycle to the ballpark, but he knew the eight-mile Bay Bridge would be slippery after the rain, and he didn’t trust it on his 
bike.  
 

Apparently they normally use a smaller boat (the size of those day cruise ships like the “Golden Bear”) for the Pac Bell sailing.  
For some reason the normal boat was unavailable, though, so we had the full-size commuter ferry.  Unfortunately there’s only one dock 
at Pac Bell Park that can accommodate the big boats, and when we arrived it was occupied by a ship bringing fans from the wealthy 
suburbs of Marin County.  We pretty much treaded water waiting for them to get off, like an airplane circling O’Hare before landing.  The 
more raucous fans were getting downright testy as it became evident they would miss the first pitch, but we really didn’t have much 
choice in the matter. 

 
You can tell you’re in High Techland the moment you enter Pac Bell Park.  At every other ballgame I’ve ever been to, you 

hand your ticket to an usher at the entrance, who rips it and returns the stub to you.  Then you go through a turnstile and into the park.  
There were ushers at all the entrances here, but their job seemed mostly to search for contraband.  The turnstiles were all electronic.  
To gain entrance, you scanned your ticket in a barcode reader.  When it popped out, the turnstile unlocked.  It’s similar to the turnstiles 
on the Chicago el (except those use magnetic, rather than barcode readers), but it seems needlessly complex for a ballpark—
particularly when they haven’t cut their human payroll by putting them in. 

 
I stopped at a souvenir counter at the entrance and bought a Giants cap to add to my collection.  I promptly shaped it and 

replaced the Yankees cap I had been wearing.  Somehow “SF” seemed more appropriate than “NY” on the West Coast.  I also picked 
up a program, and then we attempted to find our seats. 

 
Finding the seats was actually a major problem.  The ferry docks lead to the outfield gate.  Unfortunately the outfield seating is 

almost totally detached from the rest of the park.  It’s not quite as bad as the bleachers at Wrigley Field—from which you literally can’t 
get to the main stadium bowl—but it’s close.  We were in Section 328, and there were no signs anywhere leading to the 300s or even to 
field-level seats in the 120s.  I checked the map in the program, and it confirmed that we were in the wrong part of the park.  What it 
didn’t really do was tell us how to get from where we were to where we wanted to be. 

 
There was a janitor nearby, and I asked him if he could tell us how to get to Section 328.  The man was very hesitant, but he 

really didn’t seem to know.  He asked another custodian, however.  Both men spoke primarily Spanish, and when I heard the first janitor 
ask about “ciento treinta y ocho” (138—which would have been an outfield section), I knew he had things screwed up.  I corrected him 
by pointing out that we were in “trescientos veinte y ocho”  (328).  Once I spoke Spanish the men instantly became our friends.  They 
gave directions, which I mostly got and Margaret confirmed by repeating in Spanish.  Then they gestured vaguely behind us.  We 
clarified the directions again, thanked them in Spanish, and then set off on a long walk to our seats. 



As you might deduce, Section 328 was a “view level” seat.  Pac Bell Park is very popular, and by the time I booked things in 
April, “ocean view” was all that was available.  We actually didn’t have all that bad a view of the field, though.  We could see plays and 
get a fairly good idea of the position of pitches.  We also had a nice view of the scoreboard and the whole park.  It’s a pleasant place for 
a ballgame, one of those brand new parks that’s built to look old.  Of that style of park, I really like Camden Yards in Baltimore and the 
Ballpark at Arlington (Texas Rangers) better.  Both of them really seem older—Baltimore because it is surrounded by an old 
neighborhood, and Texas because they completely enclosed the park with an artificial “downtown” of fake brick buildings.  I also like the 
fact that neither of those parks succumbed to naming itself after a corporate sponsor.   The best thing about Pac Bell Park is its 
waterfront setting, right down to the “splash landing” counter for waterlogged home runs. 

 
EVERYTHING at Pac Bell Park has a corporate sponsor.  In addition to having named the park, they’ve named everything in 

it.  The “splash landing” counter, for instance, is sponsored by Old Navy, the scoreboard is sponsored by Sega video games, and the 
place we entered was the Coca Cola outfield. We could have avoided walking up the ramps to the view level by taking a fake cable car 
sponsored by the Yahoo! internet search engine.  There’s also an “official” everything in the ballpark—the official beer, the official 
hotdog, the official gourmet coffee, the official sushi—you name it.  Almost every stadium has these, things, but they seem more up 
front about it here. 

 
They also really push all the high tech gadgets.  For instance, you can follow the game on your palm pilot.  I’ve never really 

seen much points to those “personal digital assistants” like the palm pilot, and I still don’t.  Why would you need a handheld LED screen 
to tell you the same information that’s on the scoreboard and that the announcer said, too?  [I don’t think they even make palm pilots 
these days; they’ve been pretty much replaced by Blackberries and I-Phones—devices that so far I feel pretty much the same 
way about.] 
 
 That announcer was something unique at Pac Bell Park.  When I think back on it, I’ve actually been to a surprising number of 
Major League parks—New York, Baltimore, two in Chicago, St. Louis, Minneapolis, Kansas City, Texas, Denver, and now San 
Francisco—as well as minor league parks in Burlington, Davenport, Sioux City, Des Moines, Jackson, and Thunder Bay.  Out of all 
those places, though, Pac Bell Park was the only one with a female P.A. announcer.  She was really very good.  [I’ve been to a whole 
lot more parks—major and minor league—since then, and San Francisco is still the only place I’ve been that had a female 
announcer.] 
 

I had heard that Californians were quite casual about ballgames, arriving late and leaving early.  I certainly didn’t expect the 
extremes to which they carried that, though.  Technically the game was a sell-out, but you sure wouldn’t know it looking at all the empty 
seats.  People were still arriving as late as the bottom of the 6th inning.  Margaret and I left before the last out, but we were far from the 
first to the exits.  Many people were sitting in seats that were not theirs, something you wouldn’t dream of doing in Chicago or St. Louis.  
Some people were deeply involved in the game, but others seemed as if they were really just there because it was the thing to do.  It 
was definitely a different crowd than at, say, Yankee Stadium. 
 

This seemed all the more strange since the Giants were playing the Dodgers.  The two teams were big rivals back when they 
were the New York Giants and the Brooklyn Dodgers. and the rivalry doesn’t seem to have faded much with forty-five years in 
California.  The most boisterous fans in Section 328 were Dodger fans.  They cheered loudly every time the visitors made a good play 
and didn’t join in when the outfield fans stomped on the bleachers to accompany their shouts of “BEAT L.A.!” 
 

The player everybody was watching was Giants outfielder Barry Bonds, who had already hit 39 home runs this season and 
was on pace to break Mark McGwire’s all-time record.  Bonds walked and popped out tonight; in fact, I’m writing this during the MLB 
All-Star Game (two weeks later), and Bonds is still stuck on 39 homers.  That’s not really all that surprising.  There is a reason Roger 
Maris’ record stood for nearly 40 years before McGwire broke it and Babe Ruth’s stood for over 30 years before that.  I wish Bonds well, 
but it’s definitely an uphill battle.  [Bonds did go on to break McGwire’s record, but it’s since come to light that both he and 
McGwire almost certainly were assisted by performance-enhancing drugs—an issue baseball is still dealing with today.] 
 

Jeff Kent did homer, but Margaret and I were out at the concession stand at that point.  That was pretty much how the game 
went for us; I really thought it was pretty dull.  I don’t care a lot about either the Giants or the Dodgers, and we’d missed just about the 
only exciting play.  Oddly, I think Margaret may have enjoyed the game more than I did.  However when I suggested we leave not long 
after the seventh inning stretch, she didn’t put up any argument. 
 

We were handed another survey as we exited.  This one asked us to rate every conceivable aspect of our ballpark experience.  
By returning it, I could win free tickets to a future game—hardly an attractive prize when I had to travel 2,000 miles to get to this one. 
 

Since we had left before the end of the game, we couldn’t take the ferry back.  The MUNI streetcars stop right outside the 
ballpark at a real station 2nd and King Streets, so we made our way there.  The whole station entrance was a maze of police tape, and 
officers were guarding the entrance.  Apparently you’re supposed to buy a round-trip ticket before coming to the game.  Then you just 
show your return ticket to the cops after the game.  Margaret and I had left our passes back in Oakland, and we didn’t know about this 
system.  When one of the cops was distracted, we just walked on past.  We were scrupulously honest, though, and bought tickets from 
the machine on the platform.  (We needn’t have, though; again nobody checked on the train.)  We made our way back to Embarcadero 
Station, transferred to BART, and then returned to Oakland.  I wasn’t exactly looking forward to the walk back from the BART station at 
night, but it was surprisingly uneventful. 

 
I bought some chips from a very strange manually-operated vending machine at the hotel and settled in to watch the TV sports 

to see how the game turned out.  The Giants ended up winning, and absolutely nothing of note happened after we left. 
 



Tuesday, June 26 
Oakland, San Francisco, and the Wine Country—by BART train and Gray Line tour, 
and on foot 
 
 The Gray Line people had told us to be at the Transbay Terminal at 8:30 this morning, so we were up early to make sure we 
were there on time.  On our way to the BART station we passed a truck marked “Cresco”.  That was appropriate; yesterday I saw 
Garrigan honored with the “Golden Bear” boat, and today Margaret was seeing a truck with the namesake of her school. 
 
 Today was the one and only time we took BART right at rush hour.  It was an interesting mix of people, quite the opposite of 
the crowd headed to the gay parade on Sunday.  Most of San Francisco’s big jobs are in “financial services”, and these people were 
certainly looked like the sort who would spend their day playing with imaginary money. 
 
 It was just after 8:00 when we arrived at Embarcadero station, so we killed a bit of time by having coffee and rolls at a place 
called Happy Donut.  Then we made our way to the Transbay Terminal and waited. 
 
 … And waited … and waited … and waited … and waited.  The Gray Line outdid BART and the L.A. buses in its lack of 
prompt service.  We were told to arrive by 8:30, but the bus didn’t show up until 9:05—and we didn’t actually leave until 9:15.  While it 
was nicer than the pathetic old stations I remember from when I took the bus in college, about all I can do with the Transbay Terminal is 
damn it with faint praise.  There is absolutely nothing of interest about the place, and I was very angry with the Gray Line for lying to us 
about the departure time. 
 
 We “entertained” ourselves by watching bus after bus after bus from A.C. Transit.  “A.C.” stands for Alameda County.  These 
are the city buses from Oakland, and many lines connect across the Bay Bridge.  Every couple of minutes another bus arrived from the 
East Bay.  If we had wanted to, we could have caught the bus directly in front of the Best Western and gone straight over here.  It would 
have been cheaper, too, but at the time I didn’t know what the routes were.  That’s the problem with buses; you really need to live in a 
city to know where they go.  [That’s a bit easier now, since almost every transit system has their complete map and route 
information online.  I still far prefer trains to buses, though—there’s just a lot less to go wrong.] 
 
 The A.C. Transit buses have signs on them saying they are “low emission vehicles”, and I can testify to that having been in an 
enclosed building with dozens of them.  I don’t know what their fuel is or how they’ve modified the engines, but you really notice almost 
no exhaust.  I wish all buses were that way. 
 
 We were mostly waiting for Gray Line shuttles to bring people from the expensive downtown hotels.  Many of those hotels 
were no farther than we had walked from the BART station, but I’m sure that most of the people on this tour would never consider 
walking an option for going anywhere.  At first just two other people were waiting for the wine country tour, but by the time we left there 
were more than sixty.  It took two separate buses to accommodate us all. 
 
 I had never taken a Gray Line tour before, and from this experience I don’t know that I’ll be rushing to take another.  The bus 
was very crowded, with the seats jammed more closely together than airplane seats.  That would be fine for a quick introduction to the 
city, but it got increasingly annoying as nine hours dragged on.  Many of our fellow passengers were quite rude.  The bulk of them were 
older, and I felt I had to be deferential to them, even if they were acting less than polite to me. 
 
 Then there was the driver/guide.  I think Margaret liked him better than me, and I will say that he provided an adequate amount 
of information.  The problem was that he was forever making stupid jokes about everything.  Often he made the same stupid jokes over 
and over and over—even when nobody laughed the first time.  To make things worse, he thought he was funny.  He knew where every 
joke was, and he kept laughing at his own unfunny remarks.  I had recently listened to the audio version of Carroll O’Conner’s 
autobiography (which was sort of appropriate, given his passing while we were on this trip).  In it he quoted a line from one of his 
theatre professors at Trinity College:  “In a comedy, the funniest actor is the most serious man on the stage”.  Somebody should have 
passed that advice along to our driver.  No one is ever less funny than a comedian who laughs at his own jokes. 
 
 There was one line the driver said that I actually got a chuckle out of.  One of the passengers was discussing politics with him, 
and the subject of the rolling blackouts came up.  At that point I overheard the driver saying that the initials P.G. & E. (the common 
name of Pacific Gas and Electric, the Bay Area power company that recently went bankrupt) stood for “Public Graft and Extortion”.  I 
don’t know the California political climate well enough to comment on that, but I was amused to hear it. 
 
 When we boarded a video was playing on the on-board television sets describing the wine-tasting process.  A variety of videos 
(on grape growing, wine production, and the construction of the Golden Gate Bridge) played each time we stopped, basically just as 
time fillers.  I wish they would have shown us the videos in their entirety, or even had them for sale somewhere.  They were very 
informative, and I always regretted missing parts of them when we got off the bus. 
 
 We started our tour by heading across the Bay Bridge to Oakland.  All eastbound traffic goes on the lower level of the bridge.  
It’s quite claustrophobic, and I couldn’t help but think back to when the top level collapsed during the earthquake.  As we drove past the 
port of Oakland the driver made some unfortunate remarks about Jerry Brown, who is now the city’s mayor.  I mostly know Brown as 
the man who dated Linda Ronstadt back when I was a junior high boy who thought she was the hottest thing around.  At the time he 
was the governor of California and was known for his liberal politics.  The driver’s cracks implied that Brown hadn’t changed since 1975.  
He is still liberal, but so are the bulk of his constituents—even many who call themselves “moderate” or “centrist”.  
 



Brown is also a very pragmatic mayor.  Time magazine recently did a profile of America’s top high-tech cities, which noted that 
even with the shaky economy, Oakland has been extremely successful in attracting new business. They credited Brown with helping to 
shake Oakland’s image as a decaying, crime-ridden and transform it into a vital, modern city.  Having seen things up close, I would 
certainly say that transformation is not completed.  Oakland obviously has come a long way, though. 
 
 We followed Interstate 80 through Berkeley and Richmond.  The driver made more cracks about liberals in Berkeley, and I 
must say I was more tempted to agree with his point of view here.  I am quite offended by the self-dubbed “liberal” censors who have 
cropped up recently in places like Berkeley.  I consider myself a liberal (though my personal life is quite conservative), but I define that 
quite differently than the champions of political correctness.  To me there is no greater right than the right to free speech.  There are a 
lot of things that offend me, but I would never seek to ban them.  I believe it was Voltaire who said “I may disagree with what you say, 
but I will defend to the death your right to say it.”  [That line has actually been attributed to a number of people throughout 
history.]  While I would hope people would be careful with their words and actions, I am absolutely opposed to forced censorship of 
any sort.  I cannot understand how people who call themselves “liberal” can justify silencing the voices of those with whom they 
disagree.  Unfortunately that seems to be taken for granted at almost every college these days.  It’s as if those who were oppressed 
have become oppressors themselves.  Colleges should be a place where free speech is celebrated—where people can discuss all 
sides of any topic freely.  I recall the words of President Ford:  “We can disagree without being disagreeable.”  [Again, he was far from 
the first to have said those words.]  I would hope everyone—and especially those who would put limits on free speech—would take 
those words to heart. 
 
 We passed lots and lots of expensive new suburban neighborhoods set among dry, barren hills.  As we drove along I noticed 
the rest of the traffic on this eight-lane freeway.  What amazed me was that absolutely every vehicle—without a single exception—had 
a California license plate.  Even the trucks were local.  I don’t think I’ve ever been on one of the expressways in Chicago without seeing 
several out-of-state plates (and, of course, my plates would not have been local either.  Many times I’ve even seen California plates 
around the Windy City.  No one was driving an Illinois car out here, though—nor even one from neighboring Arizona, Oregon, or 
Nevada.  It seemed all the more amazing given that this was Interstate 80, America’s “Main Street” that leads all the way across the 
country.  I would think California would get a lot of tourists, but I guess most of them must not drive here. 
 
 We passed Crockett, an old town that is home to the C&H (California and Hawaii) sugar refinery.  Crockett is in Contra Costa 
County, a place whose local pronunciation grated on my ears.  They pronounced “Contra” as “CONN-truh” like the Nicaraguan freedom 
fighters and “Costa” as “CAH-stuh” like sportscaster Bob Costas.  It surprised me that such an easily pronounced Spanish phrase 
(CONE-trah COAST-ah) and one that has an obvious meaning (against the coast) would be so badly slaughtered.  At Crockett we 
crossed the Sacramento River to Vallejo.  I can’t really tell you how to pronounce “Vallejo”, because I heard it pronounced several 
different ways.  Some people closely approximated the Spanish—“buy-YAY-hoe”, while others said it more like “vuh-LAY-hoe”.  The “j” 
was always the correct Spanish “h” sound, but the rest of the word changed around. 
 
 There was a toll plaza in Vallejo.  The bus went through an automated lane, but we had to slow down to almost nothing to go 
through.  That hardly seemed like any particular advantage over throwing change into the basket.  [They used to have that set-up for 
the I-Pass lanes in Illinois; since then they’ve improved the technology so vehicles with transponders can go through the 
tollgate at speed.]  Just past the toll plaza was an exit that featured a single business that combined a Shell station, a McDonalds 
restaurant, and a Starbucks coffee bar under one roof.  Starbucks is really big out here.  I really don’t understand why.  Every 
restaurant in California makes strong, flavorful coffee.  All Starbucks really has over even the fast food places here is its name.  It 
seems silly to me that someone would pay $3.75 for something that they could get for $1.  (Then again, as I sit hear writing this I’m 
wearing Tommy Hilfiger shorts and Adidas shoes, so I guess I shouldn’t be making cracks about paying for names.) 
 
 We passed an exit in Vallejo that had a big sign proclaiming it the “_______ Memorial Interchange”.  I don’t recall who the local 
dignitary whose name filled in the blank was.  I’d think that an interchange would be a rather dubious way to honor someone, especially 
as a posthumous honor.  It would be rather embarrassing if there were a bad accident on the “Memorial” interchange. 
 
 One thing that is strange about California’s freeways is that their exits are never numbered.  Most states (like Iowa) number 
exits after the corresponding mile number.  A few (mostly in the East) number them sequentially.  [Pretty much all the eastern states 
have now switched to the mile system.]  Whenever I drive, I look for exit numbers more than I do the highway numbers or street 
names.  (I could tell you, for instance, that the main exit in Coralville is #242 [actually, these days the “main” exit has moved west a 
couple miles to the new mall] and the main one in Ankeny is #92 [another place where the new development has moved to 
another exit], but I have no idea what the names of the corresponding streets are.  Similarly, I know that if I want to take the ‘L’ into 
Chicago, the park-and-ride is at Exit 21-A on the Eisenhower Expressway, but I couldn’t tell you what street that exit is for.)  In 
California, people just talk about the “Hollywood Boulevard Exit”, the “59th Street Exit”, or (away from the cities) “the Hooterville Exit”.  I 
would hate driving without exit numbers, but I supposed you get used to whatever is familiar.  [Actually, I probably drive by highway 
numbers as much as exit numbers.  I never pay much attention to street names, though, and I still think it’s silly not to 
number exits.  Supposedly California has plans to eventually add exit numbers.  It’s a VERY long-term change, though, and 
from my later trips I can confirm they’re nowhere near done with it.] 
 

Vallejo was essentially the end of metropolitan San Francisco.  Past there the scenery rapidly became rural.  Even so, there 
was still a lot of traffic.  I-80 continued to be eight lanes wide in what seemed to be the middle of nowhere, and all those lanes were 
needed. 
 

We exited onto American Canyon Road.  We made our way west to the town of American Canyon (named after the American 
River), where the Napa County Chamber of Commerce has its official welcome center.  We stopped here for our first tasting, which 
featured wines from smaller producers around the region.  I was amused on entering the visitors center that there message board had 
the greeting “Have a grape day!”  How appropriate for the wine country. 



I had assumed that at a wine tasting you would sample similar wines, to figure out which you liked best.  Oh, no!  We followed 
the etiquette our instructional video had given us.  At each tasting we started off by tasting a white wine.  That was followed by a red 
wine, and it was all topped off by a dessert wine.  My cynical side wonders if that etiquette might not have been developed by the 
vintners themselves, so that you couldn’t see how one producer’s wine differed in quality from the competition.  Most people tend to 
prefer one kind of wine (red, white, etc.), and that would almost certainly stand out when the wines they were being compared to were 
the ones they didn’t like. 

 
[I’ve been to several other wine tastings since.  Not all use this format.  In New York, for instance, I was allowed my 

choice of any three wines the place made, which allowed me to compare similar wines.  In Oregon the whole point of the 
experience was to have visitors mix their own wine—choosing varying amounts of similar wines until they found the most 
palatable blend.] 
 

You certainly wouldn’t get drunk at a wine tasting; “taste” would be a generous description for the couple of drops they put in 
each glass.  [Other places I’ve been offered more, roughly half a glass per serving.]  The good part was that the tastings were 
included in the tour price (normally they charge a fee ranging from $2 to $10, depending on the winery [just about everywhere other 
than California they’re free]).  So I grabbed a glass and tried my best to act like I knew what I was dong as I sampled wine that was 
definitely expensive and supposedly good. 
 

We followed California highway 29 northward from American Canyon.  This is basically a four-lane street.  The communities in 
the area are really just overgrown small towns, but “overgrown” is definitely the word—lots of people live around here, and traffic is 
extremely heavy.  It’s only about 15 miles from American Canyon to Napa, but it took over half an hour to get there. 

 
While it is very populated, this is still farm country.  “Vineyards” is the official name for what we saw beside the road.  Really, 

though, that’s just the pretentious word for “grape farm”.  (Perhaps we should try to draw tourists to the upscale “maizeyards” of Iowa.)  
Farms may look a little strange when they have support fences for the rows of grape vines to grow on, but they’re still farms. 

 
As on all farms, weather is a major concern here.  The biggest concern is cold.  Many fields had big fans in the middle of them.  

They turn those on if freezing weather threatens.  The circulating air warms things just enough to keep the grapes from being ruined.  
Other fields had smudge pots like you see in pictures every time the weather gets cold in the orchards of Florida. 
 

The local farmers apparently complained about yesterday’s rain.  It was hardly enough to cause flooding, but apparently any 
rain in summer can cause mold to grow on the grape leaves.  Many of the farms were spraying today to kill that mold.  It intrigued me 
that the farmers who were out on tractors spraying their fields were all wearing protective clothing (more than you’d see from people 
spraying herbicide here), but the migrants who were working in the fields had no special protection at all. 
 

While those migrants are certainly better off than they were before the days of Cesar Chavez, you could certainly make a good 
case that they are exploited.  Our driver told us that migrant labor is piecework.  The laborers are paid by the “tray”.  One tray holds 40 
– 50 pounds of grapes, and the migrants are paid about $1.50 per tray.  The grapes are then sold to the wineries by the ton.  The 
minimum price for a ton of grapes is around $1,500, and organically grown grapes can bring over $3,000 per ton.  If you do the math, 
the migrants are receiving around $67 a ton.  I have no idea what other expenses are involved in growing grapes.  It’s obviously more 
complex than growing beans, corn, or even cotton, but I can’t imagine that $3,000 a ton wouldn’t be quite a tidy profit. 

 
Grapes are the largest crop in California.  The majority of grapes actually don’t end up in wine.  Most either become juice (the 

unfermented kind) or raisins.  The city of Fresno has the world’s largest raisin processing facility, and there are a lot of juice bottlers all 
over California.  There’s no particular difference between wine grapes and those intended for juice, raisins, or the table, except that 
wine grapes are more carefully classified by variety. 

 
Vineyard – Napa County, California 



We passed through the city of Napa, and north of there the landscape got much more wooded.  Around11pm we made a 
photo stop right next to a vineyard.  I was interested when we stopped to find that ours was what is called a “kneeling bus”.  That is, 
when the bus stops, the front end lowers to provide less of a step up from the ground to the bus itself.  I had never seen one of those 
before [they’ve since become the standard for city buses everywhere], and on a tour that was heavy on the elderly, I’m sure it was 
a good idea. 

 
At 11:20 we stopped for our second tasting at the Trinchero Family Wineries.  That homey name disguises what is actually the 

world’s second largest winemaker, the people who produce the Sutter Home line of wines that you’ll find in every grocery store in the 
country.  Several people on the tour scoffed that we were tasting such plebian wine, and a large amount of it ended up in the dump 
crocks by the bar.  I’m sure I’m giving away just how uncouth I am, but I found the Sutter’s Home wnes to be the most enjoyable of the 
ones we tasted.  I could see why their white zinfandel (a sweet and fruity “blush” wine) was the best-selling wine in the world.  [Unlike 
Margaret, I’m not at all a great wine fan; I don’t mind it, but the distinctions between cheap and expensive wine are lost on 
me.] 
 

The Trinchero employees gave us a fascinating history of the place, which included the rather strange history of white 
zinfandel.  Although it’s tasty, I could see why the connoisseurs objected to being asked to sample it.  The stuff is probably best 
described as a grape by-product, in the same way that dogfood is related to but not the same thing as meat.  The recipe relies heavily 
on grape skins and pulp that are leftover from making “good” red wine.  Until the accidental invention of white zinfandel, that stuff would 
have gone into animal feed.  They freely admit that white zinfandel costs almost nothing to make and is by far their most profitable wine. 

 
I also found out that “Sutter” was originally pronounced “SOOT-er”. That would have been how Sutter’s Mill in the gold rush 

was pronounced, too.  That was interesting to me, because I’ve had two students at Garrigan with that last name, who pronounce it with 
the “oo” sound.  Years later I can remember mispronouncing Jake Sutter’s name at a pep rally.  I had never heard that “oo” 
pronunciation until I came to Algona, but apparently it’s how they said it in Switzerland—which was “the old country” for Sutter Home 
wine. 
 
 Trinchero was quite interesting, but we spent way too long there—over an hour all together.  The actual wine tasting took 
maybe ten minutes, with another ten devoted to their corporate history.  That left more than half an hour with nothing to do but browse 
through the gift shop.  I have no idea why we stopped so long here.  [Tours, particularly those geared to old people, tend to do 
that.] 
 
 When we finally boarded the bus again, we passed through a series of lovely old resorts.  The most elegant of these was St. 
Helena.  The landscape was mostly wooded around this area, with the highway shaded by a lovely canopy of oaks.  While the 
countryside is pretty, it is also quite pricey.  The driver told us that land here goes for $112,000 an acre.  It was kind of strange, given 
the expensive land and the lovely setting, that most of the houses in the area were small and dumpy.  I’d think if someone could afford 
to buy land at those jacked-up prices, they could also afford to build a nice home. 
 
 We stopped for lunch in the resort community of Calistoga, which was named after Saratoga, New York.  The driver had at 
length recommended three restaurants from which I’m sure he gets kickbacks.  Margaret and I chose to ignore his recommendations.  
We instead made our way to a place called “Hydro”, which was sort of a combination bar-and-grill and pretentious bistro.  We had 
quiche (which I’m sure is passé by now, but I still think of as elegant), together with a snooty salad and a delicious quesadilla platter 
with fruit salsa.  I also had iced tea, which had a slightly minty flavor to it and was excellent. 
 
 Since we didn’t have to compete for service with the rest of the bus, we finished our lunch quickly and had lots of time to go 
out exploring.  Calistoga is really quite a nice little town.  It still functions as a resort for the upper crust, and you see some of those 
people around.  Most of the people who actually live here, though, are the children or grandchildren of migrants who chose to settle for 
good in northern California.  That was confirmed by the local newspaper, which had a special feature on graduation at the local high 
school (in late June).  The largest class in C.H.S. history included 121 students, 80 of whom had Spanish surnames. 
 
 There was one very odd thing we noticed in the graduation supplement.  Just like the local paper does here, this one had the 
senior pictures of all the local graduates.  What was weird was that almost every boy had his senior picture taken in a tuxedo.  I hope 
that fad doesn’t catch on around here.  I far prefer the senior pictures that reflect the kids’ personalities (the ones where they display 
their sports uniforms or their motorcycle or their favorite outfit).  Almost no one looks like themselves in a tux, and it seems a really odd 
choice for a “memory” shot. 
 
 We stopped in at CAL-Mart, a local grocery store.  This was definitely not like the IGA or Super-Valu you’d find in a similarly 
sized town in Iowa.  The merchandise tended toward gourmet, and nearly a third of the store was devoted to produce.  They also had 
an entire aisle of Mexican food, but almost nothing of other international cuisines (just the basic LaChoy noodles, for instance).  
Margaret found the prices very expensive.  It was harder for me to judge.  I do the bulk of my grocery shopping at Aldi, and anything 
else is expensive by comparison.  Except for meat and dairy products, things really didn’t seem much higher than they would be at Hy-
Vee.  The big thing I noticed was that everything was name brand; they didn’t have a house brand or generic version of anything.  I 
picked up some miniature doughnuts at CAL-Mart, which we snacked on through the afternoon.  Margaret bought a coffee cake that we 
enjoyed on the train ride back. 
 
 We left Calistoga at 12:25 and followed the tree-lined Silverado Trail.  Along here the driver called our attention to caves which 
some of the wineries use to age their red wines.  We turned south and followed highway 121 into the city of Napa, which is by far the 
largest place in the area.  Napa is a pleasant middle-class city of 60,000 souls that looks like a similarly sized place would anywhere.  
Aside from being the industrial center of the wine country, their claim to fame is that the loudspeaker was invented here.  There’s even 



a big monument shaped like a loudspeaker commemorating that fact downtown.  There was an earthquake last year during which Napa 
suffered significant damage.  We saw several buildings that were still damaged and others that were under repair as we passed by. 
 
 Our main afternoon stop was at the Mt. St. John Winery in the southwestern part of the Napa Valley.  Mt. St. John is a small 
winery that uses only organically grown grapes.  We had a complete tour of the winery, where the very casual owner described the 
winemaking process in detail.  Pretty much nothing was happening at the winery.  Summer is basically when grapes grow, so there 
wasn’t much to see.  We snapped pictures of the steel fermentation tanks and the oak aging barrels (which are used only for red wine, 
not white), and the owner was able to make things seem interesting—even when nothing much was going on. 
 
 Our final stop of the day was in the Sonoma Valley, at a place called the Viansa Winery and Italian Marketplace.  The pseudo-
Italian name is actually nothing more than a contraction of “Vicky and Sam”, the owners’ names.  The whole place was just about as 
authentically “olde worlde”.  The one interesting thing at Viansa was their selection of snacks.  In addition to wines, all the wineries had 
various sauces for sale.  Invariably they have samples available, with pretzels or crackers that you can dip to get a taste.  The other 
places had three or four such sauces, but Viansa had at least twenty.  Some were vinegar-based (basically glorified salad dressings) 
while others were like chocolate or butterscotch syrup.  Both Margaret and I would have liked to have bought a collection of assorted 
sauces.  Unfortunately, nothing of the sort was for sale.  You had to buy wine-bottle sized portions of individual sauces, or nothing at all.  
Their failing to provide a variety pack lost them at least two sales.  […Another of those “duh” gift items I wondered why they didn’t 
provide.] 
 
 Sonoma is much drier than Napa, and to my mind not nearly so pretty.  That surprised me, since the Sonoma Valley is right 
along the coast.  I would think the sea breezes would moisten Sonoma, but leave Napa dry.  In fact, though, it’s the other way around.  I 
guess that’s why I’m not a meteorologist. 
 
 We came back through Marin County, which has the highest average household income in California.  It’s a fascinating 
combination of elegant homes and tacky minimalls.  We made a photo stop at Ft. Baker in Sausalito so everyone could snap the 
obligatory picture of the Golden Gate Bridge.  I’m not quite sure why people marvel so much at that bridge.  It looks pretty much the 
same as every other suspension bridge in the world.  It’s in a pretty setting, but I personally prefer the Verrazano Narrows Bridge, with 
the skyscrapers of Manhattan in the background.  (That said, I must confess that I, too, snapped that obligatory photo of the Golden 
Gate.) 
 
 As we crossed the Golden Gate Bridge, the driver noted—somewhat less than subtly—that “gratuities are left to your 
discretion”.  He also said he would be leaving people off at their hotels.  This caused a problem for one woman on the tour who didn’t 
remember which hotel she was staying at.  She knew it was a Holiday Inn, but San Francisco (like pretty much every city in the world) 
has at least a dozen different Holiday Inns.  Apparently she had just arrived this morning by plane, gone straight to the hotel by cab, 
and then immediately taken the Wine Country tour before even checking into the hotel.  I learned from taking cabs in Spain that you 
should always know the full name of your hotel—and preferably its address or a nearby landmark, too.  It amazed me that this woman 
didn’t even have her reservation confirmation with the name of the hotel.  Eventually another passenger remembered where she had 
gotten on, so things worked out okay in the end. 
 
 We caught a glimpse of one last “must see” attraction in San Francisco:  Lombard Street.  This is the self-proclaimed 
“crookedest street in the world”.  The street (which for most of its length is arrow-straight, six-lane U.S, 101) has a one-block section 
that features eight curves down a steep hill.  I grew up hearing people call Snake Alley in Burlington the “crookedest street in the world”.  
They are really quite similar streets, both brick-paved and lined with Victorian homes.  I’m not sure who takes the “crookedest” honors 
(especially since “crookedest” isn’t even a word), but whichever it is, I can say I’ve seen it. 
 
 I got one more laugh out of the driver as we neared the hotels by Fishermans Wharf.  He remarked at how remarkably 
uncrowded the area was, “we had a major convention here last weekend, but things have really emptied out since then”.  He had 
chosen his words carefully; somehow “Queerific” isn’t what comes to mind when you think of a “major convention”. 
 
 Almost everyone on the bus was staying at ritzy hotels in San Francisco.  (The Holiday Inn would be about the bottom of the 
range.)  They deliver only to hotels in the city, so Margaret and I could not expect door-to-door service.  We had assumed we would be 
going back to the Transbay Terminal, but the driver actually let us off right at the Embarcadero BART station.  A couple who lived in the 
area were the only other people on the bus to get off there. 
 
 Sitting across from us on the train were two college kids who were discussing hiking in Africa.  It would be hard to find a more 
unlikely pair discussing that topic.  I could almost picture the boy having done some serious hiking (though it would be a stretch), but I 
have a feeling the girl (a blonde who was cute, but hardly athletic) would find it strenuous to walk from one end of a mall to the other.  
The boy asked if she had good boots, and she responded with something like, “Oh yeah, I’ve been meaning to get them.”  She seemed 
similarly uninformed about just about everything else that might have to do with hiking, mountain climbing, or the African continent.  I 
wonder if she hadn’t just made up a story about going to Africa as a way of flirting with the guy. 
 
 We decided to have dinner tonight in Jack London Square.  Deciding that much was easy; deciding on the actual restaurant 
was tough.  There were probably twenty restaurants within a short walk of our hotel, but none of them seemed to excite both Margaret 
and me.  My choice would have been a pasta place, while Margaret was leaning toward seafood.  We checked out the menu of those, 
as well as seven or eight other places before finally settling on a chain we could have found in any city n America, T.G.I. Friday’s.  
While I’ve seen these lots of places, I had never actually been in one before.  They’re really surprisingly nice—a bit on the loud side, but 
very nice food and pleasant service.  I had French onion soup and some excellent marinated steak kabobs.  It really made a very nice 
dinner. 
 



 We returned to the hotel, packed our bags for the last time, and then settled in for our final night in California. 
 

Wednesday, June 27 
Oakland, California to eastern Nevada—by Amtrak 
 
 As is often true when traveling, I was up quite early this morning.  We finished packing quickly, checked out of the hotel, and 
wheeled our luggage down the Embarcadero (much more pleasant in daytime) to the Amtrak station.  At about 7:25 we boarded our 
first train of the day, the San Jaoquin. 
 
 While Oakland is by far the largest city in the East Bay, it has no rail yard and would not serve well as a true terminal.  The 
cross-country trains leave from Emeryville, a tiny suburb at the foot of the Bay Bridge just north of Oakland.  Trains between the two 
stations (which then connect to more distant points beyond them) run roughly hourly.  It’s about a ten-minute ride from Oakland to 
Emeryville, with a less than beautiful view of the port en route. 

 
David Burrow on the San Joaquin train between Oakland and Emeryville, California 

 Because we 
were not going any 
distance at all [and the 
train was virtually 
empty], Margaret and I 
sat in the handicapped 
seats, which were right 
beside the doors on the 
lower level of the brand 
new coach.  These 
were arranged on 
opposite sides of a 
small table, sort of like 
the dinette in a trailer.  
The difference was that 
there was space here 
for a wheelchair to sit at 
the table, which meant 
that there was a huge 
gap between the chairs 
and the table.  I was 
able to put my luggage 
between me and the 
table with plenty of 
room to spare. 
 
 We made it to 
Emeryville with nearly 
two hours to spare 
before   our   “real”  train 

left.  To kill time we made our way to the nearby Emeryville Marketplace, a gentrified warehouse that is mostly full of food vendors but 
also features a Borders bookstore.  Almost everything there was closed until 9:30 or 10:00, but we were able to have coffee and bagels 
at a place called Hannah’s Cookies.  We had a very leisurely breakfast, and by the time we finished, it was nearly time for our train to 
board. 
 
 We boarded the California Zephyr at 9:25am.  Our car attendant was a black woman originally from Baltimore who remarked 
when she saw our tickets that she thought Mt. Pleasant was “just the nicest little town”.  I can’t argue with her.  It’s just about the only 
place I’d seriously consider moving to if I left here. 
 
 The train left at 9:45, already 10 minutes late at its terminal.  Shortly after we started moving the chief of onboard services (the 
person in charge of the car attendants, who was another black woman) announced that they had not been given any pillowcases in 
Emeryville.  Government regulations forbid them to pass out pillows without pillowcases, so she was not able to give us any pillows.  
They hoped that they would be able to get pillowcases in Reno so we would have them before nightfall. 
 
 We traveled right along the bay through Berkeley and Richmond.  Our first stop was at Martinez (mar-TEEN-us).  As we 
neared there the conductor (a black man; almost the entire crew on the Zephyr was black) announced it repeatedly.  He also told us it 
was the birthplace of such famous people as Joe DiMaggio.  Then he added, “Martinez is also the birthplace of Joe Jennel … that’s my 
son.” 

The conductor was the only crew member (except probably the engineer) who was from California. Amtrak conductors do not 
travel the whole distance of the train.  Instead they stay “fresh”, by only going a day’s journey at a time.  [They also change each time 
a train enters a different freight carrier’s tracks and are technically employees of the freight railroads.]  Mr. Jennel went with us 
to Reno (actually Sparks, which is just east of Reno).  Another conductor went from there to Grand Junction, a third across Colorado to 
Denver, a fourth to Omaha, and a fifth would go on to Chicago.  The rest of the crew is all based in the same city.  On the Southwest 
Chief, everyone was from Los Angeles.  The Coast Starlight crew was from Seattle, and the Zephyr was staffed out of Chicago.  The 



long-distance western crews work six-day shifts, making a return trip between the Midwest and California.  Normally they have three 
days of between shifts, but every few shifts they get nine days off.     
 
 Martinez is sort of a transitional place.  Mostly it’s a ratty little farm town, but it’s obviously well on its way to becoming a 
suburb.  We got agoof lengthy view of the place as we paused twice for freight trains.  One of those stops was on a very rickety that did 
not inspire much confidence.  While we were waiting on the bridge we saw an enormous ship (the Long Beach) just to the north.  I’m 
sure it was headed to the port with a load of cargo containers. 
 
 We crossed the Sacramento River at Martinez, and almost immediately the landscape became very rural.  The land around 
here is surprisingly swampy.  Much of it is wasteland, but there are canals dug all over the place.  Around Davis we started seeing the 
same sort of vegetable farms we had seen south of San Jose—with lettuce, tomatoes, artichokes, garlic, and the like.  It started raining 
again past Davis, and at times the rain was fairly heavy.  This is apparently unusual, since all the fields around here have irrigation 
devices 
 
 We reached Sacramento at 11:35am, and we made a very long stop there.  Sacramento is obviously one of the most 
important Amtrak stops in California.  Not only is it the state capital (and a big city in its own right), but there’s a major bus to rail 
connection that brings people in from the more remote parts of the state.  Lots of people boarded at Sacramento, and from there 
onward the train was essentially full. 
 
 The most interesting group that boarded at Sacramento was an Amish family that sat about four rows behind us.  They wore 
traditional dress and were almost totally silent, but In some ways they were surprisingly modern.  The two boys had a very simple 
battery-operated video game, for instance, and at one point I saw the father reading a car magazine.  They also had no problem 
consuming the microwaved food in the lounge car. 
 

Another interesting character was a man some of the other passengers referred to as “the colonel”.  He was a withered old 
man who was apparently returning home from a convention of the V.F.W. or some similar organization.  Throughout the entire trip he 
wore his name tag from that convention, identifying himself as a veteran.  I certainly have nothing against those who have served our 
country, but it seemed more than a bit odd to me to wear that name tag for three straight days. 

 
Yet another of our fellow passengers was a twenty-something man who happened to be blind.  The first couple of times he 

walked through the train, he did so with assistance from fellow passengers.  He soon developed confidence, though, and before long he 
was walking to the lounge, the diner, and the smoking car on his own.  I worried a bit about him as he crossed between cars.  The 
footing there is very uneven.  He negotiated that and everything else without any problem, though. 
 
 By the time we left Sacramento there were lots of children in our car.  I don’t dislike children, but I really don’t care for traveling 
long distances with them.  Most of these kids were not too badly behaved (indeed, often their parents were worse), but the whole 
experience was less than ideal.  A baby behind us frequently cried, and his cry was very shrill and piercing to my ears.  There was also 
a little girl in front of us who was having trouble adjusting the pressure in her ears as we went up into the mountains.   
 
 We left Sacramento at 11:55.  Shortly thereafter Margaret and I went to the dining car for lunch.  This was one of the most 
silent meals I have ever eaten.  Our companions were a mother and son.  They were obviously very wealthy, and the boy came across 
as a spoiled brat.  Except for a complaining a couple of times, neither of them really said much of anything through the entire meal.  I 
had a Monte Cristo sandwich, which is basically a ham and cheese [on egg-dipped French toast, rather than standard bread].  
Margaret had a burger and then strawberry shortcake for dessert.  Dinner seemed to take forever, yet we were basically in Sacramento 
from start to finish.  The city just goes on forever.  Even Roseville, the next stop to the east, is really just another part of greater 
Sacramento. 
 
 One of the best features of the California Zephyr is the “entertainment”, which consists of narration on the intercom as you 
pass through beautiful and/or interesting areas.  As we entered the Sierra Nevada Mountains, a narrator from the California Railroad 
Museum in Sacramento gave a running commentary.  He talked about the scenery, the process of building the first railroad over the 
mountains (this was the western leg of the first transcontinental railroad), the gold rush, and the western pioneers. 
 
 The route of the railroad (and also of I-80) is over infamous Donner Pass.  Without using words like “cannibalism”, the guide 
described the difficulties the Emigrant Party faced as they headed west.  The guide told us that 35 feet of snow is typical here in an 
average winter, so it was certainly no surprise that the early settlers got caught in it.  What surprised me, given all that annual snow, 
was that the mountains here were not snow-capped.  I found it even more surprising given that the some of the mountains down by Los 
Angeles did still have some snow in June.  The term “Sierra Nevada” basically means “Snowy Mountains”, so it surprised me that these 
in no way fit that description in summer. 
 
 The lower part of the Sierra Nevadas is very heavily populated.  I-80 continues to be eight lanes well past Sacramento, and 
it’s six lanes until almost the top of the pass.  Part of that is to allow truck traffic to move more efficiently, but it’s also because the traffic 
continues to be very heavy.  [I’d find later that six lanes is typical for rural interstates throughout California.]  There are towns 
everywhere, and while none of them are large, all of them together add up to a lot of people.  High up in the mountains there was less 
development, but still more people than in any other mountain area I’ve ever been to. 
 
 It grew continually wetter as we rose higher and higher.  The further we got into the mountains, the greener the scenery got.  
Everything was heavily tree-covered, and eventually the deciduous trees gave way to pines.  There were wildflowers next to the track.  
The guide told us that near the top of the pass they get 65 inches of rain a year, and all that precipitation made for some of the most 
gorgeous mountain scenery I’ve ever seen. 



 We went through tunnel after tunnel after tunnel after tunnel as we crossed the Sierras.  Around 1:30 we stopped in the dumpy 
little town of Colfax.  The depot there was roped off, and I tried to figure out whether they were restoring it or tearing it down.  Beyond 
Colfax we passed a series of snow sheds, concrete roofs built over the tracks to prevent avalanches.  I remember reading all about 
these when we visited Yoho National Park in Canada.  Up there they also have some snow sheds over the highway. 
 
 Around 3:15 reached what they call “the Big Hole”, the Mt. Judah Tunnel.  At 7,040 feet this is the highest point the train gets 
to in the Sierras—nearly as high as we were anywhere on the Southwest Chief.  The tunnel is two miles long.  We were in it for 3 
minutes and 35 seconds, and by the time we came out the other side, I was getting nauseous from diesel fumes.  [Amtrak trains are 
definitely NOT low-emission vehicles.] 
 
 We stopped briefly in Truckee, an ugly old mountain town with brand new strip malls and warehouses on its edge.  Just east of 
there we reached the site of a recent major forest fire.  The fire had burned out of control for nearly a week, destroying millions of acres 
in California and Nevada. For a time both the railroad and the interstate were closed because of the flames.  As of today the fire was 
60% under control.  2,400 firefighters continued to fight it, some from as far away as Montana.  The fire brigade included 242 engines, 
12 air tankers, and 16 helicopters, and to date it had cost $5 million.  The cause of the fire was officially unknown, but the guide implied 
it was probably arson.  We reached the burn area around 4:05. We didn’t see flames (thank goodness), but we did see plenty of totally 
charred trees.  In an area that could be extremely beautiful, we saw mostly destruction. It was much drier on the eastern side of the 
pass, and I could see how the fire could spread so quickly. 
 
 As we headed through the mountains a problem developed with the door between our car and the next coach up.  To get 
between two cars on a train, you have to go through two doors.  On Amtrak you press a button on the door of the rear car, and it opens 
with a whoosh.  You then step onto a support above the coupling mechanism between the cars and press a similar button on the door 
of the forward car. It opens with another whoosh, and you can move forward.  People do this routinely every time they go to the lounge 
or the smoking car.  Unfortunately, the mechanisms that worked our door got stuck on open.  What happened was that someone 
opened the door as we were going around a tight curve.  I think the door got jammed in there on the curve, and it wouldn’t close.  There 
were three main problems with having the door open.  First, a good deal of outside air came into the car.  The air conditioning couldn’t 
compensate, and it rapidly became quite warm.  Secondly, we got a lot of annoying track noise.  Finally every time we went through a 
tunnel or snow shed the diesel fumes came in through that open door.  It really was not a pleasant experience. 
 
 Both the car attendant and the conductor attempted to fix the door at different points.  Both of them got it working temporarily, 
but each time the exact same thing would happen.  Someone would open the door as we were going around a tight curve, and it would 
get stuck open.  The problem persisted throughout most of the trip. 
 
 We reached the Nevada border at about 4:30pm.  Rapidly it became very dry.  I had been through this part of Nevada once 
before, on a trip back from visiting my Aunt Alaire in Seattle.  I remember it as a desolate, God-forsaken place.  It hasn’t changed much. 
 
 About the time we entered Nevada the dining steward, a black woman named Carla, came on the intercom to announce the 
dinner menu.  Her accent had not advanced much from the South Side, with numerous mispronunciations.  Most amusing was her 
statement that the chef’s special tonight would be a “Seafood Melody”.  She meant “medley”, of course, but I pictured karaoke night in 
the fish tank.  “Under the Sea” from The Little Mermaid  kept going through my head the rest of the day. 
 
 We reached Reno at 4:45.  The outskirts of the city alternate between lovely new residential areas and hideous mine tailings. 
Soon we got downtown and passed another landmark from Sister Act, the famous “Biggest Little City in the World” arch that spans 
Virginia Street.  We stopped just past there, with a casino on one side of us and a place called the French Quarter Gentlemen’s Club to 
the other.  Several gentlemen went into the club while we were stopped, as did some ladies of questionable repute.  The governor of 
that state north of us freely admits that when he was still Jim Janos he would go to Reno for a legal good time with the ladies of the 
night.  While this “gentlemen’s club” may have just been a strip joint, it would certainly not surprise me if there was more going on there 
than that.  [Actually prostitution is legal only in the rural areas of Nevada; it’s been against the law in Reno and Las Vegas for 
decades now.] 
 
 At 5pm we stopped again in Sparks, Nevada.  Sparks is essentially part of Reno, and there would certainly be no reason from 
a passenger’s point of view to stop in both places.  Sparks, though, is a service stop for the train.  They re-stock the diner, water the 
engine, and double check to make sure all systems are still “go” after making it over the first set of mountains.  The Sparks station is 
located in the middle of an enormous rail yard where it’s easy to do all that servicing.  I’m not sure anyone got on or off here, but we 
were in Sparks for a good 15 minutes. 

 
I got off and walked down the platform to buy a newspaper.  It was very hot out.  I had thought it was hot with in our coach with 

the warm air leaking in from outside.  At full strength, though, the outside heat was downright miserable.  Say what you will about the 
desert heat being “a dry heat”.  When it’s in the 90s, hot is hot, and it was hot in Sparks. 
 
 We reached the high desert east of Sparks.  The mountains were bone dry.  In places they had absolutely no vegetation, and 
those plants that did grow were scraggly brush at best.  It’s not at all pretty country, and it doesn’t really seem to be good for much of 
anything.  I could see why they did nuclear testing here; it’s not like the blasts would be disturbing much of anything.  The one positive 
thing I have to say about the area is that the sun made a few interesting shadows on the mountain peaks. 
 
 Around 6:45 the landscape started to change.  First we saw some irrigated fields.  We were pondering where they got 
irrigation water in the middle of the desert when we saw natural trees.  We were traveling through an area called the Humboldt Sink.  
It’s flat as a pancake and appears bone dry on the surface.  There’s water just below the surface, though, which makes it easy to farm.  
The sink is huge, and it’s surrounded by towering mountains that give definite definition to its shape. 



 
 Once again we were paralleling interstate 80.  Traffic was light—mostly trucks—and I got the feeling that we in the train were 
racing with traffic.  We were winning that race, too.  We weren’t going a lot faster than traffic, but it was definitely faster.  I’m not sure 
what the speed limit is in Nevada, but I’m sure it’s at least 75. 
 
 We passed out of the Humboldt Sink and into an area of bare white mountains around 7:15.  All around this area the land was 
fenced.  I can’t imagine why you’d need fences in the middle of nowhere.  I can’t imagine this being even marginal grazing land, nor can 
I imagine why you’d care if anyone trespassed on the property.  Whatever the reason, though, everything was fenced. 
 
 At 7:40 we got to Winnemucca, now just 15 minutes late.  The houses here are all pre-fab, but they do have one thing going 
for them over the mansions in California.  At least in Nevada people have substantial lots.  I’d hardly call them “yards” when there was 
no grass to be seen anywhere, but at least everyone had space on all sides of their home. 
 
 The sun was rapidly setting, and by 8pm it was too dark to read without turning on the overhead light.  Nevada is technically in 
Pacific Time, but we were far to the east end of that time zone.  I’m used to sunset coming at 9:30 in Iowa in summer, so 8pm seemed 
shockingly early. 
 
 The landscape became swampy east of Winnemucca.  We were following the Humboldt River, which is barely a creek but 
does provide sufficient water for at least a green swatch across the desert.  This was totally different from anything I’d ever seen in 
Nevada.  It wasn’t especially interesting, but at least it was unique. 
 
 We passed an enormous industrial plant out in the middle of nowhere.  I’m not sure if it was a power plant or a mineral smelter 
or what, but it looked as if they could employ half the state there.  Beyond the plant we saw lots of private homes scattered on 
otherwise undeveloped land.  The homes were probably six or seven miles apart—certainly at least five—and they all had crude 
“driveways” leading literally for miles from the houses to the nearest real roads. 
 
 We went to dinner at 9:30pm.  Our dinner companions this evening included a boy in a Hawaiian shirt and a baseball cap with 
“B” on it and an elderly woman who was visiting her sick daughter in Salt Lake City.  Both were pleasant and talkative, and we had a 
nice time at supper.  I had chicken with mashed potatoes and apple pie, while Margaret had roast rack of lamb.  We passed Elko while 
we ate. 
 
 At the table across from us was a strange woman who seemed to make her presence known repeatedly throughout this trip.  
Tonight she was complaining that she couldn’t get a smaller portion of the items on the menu.  She told the waiter that her stomach had 
been stapled, so she couldn’t eat large amounts of food.  I wondered why she had gone to the diner to begin with.  They make it quite 
clear that the menu items in the dining car are fixed; if you want “a la carte”, that’s what the snack bar in the lounge car is for.  
Eventually the woman chose just to have dessert.  I musts say that to me it seemed a bit hypocritical to have her stomach stapled and 
then to eat only the most empty calories available.  To each her own, though. 
 
 We made it back to the coach around 10:15 and tried to settle into bed.  That was not at all easy tonight.  The woman across 
from us was reading; she had her overhead lamp on until well after midnight.  I suppose she had a right to do that, but it would have 
been much more considerate for her to have gone to the lounge or the smoking car, both of which are lighted all night long.  Two 
groups of people were laughing much of the night, and someone else kept pressing the “CALL” button to summon the car attendant 
(who never responded).  It seemed as if every time I was drifting off that “CALL” button would beep again. 
 

Thursday, June 28 
Eastern Nevada to Fort Morgan, Colorado—by Amtrak 
 
 I must have slept some, because I distinctly remember being awakened around 3am by the lights of Salt Lake City.  I also 
remember the bumps and jerks of our stop in Provo a little later.  By 5am, though, there was no question but what I would be 
awakened.  The people behind me (a mother, her infant son, and her mother-in-law) were already up and loud.  First they were playing 
with the baby, then they were joking with each other (with loud laughter), and then they fed the baby. 
 
 While I might have been able to tune out the sounds, what really woke me up was smells.  Once they were done feeding the 
baby, they changed it.  First there was the smell of a dirty baby, then the much more powerful scent of a baby wipe.  Not long after that 
another passenger put on spray antiperspirant, right in the passenger part of the coach.  I’m not sure why all these things couldn’t have 
been done in the bathrooms.  They’re plentiful, separately ventilated, and there are pull-down baby-changing tables in every one of 
them.  Rudeness seemed to be the norm on this train, though, so I was wide awake at 5:00. 
 
 The scenery was different here in eastern Utah.  It was still drier than I like, but there were trees mot of the time.  We were 
following every bend in a little creek, and steam was rising from it early in the morning.  Tired as I was, the sunrise over the mountains 
made a pleasant way to start the day. 
 
 We reached the town of Helper at 7am, five minutes ahead of schedule.  Obviously we had made good time through the night.  
Here and at the next few stops we had to wait until the scheduled departure time, in case someone rushed to the station at the last 
minute.  [Margaret tells me that on Canada’s VIA Rail you have to make reservations forty-eight hours in advance or the train 
will just pass by most of the stops.] 
 



 I could tell we had changed geographic regions, because the train stations were no longer pseudo-adobe mission-style 
structures.  The Helper station was brick, and we would see only brick and wood depots all the rest of the trip. 
 
 Helper, by the way, is an old railroad town.  The origin of its name is sort of interesting.  Helper lies at the foot of Soldier 
Summit, one of the steepest grades on the original transcontinental railroad.  In the days of steam, trains stopped here so additional 
“helper” engines could be added before the trek up the pass.  We had come downhill toward Helper, and the same two diesel engines 
we started with in Emeryville were apparently sufficient to take us over all the grades on the route. 
 
 East of Helper the scenery became much uglier.  We were in dry, low mountains with strange rock formations.  Margaret, who 
grew up on the west slope in Colorado, recognized familiar scenery and promptly announced that we had finally made it to the Rockies.  
I’ve always considered pretty much everything from the Great Plains west to the Great Basin to be the Rockies.  Indeed, I thing 
geologically the Sierra Nevadas are really just an arm of the same mountain range.  I suppose it’s like trying to apply the term 
“Midwest”, though.  Except in the very center of it, it’s hard to say just what the place includes. 
 
 Around 8am I went to the lounge.  When I asked for coffee, the attendant snapped that there would be no coffee for twenty 
minutes; he had to make some.  It seemed awfully convenient to me that he should have run out of coffee right at the height of 
breakfast in the dining car, but I suppose he could have legitimately been out.  I’d think, though, that the attendant would have been 
smart enough to expect lots of coffee orders in the morning.  If I had that job, I would have two pots on that I could change alternately 
so that if one dry, I could always go to the other in reserve.  I grumbled and went back again in twenty minutes.  There was no apology, 
and I didn’t even think of adding to the “tips” cup that the attendant had prominently positioned on the counter.  [While I have 
occasionally tipped Amtrak lounge attendants, the whole concept of giving a gratuity for counter service seems very strange 
to me.] 
 
 Coffee is probably the biggest rip-off there is on Amtrak.  The charge varies from train to train—either $1 or $1.50, and I have 
no idea what they think merits the difference.  The cups are very small, and there are no refills.  This morning I got four coffees, two for 
each of us.  That still wasn’t a huge amount of coffee, and at $3 each the cost was two to three times what an equivalent amount would 
be at a convenience store or fast food place.  [Prices have gone up, and the cups have gotten even smaller; it’s still a very bad 
deal.] 
 
 Something intriguing about Amtrak coffee is that the strength changes en route.  They seem to make it at roughly the strength 
that restaurants would serve in the area they’re traveling through.  The coffee started out quite strong in California, but it was noticeably 
weaker this morning.  Tomorrow, when we were in Nebraska at daybreak, they’d make it weaker still.  In the lounge they make their 
coffee in one of those big urns like the ladies groups get out for church functions.  They throw in pre-packaged grounds, but I think the 
number of packages they use must vary depending on what they think people will prefer in a given place. 
 
 While I picked up coffee I couldn’t’ help but notice that some other people in the lounge car were having less eye-opening 
beverages for breakfast.  Never in my life have I drunk an alcoholic beverage in the morning, but quite a few of the passengers on this 
train pretty much drank their way through the trip.  Two people in the lounge were having mixed drinks, and five others were having 
beer for breakfast. Most noticeable was an elderly black woman who looked as if she had had already had several too many by 8am. 
She was sitting alone at a table on the lower level of the lounge, with two empty beer cans and a partially full one in front of her.  She 
just sat there, staring blankly and taking an occasional sip; it was really kind of sad to look at her. 
 
 For our breakfast today we enjoyed the coffee cake Margaret had picked up in Calistoga, together with Amtrak coffee.  As we 
ate we passed by an area that looked like the badlands in South Dakota.  The big difference was that these Utah badlands were fenced 
in.  All these fences were really starting to get to me.  I always think of the West as the land that brought us the song “Don’t Fence Me 
In”—and the attitude that goes with it.  Almost everything seems to be fenced in the West today, though.   I can’t imagine why you’d 
want to fence in these badlands.  It’s so dry here, I can’t imagine any plant or animal could find sustenance.   Apparently they get a total 
of six inches of precipitation a year, almost all of it in the form of snow. 
 
 The trip continued to provide a number of minor annoyances.  The little girl whose ears wouldn’t clear yesterday was grumpy 
today from too little sleep.  The door to the next car was still not closing.  The people behind us seemed to have brought all their baby’s 
toys; at one point he was pounding on a toy xylophone.  The intercom had been turned down so soft that we had to strain to hear the 
announcements.  No one had turned on the lights to make it “day” in our car, and the car attendant was nowhere to be found. 
 
 Around 9:30 we passed a ridge of snow-capped mountains and then started following the Colorado River, which we would 
continue to follow for almost the entire day.  Quite rapidly the landscape became much greener, more like what I think of when 
someone mentions the Rocky Mountains.  [Margaret, of course, had spent part of her childhood on the west slope, which is why 
the drier area we’d been through earlier was more familiar to her.] 
 
 The last sight we saw in Utah was the Ruby Canyon, a spectacular gorge that is accessible only by train or raft.  Many times 
today we would be far away from the nearest road, with lovely views that were completely unspoiled by development.  Margaret and I 
were constantly looking around outside, taking in every aspect of the view.  What I couldn’t understand was that most of the passengers 
rarely looked out the windows at all.  In fact, many of them pulled their curtains all day.  To me it seemed like they were missing the 
whole point of the ride.  Trust me—the views really are spectacular on the Zephyr; if you ever happen to take it, be sure to look around. 
 
 We entered Colorado, and soon the views got less appealing as we traveled through the run-on industry of Grand Junction.  
Beyond the factories were fields, and the conductor announced that this agriculture was a sign that we had once again entered 
civilization.  I thought we would be about 15 minutes ahead of time stopping at Grand Junction, but we waited and waited for a freight 



train—a freight train that turned out to be all of two cars long.   Then we were delayed again by a much longer coal train.  We ended up 
leaving the station at 10:50am, five minutes behind schedule. 

 
A website view of the California Zephyr, showing typical scenery 

 East of Grand Junction we followed 
Interstate 70 through another canyon.  The area 
continued to be remarkably industrial for nearly an 
hour.  Grand Junction isn’t that big (40,000), and 
everything else around here is nothing, so I 
couldn’t help but ponder just where all the workers 
for these plants and warehouses come from. 
 
 We had lunch around noon.  Both 
Margaret and I had delicious penne pasta with fire 
pepper sauce.  We were seated with two members 
of a party of six who were from Napa, California, 
and were going to Denver.  Later on both Margaret 
and I discussed the family’s ethnicity.  I think they 
were probably Chinese, though they might well 
have been Hispanic.  They looked vaguely “ethnic”, 
but not much more than that, and everyone spoke 
English natively.  The patriarch of the family had 
apparently gotten his first job working on the 
Zephyr, when it was a joint venture of private 
railroads.  He was employed by the Denver & Rio 
Grande Railroad  and worked as a  busboy  on  the 

train, which he felt was a wonderful job.  He earned 15 cents a day (probably in the Depression era or World War II), plus meals and 
lodging. 
 
 We finished lunch at 12:37pm, just as the train arrived (on time) at Glenwood Springs.  I was here once before, on a childhood 
vacation out west.  I remembered Glenwood Springs as lovely town, and I’m pleased to say it still is.  It’s obviously a big resort area—
full of hotels, restaurants, and the like—but somehow they still manage to keep things pretty. 
 
 Just east of Glenwood 
Springs we entered the spectacular 
Glenwood Canyon.  When we took 
that vacation decades ago, I 
remember that I-70 had not been 
completed through here.  Instead 
we had to follow a slow-moving line 
of traffic on old U.S. 6.  They’ve 
finished the interstate, and it’s 
definitely a spectacular piece of 
engineering.  I saw a documentary 
on it, that showed highway 
engineers from Europe and Asia 
coming to Colorado to study it.  The 
Colorado DOT instructed the 
designers to build an 
environmentally friendly highway.  
They gave financial incentives to do 
as little destruction to the canyon as 
possible.  As a result, the new 
interstate is crammed into the 
smallest possible space.  Basically 
they used the U.S. 6 roadbed for 
westbound traffic and cantilevered 
the eastbound roadway, hanging it 
from the canyon wall.  The whole 
thing is on two levels, and my bet is 
that  most of  the time you can’t  see 

 
I-70 in the Glenwood Canyon (another internet photo) 

the traffic in the other direction.  They’ve blasted lots and lots of tunnels (sometimes just for one half or the other of the interstate), but 
they’ve kept almost all of the canyon wall intact.  I can’t imagine how much this highway cost to build (I’m sure it would make the L.A. 
subway seem cheap), but it is something spectacular. 
 
 The canyon is a major recreation area.  At the bottom they have a bike path running right along the water’s edge.  We also 
saw lots of rafters and canoers testing their skill on the river. One thing I hadn’t known before was that people use oars to control rafts.  
I always thought you just floated down the river, going wherever the water took you, but apparently steering is a major skill to rafting.   
We also passed hikers and people fishing.   Many of them waved at the train we passed, and I made a point of returning their greetings. 
 



 The woman with the stapled stomach made herself known again this afternoon.  First she went through the coaches, hauling a 
big trash bag behind her.  Later she was dragging a large suitcase behind her instead of the trash bag.  After that she went by again, 
this time carrying an enormous handful of napkins (probably more than fifty of them) from the lounge car.   I have no idea what the point 
of any of these things was, but they were certainly not out of character for her. 
 
 We went through several other canyons, most of which were secluded from the highway.  Then we passed a series of 
ranches.  Some of these had lovely homes, while others looked like glorified claim shanties left from pioneer days.  All day long we 
followed close to the Colorado River, which made me wonder if the tracks ever flood.  We seemed almost dangerously close to the 
water’s edge at times, and I’d hate to think what the area looks like after the spring snow melt. 
 
 At about 2:30 we stopped and then proceeded at a snail’s pace.  The conductor eventually announced that there was a 
problem with the automatic signals in this stretch.  Normally the tracks are controlled by a monitoring station in Omaha, but for some 
reason they were unable to see what trains were on the tracks in central Colorado.  Without signals, we were only allowed to proceed at 
20 mph, so we could stop in time if we came upon another train.  The one train we met was the westbound California Zephyr.  We 
stopped for nearly half an hour on a siding waiting for them to pass. 
 
 The further east we got, the more snowpacked the mountains were.  We crawled through swampy pastureland next to the 
mountains, and eventually around 4:45 made it to Granby, the western entrance to Rocky Mountain National Park. 
 
 About this time an announcement came over the loudspeaker.  “Whoever took the cigarettes from the bar area,” it said, 
“please return them immediately.”  They mentioned that no questions would be asked if the cigarettes were returned, and then they 
added, “We know who you are.”  I have no idea who might have stolen those cigarettes, but there was certainly no shortage of kids on 
this train who would be likely suspects. 
 
 Past Granby we passed through the lovely Aspen-filled Fraser Canyon.  We ate dinner promptly at 5pm, joining a retired 
couple from Newton, Iowa.  I had pork chops and rice, while Margaret had stuffed trout.  As always, dinner was delicious.  [Dinner is 
by far the best meal on Amtrak.  It’s expensive, but generally seems worth its price.  Lunch, on the other hand, always comes 
across as overpriced and skimpy.] 
 

While we ate we passed through the Moffat Tunnel, the highest point on the trip (9,239 feet).  The tunnel is six miles long, and 
it was pitch black outside for over eleven minutes.  The tunnel was an amazing engineering feat.  It was completed in 1928, at a cost of 
nearly $16 million.  The tunnel replaced a twenty-seven mile trip over a 12,500 foot pass.  It cut the five and a half hours off the trip 
between Denver and Salt Lake City. 
 

East of the tunnel we passed through a very wet area, a mixture of forests, swamps, and fields of wildflowers amid rocky cliffs.  
For about the next hour we passed through a series of numbered tunnels (at least 36 of them) as we rapidly descended the Rockies.  
Then, almost exactly at 6:30 we reached the edge of the Front Range.  We traveled straight south along the edge of the mountains.  To 
the left we had a panoramic vista of the flat, endless Great Plains and the sprawl of metropolitan Denver.  It was almost like being in an 
airplane as we looked down over the city. 

 
We stopped again as another coal train passed on the other track.  Coal is the great resource of the mountain states, and the 

trains that haul it are immense.  This train had 108 coal cars following four engines.  Each of the coal cars had a large sticker that read 
“DO NOT HUMP”.  What that rather unique command had to mean was that the cars were to be filled level, rather than heaped on top.  
They were certainly odd signs, though—especially when we saw 108 of them in a row. 

 
We had one more major slow-down before Denver.  Right at the edge of the foothills there was a big hairpin curve where part 

of the support for the tracks had washed out.  At present the curve was deemed safe only for speeds of 10 mph, so we crawled around 
it at a scary angle.  Eventually we managed to straighten out, and then we whisked our way (with the signals working) across the 
Denver suburbs. 

 
As we passed between Arvada and Westminster, the area (which was mostly cheap apartments) looked very familiar.  That’s 

because I had been here back in 1982.  That year my best friend at college and his girlfriend moved out to Denver in hopes of starting a 
new life.  Not long after they moved I borrowed my brother Paul’s car and went out to visit them.  They lived right next to the railroad 
tracks in one of these apartment complexes.  It was a very strange trip, mostly because Bob and Karen had “been saved” in Colorado 
and made a rather dramatic shift from Catholicism to a strange Pentecostal church.  My mother was dying of cancer at the time, and 
Bob wanted to hold a “healing service” for her.  That’s not my kind of religion, and it certainly wasn’t anything my mother would 
appreciate, either.  Bob felt I was being a “heathen” for not appreciating his understanding of his new faith, though, and the whole mess 
pretty much ended our friendship.  I made up an excuse to leave Denver early, and Bob and I haven’t spoken since then.  I pondered 
as we went past here on the train just what ever became of Bob and Karen. 

 
As we reached the city of Denver we finally saw homes with big lots and actual lawns, the first such things we’d seen since 

leaving Missouri on the trip out.  The area looked nice, though obviously it has some problems.  Near these homes was a lovely park 
and playground, all surrounded by a nasty razor wire fence. 

 
Several of the people who had been in our car since California would not be with us after Denver.  A few were getting off the 

train here, but others were simply switching cars.  That seemed strange to me, especially since they had finally gotten the door working 
as we neared the eastern edge of the mountains.  Maybe they just didn’t like our company. 

 



We crawled through the Denver rail yards and then backed into Union Station.  The station is right downtown, next door to 
Coor’s Field.  I couldn’t help but think of Brad Nelson as we passed the Rockies’ ballpark.  Just before the major league draft, Brad had 
traveled to Denver at the invitation of the Rockies.  He was essentially trying out for the team, and that’s probably who’d have drafted 
him if Milwaukee hadn’t made their selection first.  While he was in Denver, Brad hit eight home runs at Coor’s Field.  I’ve been inside 
that park, and it’s one of the most cavernous stadiums anywhere.  Say what you will about the ball carrying farther in the thin mile-high 
air, it takes a lot of power to send a ball out of any major league park. 

 
The tracks run past the back side of Coor’s Field.  The team was obviously out of town today.  We got an interesting sight, 

though, as we passed a guarded lot marked “PLAYER PARKING ONLY”.  The place was full of expensive sport-utility vehicles, the sort 
of thing you’d expect millionaire athletes to drive.  We even saw a Hummer in the lot.  I can’t say I’d want to drive any of those cars, but 
it certainly was interesting to see. 

 
We officially arrived in Denver at 8:15pm.  There was a layover here, so I went inside the station.  The place was extremely 

crowded, and it took some doing to make my way to the little convenience store they had in the far corner.  I picked up some snacks 
and a newspaper and then returned to the train. 

 
The train was even more packed leaving Denver than it had been beforehand, but with an almost totally different group of 

people. They added at least two additional coaches at the back of the train.  Those were full, and so were the coaches that had been on 
since California.   It was interesting that all the passengers boarding in Denver had their tickets taken and were given seat checks right 
in the station.  They just boarded and placed those checks above their seat.  I don’t know why they don’t do that elsewhere; it would 
make things move more efficiently.  [I’d also love to see Amtrak go to assigned seating like they do on airplanes rather than 
having you pick a seat.  Far too many people hog multiple seats for themselves and make it difficult for boarding passengers 
to find a place to sit.] 
 

We officially left Union Station at 9:04pm (an hour and 14 minutes late—which was actually doing pretty good, given all our 
delays in the mountains).  We still had to shuffle freight cars, though, so we kept going forward and backwards past that Coor’s Field 
parking lot for about fifteen minutes.  Finally at 9:20 we started moving forward for good. 

 
They still hadn’t gotten any pillowcases at Denver, so we had to improvise for another night.  I was thankful that I had bought 

that beach towel in Redondo Beach.  It may not have looked like a pillow, but it made do in a pinch. 
 
We passed the new Denver International Airport around 9:45pm and then started speeding across the plains.  With the new 

coaches added to the rear, we were now in the middle of the train, rather than at the rear.  That meant that people kept going past us 
on the way to the lounge.  I got used to that fairly quickly, though, and before long I was asleep. 
 

Friday, June 29 
Fort Morgan, Colorado to Algona, Iowa—by Amtrak and car 
 
 I slept much more soundly than the previous night, but again this morning I was wide awake at 5:30am.  Once again the baby 
behind us was crying.  The kid’s mother and grandma didn’t’ try to quiet the baby.  Indeed they were chatting and laughing loudly, as if 
no one else were around them.  Also the car attendant was going through the cars awakening the passengers who were supposed to 
get off in Lincoln, the last of the night stops. 
 
 We arrived in Lincoln at 5:55am, an hour and ten minutes late.  We passed the University of Nebraska, and I saw the 
Nebraska state capitol in the distance.  It wasn’t all that easy to see things, though, because .  it was quite foggy this morning, more so 
than it had been in San Francisco.  When we got out of town, it looked as if steam were rising from the fields. 
 

Finally, for the first time since we left Kansas, it was truly green outside the window.  One of the best things about the Midwest 
is the “green carpet” that covers the landscape all summer long.  I enjoyed this trip west, but I can’t imagine living anywhere where a 
green landscape is the exception rather than the rule. 

 
In addition to green fields, the neat little towns also told us we were in the Midwest.  I’ve never understood why so many 

mountain towns look so dumpy.  You’d think the same civic pride that exists here would also be a small town virtue in the West, but that 
doesn’t seem to be so.  [While a lot of my attitudes are libertarian, which is what the West really is, I do like tidiness and public 
order.]  At any rate, I enjoyed the pleasant little towns of Nebraska. 
 

We crossed the wide Platte River around 6:30 and then spent about half an hour making our way across the Omaha suburbs.  
We stopped in Omaha at 7:05am, and I went in to the station to buy a newspaper.  Before we left I tried to get coffee in the lounge car, 
but again the attendant was out of coffee at breakfast time. 

 
At 7:57am we crossed the Missouri into Iowa.  It had been horribly wet when we left the state, but now the bean fields looked 

almost dry.  Their leaves were starting to yellow, and there was certainly no standing water anywhere. 
 
Strange as it might seem, the trip across Iowa is one of the prettiest parts of the California Zephyr’s route.  It’s not spectacular 

mountain scenery, but it’s definitely not flat farmland, either.  Southern Iowa has very hilly terrain, and the railroad was constructed with 
deep cuts and high embankments to create a level route across the state.  The whole right-of-way is lined with trees, and there are 
lakes and rivers that provide variety in the scenery.  It’s really a lovely ride. 



 At 8:20 I made my way to the diner to join the waiting list for breakfast.  We ended up being #5 on that list.  On the way to the 
dining car I passed two nuns wearing habits—the full, long kind like we dressed kids up in for The Sound of Music.  None of the sisters 
at Garrigan has worn such an outfit in all the years I’ve been there, and you have to go back to the ‘70s in old yearbooks to find them.  I 
don’t know what order these women were part of, but they certainly caught my eye. 
 
 The further we got into Iowa, the more we could see the effects of the spring flooding.  There were big blemishes on some of 
the fields, where no crops would grow this season.  Everything looked very late—more like May than late June.  At least the crops were 
growing, though.  That was some progress from when we left.  
 
 We began breakfast around 8:30.  One of their breakfast items was called the “Mt. Pleasant parfait”, and I had to try my 
hometown’s namesake.  Honestly, I’ll take the parfaits at McDonalds over this one.   For $3.50, Amtrak filled a tiny crystal goblet filled 
with yogurt and berries.  For a dollar less, McDonalds gives twice as much food.  I also had ham and hash browns, and the combination 
made a pricey but filling meal. 
 
 We finished breakfast at 9:30, just as the train was arriving in Creston.  We got to Osceola at 10:08am, an hour and a half 
behind schedule.  The Osceola station looks exactly like the old brick station in Mt. Pleasant, except that the one in Osceola is quite a 
bit more beat up.  We saw two more symbols that we were getting on towards home in Osceola.  First there was Casey’s, the Ankeny-
based convenience store.  Then we saw a smiling star sign that said “Hardees”, rather than “Carl’s Jr.” 
 
 We crossed the Des Moines River at 11:35 and shortly thereafter stopped in Ottumwa.  They seem to have made a big effort 
to clean up downtown Ottumwa.  It looks much nicer than it did when I was growing up.  The area around the station is planted with 
flowers, and there’s a screen of trees blocking the view of most of the ugly factories. 
 
 We made it to Mt. Pleasant around 12:45pm.  Again the car attendant remarked on what a nice little town it was.  I must say, 
from the train the view really is quite pretty. We saw the college, the old station, and a bunch of nice old homes.  It certainly compared 
favorably with Fairfield, where we saw a junkyard and a bunch of factories.  About half a dozen of us got off the train, and a much larger 
group (probably 20 or so) boarded. 
 
 We attempted to have lunch at the McDonalds in Mt. Pleasant.  Unfortunately the drive-through had a line at least ten cars 
long, so we just made our way up the Avenue of the Saints to Iowa City.  We got stuck in some nasty construction in Coralville, but 
eventually made our way to Alaire’s.  We had coffee there and chatted for a bit about the trip.  Margaret was staying overnight at 
Alaire’s, but I had to get on home. 
 
 I followed old 218 northward to Cedar Rapids and stopped at the south end of the city to buy gas.  The price was $1.189—the 
lowest price I’d seen in ages, and a full dollar less than what we’d seen at some places in California.  I had some chili at a Wendy’s in 
Cedar Rapids, and then made my way north and west.  I finally arrived home around 7:30pm.  I started unpacking and relaxed at the 
end of a long, but most enjoyable trip. 
 

Question Time 
 
Now it’s time for that series of questions I always put at the end of these travelogues. 
 
Did you like Los Angeles?  Did you like San Francisco?  Which did you like best? 

I enjoyed both places, but I definitely preferred L.A.  It’s a very down-to-earth place, especially compared to the Bay Area, 
which came across as over-priced and pretentious.  My reactions were actually the opposite of what I expected—and the opposite of 
what most travel books imply.  To be fair, we had much more time to really get to know Los Angeles.  In San Francisco, most of our 
time was scheduled with various tours, while in L.A. we primarily had time to explore on our own what the city had to offer.  I pretty 
much always prefer to see things on my own, and I really enjoyed just walking around in the various neighborhoods of Los Angeles.  [I 
would really make no changes to this comment.  I’ve been back to Los Angeles three times since this trip, but I haven’t 
returned to San Francisco—and I have no great desire to do so.] 
 
What did you like most?  What else did you like? 

I’ve already said my favorite thing was the Warner Brothers tour.  If I go back to L.A., I’ll definitely take it again, and I’d strongly 
encourage others to take it.  [I haven’t been to Warner Brothers again, but I’d like to.]  I also loved the morning we spent in 
Redondo Beach, and I had fun taking those long walks around Hollywood [which is probably what I remember most from this trip].  
In San Francisco, my favorite thing was the old mission.  I also enjoyed Chinatown and the Barbary Coast trail in general.    
 
What didn’t you like? 

I was really disturbed by all the graffiti in San Francisco.  It really spoils the scenery, and it made me feel frankly unsafe.  I also 
didn’t care for the public transit systems in the Bay Area.  They’re expensive and awkward to use, and it’s annoying to have to keep 
transferring from one form of transit to another.  In L.A. I disliked the fact that so much of the city is an industrial wasteland.  That would 
have been easily avoided, had we not arrived by train, but it is definitely one of the ugliest places on earth. 
 
What about the train rides? 

The Southwest Chief had the best crew of all the Amtrak trains we have been on.  [That’s still probably true, even after 
having taken numerous other trains.]  The scenery is nothing spectacular on that route, but it is pleasant.  Riding out with the Scouts 
made that segment of the trip very memorable.  The California Zephyr really is a spectacular train ride.  If anyone has the time, I’d 
strongly encourage them to take the journey across the Colorado Rockies by train.  It’s a completely different experience than traveling 



by car, one I’ll certainly never forget.  [Sometime I might take the train out to Salt Lake City—though the problem with that idea is 
that both directions Amtrak gets into SLC in the wee hours.]  The Coast Starlight was honestly a disappointment.  I was expecting 
spectacular views of the ocean.  There were some, but really not that much.  Mostly we went through farm country, and the farm 
country in Nebraska and Kansas looked better. (Iowa was gorgeous by comparison.)  If I were to repeat this trip, I’d take the inland 
route—or even fly between the cities.  The Coast Starlight was got to be a long, boring trip.  [The inland route is mostly bus, so to go 
by train the Coast Starlight was THE option.  It’s not at all a spectacular route, though.  The coastal route that is pretty is the 
Pacific Surfliner between L.A. and San Diego—particularly the part that runs right along the coast through a military base 
between San Juan Capistrano and Oceanside.] 
 
What are Californians like? 

First of all, it’s important to understand that we really saw two completely different Californias.  [Actually, there’s more like 
five or six Californias—but we saw two on this trip.]  The Bay Area came closest to my stereotypes of the state.  We saw “weirdos” 
of all sorts there, and the bulk of the people seemed to be extremely wealthy “yuppies”.  The people here tend to be quite liberal, and 
there’s a much higher percentage of “beautiful people” than I’ve seen almost anywhere else.  Even staying in Oakland, where the bulk 
of the area’s black people live, my recollection of the Bay Area is overwhelmingly white.  Almost everyone seems to have an office job, 
and it’s definitely one of the wealthiest cities I’ve ever seen.  San Francisco is also an extremely touristed city; there’s definitely a higher 
percentage of out-of-towners than in any other major city I’ve been to in America. 
 
 Los Angeles, by contrast, is a hard-working industrial city.  The vast majority of the people are Hispanic, but there’s a 
remarkably easy mixing among all the various races.  (I saw more interracial couples in L.A. than anywhere else I’ve ever been.)  Unlike 
San Francisco, which is full of couples and singles, L.A. is a city of families.   Angelinos come across as much more conservative than 
San Franciscans, but I think equally tolerant.  That comes very close to my own personal values, and it may be why I liked the place.  
[Having been back there repeatedly, I can say Los Angeles is pretty close to my views.  It’s politically a very liberal city, and it 
is quite tolerant.  Most of the people, though, lead quiet, uneventful lives.] 
 
What will you remember most from this trip? 

That’s almost impossible to answer, given that this was really quite a lengthy trip and we jammed each day about as full as we 
could.  Almost everything blurs together.  I thought about saying the Warner Brothers tour.  I’ll certainly enjoyed it, but I don’t know that 
I’d say it was “most memorable”.  I also considered mentioning all the wonderful meals we ate; taken as a group they were certainly 
among the highlights of the trip.  I’ll also remember my stroll down Vermont Avenue on our last day in L.A., the funeral procession we 
saw in Chinatown, and the beautiful scenery the California Zephyr passed through.  On a sadder note, another lasting memory will be 
walking past all the homeless people who were sleeping outside the Social Services building in Oakland.  After giving it a lot of thought, 
though, what stands out most was one of those “only in California” experiences.  I know I’ll always remember arriving in San Francisco 
amid all the “queer” festivities.  I may not have been “gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, or questioning, but there was no way I 
could ignore those who were.  It was certainly a once in a lifetime experience, and definitely something I couldn’t have seen in any other 
place [though I’ve since seen some pretty similar stuff in Chicago].  That’s probably the strangest thing I’ve ever selected as “most 
memorable”, but there’s no question but that I’ll always remember that experience. 
 

…And an update for those who may be interested … I finished writing this travelogue July 15, 2001.  At that point Brad Nelson 
was still negotiating with the Brewers, and it was looking more and more likely that he would be accepting the scholarship to Nebraska.  
That’s okay.  While I’d love to see him go professional now, but it’s not like it should be his only chance.  If he was good enough to 
catch the scouts’ eyes in high school, he should still be good enough with more experience under his belt.  I’m confident that in a few 
years I’ll be writing one of these travelogues where I’ll talk about going to a Major League game to see Brad play.  … And Brad’s 
absence seemed to almost be an inspiration for the Golden Bears.  They had an outstanding 29 – 9 season and ended up winning the 
North Central Conference championship.  They did, however, lose in play-offs, which begs the question of just how far they might have 
gone if they had been playing with a Major League draftee. 

 
[Brad, of course, did sign with the Brewers, and he’s had a pretty successful career for the past eight years.  While he 

hasn’t been the standout player some predicted, he did make it to the Major Leagues.  That’s something less than 2% of all 
the players who are drafted can ever claim—and there aren’t that many players drafted to begin with.  Hopefully Brad will do 
at least as well in the Mariners system as he did with the Brewers, and hopefully there will be less standing in the way of 
success in Seattle.] 


