Christmas on the Empire Builder
… or A Holiday Made in Oregon
[UPDATE: January, 2011—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.]
My married brothers have the tradition of alternating Thanksgiving and Christmas between our family and their in-laws. In
2003 they went to their in-laws for Thanksgiving, and we were together in Oskaloosa at Christmas. This year we all got together at my
Aunt Alaire’s in Coralville in November, but everyone went their separate ways in December. Since I’m single and my sister Margaret is
widowed, we had no in-laws to visit. We decided this would make a perfect year to travel at the holidays, and we’d been planning the
trip almost since last New Year’s. [Margaret and I have repeated this multiple times since—including this last Christmas, when
we went to New Orleans together.]

Advertisement for the historic Great Northern Empire Builder
(The route Amtrak follows is slightly different, with Milwaukee, St. Cloud, and Grand Forks added to the list of cities served.)
We’d both enjoyed traveling by train before, and we thought it would be fun to spend the holiday on the rails. We also figured
we might as well go somewhere neither of us had been before. Checking Amtrak’s schedule we decided to take the Empire Builder to
Portland, Oregon. We didn’t know at the time that this was a very significant year for what the train crew calls “the Builder”, the train’s
75th anniversary. Named after the founder of the Great Northern Railroad, who almost single-handedly built an empire across the high
plains, the Empire Builder continues to connect far-flung towns from Chicago to the Northwest. Spending Christmas on the train would
indeed make a fascinating holiday, and Portland turned out to be a most enjoyable place to visit. [Both Margaret and I have since
taken the Empire Builder on our own. She’s been back to Portland, while I made a trip to Vancouver, British Columbia—
connecting from the Builder at Seattle.]

THURSDAY, December 23, 2004
Algona, Iowa to Decorah, Iowa – by car
I finished my grades for Iowa Lakes Community College this morning and left town around 11:30. [At the time those grades
needed to be done on paper and faxed to the registrar. Today they are done online, and I’d likely just connect to the internet
from any hotel and submit my grades while on the trip.] Make no mistake, it was cold today. We’ve had a remarkably warm fall,

but this past week the bottom seemed to drop out. The bank thermometers read –5o Fahrenheit as I left town, an improvement from
double digits below zero overnight.
I drove east on McGregor Road, the county blacktop that skirts the south end of Algona. Just east of town I admired the
holiday display put up by Doug and Nancy Nelson. I’ve driven past their place before at night, and it’s really quite a sight. While not lit
in the daytime, it was still impressive. Their Christmas letter says much of the display was a gift from their baseball-playing son and
pharmaceutical chemist daughter.
One thing the Nelsons don’t have—for which I’m grateful—is lawn balloons. These seem to be spreading like a cancer at the
holidays [and they continue to proliferate]. Each time I drive out to the college I pass one particularly bad example of the trend.
Some family has erected a lawn balloon that is apparently supposed to portray Spongebob Squarepants as an elf. The face on the
balloon has a truly evil grin, though; to me it’s downright scary and would fit in better at Halloween than at Christmas. The balloon
seems to frequently deflate. Whether it’s due to wind or vandalous kids I don’t know, but I couldn’t help but think the lawn looked better
without the sadistic elf.
I stopped for a ham and cheese sandwich at Hardees in Garner and then made my way up to Forest City. I was amazed at
the number of RVs I saw in Forest City. This is where they make Winnebagos, and it seemed as if every motorhome owner in America
had come here on a pilgrimage—in winter. I couldn’t help but wonder why people would travel in motorhomes at Christmas, particularly
when the thermometers here still showed 3 below.
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The mercury had risen to a balmy –1 by the time I got to Osage, where I stopped for some $1.66 gas at Kwik Star. [Having
paid $3 a gallon today, I’d love to pay $1.66 again.] Normally I’d have gotten coffee, too, as Kwik Star makes a delicious cinnamonflavored brew. [It seems to be less and less frequently available, which is too bad.] They were out of that in Osage, though, and
what coffee they did have on hand was thick and stale. I instead picked up some orange juice and egg nog and then continued on my
way.

Before long I made it to Cresco, where my sister teaches at Crestwood High School. Ever since I first got my driver’s license,
my directions have been confused in Cresco. It’s a small, square town, but for some reason nothing ever seems to be where it should
be. That was true again today; even with directions Margaret had given me over the phone, I had trouble finding the school. I made a
couple of wrong turns before eventually seeing their athletic fields.
We had finished school at Garrigan yesterday, but Cresco was still in session today. Their schedule called for first semester to
end at Christmas, and today was a semester test day. (What they’d have done if there had been snow this week, I have no clue.)
[Algona Community has since gone to ending first semester at Christmas, though at Garrigan we still go to mid-January.
AHS got burned last year when two of their semester test days were cancelled. They postponed tests to January, which had
to have been a pain for teachers and students alike.] Margaret finished her tests this morning, so she was essentially free (though
she couldn’t leave school) this afternoon. I spent much of the afternoon watching her grade tests, and I also thumbed through a book
on Latin American Christmas customs. A large part of her semester test was multiple choice, and at Cresco they have an optical scan
machine that will “automatically” grade the tests. I use the quotation marks because the “automatic” scanner still requires that each
answer sheet be fed slowly and individually, which struck me as nearly as much work as grading the tests by hand. The big advantage,
apparently, is that the machine also produces [junk] data they can use to prove [or at least pretend] they are making progress toward
the “No Child Left Behind” standards.
We left school mid-afternoon and drove over to Margaret’s home east
of Decorah. While she prepared Oriental peanut chicken for dinner, we
listened to a CD of a group we would be seeing in Portland next week., the
Trans-Siberian Orchestra. Around Labor Day I had done a search on the
Ticketmaster website to see what cultural opportunities the holiday season
might offer in Oregon. The lone result was the Trans-Siberian Orchestra.
When I booked the tickets both Margaret and I assumed we would be seeing
people from Russia playing violins and cellos. It turns out we couldn’t have
been more wrong. Instead of Irkusk or Vladivostok, the performers were from
New York, and while they have strings in the background the music mostly
features guitars and synthesizers. The Trans-Siberian Orchestra is essentially
a rock band, albeit a rock band who bases their material on classical music.
They call their work “rock operas” in the same spirit as Jesus Christ,
Superstar.
I did a Google search on the origin of their name and found out that
we were far from the first to find “Trans-Siberian Orchestra” confusing.
According to the “Garage Radio Coffeehouse” website in 1996 Rosie
O’Donnell booked them for her Christmas Eve show, thinking she had chosen
an innocuous Asian symphony. Her mistake was the band’s big break, with
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their CD sales going from so-so to platinum. Ever since then the group has
specialized in putting Christmas music to a hard rock beat. . I’d never heard of them until now, but they really do make excellent
music.

I finally found the derivation of the name in—of all places—“al.com” (“al” as in “Alabama”), the website of the Huntsville Times
which I had looked at before for coverage of Brad Nelson’s exploits in AA baseball. In an interview before a performance in
Birmingham, the group’s leader noted that he came up with the name while on a trip across Russia on the Trans-Siberian Railroad. He
said he found Siberia “incredibly beautiful, but also incredibly harsh and unforgiving”, which is also the band’s goal in their music. The
author of the article noted that he (the band’s leader) then laughed and said “my, that sounds overly pretentious and philosophical,
doesn’t it?”
We opened gifts and had an early Christmas, since it made little sense to lug bulky packages to Oregon and back. I read
through the Spanish version of How the Grinch Stole Christmas, which Margaret apparently uses in her classes. It’s difficult reading,
definitely more advanced language in Spanish—though it’s not one of those 200-word beginner books in English either. After finishing
the story of the “Quienes” [“Whos” in Spanish], we watched the weather on the 10:00 news from LaCrosse. The predicted overnight
o
low was –17 . We decided to let our cars run a while (already it was about 12 below, and mine groaned a bit when I started it) and then
to switch things around so my car (which we would be taking tomorrow) was in the garage instead of Margaret’s. That accomplished,
we settled in for the night.

FRIDAY, December 24, 2004
Decorah, Iowa, Bloomington, Minnesota; and Winona, Minnesota
to somewhere in North Dakota – by car, light rail, and train
We were up around 7:00 this morning. I had coffee while Margaret packed for the trip. [She pretty much always packs at
the last minute. I, on the other hand, am sometimes packed for trips literally weeks ahead of time. There’s not really a right or
wrong in that, but we are very different in our habits.] She couldn’t decide whether to take two small bags or one large one. It
really doesn’t matter on the train (where the luggage regulations, though recently tightened, are still far more liberal than on airlines);
basically it came down to what she wanted to lug around. She settled on two small bags, plus her purse; and soon it appeared we were
ready to go.
… But there was a problem. Somehow in the rush to get things packed, Margaret’s garage door opener had been misplaced.
Like many people, Margaret really doesn’t use her front door at all (in fact she couldn’t find the key for that door, either.) She always
goes in through the garage, and so do any guests in her home. Of course she wanted to keep the garage closed and the house locked
while she was away, so it was vital that we find the remote device. After more than a half hour of searching we finally did—in the
pocket of a light weight jacket she had packed in one of the suitcases to wear on the trip. Margaret had put on the jacket for the couple
of minutes we spent switching cars around last night and had forgotten she had put the remote control in the pocket. Well, thankfully
we found it.
We ran some errands around Decorah. The biggest was at the post office, where Margaret mailed Christmas packages for
Paul, John, and Steve and also stopped her mail delivery. We also stopped at a supermarket where she picked up some delicious
cookies we had in lieu of breakfast. Barry’s Bakery French twists were a lot like the Dutch letters they make down in Pella, but smaller.
They were flaky and sweet and most tasty.
It was icy cold as we drove north toward Rochester. The heater in my car normally does quite well, but today it had quite a
challenge. With two people in the car, I had to mostly keep the control set on “defrost” to keep the windows from fogging up (and in
some cases icing over). That meant, however, that our arms and feet quickly got cold. I did the best I could switching between “heat”
and “defrost”, but I can’t say we ever got properly warm.
Margaret wrote Christmas cards as we drove. She’s been extremely overworked at school and only now got the chance to
send off her greetings. In some ways that’s good, though, since people are likely to pay more attention to a card that comes on its own,
rather than in the flood of mail before the holiday.
We stopped briefly at a Barnes and Noble bookstore in Rochester and then headed north toward the Twin Cities. Our train
didn’t leave until evening, and we decided to fill some time by doing a bit of exploring in the area. Minneapolis opened a brand new
light rail system last summer, and just two weeks ago they expanded the line to the airport and Mall of America. It was easy to get from
Decorah to the Ft. Snelling park-and-ride, and taking the train definitely beat driving in the Twin Cities’ notorious traffic.
I’d taken the Hiawatha light rail last summer and thoroughly enjoyed it. Unfortunately today was a different sort of day. While
snow and bitter cold had screwed things up somewhat, the real problem was that one of the biggest football games of the season was
happening this afternoon at the Metrodome. Playing football on Christmas Eve seems pretty silly to me, but it didn’t seem that way to
the throngs of people on the platform at Ft. Snelling. Literally thousands of sports fans were trying to take the train downtown to see the
Vikings play the Packers. (It certainly makes sense to take the train—which has free parking and costs $2.70 round trip—over the
headache of driving downtown and paying $10 or more for event parking.) We had originally planned to go downtown to see the Mill
City Museum, the first General Mills plant which is now a historic site. It was silly to try to battle the football crowd, though, so we
instead caught a southbound train.

[Minneapolis sees itself as a very “green” city, so it’s not really a surprise that Minnesota sports fans take the train to
games. I’ve taken the Hiawatha line numerous times since, sometimes going to games (usually Twins baseball) or heading
downtown at the same time as games. I’ve learned that where you get on the train makes a big difference. Northbound, you
want to board as far south as possible. You’re technically not supposed to park at Mall of America and use the light rail, but
lots of fans do—and the trains are completely full beyond the 28th Avenue park-and-ride. Southbound, if there’s an event at
the Metrodome, you can just walk west a couple blocks to the Government Plaza station and board there to be assured a seat
and a pleasant ride. Target Field, the Twins’ new ballpark, is at the far end of the line, though, so there’s no way to avoid
southbound crowds after baseball games these days.]
The Hiawatha light rail uses long sleek cars that bend in the middle. They normally run as trains of two cars. The two doors in
each car open to provide an entry right at curb level, and you can walk up stairs to sit in higher seats located above the wheels. The
cars are decorated in an unfortunate color scheme. The powder blue and beige décor reminds me of a restroom from the ‘50s.
Like most light rail systems, Minneapolis uses
“proof of payment”. You’re supposed to buy a ticket from
a vending machine in advance and have it available in
case a fare inspector asks to see it. Buying a ticket was
easier said than done. The first machine I tried to use
wouldn’t accept coins. Finally I found one that would, but
it required negotiating a series of confusing menus. The
machine would communicate with me in at least eight
different languages, but it was hardly user friendly in any
of them.
I’d taken the train from Ft. Snelling to downtown
last summer and found it interesting. The southbound
route is less so. Just past Ft. Snelling the train enters a
tunnel beneath the main part of Minneapolis-St. Paul
International Airport. There’s a station in the middle of
the tunnel, right beneath the Lindbergh terminal—the
main terminal at MSP. It astounded me just how
utilitarian this station was. Most modern transit stations
(including most of the others on the Hiawatha line)
feature some station art that gives them a bit of
Website photo of Hiawatha light rail near the “Reflections” condo
personality. At an airport, where people would get their
development in Bloomington, Minnesota
first impression of the city, I expected them to go all out
(like the neon backlights and sculpted rock they have in the subway at O’Hare). That obviously wasn’t Minneapolis’ priority, though.
The only “decoration” amounted to lining the tunnel walls in brick. Otherwise there was the concrete platform and a couple of stainless
steel benches. [While it may not be the most beautiful station, the MSP light rail stop is HEAVILY used. Lots of people flying
in and out of the Twin Cities use it, and so do literally thousands of pilots, flight attendants, security officers, and other airport
employees. Having taken the light rail several times now, one thing I like about it compared to other cities is that the
infrastructure doesn’t seem overly elaborate.]
The train surfaces at the south end of the airport, with a station for the Humphrey terminal (which serves obscure airlines I’ve
never heard of). [Margaret and I will be flying out of this terminal, which is now officially called “Terminal 2” when we take
Icelandair to Reykjavik next summer.] The connection there is less convenient—a lot like the ‘L’ station at Midway, with a long
skywalk between the train and the terminal. South of there it has a semi-exclusive right-of-way in back of several office parks in
Bloomington. There are two stops here which are probably busy at rush hours on business days, but they were absolutely desolate on
Christmas Eve. [These days the 28th Avenue stop (a park-and-ride just off I-494) is busy pretty much all the time. The nearby
Bloomington Central stop (which has no parking and mostly serves the Reflections condo towers shown under construction
above), on the other hand, is almost always empty.] We waited for a switch to change before getting to the final stop, on the bottom
level of the east parking ramp at Mall of America.
There was a little building right near the entrance to the Mall of America station that was decorated with an Indian plaid
pattern. There are similar buildings near many of the stations, and I’d always sort of wondered what they were. This one (a freestanding structure that was actually built inside the parking ramp) happened to have its door open. The whole inside was full of those
green circuit boards that are the heart of modern electronics. About three workers were also inside, presumably overseeing the
operations of the trains.
While the station is called “Mall of America”, it really isn’t all that convenient to anywhere you’d go shopping. If you actually
park in the ramp, it’s a fairly simple matter to take a skywalk into the mall. From the station, though, you have to go up and down a
series of ramps and stairs before finally coming out at a rather remote side entrance. It’s close to a 5-minute walk, unless you’re
rushing. The downtown stations at the Metrodome and Nicollet Mall are much more convenient. [While it’s not actually inside the
mall, the light rail station isn’t really all that far away. It’s also close to a neighborhood full of hotels, restaurants, and
apartment buildings. What’s more, the bottom level of the parking ramp serves as a major bus interchange, so many people
from the distant suburbs transfer from buses to trains at this station.]

We didn’t really do any shopping at Mall of America. I’ve been to the monstrous temple of consumption a couple of times
before, but honestly I’ve never found it a particularly pleasant place to shop. [I’m not a great mall fan anyway, and Mall of America
is cumbersomely large without offering much that is different from any other mall.] It’s too big and really rather awkward, and
the individual stores can be quite hard to find. This was demonstrated by the fact that both when we came and left there was a long
line of people at the mall information desk near the entrance. We managed to find a map sign and located a food court, where we had
a Chinese lunch at Panda Express, followed by delicious caramel apple empanadas from Taco Bell (highly recommended for taste, if
not for nutrition). We then made our way back to the bottom of the parking ramp, where we had a long, cold wait for a northbound train.
[Mall of America was surprisingly uncrowded on Christmas Eve. In fact this was just about the most pleasant experience I’ve
had there. Both Margaret and I made a mental note that if we wanted to go window shopping at our leisure, Christmas Eve
made a good time to do it.]
The transit system was still trying to recover from the crush of football fans. In fact, though the game had already started,
there were still people with purple and yellow face paint wearing foam Viking horns standing on the platform. Announcements at the
station advised us that because of the game there would be a 10 – 15 minute wait for a train (even though service is supposed to run at
about 8-minute intervals). When 10 minutes had come and gone, they informed us that when the train arrived the driver would need to
walk the platform from where he had been to what was now the front. They advised that “matters will be expedited” if passengers
stayed out of his way while he did this. We all did as we were told, and after we started on our way the driver complimented our
obedience. He noted that because we were so efficient the train was only 8 minutes behind schedule, which was the best of any train
currently on the line.
From what I’ve read and observed the light rail system in Minneapolis has been very well accepted. (It has had almost triple
the expected ridership, which the crowds for today’s game illustrate.) [Ridership has continued to grow, which has caused them to
add two additional stations and lengthen the platforms to accommodate three-car trains. They are now beginning a second
line that will connect downtown Minneapolis with downtown St. Paul, and further lines are on the drawing board.] However, as
we made our way back to Ft. Snelling we couldn’t help but overhear a woman who had nothing but complaints about it. The problem
was, though, that her complaints were inconsistent. She said she lives near the train and was constantly hearing it at night. However,
then she complained that they’d eliminated the bus she used to take, and she had to drive six blocks to a park-and-ride to catch the
train. The trains are really very quiet, much quieter than traditional subways or ‘L’s. If she has to drive six blocks to catch it, there’s no
way she can hear it at her house. She grumbled the whole way, though. I couldn’t help but wonder, if she hated the train so much, why
she took it. She obviously has a car; you’d think if she hated public transit, she’d simply drive.
[The woman might actually have a legitimate complaint. She probably lives on one of the streets along which the
train travels. When the light rail opened, they eliminated bus routes that ran the same route. The buses would have stopped
every couple of blocks, while the train only stops every half mile or so, which would be less convenient for those who were on
the former bus route. The trains are relatively quiet, but they are required by federal law to sound horns when they approach
at-grade intersections. There are several of them in south Minneapolis, and the horns probably are annoying for those who
live nearby. The neighborhoods through which the train passes have changed since light rail went in. The ratty old homes
that were once there (likely where the woman lived) are rapidly giving way to condominiums—which in most cases are MUCH
nicer than what they replaced. The apartments likely have sound insulation, but the old houses almost certainly didn’t.]
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We bought gas (1.71 ) and had eggnog milkshakes in Eagan and took the Great River Road south from St. Paul through Red
Wing and Wabasha. As we admired the beautiful scenery, I recalled that the last time I had been in Wabasha was on New Year’s Eve
years ago, when my friends Tom and Pat Twait lived there. The Twaits have lived in Emmetsburg for over a decade. Both of their sons
graduated from Garrigan, and they’re both out of college now. The crowds we had seen in their Viking regalia reminded me that their
son (who they, and no one else, call Tommy) spent his college years as “Herky the Hawk”, the costumed mascot for the University of
Iowa.

Our ultimate destination was Winona, one of two towns with
Amtrak stations that is vaguely near Decorah. LaCrosse, Wisconsin,
is actually a bit closer, but we figured it would be easier to find the
station and park in Winona. [Actually, the reverse is true.] We got
there right at sunset and found the station without any problem.
Parking near the station seemed rather limited, but we found a
section with cars that had snow piled on top of them and figured that
must be the area for Amtrak passengers.

Wikipedia photo of Cathedral of the Sacred Heart—
Winona, Minnesota
(The photo was obviously NOT taken in winter.)

Our train wasn’t scheduled to leave for a couple of hours,
and at this point the station wasn’t even open. We had planned in
advance to go to a Christmas Eve worship service, and I had
scanned church websites to see what was available. Many of
Winona’s churches had websites, but the majority hadn’t been
updated in months or even years—making them pretty much
useless. The two that did have Christmas schedules were a
Lutheran church with several services throughout the afternoon and
evening and the Roman Catholic Cathedral of the Sacred Heart,
which had mass at 5:15pm. We braved the brisk evening air and
crunched our way through the snow for about six blocks to the
cathedral.

To me “cathedral” has connotations of a grand, old church that is an architectural masterpiece. Sacred Heart is not old, it’s not
big, and it’s not especially beautiful. It is, however, the seat of a diocese that extends all the way across southern Minnesota, so on that
technicality it is deservedly called a cathedral. The building, however, is about the same age as St. Cecelia’s 1950s or ‘60s), and it
would be dwarfed by the Algona church. The most noteworthy feature in a very dull church is the backdrop behind the altar, an
intricate wooden structure with arts and crafts influences that reminded me of Frank Lloyd Wright. [Sacred Heart reminded me of the
Presbyterian church in Mt. Pleasant, where I grew up. It was actually a pleasant little church. The emphasis is on “little”,
though; it was definitely not grand and cathedral-like.]
We entered the church together with many other people. Both we and they were surprised to hear music as we entered. It
was a little before 5:00 when we arrived, and we all assumed that the crowd in the church was for a 4:00 mass. That seemed odd,
though, since everybody agreed that the first mass of the evening was supposed to be at 5:15. There were red-cloaked ushers, but
they seemed no help. Eventually we all seated ourselves and hoped we weren’t disturbing anything. It turned out that before mass
they had about an hour of hymns, and we had walked in on the tail end of that. We weren’t interrupting anything; I just wish I had
known about it, since we might have tried to get here earlier if we had known.
After the concert was over, the cantor had us practice the “Gloria”. In particular he told everybody to get out their car keys and
shake them each time we sang “Glory to God” to simulate bells. It does make an interesting sound, and it was amusing that after mass
started the rector and the bishop both shook their keys together with the congregation.
Father started mass by telling us he had some sad news. “Our beloved Vikings have lost”, he said. Margaret and I couldn’t
help but notice that in this town on the border of Minnesota and Wisconsin that news was met with decidedly mixed emotions. There
were clearly as many Packers fans as Vikings fans in the church.
I may not have cared much for the church architecturally, but the Christmas Eve mass was unquestionably one of the nicest
services I have ever been to. Most of the music was led by a children’s choir from the parish school. They sang well, and they were
also incredibly well behaved. College kids played trumpets during the processional and again on “Joy to the World” at the end. There
were other unusual features, like a middle school girl dancing down the aisle with ribbons during the offertory to the music of “Children,
Go Where I Send Thee”. They even had what Protestants would call a “children’s sermon”, where all the kids went up front and Father
grilled them in a friendly way on the true meaning of the season. (He also passed out candy canes, which he cautioned the kids not to
eat until after church.) [I gather from students I teach that the children’s sermon, complete with candy canes, is a standard part
of the family mass at most Catholic churches early on Christmas Eve.] The cathedral is across the street from Winona State
University, and the liturgy was the sort of modern service you’d expect in a college church. They went out of their way to use inclusive
language in the prayers and in the homily, and we sang the bouncy responses of the St. Louis Jesuits’ mass (the music we used at
Garrigan back when I started there). [I really miss those responses.] For all its modern elements, though, this was a remarkably
reverent and traditional service. Everything came together just right, and it really was a lovely way to welcome Christmas.
The station was open when we made it back from church, and we checked in quickly with the stationmaster. He made small
talk, noting that his car hadn’t wanted to start this morning, and his daughter’s car wouldn’t start—period. Fortunately the forecast was
for the temperature to climb overnight. He said the latest word was that the Empire Builder was just 2 minutes late leaving the
Wisconsin Dells—amazingly close to on time for an Amtrak train. Apparently there had been talk of holding it in Chicago to make
connections with late trains from the east (delayed by heavy snow). Fortunately for us, they didn’t.
At first we thought we might be the only people catching the train here, but eventually about a dozen people showed up. Most
noteworthy was a girl who had just been dismissed from the Mayo Clinic after having a tracheotomy. She was going to Minot, North
Dakota. Winona is the closest station to Rochester, and apparently a number of Mayo patients take the train from there. It makes
sense, given the space that is required for some medical supplies and the potential for problems with the pressure changes on an
airplane. [They even have a dedicated shuttle that meets trains coming into Winona and ferries people to Rochester.]
We killed time in the station by reading brochures from the Winona chamber of commerce. There honestly doesn’t seem to be
a lot to do in Winona—basically it’s an old river town. The most interesting thing seemed to be a stained glass walking tour, which visits
a number of century-old churches, as well as banks and office buildings in the downtown area. I’ve always loved stained glass, and if I
get a chance some summer I just might come back to Winona and check that out. [I’ve yet to do that , but it would be fun.]
Shortly before the train’s expected arrival, a conductor came around and collected tickets right in the station. Amtrak’s website
says that since 9/11 they’re required to check IDs when they take tickets, but the conductor just took the tickets. [On the rare
occasions they do check IDs, it appears they’re more concerned with matching people with credit cards than with preventing
possible terrorism.] It’s interesting that Winona happens to be the place where they change conductors. Apparently the conductors
are actually employed by the freight railroads, not Amtrak, so each time they switch from one railroad’s tracks to another, they need a
new conductor. Winona was the start of a section owned by the Canadian Pacific Railroad (formerly the Soo Line), so our conductor
met us right in the station.
We were told that the train would fill the platform and the various passengers would have to board in different places. The
Mayo patient was booked on a car in the very front of the train, and the station master and conductor decided to take her and her stuff
in a golf cart. Most of the passengers would board coaches toward the middle of the train, but Margaret and I were booked into the
very last passenger car. The conductor told us we’d probably have to walk to the end of the platform to board. However, as it turned
out they had us wait at the middle of the platform and made a second stop just so we could get on. (Actually, I’d have probably
preferred to have walked to the end like they originally planned instead of waiting in the cold. I’d bet, though, that they were worried
about legal problems had we slipped on the icy platform.) We ended up boarding around 8pm, about 15 minutes late.

This was not as big as some trains I’ve been on, but it was sizeable. Behind the two engines were first a sleeper bound for
Seattle, then the dining car, then two Seattle coaches. Following that were two coaches bound for Portland, the sightseer lounge, the
Portland sleeping car, and finally a box car that would follow us until Spokane. [An act of Congress made them stop hauling mail
and other freight on Amtrak a couple years after we took this trip. That speeds things up slightly when leaving major stations,
but it takes away a big source of income and makes Amtrak even more reliant on subsidies.]
This trip would be different from the other train trips Margaret and I had made because we were traveling in a sleeper. We’d
enjoyed the spacious Superliner coaches before [actually quite a bit more spacious than the sleepers], but no chair is really made
for sleeping. This journey would involve four nights, and we were hoping that in a sleeper they might actually be restful nights.
Sleepers on Amtrak don’t come cheap, although when you consider all the things you get, they’re really not that expensive
either. Coach seats are subsidized and are usually cheap (about $200 round trip when we bought the tickets, but last-minute deals
could bring the price well under $100 round trip). Sleepers, however, don’t receive a government subsidy; they’re one of the few ways
Amtrak actually makes money. Our “economy roomette” cost around $500 each round trip. That sounds like a lot, but it’s not much
more than a typical airfare to Portland—and it includes a lot more. [I was probably trying to convince myself the sleeper was worth
it with that statement. $500 is actually quite a bit more than a round-trip flight to the West Coast. I’ve flown to Seattle for right
at $200, and even today (with fares skyrocketing) you could do it for under $400.] In addition to the getting the sleeper, the cost
also includes all meals en route (for us that meant two breakfasts, two lunches, and four dinners each on the round trip—with a retail
value of $150 or more per person [assuming you eat every course and get the most expensive things on the menu]) and
unlimited coffee and juice (instead of paying $1.50 per cup in the lounge car). There are assorted other perks, but just subtracting the
meals gets you closer to the range of a coach ticket. Figure that you are, in a sense, paying for a hotel as well as train fare, and the
cost seems quite reasonable indeed—at least when two people travel together. You can get a sleeper when traveling alone, but the
cost is exactly the same as for two people (that is, about $1000 for this trip). That means what is reasonable for two is astronomical for
one. At any rate, both Margaret and I felt we got very good value for our money, and if we take the train overnight again, we’ll likely
again get a sleeper.
[Margaret seemed to find the sleeper much better value than I did. She is very affected by sound, though, and I think
she found it almost impossible to sleep in coach. She has all but insisted that we get sleepers when we’ve traveled by train
since this trip. I personally don’t find Amtrak’s coach seats all that bad even at night, and by day I liked them better than the
roomette. I’m also not a huge fan of Amtrak’s dining cars (while Margaret almost always prefers sit-down meals with waiter
service), so I’m less convinced of the value of first class travel on Amtrak.]
We were in room #12 of car #2730. We needed to provide those numbers endlessly, and I had a dickens of a time
remembering it all. I now know that the first two digits of the car number (27) are simply the number of the train we were on [though it
can be a bit confusing that the Empire Builder is both Train #7 and Train #27], the third (3) is which car this is on that train (the
third passenger car bound for Portland), and the last is basically a place-holder that always seems to be “0”. Had I figured out that
system before we left, I wouldn’t have had to look at the ticket stub every time I was asked for the car number. [They’ve changed the
code slightly since this was written. Today 2730 would be the third SLEEPER, rather than the third passenger car of any sort.
Coaches would be numbered 2711, 2172, etc.]

David Burrow in Room 12, Car 2730

Every Superliner sleeper has
essentially the same configuration. When
you enter at track level, there’s a small
vestibule and shelves for storing luggage.
At either end of the lower level of the car are
large
rooms—one
for
handicapped
passengers (with a handicapped toilet and
shower and space for a wheelchair to move
around in the room) and one for families
(that sleeps up to five people). Near the
handicapped room are three bathrooms
(each slightly larger than an airplane toilet)
and a fairly large shower and changing
room. Near the family bedroom are four
economy roomettes. Stairs by the vestibule
lead to the upper level. There is a drink
station (with that free coffee and juice) and
another restroom at the top of the stairs. To
the front of the car are ten more economy
roomettes, and in the rear are about six
“deluxe” bedrooms. The deluxe rooms are
larger and include a sink and toilet in the
room itself.
Apparently there’s even a
shower head that you can use while you’re
sitting on the toilet.

Car 2730 was an older car that I’d guess dates from about the time Amtrak was created in 1972. While it had been well
maintained, a very dated color scheme betrayed its age. Every surface that wasn’t stainless steel or glass was covered in avocado
enamel, and the upholstery was done in burnt orange. [I definitely thought of my mother’s taste in décor—and the ‘70s in
general—while I was in that car.]
Room 12 was on the lower level of the sleeper, right next to the stairs and very convenient to the luggage storage. As we
faced the family bedroom, ours was the first room on the right. There’s a reason they call it a “roomette”; it was very small indeed. The
compartment features two large chairs that face each other. [That the chairs face each other requires one person to ride
backwards, which is one of my least favorite features of the Amtrak roomettes.] There was sufficient, but not generous, legroom
between the chairs. (Legroom in coach is far more ample.) The bottoms were upholstered in burnt orange fabric, while the tops had
been more recently covered with bright red fake leather. Each seat had a large pillow that could both provide comfort while traveling
and be used for sleeping. The two seats came together to form a bed, in the same way that a trailer dinette makes into a bed. A
second bed pulled down from the ceiling. Mattresses for both beds were stored in the overhead bunk. Between the seats a tiny plastic
table (with a checkerboard printed on it) could be pulled out from the wall. We found it more convenient to leave it in the whole time,
but other passengers might want to use it for writing or for a laptop computer. [It really is a small and very awkward table, though,
and it gets in the way when two passengers use the room.] There was a tiny metal closet (about six inches wide) with two hangers,
two very dim [!!!] overhead lights and three reading lights (one for each chair and one intended for the upper bunk) similar to the lights
on airplanes. There were also three coat hooks on the walls (I used one for my baseball cap) and an enormous mirror at the foot end of
the upper bunk.
Behind my chair were controls for the lights and a volume control for the speaker system on which we heard train
announcements. Behind Margaret’s chair was a heat control. There was a vent in the ceiling that had an adjustable lever; however
adjusting it didn’t really seem to do anything. There was also a call button we could use (but never did) to summon the car attendant.
There was a big picture window covering the entire wall between the table and the fold-down bed, and the wall to the hallway
was also mostly glass. (It slid like a patio door.) There was also a burnt orange curtain that could be opened or closed. This afforded
several levels of privacy. We could close the door to keep out noise, but still see out if we wanted to. We could also close the curtain
for privacy, but keep the door open to let in air. We could also have either both open or both closed—and at various times we used all
four configurations. [Margaret seemed to care about her privacy more than me; she tended to close both the curtain and the
door far more often than I would have on my own.]
Margaret and I both commented that while it was perfectly serviceable, the room was really not that well designed. There
were lots of gaps where things could get lost and lots of unused space. For instance, there were stairs that led up to the upper bunk
that were entirely enclosed. These could easily have opened to become storage space, but they designed them to just be steps. [I’ve
walked through historic train cars, and they seem equally badly designed. Efficient use of space has obviously never been a
priority in the rail industry.]
In addition to pillows, mattresses, sheets, and blankets, we were provided with two small bottles of water (Dannon brand, with
what looked to be a surfing rat on the label), two postcards with pictures of the Coast Starlight (a different Amtrak train), a route guide
describing the various places we would pass through on the trip, and two complimentary copies of Empire Builder magazine—similar to
the “in-flight” magazines you see on airplanes. [As far as I can tell, the Builder is the only train with its own dedicated magazine,
and I’m not sure if it still is being published these days.] There was also a safety card and a very awkward box of Kleenex that
there was nowhere to store (another strange design feature—why couldn’t there have been a built-in dispenser?)
It was fun to look out the window at night and see all the little towns decked out for the holidays. Lots of people seemed to put
out decorations especially for the train. In many cases the train went past the back yard, but that’s the side of the house people had
chosen to decorate. [This really was one of the most memorable and fun parts of this trip.]
We were welcomed by a mustachioed man in a Santa hat who introduced himself as “Brian, your car attendant”. He asked if
we’d ever traveled by sleeper before, and when we said “no” quickly explained the features of the room and car. He also asked if we’d
had dinner. We hadn’t, hoping it was in fact included even though it was getting late by the time the train got to Winona. He made
arrangements with the diner and very quickly called us to dinner.
It was a long walk from the Portland sleeper to the diner, but well worth it. Unlike the airlines, who these days are charging
extra for a croissant and rationing the coffee and pop, Amtrak’s food continues to be excellent. Since it was included in the price of the
sleeper, I didn’t hesitate to order the most expensive thing on the menu—New York steak. I know from my days working in a restaurant
that a New York strip really isn’t that great a cut of meat (it’s fatty and generally overpriced; you’re almost always better off ordering
sirloin if that’s a choice). It was the only steak on the Amtrak menu, though, and since it had been a long time since my sweet and sour
pork and apple empanada, it sounded good. Margaret chose the second most expensive entrée, roast rack of lamb. Each dinner came
with a garden salad, choice of potato (I had baked; Margaret mashed), “vegetable of the day” (which on all four of the days we traveled
was corn with peppers, with green beans on top), and really excellent crusty dinner rolls. We also could have any non-alcoholic drink
we wanted (I had iced tea; Margaret milk), and dessert was included at no additional cost. Margaret had what the menu called
“strawberry torte” that turned out instead to be a tart. My dessert was a called a brownie, but it certainly wasn’t those little things my
mother made out of the blue boxes when I was young. This “brownie” was a good three inches by two inches, and nearly an inch thick.
The chewy chocolate cake was punctuated by chocolate chips, and a rich caramel sauce was drizzled over it all. It was probably a
month’s worth of calories, but it was definitely good. If we’d been paying cash, I would certainly have opted for less food; including
drinks and dessert, each of us would have had a $30 bill were it not included with the sleeper.

They had obviously gone out of their way to let us dine. We’d find out later that the last dinner seating was usually at 7:30,
and it was more like 8:15 when they called us to eat. By the time we finished there was no one left in the diner but employees.
Ulysses, our waiter, was very pleasant, though, and we tipped him based on the menu price of the meals. While that’s only
appropriate, apparently that’s not what a lot of sleeping car passengers actually do. We saw many who didn’t tip at all and others who
left just a buck or two. I suppose 15% of a free meal is in fact nothing, but it’s not really fair to the waiter to figure things that way. Most
of the sleeping car passengers could certainly afford to tip well; they just seemed stingy.
We had expected that the train might be decorated for the holidays, but mostly it wasn’t. In fact the only decoration on the
Empire Builder was a single string of lights they’d put above the waiter station in the middle of the diner. The diner also made “turkey
with all the trimmings” their special of the day each and every day we traveled. I’ve never been a big turkey fan (ham was always the
traditional Christmas food in our family), so I’d have to get my Christmas spirit from the lights.
By the time we finished dinner we were almost to St. Paul. There’s a service stop in St. Paul, where they empty the toilets and
add fresh water to the train. We mailed Margaret’s cards from the station, and it also seemed a convenient time to have Brian make up
our beds. He did so almost instantly, but unfortunately Margaret’s suitcase got trapped under the bed when he did it. He had to unmake the bed, rescue the suitcase, and then re-make it. There’s really no space for a suitcase any larger than a small day bag in the
roomette. That’s why it was particularly convenient that we were right next to the vestibule with the luggage storage. I consolidated
stuff and realized that all the essentials I needed could fit in a small ditty bag, while Margaret put most of her stuff in her purse. When
we needed something more we could easily get it from the hallway, but it was better not to have big things cluttering up the room.
I went to the shower to change for the night and then made my way to the upper bunk. The bunk is plenty long (probably a
good 6’6”), but it is very narrow and almost claustrophobically close to the ceiling. It was actually a tighter fit than the pull-down bed in
our old trailer, though longer from head to foot. One problem they had here that a trailer doesn’t have is that the train moves while you
sleep. Because of that there’s a safety harness that hangs from the ceiling to keep you from falling out of bed if there’s a sudden jolt in
the night. The harness would certainly work to keep an adult safe, but it would be very easy for a child to fall out of the gaps it leaves.
Neither Margaret nor I was especially tired yet, so we spent quite a while reading. John and Janet had given me a fascinating
book called Chicago Christmas. The book was published by WBBM, the news radio station I grew up listening to and still tune in every
time I’m anywhere east of the Mississippi. It’s a collection of stories (apparently first told on the radio) of Chicagoans’ experiences at
the holidays over the years. There are stories from after the great fire, during various wars, from the Great Depression, etc. In addition,
they have little sidebars that tell what gifts were popular under the tree in different decades; what was popular in movies, music, and
sports; and what the cost of various holiday items (a turkey to roast or a child’s train set, for instance) was at any given time. It’s not a
book I would have ever known existed, but definitely the perfect gift for J & J to give me.
Eventually we turned out the lights. Sleeping was much easier in the sleeper than in coach, though it was hardly my bedroom
at home. The upper bunk was extremely hard (again like the pull-down bed in a trailer), with just a very thin mattress between me and
a hard metal shelf. Margaret tells me that the lower bunk was, if anything, too soft. That same thin mattress separated her from the
bumps and gaps of the seats that formed her bed. It didn’t take all that long for both of us to become comfortable, though, and we both
remarked that we got a surprisingly good night’s sleep.

SATURDAY, December 25, 2004—Christmas Day
Somewhere in North Dakota to somewhere in Montana (or
maybe Idaho) – by train
We started our Christmas around 6:45am, when we awoke to the gentle rolling of the train. I made my way to the shower—
another definite advantage of the sleeper. I’m generally a very clean person; I like to shower daily, sometimes even more often than
that. In coach the best I could do was a quick rinse in the sink of the handicapped restroom. By the time I got to California or Boston I
felt like a total slob. The sleeper, on the other hand, had a full sized shower and a fairly large changing area. The shower wasn’t
luxurious, but it was functional. Water is, of course, at a premium on a train. To keep you from wasting it, you must press a button to
release about 15 seconds worth of water. You can press the button as many times as you want, but you have to keep pressing it to get
more water. There is a temperature adjustment, but it wasn’t overly sensitive; basically it seemed to me there was a choice of “hot” and
“cold”. Still I was able to wash my hair and body, so I felt truly clean.
Those who know me know I tend to take old tattered clothes with me when I travel and throw them out en route. [Where
possible, I often dispose of them in public places, where homeless or other people who might want the clothes can find
them.] That leaves room to acquire souvenirs and the endless newspapers I collect when I travel. This trip I’d be throwing out some,
but not all, of my clothes. I brought along a tough plastic grocery bag from Aldi (the same thing the homeless people in Chicago store
their possessions in) to collect the dirty clothes I’d be keeping while throwing away the rest in the enormous cardboard trash receptacle
in the vestibule. I had chosen my wardrobe for the first two days to be festive. Yesterday I wore a sweatshirt with a dove that said
“PEACE” in many languages that I had gotten from a charity group. That went into the Aldi bag. I replaced it with a “festive” green
sweatshirt with drama mask logos from the All-State Speech Festival. I’ve never cared for that shirt (which I got only because it
wouldn’t fit Sue Ney, our former speech coach), and I’d be discarding it tomorrow.

After Margaret was also clean and changed we made our way to the diner. Last night we had eaten by ourselves, but this
morning we had the more traditional Amtrak seating. Margaret and I shared a bench on one side of a table, with two strangers facing
us. [Margaret seems to like meeting new people in the Amtrak diner, but it’s just about my least favorite part of train travel.]
This morning our dining companions were a couple from the Twin Cities who were going on a ski vacation in Whitefish, Montana. They
had not slept much overnight and were tired and a bit disoriented at breakfast. They were traveling with their daughter, who was
apparently fast asleep, but would likely be keeping them awake later in the day.
The couple had vegetable omelets, which looked disgusting and which they clearly didn’t like. I was glad I ordered bacon and
eggs (which Margaret also did). The eggs were perfectly cooked, and while the bacon was cold, it was crisp and flavorful. The meal
came with either potatoes (remarkably crisp hash browns) or grits and either a croissant (my choice) or a biscuit (Margaret’s). [The
cold bacon and the bad omelets are an example of the other thing I don’t care for in Amtrak’s dining cars—inconsistent food.
I’ve had very nice meals on Amtrak, but I’ve also had some very mediocre and some downright bad meals. When they’re
“free” (or prepaid in the price of a sleeper) I can laugh them off the bad ones, but when I pay for them I want consistently
good food and service.] We also got both coffee and juice (we chose cranberry, thinking it was appropriately festive), all included in
the price of the sleeper.
It’s a long way
from
Minnesota
to
Oregon, with a long time
to kill on the train. Today
actually went fairly quickly.
I had bought a box of
Christmas crackers, those
little tubes full of toys that
make a pop when you pull
on them.
They’re a
holiday tradition in Britain,
and they’ve also become
quite a tradition in our
family—though why they
should be, I don’t know.
(After all, the last time
anyone in our family lived
in England was well
before Charles Dickens
invented the “traditional”
Victorian Christmas.
I
think one of our mother’s
English penpals must
have sent us some once,
and it grew from there.
These particular crackers
were miniature in size,

Amtrak sleeping car – on the snowy platform in Minot, North Dakota
which was appropriate for our mini-room. Each had just one toy, mostly
little plastic animals (and one had nothing more than a large paper clip).
They also came with the traditional paper crowns and stupid riddles printed
in English, French, and Spanish. We got quite a bit of entertainment
pulling eight separate crackers.
Margaret had brought along some Christmas trivia cards, and we
also entertained ourselves going through those questions. Many were
impossible, and most were dumb, but it was fun to just read through the
questions and answers. We read through all the materials Amtrak gave us
(including a profile of the many charms of “Minot, the Magic City”) and the
local papers from each of many stops. [Since the train remained on
time, we had long enough in each place to stop and get a paper.] I reread Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, and Margaret read a book on Latin
American history she was using to prepare for a college course she’s
teaching in the spring. We enjoyed some wine I brought along (I’d gotten it
at Aldi when I got the plastic bag, but it was actually remarkably good
Australian red wine), and candy that was leftover from playing bingo at
school the day before Christmas.

Margaret Sullivan with Christmas cracker crown
on the Empire Builder

We called Paul twice on my cell phone (the first time things cut
out when we entered some badlands) and left messages on Steve’s and
John’s machines. I walked to the lounge at one point and got some really
bad chips and salsa, and of course we had lunch and dinner. All of that
together made the day pass quite quickly.

Our lunch companions were an incredibly wealthy couple. They lived in Everett, Washington, but the man “commuted” to work
in Colorado. He never actually identified his employer, but I think it was MCREL, the educational consortium that issues standards
for schools to follow. At any rate he was an educational advisor, and obviously a very well paid one. Both he and his wife fly
constantly, and they were enjoying the change to relax as they traveled on the train. I had pizza for lunch, a freshly cooked personal
sized pepperoni pie that came with salad on the side. Margaret had a cheeseburger with coleslaw. The man across the table ordered
a chicken sandwich, and the woman had a truly disgusting salad that looked like lettuce topped with California mix frozen vegetables
with a slice of grilled fish on top of that. She said she liked it, but she barely ate half of it. Lunch is definitely the worst meal on Amtrak.
The choices are limited, and at least in my opinion it’s the weakest and most overpriced food (the burger and pizza were each around
$9). [In general I prefer the options in the lounge car at lunch, but I don’t think you can get that for “free” when you travel in a
sleeper.]
Dinner is more expensive (entrées from $15 - $20), but it comes across as a better value. There’s also more interesting
choices. Even so, I had steak again, and this time so did Margaret. Our dinner companions were unmemorable. All I wrote in the
rough notes I made of the trip was “they were whiners”. Before leaving on the trip Margaret and I had read a magazine quiz that had
you rate your travel partner. A series of questions decided which named category someone fit in. The first two boiled down to
adventurous and snobby, though I don’t remember the exact names. The third was “cruise director”, someone who planned every last
detail. [That would often describe me, but I can be adventurous as well.] The final choice was “whiner”, which was apparently
what our dinner companions were. That’s all I wrote, and a week later I couldn’t tell you what they whined about if you paid me.
We were ahead of schedule at every single stop today. The biggest problem with Amtrak keeping on schedule is freight trains,
and there wasn’t a single freight train running on Christmas. That meant that at most stations we stopped for five minutes or more,
because we couldn’t leave until the scheduled time. Many on board (including our car attendant) loved that. Smoking is now forbidden
on all trains, and the schedule includes a longer smoking stop only once every few hours. Being ahead of schedule, every stop
became a smoking stop, and the smokers were enjoying it immensely.
I used the stops to pick up papers from all over the high plains. Most of the news was the same (fortunately not much was
happening on Christmas), but it was interesting to read some of the local stories. I even enjoyed reading the ads, which mostly
featured the parties every hotel and restaurant was having for New Year’s Eve. Probably most interesting were the editorial sections,
particularly in Montana. One paper noted, “this isn’t the state your father lived in” and proceeded to talk about how Montana politics
was changing. I’ve always thought of Montana as one of the “red states”, and quite reliably so. Pretty much the whole Mountain time
zone has voted solidly Republican all my life. (The strange politics of heavily Hispanic New Mexico are the notable exception.)
Montana did vote for Bush last November, although by a narrower margin than in 2000. The state now has a Democratic governor,
though, and a split legislature. The paper noted (and not with regret) that the Montana of ranchers and miners was dying off.
Replacing them were people from the “blue states” along the Pacific coast and in the industrial Midwest. They were attracted by the
beautiful mountains and undeveloped land. It would be interesting to come back here in a decade or so to see if things continue to
change. [This was certainly foreshadowing 2008, when Montana went into Obama’s column.]
Our longest stop of the day was in Havre (pronounced HAV-ur, though presumably named after the French port of L’Havre).
Another service stop (re-fueling the engines, emptying the trash, etc.), we had nearly 45 minutes to spend here. I went into the station
where the train crew was all enjoying ice cream bars from a vending machine. I picked up a travel brochure for nearby Alberta as well
as the free Bear Paw Bulletin. This is sort of like a shopper, but I have a feeling the ads don’t change much from week to week. It
actually looks a lot like the weekly bulletins that many Catholic churches pass out after mass, full of small display ads for local
businesses. The Bear Paw Bulletin had a calendar of events for the happenings in Havre, but mostly it was full of filler material. The
vast majority was just little “fun facts” of the sort you might find in a trivia game. We learned, for instance, that the world’s smallest
drawbridge is located in Bermuda. Why the people of Havre would care about that, I have no clue, but there it is in print.
It was probably good that we had all this reading material, because a trip across the plains is hardly entertaining on its own.
They’d had the warmest winter on record in Montana and North Dakota, which meant there was most decidedly a brown Christmas. All
of eastern Montana is flat rangeland. It’s not very attractive in summer, and it’s even less beautiful in winter. We’d occasionally look
out the window, but mostly we just entertained ourselves in the car.
It was dark by the time we came to the part of our journey where the scenery was truly beautiful, Glacier National Park. [The
schedule is designed so that you see Glacier by day in summer, but in winter the days are too short.] We weren’t about to miss
it, though. Margaret and I turned off all the lights in our room, and we were pleased that it was a clear night with a nearly full moon.
The mountains were snow-covered (though thinly), and it was fun to see them in silhouette as we rode along.
In the middle of Glacier Park there is a flag stop at the Isaac Walton Lodge in the “town” (population 30) of Essex. The lodge
was all decked out for the holidays, and guests came out to wave at the train when we stopped.
We had another lengthy stop in Whitefish, the ski resort where our breakfast companions left the train. I went in to the halftimbered station to buy another newspaper (which mostly told of the misfortunes of the local high school basketball teams), and
Margaret walked the platform in her slippers. Brian wondered aloud if she wasn’t freezing, but she said she was quite comfortable.
There was no reason she shouldn’t have been. While there was snow on the ground, it was likely above freezing. Their high today
was in the mid 40s, and they were expecting a low of only around 28. After 17 below that was balmy indeed.
Brian made up the bed in Whitefish, and we were asleep not long after that. I felt the train stop in Libby, Montana, but I was
asleep by the time we got to the one and only stop in Idaho.

SUNDAY, December 26, 2004
Somewhere in Montana (or perhaps Idaho) to Portland,
Oregon – by train, on foot, and by light rail
I also slept through the big stop, the service stop in Spokane where they split the train in two. The front half of the train
(including the diner) continued to Seattle, while the back half (including the lounge car) continued to Portland. Most Amtrak schedules
are designed so major cities are served at convenient times. On the Empire Builder, that’s really only true for the terminals, though.
Minneapolis is served late at night westbound and early in the morning eastbound. The next largest city is Spokane, where the train
stops around 2am both directions. I’m glad I don’t live in a place that requires me to board a train at such a ridiculous time. Fortunately
both Winona and Mt. Pleasant have very convenient schedules. [Almost every train has somewhere important on its route with an
inconvenient schedule. Headed east, the trains stop in Cleveland and Pittsburgh in the wee hours, while Kansas City is a late
night stop on the Southwest Chief. All those are more important places than Spokane.]
We were up around 6:30 this morning. It was interesting to see that now there were crew members in the other economy
roomettes of our sleeping car. Normally the crew sleeps in a “transition sleeper” at the front of the train next to the engine. [The
“transition” in the name is because the same car connects to both the single-level engine and the bi-level passenger cars.]
That car went to Seattle, though, and the Portland crew had to have somewhere to sleep. Brian told us that in the event the sleepers
are full, they just camp out in the lounge.
Because the diner also goes to Seattle, we were told in advance that we would be provided with “cold breakfast” on the last
morning of our journey. We went to the lounge to get it, and it was interesting, though not at all what I expected. We were given a
divided plastic plate with a dome cover. On it was a cold ham and cheese croissant, the sort of thing they used to call “snack” on
airplanes—back when they actually served free food in the air, together with half-frozen fruit cocktail and a pre-packaged tub of yogurt.
Replace the yogurt with a salad, and they could easily have served the same plate for lunch or dinner; in fact my bet is that’s precisely
what they do when the train is headed the other direction.
Since we were in the lounge car (which has take-out food) anyway, we also had a cinnamon roll and hot chocolate. We paid
for the hot chocolate, though apparently we could have gotten it free with the sleeper meal [which makes sense, since drinks would
have been included in the diner]. We then spent about an hour on the top level of the lounge (the glass-domed sightseer area)
watching the sun come up over the Columbia River gorge. Next to us were two women with too much make-up and a rather bratty kid.
The Columbia is wide river, but it’s really not nearly as impressive as the Mississippi. Mostly we looked across the river at dry hills and
an extremely empty interstate.
We walked back through two very full coaches to our sleeper. You hear that Amtrak is having money problems, but it sure
isn’t for lack of travelers. On Christmas Eve the train was entirely sold out, and now on Boxing Day almost all the coach seats were full.
Things were lighter on Christmas Day itself, but even then the train was more than half full.
Another “freebie” you get for traveling in the sleeper is a complimentary local paper. Today we got some paper I’d never heard
of from Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. The train doesn’t even go to Coeur d’Alene; the only Idaho stop is quite a bit further north in Sandpoint.
That’s obviously where they picked up the paper, though. It was a Sunday paper, but even so I thumbed through it in very little time.
[Sunday papers are incredibly thick, but I’m always disappointed in how little news they have.]
We had looked out at the gorge from the lounge car because we figured it would be prettier there than from our room, which
was not on the river side. Actually the view was at least as good from the room. Being “mountainside”, we looked out at the cliffs that
edge the river in Washington state. It was interesting to see the landscape get progressively wetter as we headed westward. Eastern
Washington (and Oregon, too) is nearly desert, while it’s essentially rainforest at the coast. There is a gradual transition, but it happens
surprisingly quickly.
We were still ahead of schedule for all the stops in Washington, and we left Vancouver (one stop shy of our destination) right
on time. Vancouver is right across the river from Portland. We crawled through rail yards on both sides of the river, but even so it took
about 15 minutes to make the trip. The schedule is obviously padded to allow late trains to arrive on time. They schedule 55 minutes
for the trip across the river, which meant we arrived more than half an hour ahead of schedule—shortly after 9am.
The city of Portland has won many awards. Several times it has been named America’s most livable city, which is something
both Margaret and I could agree with. However, it has also been called America’s most beautiful city, and here I beg to differ. Portland
isn’t ugly, and its setting next to two rivers and at the foot of the mountains is rather pretty. No one will ever call the buildings or the city
in general “beautiful”, though. Move Omaha further west and you’d pretty much have Portland. Even Omaha has more of a skyline,
though. [Having since made repeated trips to Omaha, I’d probably change that. Des Moines has more of a skyline than
Portland; Omaha is about the same.] The most startling thing about Portland was how low of a city it was. There are only a handful
of tall buildings downtown (and only one you’d really call a skyscraper), and nothing away from downtown is more than two stories. It
turns out the suburbs have taller buildings than the city proper. The metro area has well over a million people, but the city looks a lot
more like Cedar Rapids than Denver.

The city may not be beautiful, but our ultimate destination—
Union Station—was. It was built by the Union Pacific Railroad at the turn
of the last century to be a gateway to the northwest, and “grand” is
almost too tame of a word to describe it. It’s a red brick and brown stone
building with rounded corners and a lovely clock tower. (Since the ‘20s
the words “GO BY TRAIN” have called out in neon from atop that tower.)
Inside there’s an enormous waiting room with a ticketing area at one end,
plus a number of side rooms.
One of these, the Metropolitan Lounge, is reserved for arriving
and departing sleeping car passengers. A tall, thin, dark-haired young
man guards the entrance like a bouncer, checking to make sure that the
riff-raff stays out. Inside there are elegantly upholstered chairs arranged
in conversation groups with lamps hanging down overhead. There is
also a business center where people can plug in their laptops and from
which we called Steve in privacy. They have complimentary magazines
and newspapers, plus free beverages (coffee, tea, hot chocolate, soft
drinks, juice, and bottled water—all in unlimited quantities). Every one of
those drinks would cost between $1 and $2 at the concession stand in
the main waiting room; here we got it for free. We also were able to
store our bags for free. The coach passengers can use a left luggage
room, where they pay $1.50 per bag. With the Metropolitan Lounge, we
got another $6 in value (and the same on the return trip) just from leaving
our bags.

Union Station – Portland, Oregon

We had some coffee (Metropolitan Lounge blend) and left the
bags and then set off to explore a little. We couldn’t check into the motel
yet, but we figured we might as well see where it was. It took a little bit of
time to get our bearings (Portland’s streets are on several different grids
that all seem to meet at Union Station), but eventually we figured out the
motel was not hard to find. Basically we crossed the Willamette (woolAM-it) River on the endlessly long Broadway Bridge. The Econolodge
Convention Center was right on the other side of the bridge, directly
across from the Rose Garden Arena where the Portland Trailblazers
play.

It took us about two seconds after stepping outside to notice one of the reasons why we disagree with claims that Portland is
beautiful. The place is absolutely riddled with graffiti. Practically every empty wall is filled with various scrawls. Most of it isn’t even the
artistic stuff I’ve sometimes seen in Chicago or Los Angeles; it’s basically just annoying tags of spray paint. In the whole city there were
two pieces of graffiti that actually stood out—and we saw both of them in our first ten minutes in the city. Right next to the Broadway
bridge were some silos belonging to a milling company. At bridge level someone had taken a template and spray painted repeatedly
“BUSH IS A BIOHAZARD” with the biohazard symbol. On another set of silos south along the river the online bookseller Amazon.com
had essentially put up a billboard with their name. Someone had altered the sign so it actually read “AMAZON.COM WOULDN’T FIT
HERE”.
That sign brings up one big point. There are two major cities in the Northwest: Seattle and Portland. Seattle seems to view
Portland as a miniature copy of itself. Portland, on the other hand, sees itself as different (and in their minds better) than Seattle.
There are legitimate arguments both ways. Both are young, liberal cities—though Seattle (home of giant companies like Microsoft,
Amazon, Boeing, and Starbucks) comes across as much more business-oriented. Portland is also home to major companies (like Nike
and Intel), but they seem very much on the periphery of town—both physically and in how they affect people’s lives. Seattle is the
ultimate “yuppie heaven”, while Portland seems a more practical blue-collar town.
[Having since made a trip to Seattle, I’d revise the previous paragraph a bit. What Portland really comes across as is
an overgrown college town. Adding to that feeling is the incredible youth of its residents, which is described later in this
travelogue. Seattle is a bizarre mix of yuppie and blue color. You don’t have the executives in Portland. What you have
instead are lots and lots of “Gen X” slackers. Portland is my favorite of the two, but I can’t say either is a place I’d eagerly call
home.]
We walked through “Rose Quarter”, the area surrounding the arena, and eventually came to the Rose Quarter MAX station.
MAX is Portland’s light rail system, and definitely one of the prides of the city. MAX is one of the great success stories of modern public
transportation. In 1969 (when a government agency called “Tri-Met” took over a bankrupt bus company) they served just 65,000
customers a day. Today more than six times that many passengers ride Tri-Met, mostly by train. Portland built one of the nation’s first
modern light rail systems in 1986, when voters chose to put money that would have gone to build a new freeway into rail transit. Today
three color-coded lines converge on the streets of downtown Portland and fan out east, west, north, and northeast. There are plans for
two additional lines to open in the next decade, providing service to the southern part of the metro area. Many stations serve as “transit
centers”, with easy bus connections to almost every neighborhood.

MAX (which supposedly
stands for “metropolitan area
express”) is a lot like the
Minneapolis light rail system, only
older. The cars are boxier than in
Minneapolis, but they have the
same low floors with steps up to
the seats over the wheels. Like in
the Twin Cities, you buy tickets
from overly complex vending
machines.
Fortunately I had
bought passes ahead of time.
Today we used day passes, which
we had to validate with the current
date in a stamping machine next
to the main vending machine.
Once that was stamped, we were
free to travel when and where we
wished.
\ Most MAX stations are
quite simple Downtown and in
some residential neighborhoods,
the “stations” are nothing more
than the sidewalk, with a vending
MAX at Pioneer Courthouse Square, Downtown Portland
machine and a couple of benches
thrown in. In suburban areas the trains run along freeways, and the stations are necessarily larger and more complicated. All the
stations have some sort of adornment. An Oregon law requires that 1½% of all construction projects go towards public art, and for
MAX that normally means some sort of sculpture in the stations. At Rose Quarter there were bizarre tree-like objects that disguised the
lampposts. Other stations had more traditional sculpture. Most stations also had windscreens with frosted glass in a variety of artistic
designs.
One unique feature of the MAX stations is electronic countdown information. They supposedly have global positioning devices
on the trains (and also buses) that allow them to pinpoint the exact location where each vehicle is. They feed that information to a
computer which in turn gives a read-out of when the next train can be expected. [Many other cities have begun installing similar
systems in recent years.] Also, each minute a synthesized voice (a rather “come hither” female voice) announces how many minutes
until the next train. We found these times to be universally too long; almost always the train would arrive when the electronic board said
there was still 2 or 3 minutes until it was due. It’s better that they should err that way than to say the train is coming when it isn’t,
though.
There are two different types of MAX cars—the old cars and the new cars. The old cars have red vinyl seats and are not
handicap equipped (you have to go up steps to enter the car), while the new ones have purple seats and are fully accessible. The
newer cars also have signs that light up saying what station is next. Most of the time there are two-car trains, with one of each type of
car. The red line, however, always runs single-car trains (which are often overcrowded), always with the newer cars.
Announcements on MAX are in English and Spanish [something that definitely surprised me in the Pacific Northwest].
First the seductive woman gives the English, then a matter-of-fact man gives the Spanish. There are a few exceptions, like the fact that
they never tell you the doors are closing in Spanish. There’s almost always something being said in the background—enough that it
gets almost annoying. In addition to telling you the stations and on which side the doors will open, they also remind you not to litter, to
leave seats for senior citizens (“los ancianos” in Spanish) and handicapped people, and to make sure you have a valid ticket outside of
“Fareless Square” (the region downtown where all rides are free). There’s always some little announcement between “doors closing”
and the name of the next station, and it seems to be timed so the patter is continual.
Tri-Met has a user guide designed for a very multilingual clientele. The thing is printed in English, Spanish, Russian, Chinese,
Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese. This struck me as odd, given that Portland really isn’t all that ethnically diverse. Hispanics are far
and away the #1 minority (which surprised me; I figured Asians would be more prominent in the Northwest). All those Asian groups do
exist, but I don’t know that there’s enough of any one of them to justify printing the rider’s guide in so many languages. I never saw
anyone I suspected spoke Russian—but who knows?
The recordings reminded us to leave seats for seniors (actually the euphemism is “honored citizens” in Oregon—and
apparently Washington, too, we’d later find out), but there are probably more seats than there are old people in Portland. This is a very
young city. Again, it comes across very much like a college town. An absolute majority of people seems to be between 18 and 30.
There’s also a lot of kids (especially high school age, not as many elementary or younger) and a fair number of thirty-somethings, but
beyond that things trail off quickly. I would definitely be on the older end of the spectrum, and I’m sure everyone thought Margaret was
an honored citizen.
You see the youth reflected on the train. You don’t see people skateboarding into an ‘L’ car in Chicago, but you do on MAX in
Portland. There’s also lots of people with bikes. Every car is supposed to have one “bicycle location”, a bracket where people can

hang their cycles. Frequently we saw two or more bikes in a car (once as many as four), and most people just seem to hold their bike
in the handicapped area. [This is a definite difference from Minneapolis, where it is strictly required that bikes be latched while
the train is in motion.]
Those handicapped areas are often used by
those for whom they were designed, though. There
are an amazing number of people (even quite young
people) in wheelchairs in Portland, and they all seem
to take public transportation. There’s only a handful of
times I’ve seen disabled people on the trains in
Chicago [though the number has increased as
more and more of the stations have become
accessible], but here it was really quite a frequent
sight.
We first took the train just a couple stops
west, back across the river to the southeast corner of
downtown. We walked about two blocks from the
station to our first destination of the day, Mill Ends
Park. This green space (though that’s stretching it)
has the unique distinction of being the world’s
smallest city park. Apparently it is even listed as such
in the Guinness Book of World Records. The hunk of
earth sits in the median of Naito Parkway, a four-lane
street that is apparently busy on weekdays but was
empty on Sunday. The site (a circular area with a
radius of 12 inches) was originally planned to house a
lamppost. That never happened, and a newspaper
columnist whose office overlooked the site noticed
how barren it looked. He planted flowers in the little
circle and wrote about it in his column. The column
was called “Mill Ends”, and he named the park after
the column. The rest, as they say, is history. Today
the “park” is officially part of the Portland Parks and
Recreation Department. They periodically change
what is in the park. For Christmas the entire area was
filled by a 2½ -foot tall fir tree.
That tree was notable, because it was just
David Burrow by Mill Ends Park
about the only Christmas decoration anywhere in
downtown Portland. We got back on MAX and went west through downtown. As we passed Pioneer Courthouse Square (the main
downtown plaza) we noticed workers were taking down the city Christmas tree, just one day after Christmas—and on a Sunday, no
less. Apparently they needed the time to set up for New Year’s Eve, though.
Our next stop was at Kings
Hill/Salmon Street, on a hill west of
downtown. Salmon is just south of PGE
Park, a AAA baseball stadium that my
former student Brad Nelson will
probably be visiting next year. (His new
team in Nashville is, after all, in the
Pacific Coast League—obviously the
baseball executives need to study their
geography.) There’s a stop for the
ballpark and a separate stop just one
block south at Salmon Street. It was
interesting to see the ballpark (with
bright green grass in December), but
the real reason we were here was to
see Lincoln High School. This school is
the alma mater of Matt Groening,
creator of the long-running cartoon
comedy The Simpsons. We had read in
an offbeat travel guide that Groening
had carved the image of Bart Simpson
into the sidewalk in front of the school.
(The guide even advised, “Remember
kids, when you’re famous they don’t call

Matt Groening’s “public art” – Lincoln High School, Portland, OR

it graffiti, they call it ‘public art’.”) I’ve been a Simpsons fan since the show started fifteen years ago, and I thought it would be
interesting to see.
[I’d also find out in listening to games while brad was with the Nashville Sounds that the “green grass” we saw at
PGE Park was in fact artificial turf. The park in Portland apparently never drew much of a crowd, and 2010 would be the last
year for AAA baseball in Oregon. In 2011 the team is moving to Tucson—which has to be a miserable place to play baseball
in summer.]
It turned out that Bart was just a few steps from the station, but unfortunately we didn’t know that. I assumed “in front of the
school” probably meant in front of the main entrance, so we walked about two blocks away, first past the athletic fields and then past
the school itself. There’s a grand entrance, with lots of flowers (which were in bloom at Christmas), but no Bart. We made our way
through every courtyard and down every sidewalk near the school before we finally saw Bart, behind the football field well in back of the
school proper. It is indeed sidewalk graffiti of Bart Simpson, signed “Matt Groening, Class of 1972”. So, two stops and two basically
stupid landmarks—but both Margaret and I were enjoying ourselves immensely.
We boarded an eastbound train and went clear to the east end of
nd
the city, to 122 and Burnside, a hundred and twenty-two blocks east of
downtown. Not far past Rose Quarter the train runs along the shoulder of an
interstate (the Banfield Expressway, or I-84), and it zipped along at about the
same speed as weekend traffic. At the east beltway (I-205) is the “Gateway
Transit Center”, where the line to the red line diverges to go to the airport
while the blue line continues east into the suburbs. East of the beltway the
train runs down the median of a boulevard. Burnside is not a grand, treelined boulevard, though. It’s basically a tacky strip with some seedy old
houses mixed in with the business.
We got off at 122nd Avenue and walked south about two blocks. It
was lunchtime, and our destination here was an Oregon institution,
Burgerville. Burgerville is a regional chain that is actually based in
Vancouver, Washington. They created a niche for themselves in the fast
food market by using only locally grown natural ingredients. They stress an
environmental theme right down to their kiddie meals, which feature the
exploits of Melvin the Elk. Everything on the Burgerville menu is made with
products from Oregon, Washington, or Idaho, and everything is delivered
fresh (not frozen or preserved). Because of this their menu changes
seasonally. The basic sandwiches stay the same, but the accompaniments
vary depending on what is available. The current seasonal specialties were
hazelnut milk\shakes (which were out of this world) and sweet potato fries
(which were good, but couldn’t compare with the shakes.
Both Margaret and I also ordered their signature burger, the pepper
bacon Tillamook cheeseburger. The burger was the most disappointing part
Burgerville sign – 122nd Avenue & Stark Street
of the meal. The beef was OK, and I liked the pepper-cured bacon (Margaret
(The Burgerville sign shows
found it tough). The cheese, though, was virtually tasteless. Tillamook is a
exactly the food I had for lunch.)
brand named after a town on the Oregon coast where a cooperative creamery is located. They’re apparently quite famous for their
cheese (and I’d find out later some of it is quite tasty). The stuff they sell to Burgerville, though, tasted like solidified skim milk. It’s
called “cheddar”, but seriously, there just wasn’t much flavor at all.
Burgerville is expensive (about the same price as Culver’s in the Midwest—think $5 to $7 for the value meal, rather than $3 to
$5 at McDonalds), but it’s a nice place to eat. The restaurant had a ‘50s diner décor, with red and white tile and lots of chrome. Both
the seating area and the restrooms were immaculate, which is more than most fast food places can say. While I don’t know that I’d eat
there frequently, it would be nice to have a similar choice here.
We took MAX back downtown and got off at the Old Town/Chinatown stop. We walked through Portland’s small Chinatown (it
reminded me of Oakland’s, with lots of Asian people but no architectural highlights at all) and past the traditional Chinese garden that is
supposed to be one of the highlights of the city. The garden costs $8 to see; we peeked through a fence and saw pretty much
everything we wanted to for free.
Something we couldn’t help but notice as we wandered around downtown Portland was rather bizarre method they use to pay
th
for parking. They don’t have parking meters here; I suppose something so simple is just too “20 Century” for the high tech Pacific
Northwest. Instead, on each block you’ll find a big plastic-covered vending machine that takes coins, bills, and credit cards. In return it
issues stickers that drivers are to place on their car windows. The stickers show the amount paid and the expiration time (at a rate of
$1 per hour, with a minimum purchase of one hour). The modern equivalent of meter maids go around checking that each car has an
unexpired sticker and ticketing those that don’t. The one good thing about the system that I saw was that if someone moves their car
before the parking time expires, the remaining time can be used at the new location. That one-hour minimum has to generate a lot of
unused time, though. What’s more, the machines are extremely hard to operate (that seems to be a requirement in governmentoperated vending machines), and I couldn’t help but wonder just how much it cost the city to buy hundreds of new vending machines to

replace the old parking meters that had were presumably paid for decades ago and built to last forever. [Cities everywhere have
been switching to these things in recent years. Supposedly they’re cheaper to maintain than old fashioned parking meters,
though I find that hard to believe. The upfront cost has to be astronomical. One possible advantage would be that the new
machines allow people to pay for their parking with cash and plastic, instead of just feeding in coins.]
We made our way back to Union Station, collected
our luggage, and then walked slowly back across the
Broadway Bridge. It was easy enough to check into the
Econolodge, though the young Asian boy at the desk found it
very strange that we didn’t have a car with us. The motel
was very small, just 17 rooms total. Ours was upstairs and
right in the corner. They had potted flowers lining the steps
to the second floor. The window overlooked a cross street
that was empty on Sunday afternoon. It was a basic, but
quite large and pleasant, motel room. We had two double
beds and a TV, plus a refrigerator and coffee pot. The
bathroom had a dark green marble counter, and there was a
strong, powerful shower in the tub.
Margaret wanted to wash her hair, but I set out
exploring again. I went back to Rose Quarter and boarded a
northbound yellow line train. The yellow line is the newest of
the MAX lines; it just opened last April. It mostly runs down
the median of Interstate Avenue, an old thoroughfare that
runs along the east side of the Willamette. There was a fare
inspector on board this train. I produced my day pass, and
he moved on without a problem. One person didn’t have a
ticket, and she was issued a citation. I don’t know what the
fine is in Portland, but I’d gather it’s less than in L.A.; the girl
didn’t seem to make a very big deal of getting the ticket.
Past Rose Quarter the yellow line runs through an
Margaret Sullivan at the Econolodge Convention Center—Portland old industrial area just north of our motel. There’s a stop
there called “Albina / Mississippi” that’s about the same distance from the motel as Rose Quarter. The next stop north of there is
the aptly named “Overlook Park”, which is indeed next to a park that offers pleasant views of the river from atop a high cliff. Beyond
there the neighborhood is mixed commercial and residential, and it mostly looks like it hasn’t changed (except perhaps ethnically—it’s
heavily Hispanic today) since the ‘50s. The homes are boxy little wood places on tiny lots. They reminded me of the place my Aunt
Alaire lived in Seattle and also of my parents’ friends Bob and Verna’s home in Moline. The #1 business appears to be motels. There
are more ma ‘n’ pa motels along here than I’ve seen anywhere else. Some are on the seedy side, but most look fairly pleasant. We
weren’t paying an arm and a leg at the Econolodge, but we probably could have saved a bit of money by going a little ways further
north. There are also a lot of Mexican restaurants, plus assorted fast food places. Then there’s adult entertainment. Portland has
more strip clubs and adult book and video stores than anywhere I’ve ever seen [certainly more than anywhere else in America].
Away from downtown (which is remarkably tame) there’s X-rated entertainment everywhere. The one other landmark I noticed along
interstate was a place called “Sports Lab Training” that had a big sign for their website out front. I checked the website after I got home,
but I still don’t really know what they do there. [I checked out Sports Lab Training again while writing their revision. It appears to
be a glorified gym and personal training service. I do have to wonder, though, if it’s not like similarly named places in the Bay
Area that were at the heart of baseball’s steroid scandal.]
My destination was a Fred Meyer store at the intersection of Interstate and Lombard. Fred Meyer is a chain based in Portland
that appears to have stores all over Oregon, Washington, and Alaska. I remember Alaire shopping at one when we visited her in
Seattle, and I saw an episode of “America’s Most Wanted” where someone was murdered just outside a Fred Meyer store in
Anchorage. Fred Meyer (if the Interstate location is in any way typical) is like a really, really nice Target store. It’s a one-stop shopping
combination of supermarket and discount store, but the discount store tends toward high-end merchandise. I bought some juice so we
wouldn’t have to patronize the motel vending machines, as well as a couple of souvenirs and some egg nog cookies that looked
interesting (and actually tasted surprisingly good). Then I made my way back to Rose Quarter.
It was getting on toward evening when I got back to the motel, and Margaret was refreshed and ready to go out. After
unloading the groceries, though, I couldn’t find my Tri-Met day pass. I searched for nearly fifteen minutes and eventually just gave up
and decided to buy a ticket from the vending machine. Tri-Met uses a zone-based fare structure. My ticket (valid for two zones) was
$1.35, but it’s $1.60 for anything longer. The day pass cost $4, which was a definite savings for any repeated trips. (As it turned out, of
course, there was no fare inspector on this train—nor on any other train we took in Portland.)
We boarded a westbound MAX train and headed back through downtown. We couldn’t help but notice the train was full of
people who could only be described as “weird”. There were lots of homeless people, plus a number of college aged boys who were
holding unlit marijuana joints right out in the open on the train. Numerous people with tattoos and piercings were also among our fellow
passengers. Perhaps the most amusing was a remarkably clean-cut high-school aged white boy (far tamer than almost anyone else on
the train) who wore a T-shirt that proclaimed “I AM HIP-HOP!”

Just a little ways west of Salmon Street the train enters a tunnel which takes it under the “West Hills” that loom over the city.
Apparently in the early 1900s a streetcar line went up the hills west of downtown. It was wiped out in a landslide and never replaced.
Tri-Met didn’t want to risk anything similar, which is why this is the only “subway” part of MAX.
There is one station in the tunnel, which happens to be North America’s deepest subway station and the second deepest
station on earth. It’s so deep that they don’t have escalators here. There are two oversized elevators and (we read later) an endless
flight of emergency stairs. Along the walls of the platform they have core samples of the rock they drilled through to make the tunnel
and a time line showing the wildlife that inhabited the area over the eons. Where most elevators would display floors, the elevators
here display elevation, showing the dramatic rise from the tunnel to the top of the mountain.
The elevator surfaces in Washington Park, the city’s main recreational area. This enormous park (which seems very like Los
Angeles’ Griffith Park, though greener) houses the World Forestry Center; the national rose test garden (one of the main reasons
Portland is called the “City of Roses”); a traditional Japanese garden; the picnic areas, hiking trails, and athletic fields you’d expect in
any large city park; and our destination for the evening—the Oregon Metro Zoo.
Each evening in December (except Christmas Eve and Christmas night) the zoo holds an event they call Zoo Lights, where
the entire zoo is lit up with literally millions of miniature lights. [Several zoos—including both the main zoos in Chicago—now have
similar features, but Portland was first.] I had read about this ahead of time and booked advanced tickets. The reservation was
good, because there was actually quite a long line to get tickets. We were able to avoid it and enter quickly.
The first thing you notice at Zoo Lights is the trees. Hundreds of trees have all their limbs completely covered in lights.
Typically one color of light is used on each tree, but the effect is a whole forest of multicolored light. Most of the zoo buildings are also
outlined in Christmas lights, and scattered around the park are various light sculptures. (I especially enjoyed one that was an animated
slinky of lights.)
You may wonder what such a light display has to do with the zoo. They definitely theme things around the location. All over
the place are light designs of all the various animals that are in the zoo. (The animals themselves are safely inside and out of view at
night.) Many of them are animated, and most are designed to draw a laugh. You can see gorillas beating their chests, elephants
trumpeting, a penguin adjusting a bow tie, and cows jumping over the moon. The idea is cute, and it’s all very nicely done.
It’s possible to see all the Zoo Lights just walking around, but our advanced tickets included a free ride on the zoo’s railroad.
Although the line was horrendous(!!!) [they’d do well to have timed tickets], the train ride was delightful. They actually had two trains
running—one a replica of an 1800s steam train and the other (the Zooliner, which we took) based loosely on those streamlined trains
from the ‘50s. Both trains were themselves lined in Christmas lights, and the ride gave a pretty complete view of all there was to see.
There was no narration, which was definitely a good thing. Instead we got to listen to all the kids on board oo-ing and ah-ing at
everything they saw. It takes a lot to really “wow” kids that have grown up with video games and the like, but the Zoo Lights definitely
did it.
I couldn’t begin to imagine all the work and money that went into this display. The cost is apparently underwritten by Boeing
(which, as far as I know, has no connection whatsoever with Portland), though they certainly make a lot of it back in admissions. The
work that goes into it is just incredible. It’s hard to even describe just how enormous it all is, and most of the lights are high up in trees
or supported from scaffolding.
The place is absolutely gorgeous at night, and I couldn’t help but wonder how it looked by day. Our schedule didn’t permit us
to go back to see the animals, and I’d imagine that was probably a good thing. Most Christmas lights are pretty ugly unlit, and an entire
zoo full of them would probably be most unsightly. At night it is truly spectacular, though.
We had a snack at the zoo. We each had “elephant ears”, which amounted to Indian fry bread with cinnamon sugar on top.
Margaret had hot cocoa (which came out of a cappuccino machine), and I bought an enormous souvenir cup of diet Pepsi. It was really
too cold for pop, but the cup (a 3-D view of endangered condors) made a nice keepsake. [I still drink out of it fairly frequently.]
We next took MAX to the Convention Center stop, one stop east of Rose Quarter. The Oregon Convention Commons looks
like a big arena, except for one bizarre architectural feature. The thing is topped with two enormous towers that look like a cross
between broadcast antennas and the anchorages of a suspension bridge. They’re truly ugly by day, but at night they’re lit up in neon
green and have a strange other-worldly appearance.
I was still bit hungry and wanted a bite to eat. I knew I had spotted restaurants near this stop when we went eastward earlier.
Indeed, Martin Luther King Drive near the convention center is basically fast food row. There was another Burgerville here, plus
McDonalds, Denny’s, Carl’s Jr. (the western name for Hardees), KFC, Taco Bell, various doughnut shops, and two different Starbucks
locations (one with a 24-hour drive-through). We settled on Wendy’s, where Margaret had a salad and I ordered a large chili with
cheese. The counter clerk (a high school age Hispanic girl) seemed confused that I wanted cheese with my chili and pointed out
repeatedly that it would cost more. I knew that, and eventually she punched some buttons to make it happen. I proceeded to totally
embarrass myself when I took the chili from the counter and immediately spilled it all over the floor. Fortunately they replaced it and
cleaned up the mess quickly.
The chili cost $2.14 (1.99 for the chili and $.15 for the cheese). In Oregon the cost was exactly that—$2.14. That’s because
Oregon has no sales tax whatsoever. Research will tell you that overall taxes are higher in Oregon than in most states, but it all comes
from property tax and income tax—the type of taxes that hit the rich much more than the poor. The poor pay a much higher percentage

of their income on sales taxes than the rich, but here that isn’t a problem. It took a little getting used to, though. I’m used to rounding
prices up in my head, based on what it will be with tax. When there is no tax, it’s a little bit of a shock.
Back at the motel I plowed through the various newspapers I’d collected during the day. As you’d probably expect in a place
that comes across as an overgrown college town, Portland has more than its share of free papers, serving politics from moderate to
radical and all manner of demographics. I, of course, picked up one of everything. By far the best of these is the Portland Tribune,
which comes across as a “real” newspaper, albeit one that publishes only twice a week. They have real news from all over the city and
seem to appeal to a broad range of readers. The cover of the current issue was a collage of photographs of people coming and going
at PDX airport, symbolizing all the people who travel home for the holidays.
Most of the other papers appeared to serve more limited demographics. The Asian Reporter seems to be available on every
corner, even though there really aren’t all that many Asians in Portland. The big story this week was about Dallas Cowboys’ linebacker
Dat Nguyen, the first Vietnamese American in the NFL. Eastside Enterprise is basically a shopper, with assorted stories on the
nd
problems of the east side of Portland and its suburbs. The big news there was the prostitution problem on 82 Avenue. That stood
out, because when I was checking motels before the trip, I had considered staying at Comfort Inn that was next to the MAX station on
82nd Avenue. It’s probably good we went with the Rose Quarter Econolodge instead. Willamette Week is ultra-liberal and ultra-trendy,
highlighting the city’s club scene and nightlife. The Peaceworker is published by an inter-religious (though primarily Catholic)
consortium with an anti-war agenda. There are also a number of new age spiritual and natural health publications that were downright
bizarre.
Both the Portland Mercury and Just Out are basically collections of personal ads. The main difference is that the Mercury
serves those seeking the opposite sex, while Just Out caters to gays. In reviewing the past year, though, the top story in both of those
papers was the same as that chosen by the mainstream Oregonian: gay marriage. Oregon was one of a handful of states that married
same-sex couples last spring. However state voters outlawed gay marriage in the November election. Now the status of those who
were married is in limbo, awaiting a Supreme Court decision. The state legislature will also be attempting to come up with a
compromise in their 2005 session, which the Oregonian noted may well be a model for other states.
[The 2004 marriages were apparently nullified by the later amendment to the state constitution that outlawed same
sex unions. The Oregon legislature did introduce a bill to legalize same sex civil unions (considered distinct from marriages)
in 2005, but that bill died in committee. A much more limited law establishing domestic partnerships with far fewer legal
rights than marriages went into law in Oregon in 2008. It’s interesting that the basis under which gay marriage was originally
legalized in Oregon was almost identical to the decision made by the Iowa Supreme Court a few years later. In both Iowa and
Oregon the courts found the state constitutions said nothing whatsoever about marriage (gay, straight, or otherwise), but
they did require that all people be treated equally by the law. That decision was by a narrow majority in Oregon, while it was
unanimous in Iowa. Same-sex marriage is likely to last longer in Iowa (indeed, consensus is that it’s likely to be permanent)
simply because it’s much harder to amend our state constitution. While a majority may be against it (that was made clear in a
vote against retaining some of the justices who made the decision), the number is nowhere near the super-majority needed to
amend the constitution. With two years passing, it’s also clear to those of us who live here that same sex marriage is
becoming less and less of an issue for anyone but the most raving conservatives. There are far more important things to
worry about than who’s marrying whom.]
In my own mind, compromise definitely is what is called for here—and something neither party has seemed willing to do at the
national level. Whether we like it or not, same-sex couples are a part of our modern world. We can call it marriage or civil union or
domestic partnership, but one way or another gay couples in life-long relationships should have the same rights as anyone else. It’s
absurd that they should be denied basic rights like inheritance or visiting their partners in hospitals. To me marriage is a religious issue,
and it’s not really the business of government to define it. Civil rights, however, are in the government domain. “Gay marriage” and
even “civil union” are loaded terms that scare people, but I think most people agree that all Americans should have equal rights. I think
gays could accomplish the same goal more easily by lobbying for a series of laws to address specific inequities. Those laws would also
apply to straight couples who are living together (they, too, should be able to visit their partners in the hospital), and it would avoid the
political hot potato of “marriage”. [I still believe marriage should be the exclusive domain of the church—and I say that as a very
religious person. Personally I think we make too big a deal of marriage in society as a whole. Things like the tax code
discriminate against single people. Everyone should have the same rights, be they married, single, gay, straight, or
whatever.]
The local black paper, the Portland Observer, had an interesting editorial called “Vote Your Pocketbook” which told how much
various corporations had given in campaign contributions in the past year, and what percentage went to each political party. The
introduction said “Be aware of which corporations helped to re-elect Bush, and vote with your pocketbook.” It’s not really a surprise that
most large corporations give heavily to the Republicans; what was surprising was those that didn’t. Many of the big clothing companies
(Levi Strauss, Liz Claiborne, Calvin Klein, Guess?, and Portland’s own Nike) contributed heavily to the Democratic Party, as did Arby’s,
Rite-Aid pharmacy, Seagrams, and pricey Hyatt hotels (most of whose customers are probably Republican). It also amused me that
bankrupt K-Mart gave $524,000 to the Republicans, but Martha Stewart (whose housewares are primarily marketed at K-Mart) gave
nearly as much to the Democrats. In a city where there are choices of stores and restaurants, it would be easier to do as the editorial
suggested and vote with your pocketbook; unfortunately in rural America there’s often no alternative than a corporation you’d rather not
support.
The editorial gave me yet another reason to dislike one store that I used to have a very positive opinion of—Target. When
they were the Dayton-Hudson Corporation, I always saw Target (and Dayton’s, for that matter) as a very progressive, philanthropic
company. Dayton’s is now Marshall Field’s (which is in turn owned by the same holding company that runs Lord & Taylor and dozens

of other department stores), and since going on their own Target has made a lot of decisions I disagree with. While I don’t care for their
giving hundreds of thousands of dollars to President Bush, the main decision I disagree with was Target’s refusing to let the Salvation
Army have bell-ringers at their stores this Christmas. I wrote to complain to them when I heard of that decision, since to me few things
are more a part of the holidays than the Salvation Army kettles. I got a rather terse reply that simply said “solicitation” was now against
corporate policy. Apparently reminding shoppers that there are needy people in this world just wasn’t part of the image they wanted to
convey. If Dickens were writing of Ebenezer Scrooge today, he might well have set the tale in Minneapolis.
[Soon after this a website called “BuyBlue” was started that gave similar information in even more excruciating
detail. I checked that site with some frequency, and I used that information together with companies’ participation in our
school’s scrip program in making decisions on where to spend money. “BuyBlue” no longer exists (why, I don’t know), and
as companies constantly merge and spin off one another, things can get more confusing. Target, by the way, no longer owns
any luxury department stores, and their political contributions have been much more bipartisan in recent years. They still
don’t allow the Salvation Army on their premises, though.]
Perhaps Target could take a tip from Matt Seguin, a 7th grade Catholic school boy who was the subject of a holiday feature in
the Oregonian. Apparently when she drops him off for school each day, Matt’s mom leaves him with the admonition “Change the world
today”. When Matt complained that changing the world was too big a job for a little kid, his mother advised that it wasn’t one big job,
but rather lots of little jobs. Since then, he has taken his mother’s words to heart and has come a long way toward changing the world.
He hands out Gatorade (which he convinced a local grocer to donate) to homeless people and helps clean up litter around the city. His
major work, though, is as a volunteer for “Loaves and Fishes”, the local meals on wheels program. In addition to delivering meals by
bicycle, he spoke at a fundraiser for the group shortly before Christmas and convinced attendees to give $172,000 (more than double
the previous record) to provide meals for shut-ins Portland. His story is one of the most inspirational I have ever read, and it convinced
me to put a sign in my room at Garrigan encouraging my students to “change the world today”. It’s advice we should all take to heart.
[In recent years I’ve ended up preaching at my church on multiple occasions. The first sermon I gave was entitled
“Change the World Today”, and it included the story of Matt Seguin. I Googled “Matt Seguin Portland” and was surprised that
this travelogue was one of the top results. There’s a Facebook page of a person who could well be the Matt in question, a
college-aged guy with “likes” ranging from Barack Obama to Jersey Shore to X-Box. I’m not a Facebook member, so I
couldn’t check out his actual profile, but it would be interesting to see what became of the kid.]

MONDAY, December 27, 2004
Portland, Oregon and Vancouver, Washington – by light rail
and bus, and on foot
We were up fairly late this morning and spent quite
a bit of time dawdling around the room. We had coffee and
watched the morning news on TV. It was interesting that by
far the best news was on the local Fox station. They had
surprisingly little fluff or sensationalism [and, most unusual
for Fox, they were surprisingly neutral and apolitical].
The big local story was a drive-by shooting in the Albina
neighborhood, not far north of our motel. I decided it would
probably be wise to continue using the Rose Quarter MAX
station, rather than the equidistant Albina/Mississippi station.
There were also very sketchy reports of what would go on to
become the biggest story of the season, a major earthquake
and tsunami in south Asia. One amusing aspect to the news
was their traffic reporter, who seemed terribly disappointed
that traffic was flowing freely throughout metro Portland. He
gave his reports from a helicopter, but the helicopter was on
the ground in the station parking lot.
We walked to Rose Quarter and took the yellow line
north to the Lombard Transit Center, the stop I had used
when I went to Fred Meyer yesterday. We went to a nearby
Winchell’s Dount house for a tasty breakfast and then waited
at a bus stop by a 7-11 at Lombard and Denver. Portland’s
major bus stops (such as those associated with “transit
centers”) all have shelters. They’re weird, though, because
the shelters face the sidewalk rather than the street
[something I found most annoying]. You can’t really see
the bus coming from the shelter itself. Inside the shelter is a

“Skyline” of Portland, Oregon
(from the Rose Quarter area)

digital read-out telling the ETA of the various buses that will be stopping there (no sexy announcements here, though). Just like the
trains, our bus came before it was due.
We boarded bus 6, which is known as “the MLK” since downtown it heads down that fast food strip that is named after the
great civil rights leader. North of downtown the bus follows a strange and circuitous route. [This is true of most buses in Portland—
and in many mid-size cities, for that matter. It’s also one of the main reasons I prefer train lines (which can’t deviate from a
set route) to buses.] It runs on a variety of city streets roughly paralleling the yellow line. Near the north edge of the city it joins
Interstate 5 and runs express to an island in the middle of the Columbia River. The bus exits there to serve Jantzen Beach—not a
beach at all, but one of the largest shopping malls in the area. [Apparently the island once housed an amusement park named
Jantzen Beach, which billed itself as “the Coney Island of the West”. The park was named after its chief investor, the
namesake of Jantzen swimwear (which is headquartered in Portland). Like the real Coney Island, Jantzen Beach went
downhill in the ‘60s and ‘70s. The amusement park closed, and the land was transformed into a mall, which in turn morphed
into a “big box supercenter”. Apparently the mall has also been struggling in recent years, mostly because its location is far
from anything of interest in the Portland area.] It then re-joins I-5 and exits again just inside Washington state, where it terminates
at the “Transit Mall” in downtown Vancouver.
Margaret was surprised by what the transit mall was, but it looked exactly as I expected it to appear. Decades ago they had a
similar set-up in downtown Burlington. (They may still—I don’t know.) On a couple of blocks of what’s left of downtown (which isn’t
much—in either Vancouver or Burlington) cars are forbidden, and the whole place becomes one big bus mix-master. [This is a fairly
common idea in a lot of second-rate cities. Typically the bus routes are scheduled so all leave downtown at about the same
time to make transfers easier.] There are overhead signs showing the numbers of all the different bus routes, and each bus stops by
its sign.
We needed to take bus #32. This bus was not operated by Portland’s Tri-Met, but rather by C-Tran (short for “Clark County
Transit), which serves the Vancouver vicinity. We could have actually taken a C-Tran bus express from downtown Portland, but it was
easier to take the train as far as we could and transfer from there. Tri-Met seems to be thriving, but C-Tran is economically strapped.
The Washington voters seem much less willing to subsidize transit than their counterparts in Oregon. [This was also quite clear
when I visited Seattle in 2010.] Apparently last November they voted down additional funding to C-Tran, and now there were posters
and brochures stating all the various service cuts that would be phased in starting on New Year’s. First they’re cutting all weekend
service; you won’t be able to take the bus on Saturday, Sunday, or any holiday. Next they’re cutting all service after 7:30pm. Then,
instead of running those express buses to Portland, they’ll instead go just across the river to the nearest MAX station, Expo Center.
Finally they’re reducing service intervals, so in some cases it will be 90 minutes between buses. (In Portland MAX runs at worst every
15 minutes, and the buses are never less frequent than every half hour.) [There are MANY cities with this kind of pathetic transit,
and to my mind bad transit is almost worse than no transit at all. It’s inconvenient both to workers and tourists to eliminate
night and weekend service.
In looking for funding, they might look first at their fare structure. The basic fare on C-Tran is just a dollar (compared with
$1.60 for most Tri-Met rides and $2 in most of the cities out east), and they have any number of discounts that mean about half of their
customers can ride for just 50¢. With passes, commuters can also get the cost per ride down to pocket change. Strangely, too, C-Tran
honors all of Tri-Met’s tickets and passes, but Tri-Met makes C-Tran ticketholders pay an additional fare.
That worked out great for us, since for the rest of our trip we were traveling with Tri-Met “adventure passes”. These $10
passes look like scratch-off lottery cards and are valid for three days. (You scratch off the specific dates you will be using the pass.)
The driver of bus #32 had never seen an adventure pass before, but after carefully reading the fine print on the back he deduced they
were valid and let us ride for free. On Tri-Met buses we just flashed them quickly, and on the train we kept them handy in case a fare
inspector ever showed up (which never happened).
We probably took bus #32 less than a mile, though it’s kind of hard to say for sure. We left downtown, crossed under I-5, went
around a traffic circle, and then a couple of blocks east. We then pulled the cord and exited right in front of Ft. Vancouver National
Historic Site.
Fort Vancouver (1825) was one of the last headquarters of the Hudson’s Bay Company for the “District of Columbia”—not the
U.S. capital, but rather a region extending along the Pacific coast from northern California to Alaska and including all of modern-day
Washington and British Columbia and part of Oregon. I’ve seen HBC forts in Winnipeg and Edmonton before, and I was expecting this
to be similar. It was really quite different, however. While it was in theory a military fort, in fact its guns were never fired in anger. It
was instead, as their film states, “the place that brought civilization to the Northwest”.
They make a big deal here of just how unexpectedly “civilized” life at the fort was. In particular they contrast the extremely
primitive conditions faced by Lewis and Clark a few years early with the utter luxury enjoyed in the “big house” at Ft. Vancouver. The
HBC officers attempted to duplicate the life of the English gentry in a wilderness setting, and they did a remarkably good job of it. I
could picture the Christmas dinner that Scrooge’s nephew Fred had happening here, and it was strange to think that this was 50 years
prior to Laura Ingalls Wilder’s log cabins in Wisconsin and Kansas.
We began our visit at the park service visitors’ center, where a very bored old man told us there was no admission (even
though their brochure said we were supposed to pay $3 each) and explained the layout of the place. We quickly toured the museum,
where we saw the blankets the HBC men traded for furs, together with some of the remnants of civilization the archaeologists had
unearthed—fragments of Wedgwood china, fine crystal and silverware, and polished hardwood furnishings. There were also some
interesting displays on how archaeologists work. We learned how they can determine the size and nature of a large item from one small

fragment and how they
can tell if an artifact is
truly historic or if it is a
modern copy.
The film gave us
a brief history of the
Hudson’s Bay Company
and the fort.
It’s
noteworthy that the HBC
was already 200 years
old when Ft. Vancouver
was established.
(It
remains
the
oldest
business establishment
on earth—though today
that business is not fur
trading,
but
rather
department stores.) I was
also intrigued that much
of the financing for the fur
trade came from New
Yorker John Jacob Astor,
for whom the city of
Astoria,
Oregon
is
named.
The
film
described life at the fort
and noted that the HBC’s
Chief officer’s house – “Civilization” at Ft. Vancouver
real downfall was that
they were too kind to the American settlers in Oregon. Eventually the settlers outnumbered them, and there was little choice but to
move on (to B.C. and the Canadian North). The fort was eventually taken over by the U.S. military. Unfortunately it came into
disrepair, and the Army chose to burn it. That’s why all that’s left is what the archaeologists have dug up from the ruins. They’ve used
that to reconstruct and furnish many of the key buildings.
In summer Ft. Vancouver is populated with “living history” actors, but it winter it’s basically empty. They have two guided tours
a day, but we were done before the first tour started. We walked down to the fort and looked around at all the buildings. The place
th
really seemed more like a 19 Century town than a fort. There was a blacksmith’s shop, a wood shop, a baker, and a doctor—the
same sort of businesses you see at Old Thresher’s. The wood shop was especially interesting because of a coffin and wooden
tombstones they had along one wall. Unlike some historic re-creations, they even had a couple of outhouses. [The lack of such
facilities is a pet peeve of mine at many historic sites.] Outside the main compound there were workers’ residences. (In good old
British fashion, the gentlemen farmed out the real work to “guest workers”—mostly from Asia and Polynesia.) There was also a formal
garden, surprisingly much of which was in bloom at Christmas.
This was, of course, a fort. We were reminded of that by the fact that the whole compound was walled in and there was a gun
tower at one corner. As I said earlier, though, the guns were only fired ceremonially—never at an enemy. If only we could say as much
for most guns today.
It was a little hard to grasp a real sense of history at this place. That’s because while it is a historic site, it’s very much in the
heart of a modern city. From the top of the gun tower we could look west toward downtown Vancouver (more on that later) and the I-5
bridge across the Columbia. To the south we saw skuzzy industry in Oregon. Condos and a shopping mall stood to the east, and to
the north were the barracks the U.S. Army erected and a huge hospital. The fort also lies right in the landing pattern for PDX, the
Portland International Airport. About every five minutes another big jet flew right over our heads. Even with the modern setting, though,
it’s still an interesting place. I’m glad we came. [This is an issue with pretty much every urban historic site. As a modern city
grows around the old area, the feeling of history is diminished.]
We called John on my cell phone and had a nice chat (in spite of all the planes). Then Margaret browsed through the gift shop
and we made our way back to Evergreen Boulevard, where we waited for the bus. This stretch of Evergreen Boulevard is called
“Officers’ Row”, because across from the old fort are the officers’ residences erected by the U.S. Army about a century ago. These
Victorian homes are all on the National Register of Historic Places, which means that while they’re privately owned, they can’t be
altered in any significant way. They’re all painted a dismal gray, presumably the authentic color they were when the Army owned them.
Fortunately most were draped with greenery and touched up with holiday bows.
We had a long wait for the bus, which made me ponder just how much longer the wait would be after C-Tran’s cuts go into
place. It turned out we had the exact same driver going back as we had earlier in the day. [My bet is only one bus runs the route
after rush hour.] This time he recognized the passes, and we quickly boarded. Back at the transit mall we found the sign for Tri-Met
bus #6 with a bus parked there. We boarded, though the driver seemed to think that was strange. It turns out there are actually two #6
stop on the Vancouver transit mall. This one was where they discharge passengers (though there was nothing to indicate that). Then
after another bus leaves they pull ahead to another stop where they take on passengers. We could have left 12 minutes earlier if we

had gone to the other stop, but it didn’t really matter. [I’ve encountered transit malls in several cities that have separate boarding
and disembarking locations. I still don’t follow the point of that, and it really does seem strange to me.]
Our wait let us see the few things that were left of “beautiful” downtown Vancouver. Portland’s downtown never died; indeed
it’s one of the liveliest downtowns I’ve ever seen. Vancouver’s is quite another story. The outlying areas seem quite prosperous, but
there’s no real business at all in downtown Vancouver—just a couple of banks, the city offices, some senior citizen apartments, and a
little café where the apartment residents go to eat. There’s also lots and lots of empty buildings. It’s really a pretty depressing place,
and not one I’ll be rushing back to.
We took bus #6 back past Jantzen Beach. South of there we were right next to the yellow line, which runs through north
Portland on a high concrete elevated structure that is decorated with flames on its side. Called the Vanport Bridge, the structure
extends over an area that was twice destroyed by flooding. Vanport was once an independent city (Oregon’s Vancouver port, hence
the name), but it was destroyed when the Columbia flooded. In the Depression the floodplain became the site of squatter camps, and
more than 7,000 people were killed when another flood hit the area. Today the Columbia is heavily dammed, which makes flooding
much less likely. Even so, it wasn’t hard to notice that there weren’t any residences here today. There’s a lot of cheap industrial space
(mostly warehouses and mini-storage), plus a car racing track (that was having “drive through Christmas lights” for the holidays) and
the barn-like Portland Expo Center. There’s also a huge park on the site of the old squatter’s camp.
We took the bus past
Vanport and on to the intersection
of Kenton and Denver Avenues, at
the far north end of Portland
proper. It’s easy to change to the
yellow line here, but it’s also a fairly
interesting neighborhood. In a little
plaza beside a bank is an
enormous statue of Paul Bunyan,
at least as large as its equivalent in
Bemidji, Minnesota. The benches
for the nearby bus stop are shaped
like blue hoof prints, as might be
made by Bunyan’s blue ox. You
don’t expect to see the legendary
woodsman in a city, but when you
realize that Oregon is the nation’s
#1 lumbering state, it makes sense.
The Kenton area is an
Paul Bunyan statue at Kenton & Denver – Portland
interesting neighborhood, though
most of it isn’t exactly “family entertainment”. The statue faces the MAX station, but that’s not what Paul Bunyan really seems to be
looking at. Just on the other side of the tracks is an establishment known as “The Dancin’ Bare”. It’s not hard to imagine what goes on
there, and when I saw the smile on Paul’s face, I couldn’t help but think of some old movie dialog: “Is that an axe you’re holding, or are
you just happy to see me.” I was also intrigued that the parking lot for the Dancin’ Bare had at least a dozen cars at 11:00 in the
morning.
We got on the yellow line and rode two stations north to the end of the line, Expo Center. Except when there’s an event, not
many people appear to go to this station. It’s a park-and-ride, but there weren’t many cars in the lot. Only four people got off the train
here—us and two high school boys who didn’t know where they were going. They were trying to get to the Jantzen Beach mall and
didn’t realize that no buses came to Expo Center. (I’d bet they changed around where the buses went after the yellow line opened.)
Having just come from there, I could actually give them directions to Jantzen Beach. I suggested they go back to Kenton & Denver and
catch bus #6.
The reason we had come to this obscure station was from information I found on a website that described the station art at
every MAX station. Expo Center, it turns out, was the site of an internment camp for Japanese Americans during World War II. The
station art was supposed to describe the camp and “portray the Japanese experience during the war”. I must say it failed to meet those
lofty goals. There’s a bronze plaque that mentions the camp’s existence, but that’s about it. The only portrayal of life here appears to
be a bench shaped like a big footlocker.
It took about 30 seconds to see the station art at Expo Center, and we figured we might as well catch the next train out. There
were two trains on opposite sides of the platform. The one we came on still said “EXPO CENTER” on the front, while across the
platform was a train that said “CITY CENTER”. We (and the high school boys) figured “CITY CENTER” would be the next train leaving,
so we boarded. Soon the doors closed, and we figured it would be leaving soon. Imagine our surprise when “EXPO CENTER” pulled
out and headed south. We waited 15 more minutes inside a closed-up train before finally leaving Expo Center. I’m glad the boys were
in the other car; I have a feeling they weren’t in the best of moods by the time we left.
We went back south to Lombard, where we stopped into the same Fred Meyer store I was at yesterday. John and Janet had
given me some money for Christmas, and I wanted to find something “Portland” to spend it on. I found a very nice dress shirt from
Columbia sportswear that was on sale for roughly the amount of the gift. The shirt was—needless to say—made in Asia, but Columbia

is based in Portland. It’s a brand a lot of my students wear (particularly in winter coats), but one I usually find too expensive to even
look at. On sale at Fred Meyer, though, it was the perfect.
Just after we got back on the train we passed a Mexican restaurant that looked like an interesting place to have lunch. We
went down to the next station (Portland Boulevard) and walked back north about four blocks. The restaurant appeared to have two
names. One sign said “Michoacán” (the name of a state in Mexico), and another said “Playa Azul” (“blue beach” in Spanish). I’m not
sure if it was late by American standards or early by Mexican standards, but we were the only customers in the place. The place was
just a little hole-in-the-wall café, but they served good food cheaply. I had chicken enchiladas with cheese and an enormous dollop of
sour cream, while Margaret had tamales (apparently a traditional Christmas food in Mexico). It was a nice lunch.
We took the train south two stations to North Killingsworth Street, where we transferred to bus #72. This bus takes a very
circuitous route that takes it to three of the four corners of the city and is one of the few Tri-Met bus lines that never goes downtown.
We had a leisurely ride through some fascinating neighborhoods. Most guidebooks talk about the Alberta district, which is one of those
formerly seedy places that is now ever so trendy. It’s full of coffee bars, art galleries, and antique shops, and populated by people with
bizarre hair and piercings. Most of the neighborhoods we saw were much more low key than Alberta. The vast majority of Portland is
made up of wood bungalows on small wooded lots. Some of the areas we saw were obviously wealthy, others obviously poor. All of
them, though, had mostly well-kept single family homes. I had read that there weren’t any real slums in Portland, and I could see that
as we rode the bus. Even the poorest areas look working class, rather than destitute. [In addition to having no real slums,
something else that’s pleasant about Portland is that there isn’t a lot of ostentatious wealth.]
Our destination was the corner of Killingsworth and 33rd Avenue. Just north of here is a place I had heard about on the Food
Network on cable TV, McMenamin’s Kennedy School. The McMenamin Brothers seem to own about half of Portland (and half of all of
Oregon and Washington states, for that matter). They’ve made a business of taking abandoned buildings and turning them into trendy
destinations. They’ve taken the old downtown vaudeville theatres and created dance clubs and arty movie houses. Old warehouses
have become brewpubs, and a former church is now a fine restaurant. Name a restored property in Portland, and it probably belongs
to the McMenamins.

McMenamin’s Kennedy School – Portland, Oregon
Their single biggest property is the Kennedy School. This is a large urban elementary school (probably about the size of the
th
high school where I teach) that was built early in the 20 Century. I’d assumed it was named after President Kennedy, but apparently
the name dates to when it was built. The entire school has been restored for modern use. Most of the classrooms are now hotel
suites, the gym is a dance hall, and the auditorium (something I don’t normally think of in an elementary school) is now a movie theater.
There is a brewery onsite, located in a former girls’ restroom. Three different on-site bars serve the beer the home-brewed beer.
(“Detention” is the bar where smoking is allowed.) The former principal’s and secretary’s offices are now the front desk for the hotel
and a gift shop.
We had drinks and dessert in the Kennedy School’s main restaurant, which overlooks the old school courtyard. Margaret had
marionberry cobbler a la mode with homemade ice cream with real vanilla bean, and I had bread pudding with whisky sauce and real
whipped cream. We sampled each other’s desserts, and both were outstanding. I kept the cardboard coaster, which featured a clown
with the same sadistic grin I described on the Spongebob balloon earlier—it’s apparently the logo of one of their beers.

Just down the street from the Kennedy School is a little mini-mall. We stepped into a Walgreens there to do some shopping.
Margaret always gives candy to her students on “Tres Reyes” (Epiphany or “Three Kings Day”, when many Hispanic children believe
the Three Kings will bring them presents), and she was looking for holiday bags zipper bags to hold the candy. She had looked at Fred
Meyer, but they didn’t have them. Walgreens had exactly what she wanted, though. I made a nice purchase, too. They were
clearancing all their Christmas goods, and I got Christmas stationery (the stuff I use to print out my holiday letter) for almost nothing (20
sheets for 99¢ [they were actually packs of 100 sheets—an even better deal]).
We took a different bus (#10) back downtown. When we got on and showed our adventure passes, the driver said, “Boy, I
haven’t seen those in a long time”. She was perfectly familiar with them, though, and let us board with no problem. Again we passed
through a variety of neighborhoods—nothing really special, but all most enjoyable.
We transferred to the red line MAX train at Rose Quarter and rode a couple stops west to the Skidmore Fountain station. The
fountain for which the stop is named is little more than an overgrown birdbath, though there’s a fascinating arch nearby that looks like it
ought to be a Roman ruin. I’m sure “Skidmore” was the name of some past dignitary, but it’s a remarkably apt name for the modern
place; the area looks to be about the closest thing Portland has to Skid Row.
We had a reason for going here, and it wasn’t to commune with the homeless.
Just steps from the station we had seen a store called “Made in Oregon” that we
thought would be interesting to check out. It turns out “Made in Oregon” is a chain
[apparently a successful private company that’s been going for more than thirty
years]; I’d eventually visit three of their locations. The “Old Town” location is the
original and definitely the—how to say it—funkiest. It’s located in an old wooden
building where the floor shakes when you walk; I’m amazed I didn’t break the fine
glassware they had for sale. There’s an eclectic collection of wares—heavy on
handicrafts and alcohol, but with just a little bit of everything. I bought some locally
brewed beer and a coffee mug with the Oregon State Beavers logo on it that I found
amusing. (Little did I know that tomorrow the Beavers were playing Notre Dame in a
major bowl game tomorrow.)
Both Margaret and I were loaded down with junk at this point, so we went
back to the hotel to dump our stuff and rest up just a bit. We then walked back to Rose
Quarter and caught an eastbound red line train. It was the start of evening rush, and
we were lucky to get a seat. We took the train past the Gateway transit center, where the blue line splits off to go to the east suburbs.
The red line follows the median of the I-205 beltway north from there to PDX airport. There’s only one stop between Gateway and the
airport property (oddly, there are three separate stops at the airport), the enormous Parkrose/Sumner transit center. That’s where we
got off.
Most of the MAX stations are really quite small. Portland has extra-short blocks, and since MAX runs on the downtown
streets, the maximum length of trains is determined by the length of a block. Even away from downtown the platforms are still quite
short and the stations look very simple. Parkrose/Sumner is definitely the exception. The MAX part of the station looks like the rail
stops in Los Angeles. It’s not quite as large as Chicago’s ‘L’ stops, but it definitely dwarfs everything else on the MAX line. An
enormous pedestrian bridge crosses the three northbound lanes of the beltway and emerges in one of the largest busways I’ve seen
anywhere. Beyond that is a vast park-and-ride lot. Vaguely nearby are a number of motels [Margaret would stay at one of these
when she returned to Portland on a later trip] and “big box” stores, but none of them is really very convenient to the station.
I had thought of walking from the station to our ultimate destination, but the set-up of the station quickly convinced both
Margaret and me that was not wise—particularly at night. We got on bus #12 and rode about 10 blocks (not much more than half a
mile in Portland). On the way we passed a host of adult bookstores and cheap motels. We got out at 82nd Avenue, the street we had
read earlier was favored by the hookers. Three customers departed here, and none of them were here for the streetwalkers. The third
customer was apparently trying to get to Wal-Mart. He asked the driver at length how to get there, and she told him to transfer here to
the northbound bus #72 (the same one we had been on this afternoon). Wal-Mart is apparently out by the airport where the bus turns
the corner to go back toward the Kennedy School.
For Margaret and me, the destination was closer, though we had to look around a while before we actually found it. This
remarkably seedy neighborhood also happens to be home to one of Portland’s main attractions, which most people call simply “the
grotto”. Officially the Shrine of Our Sorrowful Mother, the grotto is a religious memorial in a cave on the side of a cliff. By day you can
see inside the cave and take an elevator to the top of the cliff, from which there is a panoramic view of Mt. Hood.
We weren’t here for Mt. Hood, nor for the cave. Each evening in December the grotto puts on what amounts to a religious
version of Zoo Lights. The Light Festival at the Grotto (its official name) isn’t quite as large as Zoo Lights, but it’s every bit as lovely.
The price is steep ($9 admission, plus numerous opportunities to buy things or make donations—they are good Catholics here), and it’s
not as professionally done as the zoo. Still, I enjoyed it.
You enter down a long path through the woods. There are various nooks along the way where lights portray Mary, Joseph,
the wise men, the shepherds, etc. At each stop a tape in the background first reads a familiar Bible passage and then relates what are
supposed to be the thoughts of the people portrayed. It’s a bit hokey and contrived, but the lights were nice.

The path leads to a main courtyard in front of the actual grotto. There’s an enormous light display on the cliff that looks like a
combination of a star and a cross—some interesting symbolism there. All the trees in the courtyard are lit up similar to those at the zoo,
and “villagers” in costumes of another era (though I’m not really sure what that era was) were giving a remarkably secular outdoor
concert. Also in the courtyard was a wishing well. I had some dollar coins I had gotten in change from the Tri-Met vending machine, so
I made three wishes with them. The first (that the rest of our trip be safe and enjoyable) has already come true; we’ll see about the
others.
At one end of the courtyard is the grotto’s chapel, a
beautiful little church. It was all decked out for the holidays.
The altar was all but taken over by an enormous nativity that
totally covered the crucifix in back. (They had the processional
cross set up, like do when we have mass in the gym at
Garrigan.) All evening in the chapel they have short concerts by
various local musicians. We happened to be there for a
Hispanic college boy named Gabriel Garcia, who sang and
accompanied himself on guitar. He sang some traditional
Spanish carols and some more familiar carols that had been
translated to Spanish. The song I found most interesting was
one that Mr. Garcia introduced in English to his mostly Anglo
audience as “Jingle Bells”. It was indeed that tune, but with
completely new words. In fact, the Spanish he sang was a very
reverent retelling of the Biblical Christmas story. I’d love to get
a copy of those lyrics, and it would be fascinating to have
religious words in English to that upbeat tune.
They have a nice gift shop at the grotto. At Christmas
it was bursting with crèches, and I broke down and bought one.
What I actually got was a brass triptych with enameled pictures
of a rather abstract Bethlehem. I may actually leave it out all
year. [I didn’t; it remains part of my holiday decorations.]
The Holy Family actually doesn’t appear, though there is a star
and obvious shepherds. I like it a lot. I also bought a garland of
artificial roses that I’ll use as on my Christmas tree to remind me
of my trip to the City of Roses. (By the way, we actually saw
roses in bloom back at Ft. Vancouver.)
Lights at the Grotto – Portland, Oregon
I used a credit card to buy my souvenirs, which was a
mistake. The woman who checked me out (a sweet lady in her late 50s or 60s who kept apologizing that “I’m just a volunteer”) couldn’t
make the credit card machine work to save her soul. Eventually she got a much younger manager to show her how to work it.
They had prayer trees at the grotto where (presumably for a donation) visitors could write prayers and hang them as
ornaments. I didn’t leave a prayer, though I did read several of those that had been left by other visitors. In addition to praying for
specific family members, most were variations on the true theme of Christmas—prayers for peace.
After browsing the gift shop we descended to what is normally a meditation area. Here they had draped lights over the trees
so that they looked like enormous mushrooms or umbrellas, all lit up. There were lit-up angels on a wall beyond.
nd
We walked back through the lit up forest to Sandy Boulevard and 82 Street, where we had a rather chilly wait for a bus back
to Parkrose/Sunset. (I understand it was warmer in Iowa than in Portland while we were gone, yet we had left in below zero weather.)
We almost immediately boarded a red line train, which we took to Lloyd Center at the extreme east end of downtown.

The Lloyd Center station is on Holliday Street (appropriate for Christmas, isn’t it [note the word does have two L’s,
though]), a block south of the mall for which the station is named. Between the station and the mall is a little park that I’m sure is
pleasant by daytime. Tonight it was full of young people I really didn’t care to encounter. I could smell marijuana in the air, and it
wouldn’t surprise me if other things were going on in that park, too. Margaret and I went to the far end of the platform and up a side
street to avoid the more direct route through the park. The street dumped out into a parking ramp, but from there we could get to the
mall itself.
We were mostly looking for the food court, but we had fun browsing the entire mall. I bought a couple of 50% off calendars
from one of those seasonal carts that block the hallways and then we found the Lloyd Center location of “Made in Oregon”. It
fascinated both Margaret and me that the selection of merchandise in this squeaky clean mall store was entirely different than what we
had seen at Skidmore Fountain. I made a comment to that effect to the girl at the cash register, and she asked which downtown
location we had been to—Galleria or Old Town. Given those choices, I knew it had to be Old Town we had visited. She seemed
pleased we had said that and noted that she used to be the manager of that store. I added to my buying binge at this store. I picked up
yet more holiday stationery (probably for the 2007 Christmas letter). This was expensive, though marked down from unaffordable. The
stationery’s high price is because it supports a charity that provides legal representation for children. [I wondered then—and still
do—just what circumstances necessitate such representation.] I also bought some Oregon-made crackers and some Tillamook
extra-sharp white cheddar cheese.

We eventually found the food court (which overlooks an indoor skating rink). I had a cheesesteak, and we also had Orange
Juliuses (or is that Julii?). Rather strangely, the business called “Orange Julius” didn’t even mention “orange” as an available flavor on
their menu. That is what we managed to get, though.
We exited the mall and walked back to the station. Now the park was empty. Honestly, though, it seemed even creepier
deserted than it had with all the kids there. We took the train back to Rose Quarter and walked back up to the Econolodge. We
munched on cheese and crackers, which were excellent. It’s unfortunate that Burgerville doesn’t use the extra sharp white cheddar that
Tillamook makes; it’s infinitely better than the orange plastic they use.
The news tonight was all about the tsunami. I had bought morning and afternoon papers, and the death toll had more than
doubled during the day. (It would grow fivefold more by the time we left Portland, and as I write this after New Year’s the number of
dead is simply incomprehensible.) Millions of people were unaccounted for, and hundreds of Portlanders were trying in vain to get in
touch with their relatives in Asia. I wish I could have gone back and left a prayer card for the tsunami victims at the grotto. I did, of
course pray for the victims, and as time passes I’m trying to do more tangible things to help them. [This turned out to be one of the
worst disasters of modern times, one from which much of south Asia is still recovering six years later.]

TUESDAY, December 28, 2004
Portland, Oregon and vicinity – by light rail and streetcar
and on foot
I was up fairly early this morning, and I walked up to the Martin Luther King strip for breakfast. The walk was interesting, and
definitely not the most pleasant part of this trip. It was still dark when I left the motel, and the neighborhood was crawling with beggars
and homeless people. It seemed almost like a third world city, with people washing car windows for tips as the drivers waited for lights
to change. I began to wonder if the reason Portland didn’t have slums might not be because that there was nowhere the poor could
afford to live. [There is actually some truth in that statement.]
I eventually made my way to the Burgerville by the convention center. The breakfast menu at Burgerville is far cheaper than
the dinner selections. I had a toaster biscuit with ham and egg (essentially an imitation Egg McMuffin®), hash browns (actually what
they call tri-tators at hot lunch), delicious coffee, and Washington-made Odwalla orange juice. The whole meal came to less than $4. [I
believe this was a combo that came with both coffee and juice. I wish more restaurants would do that with their breakfast
combos.]
The Odwalla juice brought back memories of a Discovery channel program I’ve sometimes shown in my college classes. The
New Detectives is a documentary on forensic medicine, and this particular episode investigated the mysterious death of a young girl. It
turned out that she ingested E. coli bacteria from Odwalla apple juice. Odwalla apparently used to pride themselves on selling
unpasteurized juice. The investigators traced the juice the girl drank to a specific part of a specific orchard in central Washington. It
turned out that a deer had defecated on the ground in that part of the orchard. Apples that fell on the ground came in contact with the
deer feces, which contained the bacteria. Orchards aren’t supposed to harvest fallen fruit, but they do. Odwalla used the apple to
make juice, which in turn poisoned the little girl. The good news is that since then Odwalla has only sold pasteurized juice, so my
orange juice should have been perfectly safe. It did make me wonder, though.
It was appropriate that I should eat at Burgerville this morning. One of the big stories both on TV and in the papers today was
the death of George Propstra, the chain’s founder. The Oregonian even devoted their main editorial to a eulogy, proclaiming Propstra a
model of philanthropy and a man far ahead of his time in championing local and natural products.
Another big story today was one familiar to Midwesterners: the scourge of methamphetamine. While it’s hard to believe that
any place could beat Iowa, apparently Oregon has the highest rate of meth addiction in the nation (and, in fact, the world). According to
the paper, one out of every 300 people over age 12 in Oregon has been admitted for meth treatment at least once. Virtually all of
Portland’s crime is drug-related (theft and prostitution to support addiction), and most of it can be traced to meth. In the Midwest we
think of meth as a rural problem; it was weird to see the same thing in an urban setting. [Meth has been much less in the news
lately in the Midwest. I assume the restrictions on ingredients used to make it have had an effect.]
The biggest story, of course, was the horrible death toll from the tsunami in Asia. Throughout the day the papers updated their
editions with higher and higher death tolls, until finally the figure topped 100,000. [I checked while writing this revision, and the final
total was an absolutely unfathomable 230,000.] We all know how our country felt when 3,000 people died in the World Trade Center
tragedy; I can’t even begin to imagine how the people of Sri Lanka or Indonesia must feel when so many times that many died so
suddenly.
There was a lot of local coverage on the tsunami. The TV stations all investigated how the Northwest would be affected if
something similar happened here. The consensus was that it’s fortunate that far fewer people live in Oregon than in Asia, and most of
them live at comparatively high elevations. They noted that Portland (which is about 60 miles inland) would not be likely to suffer much

damage, though there could be problems from the Columbia backing up. Seattle, on the other hand, is right at sea level; there could be
severe devastation if a tsunami entered Puget Sound.
The newspapers centered much of their coverage on the business interests Portland companies have in Asia. Portland’s two
main industries are sporting goods and semiconductors, and both of those primarily import their goods from south Asian countries that
were crippled by this disaster. Nike and Adidas were able to confirm that all their plants were still standing, though electrical problems
might keep them from operating for a while and many of their employees were unaccounted for. Intel suspected that one of its
manufacturing facilities had been lost. The Oregonian noted that Portland companies account for as much as one-third of the gross
national product in some of the affected countries; the tsunami may have happened 10,000 miles away, but this was very much a local
story. [That was rather unique. I think I got a different perspective being in Portland when the tsunami happened than I would
have if I had been at home.]
After absorbing this grim news we set off for the day. We’d been north and east of downtown, so our excursion this morning
was to the west. We took the red line west past the Washington Park tunnel and on into the suburbs. It’s fascinating that central
Portland comes across as quite old (turn-of-the-century businesses and post-WWII homes), but the suburbs are all brand new. There
are occasional clues that Beaverton and Hillsboro used to be small towns, but mostly it’s just one office park or condo development or
mobile home park after another—and everything dates to the Clinton administration.
Beaverton and Hillsboro are where more than half of metro Portland lives and works. Nike’s world headquarters in Beaverton
is the area’s single largest employer (though exactly what they do there, when they make all their shoes overseas, I don’t know).
Together with Adidas (also in Beaverton) Intel (which essentially is Hillsboro), and a host of financial services companies, the west
suburbs employ over a quarter million people.
Margaret found the suburbs depressing. That wasn’t really my reaction, but I do know what she means. The sad thing is you
can tell this area used to be beautiful forest land. Now it’s basically just endless sprawl, extending for about twenty miles west of the
city. There are similar strings of development going east to Gresham and south to Clackamas and Milwaukie. Six of Oregon’s eight
largest cities are in metro Portland (Eugene and Salem are the exceptions), and except Portland itself they are all ugly new suburbs
carved out of the woods.
[The Willamette Valley is really not much different than most urban areas in the American West. Metro Portalnd looks
A LOT like the area around Denver, and Phoenix, Albuquerque, San Diego, Las Vegas, Seattle, and Salt Lake City are all
similar. When I see the endless sprawl of endless suburbia all over the mountain and Pacific states, I’m reminded of the lyrics
to the song “Big Yellow Taxi”: “They paved paradise and put up a parking lot.” It’s natural that people should want to live
and work at the edge of “paradise”, but when more and more people move there, what used to be paradise ceases to exist.]
There are ways in which the suburbs come across as more truly urban than Portland itself. The tallest buildings in the area
are in the suburban office parks, and there don’t appear to be any single family homes in either Beaverton or Hillsboro. Better than half
the people here live in apartments, with most of the rest rowhouse condo developments. It would be interesting to see this place in 30
or 40 years to see just how it ages—my bet is, not well.
We took the blue line west to the
Hawthorn Farm MAX station, about three stops
from the end of the line. A former student of
mine, Trenton Rolling, works here. Despite the
pastoral name, Hawthorn Farm is an office park.
Trent designs computer chips, and he works at
Intel’s headquarters here. I had a long talk with
him about Portland at his brother’s graduation
last spring. He apparently lives in the city and
commutes to the suburbs on the train. Looking
at the housing available in Beaverton and
Hillsboro, that seems a wise choice to me. I
have no clue where in this sea of concrete and
glass Trent actually works, but it was interesting
to see the area.
The real reason we came to Hawthorn
Farm was to see the station art, which I’d read
about ahead of time. The artwork salutes both
the current high tech surroundings and the
forest wetland that it replaced. The artist used a
topographic map of the area to create a musical
instrument. It’s not unlike a xylophone, with
long bars (actually tubes of metal) that are
Website photo of a typical neighborhood – Hillsboro, Oregon
struck (automatically) by a hammer. The bars
are in the shape of the contour lines of the map. When a train is approaching, the instrument is supposed to play—taking the place of
those recorded announcements they have at the other stations. Unfortunately the mechanism was broken, so we didn’t hear any
music. What we did hear was the other aspect of the station art. There is a wetland preserve not far east of the station, and they play

sounds of the birds and other forest creatures over the loudspeaker. It’s supposed to offer a soothing alternative to the actual
surroundings. It was interesting, and the design of the musical instrument was fascinating—even if it didn’t work. This station was
definitely more worth the trip than the interment camp at Expo Center.
We took MAX back east and got off in the tunnel at
Washington Park. We ascended the elevator and crossed the
street to the World Forestry Center [perhaps the “tree
museum” alluded to in the Joni Mitchell song I mentioned
earlier], which is supposed to be another of Portland’s premier
attractions. The forestry center’s mission statement says, “We
educate people about the world’s forests and trees and their
importance to all life, in order to promote a balanced and
sustainable future.” That’s fascinating when you realize that the
place is sponsored by the logging industry. The museum is
definitely propaganda, but it does make an attempt to be at least
somewhat balanced.
The museum is housed in a lovely timber building
nestled in the woods of Washington Park. The setting is actually
a lot like Margaret’s home east of Decorah, except that there’s a
subway station across the street.
The building features
hardwood floors and windows and skylights that give it a feeling
of being part of the forest. They even have a little park out back
that includes an artificial waterfall flowing from a stream in the
woods.
The setting is beautiful, but the museum itself really isn’t
much. The focus of the entry area is an enormous plastic replica
of a tree that talks when you press various buttons. The
“interactive tree” is one of those things that was high tech and
Artificial waterfall at the World Forestry Center
state of the art when they installed it, but that the kids probably
yawn at these days. Its biology lesson is really far too in-depth. Margaret and I listened through a couple of the taped spiels, but it
would have taken all day to hear it all.
There’s an exhibit that shows how heavy various kinds of wood are, compared to the weight of water. They’d have done well
to steal David Letterman’s “Will It Float” idea here, but all they have are big bars of wood you can lift to find comparative weights. The
lower floor also has a large exhibit of petrified wood and various works of art carved from wood.
Upstairs they have two main exhibits, one on old growth northern forests and the other on tropical rainforests. The exhibits are
interesting, but you can definitely tell who sponsors the place here. They speak in dreadful terms of the deforestation of Brazil (though
they never really got around to saying what we could do about it), but the problem of destroying old growth in Oregon is presented as
“debatable” and basically just brushed over lightly. I don’t know that I disagree with their opinion, but it stood out when they were so
vehemently against logging in the tropics.
It surprised me that a museum presented by the lumber industry really didn’t have anything about the specifics of how logging
is done. I’d have been interested in seeing how the industry has changed through the years and the people and machines that are
involved in harvesting timber. It would also have been interested to see how raw trees are turned into finished boards and paper.
[That would have made a much more interesting—and less hypocritical—museum.]
There was one other exhibit at the World Forestry Center: “Chocolate”. This is a traveling exhibit that has made its way to
major museums around the country. I saw it a couple of years ago at the Field Museum in Chicago. [King Tut’s relics have been
making a similar tour the past few years.] It made sense in a tree museum, since much of the exhibit focuses on how chocolate
goes from pods on a tree to gooey liquid and tasty candy. The display in Chicago was actually larger and frankly better. Here they had
a condensed version that left out some of the most interesting things—like how commercial chocolate is prepared and a display of
chocolate advertising and packaging around the years. I couldn’t complain, though. At the Field Museum “Chocolate” was a ticketed
exhibit at additional charge, while here it was included in the basic admission. They even gave us a complimentary Oregon-produced
miniature candy bar in the gift shop. (No, they don’t have any cocoa trees in Oregon, but they do make chocolate candy here.)
We found out at that gift shop that we had barely managed to see the museum. They’d be closing New Year’s Day for four
months of renovation. Many of the gift shop items (surprisingly few of which had anything to do with trees or wood) were discounted for
clearance. [It’s amazing how many museum shops sell stuff that is completely unrelated to the places where they are located.]
I bought a nice enamel Christmas ornament and a couple of candy bars including a “Sky Bar”, something else I’d heard about on
cable’s Food Network. This unique candy bar (made by the same people who make Necco wafers) is divided into sections, each of
which is filled with a different flavor of syrup. One section has caramel filling, another vanilla cream, and another fudge. It’s an
interesting concept, and apparently one of those “classic” candies that eastern yuppies remember from childhood.
There was one other site in Washington Park we’d have liked to have seen. On the former site of the zoo they have a
traditional Japanese garden that many people (notably my brother Steve) had said was well worth seeing. There’s a shuttle bus that

runs through the park and stops at both the MAX station and the garden. In summer that bus has frequent service, but in winter we’d
have had to either walk or wait nearly an hour for the shuttle. We decided it wasn’t worth the time involved—besides, there has to be
something to draw us back here in the future. [I think Margaret saw this on her trip to Portland a few years later; I know she saw
the huge rose garden that is also a well-known feature of Washington Park.]
We took MAX back to PGE Park (named after the local utility company, by the way) and then walked eastward from there
toward downtown. We had lunch at the Green Papaya, a place that called itself a “Vietnamese bistro”. This was a lovely little café.
The place was decorated with Oriental lanterns and screens, and each meal was served on unique Asian stoneware. I had chicken
breast in a tasty honey sauce, while Margaret had a curried chicken stew. We sat next to two interesting ladies, one Asian and one
Anglo, where were discussing vacationing in Baja. You don’t think of Asian Americans traveling to Mexico, but it was the Oriental
woman who was definitely the most knowledgeable. She obviously didn’t care for Mexican food, though. She made a point that she
always traveled with her own silken tofu, because she couldn’t find that product south of the border.
We walked east and then north a couple of blocks to a place that is probably the most famous business in Oregon. Powel’s
calls itself the “City of Books” and is the largest independent bookseller on earth. It is an enormous store, sprawling through at least six
adjacent buildings that cover an entire city block and varying between one and three stories. They sell both new and used books, and
they seem to stock about as many titles as Amazon.com (which is essentially an online Books in Print). [Powell’s also has a website,
but I far prefer Amazon when I shop online.] The place is really quite a dumpy store [something they seem proud of]; it comes
across as an overgrown specialty shop (like the Made in Oregon store by Skidmore Fountain) rather than a “superstore”. It was an
interesting place to browse, though.
We spent about an hour browsing through Powell’s. Margaret, I’m sure, could have spent all day here, but she politely limited
herself. An hour was about right for me. The store is really rather confusing. It’s divided into different rooms, each of which seems to
be on a different level (since they make due with all those originally separate buildings). The topics are not particularly well organized,
so if you’re just browsing, it can be hard to find exactly what you want. You’re supposed to go to computer terminals scattered
throughout the store to search by title, author, or key word. The results tell you the room, aisle, and shelf number where your desired
book is stored. That’s a lot of work, though. I just browsed and happened on whatever I came to. I ended up buying a Simpsons
calendar (a tradition I’ve had for over a decade in my room at Garrigan [and continue in 2011]) and a Powell’s T-shirt. I also got a
book based on the Food Network show that had directed us to McMenamin’s Kennedy School, $40 a Day. The show sends its host
[Rachel Ray, who would go on to become just about the biggest celebrity to get her “start” on Food Network] around the world
to see just how well she can eat in various cities on a $40 budget. My food budget when traveling is normally quite a bit less than that,
but a lot of the tips are still good. It’s also just an interesting off-beat travel guide. [$40 a Day is no longer in production, since
Rachel Ray has moved on to more profitable shows. That’s really too bad, since good budget dining is as good an idea today
as it ever was. I’ve gotten a lot of ideas from the old shows, and I’d be interested in other interesting places to eat at when I
travel.]
Just outside the door of Powell’s is a stop for the Portland streetcar. This is different from MAX, and indeed isn’t even
operated by Tri-Met (though, like the buses in Vancouver, they honor Tri-Met passes). The streetcar runs a one-way loop (actually
more like an “L” in balloon letters) through downtown and the immediately neighboring areas. It runs only single cars. The cars are
new, but they are quite a bit narrower than the MAX trains, easily fitting into one lane of traffic. They run on tracks in the street, but
there’s much more actual driving involved than there is with MAX.
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We took the streetcar to its extreme northwest point, at 23 & Marshall. From there we walked a couple of blocks west
through an overly trendy and gentrified neighborhood. Our destination was the Clear Creek Distillery. They make a variety of brandies
and liqueurs here, including one with a pear in the bottle that is apparently well known. [There are hard beverages I like, but liqueurs
and brandies are not among them, so I have no clue about the novelty pears.] There are supposedly tours of the place each
afternoon. The sign by their door confirmed that they should be open, but there were bars on the locked door. We could see someone
at a computer in the building’s office, but it didn’t appear they were welcoming tourists. So, we re-traced our steps back to the
streetcar.

Across the aisle on the car was a Midwestern family from Chicago that was trying to find their way around Portland. The place
is surprisingly complicated, and I was pleased that we could give them some assistance. As it turned out we and they got off at the
same stop, 11th and Gilsan. It was only after we got off that I realized the thing that makes orienteering in northwest Portland just a bit
easier—the streets are named alphabetically (though that pattern breaks down in the other quadrants). We got on at Marshall, and we
passed Lovejoy, Kearney, Johnson, Irving, and Hoyt before getting off.
We walked west about four blocks through a warehouse area that has not yet gentrified to I-405, which essentially forms the
western border of downtown Portland. We had to walk north a block to cross the freeway and then back south a block. Our ultimate
destination was Urban Wineworks, which says it offers “the winery experience in the heart of the city”. They don’t lie. While they don’t
grow grapes here, Bishop Creek Cellars does bottle wine on site. They also have a tasting room similar to what we had experienced in
California. One unique feature they have is the opportunity to mix your own wine, which I did. For $7, you get what looks like a
chemistry experiment. On a placemat they placed three beakers of different varieties of red wine, a syringe, and a wine glass. I played
with the syringe to measure different amounts of the various types of wine into the wine glass until I came up with a blend I liked (50%
syrah, 30% cabernet, 20% merlot). If you want, you can give the formula to the hostess, and she will bottle any amount of that custom
blend for you. It’s a fun variation on the basic wine tasting. [This really was fun and memorable. It surprises me other wineries
don’t do something similar.]

Margaret did the more traditional tasting, and she also found some interesting stuff in their gift shop. They had jellies in flavors
like pinot noir and cabernet sauvignon. Probably it’s nothing more than expensive grape jelly (honestly I don’t think it would taste very
good if it actually is fermented), but she found it an interesting souvenir. [Curiosity made me search for “wine jelly” while doing
this revision. It is indeed made of actual fermented wine, thickened with either gelatin or pectin. Some sugar is generally
added, but the final product can be either sweet or savory. A typical serving suggestion is with cream cheese on crackers.]
We walked south to PGE Park and caught a MAX train back to Rose Quarter. Just outside the Rose Quarter station was a
little coffee stand that advertised Mexican hot chocolate. We had noticed it when we left this morning, but the service was so slow it
looked like we’d miss a couple of trains before we were served. The same slow girl was working this afternoon, but we had more time
to spare now, so we paused to enjoy some cinnamon cocoa froth. [I recall Margaret complaining that the hot chocolate was mixed
in a blender, rather than in the traditional molinillo or wooden frothing tool. I think even she would admit it was tasty,
though.—and I can only imagine how slow the girl would have been if she mixed the stuff by hand.]
We sat on a bench at the MAX station to sip our drinks. While we were there a beggar came up and asked if we had any
spare change. When we brushed off his request he rather purposely dropped a coin that landed right by my shoe. I’ve seen that trick
before in New Orleans—you bend down to get the coin for him, and in the distraction your wallet or purse disappears. The man
seemed disappointed when I just kicked the coin back toward him instead of reaching down to get it.
After finishing the cocoa we made our way back to the Econolodge. Margaret decided there was one more thing she wanted
at Powell’s, and I offered to go back there to get it for her. I figured (correctly) that it would be quicker to just walk there than to wait for
the various train connections. It took about twenty minutes to make my way across the Broadway Bridge and west to 11th and Couch
(rhymes with “hooch”), where the bookstore is located. I found her item quickly, but waited over five minutes to check out.
th
I then walked down 10 Street to the Portland Galleria. This place would like to be an upscale downtown mall, but at the
moment there’s almost nothing there. The stores it wants (Nordstrom’s, Abercrombie & Fitch, Banana Republic, Crate & Barrel) are all
in a different mall a few blocks east at Pioneer Courthouse Square. About all that was open was a Christmas store, a coffee bar, and
yet another Made in Oregon location. I couldn’t resist walking in there. Strangely, it was different from both of the sister stores we had
visited. The Galleria Made in Oregon store was by far the most upscale of their locations, befitting what its location wants to be. I
bought a bottle of a holiday wine blend that was essentially sangria for us to enjoy on the train ride back. That gave me my fourth
“Made in Oregon” bag to consolidate into my luggage. [The Galleria apparently got a new lease on life recently when Target
decided to locate their only store in the city of Portland there.]

We spent most of the early packing, trying to get everything we had bought to fit into too small a space. I had the advantage
of having thrown out some of my clothes, which freed up a bit of luggage. Margaret seemed to have bought enough books to stock a
library, and she hadn’t gotten rid of anything. It amazed me that she was able to get everything to fit. [She had packed a second bag
inside her main bag, which was how she was able to make it work.]
Around 6:30 we walked over to the MLK strip to get some supper. At the entrance to Wendy’s a girl who appeared to be under
the influence of something asked if we could spare any money so she could eat. Perhaps she was truly needy, but I didn’t open my
wallet. I’ve never had much time for beggars. Throughout this trip it really bothered me just how many people seemed to be on the
street in Portland. It surpassed even Los Angeles [plus they seemed to be in all areas of the city, rather than congregating where
the tourists were]. I know it’s a Scrooge-ish reaction (“Are there no workhouses?”), but I saw missions and shelters all over the city;
it’s hard for me to understand why someone would forego them and choose to live on the street. I’ve given literally thousands of dollars
over the years to Covenant House, a charity that feeds, houses, and counsels runaway teenagers. This girl looked like precisely the
sort of person they serve, and I know there’s a Covenant House location in Portland. I couldn’t help but wonder why she wasn’t there.
[I’ve surprised some of my students—who generally see me as a very liberal person—by passing by beggars when we’ve
visited major cities. I have a lot of sympathy with those in need, but I don’t think begging is a solution to anything.]
I had a taco salad at Wendy’s (managing not to spill my food this time), and Margaret had a cheeseburger and a side salad.
The same Hispanic girl who served us the other day was at the cash register again today. When we finished eating we made our way
to the Convention Center MAX station and rode one station west back to Rose Quarter. Almost the entire train emptied out here, and
we joined them in making our way to the entrance of the Rose Garden Arena.
We were here for the Trans-Siberian Orchestra concert. Having discovered that TSO was a rock band, I had absolutely no
idea what to expect—or even how to dress. I chose to wear black jeans and the new Columbia shirt I had bought, and that turned out
to be exactly right. We had worried that we might be “old fogies”, but it turned out to be an extremely diverse audience. There were
high school kids there, but there were also people quite a bit older than Margaret; no age group really seemed to stand out.
We made our way past a flaming fountain to the entrance, where guards were searching people’s bags and purses. Margaret
had apparently emptied hers of all but the essentials, and the guard commented that he’s never seen one with so little in it. They
scanned our tickets, and we made our way inside.
The Rose Garden is a basketball arena, though it’s definitely one of the nicest athletic facilities I’ve seen anywhere. I’ve been
to NBA games in Chicago and Minneapolis. The stadiums in those cities are newer than the Rose Garden (which opened in 1995, but
looks older), but they’re not nearly as nice. The concourse is enormous, and it’s covered in red carpet—giving more of the feeling of a
theatre than a stadium. [I think the Rose Garden is also used as a convention center, and it definitely has the feel of that type
of facility.] The place described itself as “bladder-friendly”, and they don’t lie; Margaret noted this was just about the only large facility
anywhere where there were no lines for the ladies’ room.

We spent some time browsing around the concourse and paused briefly to buy overpriced souvenir programs. Not only were
the programs expensive, they had virtually no information in them. We found out after forking over $10 that we had basically bought a
big glossy ad for the group’s CDs and videos.
Our seats could not have been better. They were on the lower level, in a section that would have cost about $150 each for
basketball. They cost less than a third that price tonight, but they were actually better located for a concert than for sports. We were at
the side, but just in front of the stage, with an excellent view of everything. The red upholstered seats were also right on an aisle, which
meant a bit more space (though we did have to get up every time someone wanted to use the restroom—including some who left in the
middle of songs [it does amaze me just how rude some people can be]).
It was interesting that we ate at Wendy’s before the show. Right at the beginning they announced that $1 of the cost of every
ticket was being donated to the Dave Thomas Foundation, the charity established by Wendy’s founder. That’s also when we found out
that 7,840 people were in attendance—far less than they get for basketball, but a good crowd nonetheless. Apparently they can
position the stage in various places throughout the arena to create the illusion of a full house regardless of how many are on hand. The
leader of the group joked that when they first performed here three years ago the stage was “clear up there” (gesturing beyond the halfcourt area of the basketball floor). Each year they’ve moved the stage back to accommodate more people. He said he loved this arena
because “it grows like magic”.

Website photo of a Trans-Siberian Orchestra concert
Neither Margaret nor I had been to anything similar to the TSO concert before, but we both enjoyed it immensely. While the
music was amplified way too loud, it was excellent. The group’s leader was once a guitarist in the original Broadway production of
Jesus Christ, Superstar, and I could hear the Tim Rice/Andrew Lloyd-Webber influence in his music. [That would actually be LllydWebber’s influence, since Rice was the lyricist.] It also reminded me a lot of Jefferson Airplane/Starship. The Trans-Siberian
Orchestra included two lead guitarists (each of whom played several different electric and acoustic guitars) an electric bass player, two
keyboard artists (one of whom was literally surrounded by banks of synthesizers), a drummer with the biggest trap set I’ve ever seen, a
combo of brass instruments, about a dozen vocalists (including lead vocalists of both sexes), a lead violinist who was part of the group,
and a string ensemble from the Portland Symphony Orchestra (they presumably have guest violinists in each city they visit). There was
also a middle-aged black man who served as poetic narrator for the story they were attempting to tell through their songs. While they
were a rock group, they chose to wear evening dress (black tails and formal dresses) for the show. The performers covered a range of
ages, from around 50 down to about 25. The bulk of the group was right around my age. Every kid I knew wanted to be a rock star

when I was growing up, though the odds of that happening were probably about the same as becoming a ballplayer. It’s interesting to
see people who actually made the dream come true.
While music was the heart of it, this was not so much a concert as a show. I’d heard about all the light, laser, and pyrotechnic
effects they have at rock concerts, but it was something else again to see them in person. The equipment that makes it all happen is
simply mind-boggling. They had enormous banks of overhead lighting, each with 12 different enormous bulbs of various colors. In all
there were more than 300 lights right there. There were also at least 9 different spotlights aimed at the stage from the luxury boxes in
back. Behind the stage was a curtain on which they displayed a variety of lighting effects, the most interesting of which was a twinkling
pattern on a deep blue background that simulating a starry sky. There were two banks of lasers that made designs on the ceiling and
back wall of the arena. It surprised me that while they had several colors of lasers, they mostly chose to make the designs in green
[which to my mind is the most boring possible choice]. A couple of times fireworks went off at the back of the stage, and for their
finale fire shooting out behind the band. Our seats were so close we could actually feel the heat from the flames. All the effects were
obviously computerized, programmed to occur exactly in time with the music. The sound system was nearly as impressive as the lights
(and it was certainly more than loud enough). I can’t even begin to imagine the work that goes in to setting up and tearing down all this
on a tour of with one-night stands in dozens of cities, but it certainly is impressive.
[TSO does do almost exclusively one-night stands. In recent years their Christmas tours have included the Des
Moines Civic Center, usually on a weeknight in mid-October, far before the real start of the holiday season. I’ve seen them on
the marquee at the Chicago Theatre, scheduled on a Saturday right before Christmas. When I was in Minneapolis a couple
months ago, I could have opted to see the Trans-Siberian Orchestra at Target Center on the Friday after Thanksgiving. I
haven’t seen them since Portland, but I’ve certainly been much more aware of the band’s existence.]
The show was essentially divided into two acts, though there was no intermission. After the first act the group’s leader asked
us to join in applause “for those who really deserve it”, our troops overseas. It was fascinating that while some in the audience raised
the volume of their applause at that point, the majority quieted to little more than polite clapping. He added, “let’s bring them home—
safe”, and the whole place applauded loudly. As the applause died down he noted he’s been saying that at concerts for two years now,
and “I can’t wait until the last time I have to say it.” The roar again grew thunderous. It would be interesting to see how crowds react in
other parts of the country, but in Oregon at Christmas, we all wanted peace on earth. [It’s inexcusable that six years later we still
have troops abroad for no good reason.]

WEDNESDAY, December 29, 2004
Portland, Oregon to somewhere in Washington – on foot, by
streetcar, and by train
It was rainy and foggy this morning, which encouraged us to sleep in a bit later than we might have otherwise. People asked
after I got back how the weather was on this trip. Except for today it was bright and sunny in Portland, with highs around 50 and lows
around 40. [My pictures show it was also rainy on the day we arrived.] Today was noticeably cooler, and frankly rather dreary.
After enjoying the Econolodge shower one more time, we dawdled around the room watching the news. We learned of a
murder at a MAX station downtown (like most murders, in this one the shooter knew the victim and was “settling” a personal dispute)
and a stabbing (apparently drug-related) on Broadway near the MLK strip. We watched practically the entire state celebrating the
Beavers’ victory over Notre Dame, and we also learned that Iowa State had won a bowl championship of its own. Mostly, though, we
sat in stunned silence watching film of the tsunami damage.
As I walked into the motel office to check out the manager was on the phone. He finished his conversation and apologized
that he was talking with his wife in India. I asked if she had been affected by the tsunami, and he assured me that she was fine. “She’s
very far north,” he noted. Still, when such a disaster strikes even remotely close, it must be good to hear from one’s loved ones. [Just
a few months later I would feel a very personal connection when Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast. While I only
vaguely knew some people in Louisiana and Mississippi, I definitely wanted to know how those I did know were doing.]
We slowly made our way through the mist across the Broadway bridge and back to Union Station. We checked in quickly, and
the desk staff assured us that it would be okay again to use the Metropolitan Lounge—even though we would not be on a sleeping car
until evening, when we left Seattle. We arranged our luggage in the storage area of the lounge, and Margaret settled in to do some
reading while I went out to do a bit more exploring.
th
I walked back to 11 and Gilsan, the streetcar stop where we had gotten off yesterday. I caught the next car and rode all the
way to the south end of the line, Portland State University. The line (which they’re apparently extending) now ends at the PSU student
union, which oddly is located outdoors. The union is basically a big plaza full of umbrella tables, bicycle racks, and pushcarts hawking
gourmet coffee and street food. In spite of the drizzle and the fact this was between semesters, the plaza was full of people.

I left the streetcar to buy a paper and walk around the plaza. The streetcar had not yet left when I finished, and I figured I’d
start walking back toward downtown, look back at each stop, and get on the car when it caught up to me. The cars must have a long

layover at PSU, because I got downtown before the streetcar did. On the way I passed a lovely area called the South Park Blocks.
The name sounds like a euphemism for public housing, but this is actually one of the swankiest addresses in the city. Portland’s Park
Avenue is a grand boulevard with a block-wide median full of trees. South of downtown the street is lined with new-looking, but still
quite elegant, brick rowhouses. The women who walked their sweatered dogs in this neighborhood wore skirts in the morning and
sported formal hats atop their freshly coiffed heads.
I was quite cold by the time I made it downtown, and I went inside a department store mostly to warm up. Meier and Frank is
Oregon’s Marshall Field’s; indeed it’s owned by the same St. Louis company that recently bought the Chicago institution [and—of
course—like Marshall Field’s, is now Macy’s]. Like Marshall Field’s, the downtown Meier and Frank has animated displays in their
windows for the holidays. This year’s displays featured the twelve days of Christmas, with a different set of gifts portrayed in each of
twelve different windows.
The windows are about the only nice feature in the physical appearance of Meier and Frank’s flagship store. The place
reminded me of the downtown Younkers store in Des Moines [which is no longer there and may even have been closed in 2004].
It’s a dumpy building, but it’s loaded with very nice merchandise. I spent quite a while browsing through a variety of departments, and
it’s quite a nice store indeed.
I was prepared to make a couple of fairly substantial purchases at Meier and Frank, but I couldn’t. I literally couldn’t—the store
was open, but there didn’t seem to be a clerk anywhere in the cavernous building. That’s probably for the best. I’d already bought
more than enough on this trip. I didn’t need to spend any more money, and I certainly didn’t have the room to lug anything more home.
I walked up 6th Avenue toward Union Station, which is really quite a ways north of downtown. I probably should have stopped
at one of the bus stops and had any of dozens of buses that stop on 6th Avenue shuttle me northward. Instead I trudged through the
drizzle and got myself thoroughly soaked. That was no different than everyone else, though. Cold and drizzle don’t seem to faze
anyone in Portland; everyone was out, and most of them didn’t even have umbrellas.
I had read before I came here that Portland was the led the nation in coffee consumption per capita, beating even Seattle in
th
liquid caffeine. This certainly seemed plausible as I walked through downtown and up 6 Avenue, where there were coffee bars literally
everywhere. I passed one that had a sign wishing “Happy holidays — from the only independently owned coffee bar on the corner”.
They were on the southeast corner of an intersection, with Starbucks, Seattle’s Finest, and Java Hut on the other three corners. There
were two other coffee bars along 6th Avenue in the middle of the block, and nearby was a Border’s bookstore that probably had a coffee
bar inside.
What they don’t have in most of Portland is fast food. Unlike New York or Chicago, you don’t see McDonalds, Burger King,
and Subway on every corner downtown. Indeed, aside from the MLK strip, the only fast food I saw remotely close to downtown was a
McDonalds just north of PGE Park. I could have gone for an Egg McMuffin and some cheap coffee this morning, but there was
nowhere to get it.
Eventually I made my way past Portland’s vast Greyhound terminal and on to Union Station. The main concession in the
Amtrak station is—what else—a coffee bar. (There is also an expensive restaurant with a piano bar.) I bought a danish there, but
passed on the coffee, since they had it for free in the Metropolitan Lounge.
When I got back Margaret related to me that most of the morning the station crew had been busy re-booking people.
Apparently the Coast Starlight had been delayed by a snowstorm in California. (We found out later it was literally stuck in a snowdrift in
the mountains for eight hours.) Just as I got there, the same employees were on the phone dealing with another interesting problem.
Someone had apparently booked a ticket on the internet for their teenaged children to travel on their own. Unfortunately, unlike the
airlines, Amtrak does not allow unaccompanied minors on its trains. (That makes sense when you realize there’s a lot more ways kids
could wander and get into trouble on a train, and a lot fewer crew members to keep an eye on them.) The mother apparently tried to
argue that the older son was in charge of the younger one. Unfortunately he was also not an adult, and there was no one to be in
charge of him. It’s an honest mistake on the mother’s part, and probably easy to make when booking online. I’m sure she just clicked
“OK”, without actually reading all the fine print. Amtrak’s policy is firm, though. They would be happy to refund her money and assist
the boys in making other travel arrangements (which I gather meant Greyhound), but the kids wouldn’t be traveling by train.
[Presumably the kids in question were booked on an overnight trip. Amtrak actually does allow unaccompanied
minors, but only during daylight hours (which sometimes get extended into the evening due to delays). I’ve seen minors
traveling alone between stops in the Dakotas and Montana on the Empire Builder, on short-distance trains in California and
Illinois, and on the Adirondack in upstate New York.]
It was around noon when we boarded train #506, the Amtrak Cascades. To go along with our sleeping car tickets, we were
traveling in business class today. That’s something I probably won’t do again. It costs nearly double the coach fare (though that’s
really not all that much), and the perks aren’t really worth the price. Basically you have slightly more space than in coach, you get to
board before the “riff-raff” [when boarding at a terminal station], and you get a $3 voucher you can use for a discount on lunch. [I
have traveled business class on in-state trains in Illinois. The big advantage on those trains is avoiding the boarding crush at
Chicago Union Station.]
The Cascades brags that they use “Talgo technology”, state-of-the-art cars made in Spain. The green and brown cars are
certainly sleek, but they’re really not designed all that well. There is very limited luggage storage, and what’s there is very awkward.
The overhead storage is so high overhead that I could stand up in my seat under it. It’s hard to reach up there, and only the smallest

bags will fit in the narrow area between the shelf and the ceiling. (There’s auxiliary storage by the door, but it quickly became full.) The
lighting (necessary on this gray day) is mounted on the overhead storage, making it impossible to turn on or adjust while a passenger is
seated. Then there were the tables. They have trays that fold out from seat backs, similar to what you see on airplanes. Unfortunately
the man in front of Margaret reclined his seat after she’d put her table down, and it was almost impossible to get the tray back up. [I
personally find reclining seats extremely annoying, and I’d love to see them eliminated on all forms of transportation.]
As soon as the conductor collected our tickets we
made our way to a long line in the “bistro” (glorified lounge
car) to have lunch. I had “homemade” chili which came out
of a plastic bag, and Margaret had a microwaved teriyaki
rice bowl. I also got a bag of Tim’s potato chips, a rather
tasty Washington state brand. We also got soft drinks and a
cinnamon roll for dessert. You can guess that the $3
voucher didn’t come anywhere close to covering the cost of
lunch; it was, in fact, less than the cost of the chili.
The ride from Portland to Seattle is really very
attractive. Everything is green and forested, and even on a
gloomy day it looked quite pretty. We followed the Columbia
River from Vancouver to Longview and then played tag with
I-5 as we made our way north to Olympia. There are
supposedly nice views of Mt. St. Helen’s and Mt. Rainier
from the train. I’ll have to take someone else’s word for that,
since today we pretty much just saw forest and fog. I’ve
seen both of those mountains before, so I didn’t really feel I
was missing out on anything. The scenery changes abruptly
Website photo of empty interior of a Cascades business class car
just past Olympia, where the megalopolis along Puget
[Our car was not empty, but it did have the same 2 x 1
Sound begins. We crawled through the south suburbs and
configuration and extremely high storage shelves.]
into the dumpy city of Tacoma and then stopped again at
Tukwila, which is right by the Seattle airport. Surprisingly, past the airport we picked up speed and raced past warehouses, factories,
and the new football and baseball stadiums south of downtown Seattle.
Portland’s Union Station was beautiful. Unfortunately I can’t say so much for King Street Station in Seattle. Supposedly this is
also a historic terminal, but it has most definitely not been lovingly restored. [They apparently began renovations in 2003, though it
didn’t seem a whole lot nicer when I went out to Vancouver in 2007.] I got the feeling of being in the basement of an office
building. It was cramped and dirty, with plaster peeling off the walls and large sections ribboned off for construction. There was plenty
of fluorescent lighting, yet the place seemed dim. The station was furnished in black plastic and chrome; all it needed was coinoperated TVs to have the charm of a ‘50s bus terminal.
There
were
no
amenities to speak of in the
station. There was a ticket desk
with two employees with an
interminable line that I eventually
figured out we didn’t need to wait
in. There was also a single
restroom for each sex and a
couple of newspaper machines.
They didn’t have anywhere, not
even a machine, where you
could buy food or drink, nor
anything other than black plastic
chairs to wait.
We’d been
spoiled
by
Portland’s
Metropolitan Lounge, but this
was definitely the opposite.
Our schedule allowed
about 45 minutes to make the
transfer from the Cascades to
our train back east.
While
Amtrak assured us this was a
guaranteed connection, I was a
bit worried about making it. I
worried more when the train from
Portland got in about 15 minutes
Wikipedia photo of King Street Station – Seattle, Washington
late, which would be about the
time they should be announcing boarding for the Empire Builder. I needn’t have worried. Shortly before the scheduled departure at

4:45, they announced there had been a delay in the yard. Apparently a toilet in one of the coaches was malfunctioning, and the train
could not go until that was fixed. Once half an hour had passed, they told us our train was not allowed to leave the yard until two
“Sounder” commuter trains that were on the tracks left on their rush hour runs.
We waited … and waited … and waited. Margaret and I stood the whole time, because there wasn’t anywhere convenient to
sit without sacrificing our place in the sleeping car line. There was nothing to do except people watching, but there were certainly plenty
of people to watch. I found most interesting a couple of anorexic high school kids (I suppose they must have been in college since they
were traveling unaccompanied, but they certainly looked young) who were very much in love. They were basically making out right
there as they stood in line, oblivious to everyone around them. It was certainly appropriate that they had booked a sleeper; I doubted
they’d ever be leaving the room—and they certainly wouldn’t be using both bunks.
We were almost at the front of the line. The only group in front of us was a black family that was also kind of entertaining. The
mother was an enormous woman who was most noteworthy because of her cell phone. It rang incessantly, but she never answered it.
Each time it sounded, she would check the display (which I suppose said it was someone she didn’t want to talk with) and let it continue
to ring without answering. I wondered why she didn’t just turn it off, but she never did. She had two daughters who entertained
themselves by hitting each other and a boy that she scolded each time he opened his mouth. Basically the poor kid was just impatient
to board the train, and I can’t say that I blamed him.
It was finally about 5:30 when the Empire Builder made its way up to the platform. The
station attendant searched through an enormous key ring before he found the key that unlocked
the platform door. We made our way outside and on to the train. This time we were in room #12
of car #0830 (the third passenger car on train #8). Behind the engine there was a transition
sleeper (normally the crew dorm, but apparently they’d sold tickets in it for this trip, then two other
sleepers, of which ours was the second. The diner was immediately behind that, followed by two
coach cars.
Our car attendant this time was named Thomas. He was a young black man that
Margaret liked but I didn’t much care for. He seemed to do everything in slow motion, easily
taking twice as long as Brian had to make up or tear down the beds. He frequently let the coffee
and juice upstairs run dry, and he just didn’t strike me as all that friendly. It could be that he was
just overworked; the car was packed the whole way.
One thing we found interesting while taking this train is that the crew that goes to and from Portland is based in Chicago, while
the crew that goes to and from Seattle is based in Washington state. Everyone travels to their destination, has one night of layover
there, and then heads back home the next day. Having half the crew originate eastbound and the other half westbound means part of
the crew is always fresh. (The engineers and conductors, by the way, change at regular intervals throughout the trip. They apparently
work a maximum 12-hour shift and are scheduled to change more frequently than that.)
This car was quite a bit newer than the sleeper we had come west on. This was most evident in the color scheme. Instead of
avocado and burnt orange we had azure and plum, and instead of stainless steel we had beige enamel and plastic. The basic design
of the car and room were the same, but there were a few differences. We didn’t have a formal closet this time. Instead there was a
small bar with one hanger and a strap that could be fastened to keep clothes from flopping around while we traveled. The stairs to the
upper bunk were recessed slightly to provide just a bit of an opportunity for storage.
The public facilities were slightly different, too. The toilets flushed by closing the lid instead of just pressing a button. The
dressing room area of the shower was more cramped than on the other train, but the shower itself was nicer. We didn’t have to press a
button to keep the water running this time; just turning a dial let us shower for as long as we wanted.
There was one major problem in our room. There are two main overhead lights, but the one by Margaret didn’t work. We
figured a bulb was burnt out and immediately pointed out the problem to the car attendant. He said there was nothing he could do now
but would check on things when he could. To his credit, he did get back the following morning. Unfortunately he discovered it was not
a burnt out bulb, but rather an electrical problem. The rooms are dim enough under normal circumstances, but we’d have to live with
even dimmer lights throughout our return trip. [Lighting really is a problem in the Superliner roomettes; they’d do well to
overhaul them with compact fluorescents.]
The train was full. In fact, it was apparently sold out and at one point may have been oversold (they were seating short-term
coach passengers in the lounge). They made an announcement reminding coach passengers they were only allowed one seat per
person and apologizing that some larger parties could not be seated together. Because of the high volume, though, the conductor had
ordered that no seats or sleeping compartments be changed.
We left Seattle about an hour late and made our way northward. Supposedly the tracks run right next to Puget Sound. We
were on the wrong side of the train to see that, but it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. By the time we left it was too dark to see much of
anything. As we crawled through north Seattle and Edmonds I thought of my Aunt Alaire, who used to live in both places. We picked
up a lot of people at Edmonds and even more at Everett, where the train leaves the urban area behind and turns east toward the
mountains. We called Steve at Everett and had a nice conversation until we entered a trench and the cell signal cut out abruptly.
I thumbed through the Seattle papers and was amazed to find that one of the main sports stories was a profile of someone I
knew—well, maybe not knew, but at least was aware of. The Post-Intelligencer proclaimed “Healthy Collison Give Sonics a Boost” and

went on to tell about the stocky Iowa Falls boy who was the Des Moines Register’s “Mr. Basketball” a few years back. The last time I
heard Collison’s name was when I was down in Huntsville last summer and Garrigan alumni Scott McGuire, Ben Lickteig, and Brad
Nelson were recalling what it was like playing against him. The Bears had an awesome basketball team when those guys were in high
school. They pretty much dominated everyone in the conference—except Iowa Falls. While Brad could slam dunk the ball against
most of his opponents, Nick Collison pretty much dunked at will against him.
Nick Collison led the Kansas Jayhawks to the NCAA Final Four after high school, and I knew he was now in the NBA. I’m not
in any way a pro basketball fan, though, so it was news to me that Collison was now with the Seattle Sonics. According to the article
he’s the sort of “role player” that short (by pro standards) white guys are in the NBA, but is apparently making good contributions to the
team. He was apparently injured and didn’t play last year, but he’s progressing better than expected. According to the coach it’s even
possible Collison could start in the future. I couldn’t help but ponder the fact that in the past decade small schools out in the sticks of
north central Iowa have produced athletes who have played in the NFL, the NBA, the Olympics, and (hopefully soon) major league
baseball and the WNBA. On a per capita basis that’s got to be a pretty amazing record.
We were in the 7:30 seating for dinner, and we ate with a very pleasant middle aged couple from Milwaukee. The man was
actually originally from Michigan (one of the few people either Margaret or I ever met who had grown up in East Lansing), and the
woman had been born in Peru. That combination, of course, gave Margaret a lot to talk about, and I enjoyed our long conversation as
well. [When I look over these descriptions of our dining car companions on Amtrak, it’s rare that I remember a thing about the
people—and this couple was no exception. I’d obviously written down where they were from. For me, though, the
conversation at such a meal is at best forced, and I have very little desire to get to know people I’m spending an hour with but
will likely never see again.] Having had the most expensive thing on the menu on the way out, I pulled back a bit tonight and had
pasta with a tomato cream sauce (the vegetarian entrée). Margaret ordered salmon, the male dinner companion had beef medallions,
and the woman had turkey (the leftovers from Christmas were still the daily special). The other three had apple pie for dessert, but I
chose an item they called “chocolate pyramid”. There was nothing wrong with any of my meal, but I felt the others had made better
choices. The pasta was rather flavorless, and the pyramid (basically chocolate mousse hardened by gelatin) even more so. I wouldn’t
order either of them again. [I’ve had very good pasta on Amtrak. As I’ve said before, though, the biggest problem with the
dining car is inconsistency.]
We finished dinner as we neared Wenatchee, which is located in the apple country of central Washington. This was a
scheduled smoking stop, and the platform was swarmed with college kids lighting up. Even those two lovebirds I described earlier
managed to be torn from their room for a smoke. The kids were loud, as if there were a party on the platform. I’d gone out to stretch
my legs at a lot of the other smoking stops, but I decided it would be more pleasant to just relax in the room. When they sounded the
whistle and yelled “all aboard” the smokers made their way back to the train. They didn’t quiet down any, though. The kids were
definitely creatures of the night, and they’d be a bit louder than I’d care for (and I’d bet much louder than Margaret preferred) until quite
late.
At Wenatchee we saw the first edge of a snowstorm that would accompany us all the way to Minneapolis. Here it was
snowing lightly, but with big flakes. It looked like that fake snow they have in those TV Christmas specials. A good two or three inches
had already accumulated on the ground, quite different from anything we had seen in days.
There are many times on a train when it’s hard to grasp which way the train is going. That’s especially true when it’s dark, and
there aren’t any landmarks to judge by. Because of that I didn’t think much of it when we left the station in Wenatchee and I had the
sensation of traveling backwards. When the sensation continued I opened the curtain and looked out. It wasn’t just a sensation;
indeed we were headed in reverse. It turns out that they frequently pick up boxcars full of apples at Wenatchee to deliver to
Midwestern markets. We were backing into the yard to attach a boxcar at the end of the train. Why they didn’t do that before we
stopped at the station, I don’t know, but the train crew told us this was standard procedure.
It was not nearly as easy to sleep tonight as it had been on the way out. Part of that was the noisy college kids, but mostly it
was because the car was HOT. I usually like it warm when I sleep, but this was truly sweltering. Margaret turned the heat control down
to low, and I opened up the vent. I would have started to drift off, but then some idiots kept pressing the call button for the train
attendant. Thomas had told us before Wenatchee that he would be retiring at a certain time (well before the time these people signaled
for him), and that he’d be happy to make up any beds or deal with any problems before then. Obviously someone wasn’t listening
when he made that announcement. They pressed the stupid button time after time. When the attendant is not in the car (he’d be in the
transition sleeper to sleep himself) the call goes to the conductor, who could be several cars away. It can take quite a while to respond,
and these idiots had to keep pressing their button every few seconds until they got service.

THURSDAY, December 30, 2004
somewhere in Washington to somewhere in North Dakota – by
train
I must have slept some, because I didn’t notice when the Portland section of the train joined us at Spokane. This was a noisy
night, though, and I only slept in fits and spurts. What really woke me up, though, was that by morning the hot compartment had

become positively icy. The sleeper bunks are provided with only a sheet and one light blanket, and they were insufficient to keep me
from shivering this morning.
We were intrigued when we got up that we had almost totally different neighbors than we had gone to sleep with. We’d see
many other people come and go on the course of our trip. A lot of the sleeper passengers had gone only from greater Seattle to
Spokane or perhaps to Sandpoint, Idaho. They were replaced at those stops by new people, most of whom were traveling no further
than somewhere in Montana. In Montana we picked up passengers headed to North Dakota, and there we got people destined for
Minnesota and Wisconsin. We were some of the very few people who were going the majority of the distance the train travels.
I’d read that one of the reasons the Empire Builder is actually a profitable train for Amtrak (unlike most of its long distance
trains) is that turnover. This train is a lifeline to small towns throughout the mountains and plains, and people mostly seem to use it to
travel relatively short distances. Selling the same seat or sleeping compartment three or four times for short distances adds up to a lot
more money than selling it once for a long distance. [MANY sleepers were booked both to and from night stops, effectively
generating two separate fares the same night. It also amazed me that a number of people booked sleepers for trips that were
entirely during the day. Not only would that be extremely expensive, but I’d think it would also be more boring than traveling
by coach.]
Our breakfast this morning was with someone from one of those small towns the train links together. Best described as an old
coot, he was headed home to Malta, Montana. We had a rather forced conversation with him. The main thing I remember was his
comment “I hope you’re not environmentalists.” The papers talked about the changing face of Montana politics, but he definitely was
part of the old guard. We tried to make small talk, but not much came of it. When we noted in passing that the train was running an
hour late, he grumbled that “they told us the Seattle section was late making it into Spokane”. I had bacon and eggs for breakfast, while
Margaret had pancakes. We ate quickly and soon were back in the sleeper.
We had a long stop
at
Whitefish,
Montana,
where it seemed as if we
shuffled half the passengers
on the train. Dozens of
people got off, but equally
many got on. We waited
nearly twenty minutes while
they unloaded skis that
people had checked.
It snowed all day
as we made our way across
Montana.
The sky was
gray, and it was mostly dull
and dreary. The best part of
the day was heading
through Glacier National
Park. It was day this time—
albeit it snowy, foggy day—
and we were able to enjoy
the spectacular mountain
scenery.
The mountains end
Rocky Mountains in Glacier National Park, Montana
abruptly at the eastern edge
of Glacier park [the front range of the Rockies is equally abrupt for its entire length], and we had a boring, snowy trip across
Montana. I got out at the service stop at Havre, where I noticed the train had grown considerably since yesterday. We’d picked up
three coaches, two sleepers, and the lounge with the Portland section of the train, plus another engine. That made a total of fifteen
cars on this train.
In addition to being dismal, it was cold today. Montana was having record highs when we came westward, but now the
weather was more seasonable. Most of the state was expecting lows well below zero, together with single digit highs. It had been hot
in our room when we tried to get to sleep last night, but it never warmed up this morning. Margaret turned the heat adjustment all the
way to “high”, but still nothing seemed to happen. I think the car attendant (or perhaps the engineer) had turned off the heat during the
day, figuring active people wouldn’t want it as much. He turned it on at night so people would be warm for sleeping. At any rate the
only heat we had today was generated by our reading lamps [which run amazingly hot, but would hardly heat the entire
compartment].
We had lunch with a mother and daughter from the Green Bay area. The daughter said maybe thirty words all through the
meal, and the mother said less. I had a burger for lunch, which was cold when I got it—it fit the mood of the day. [I really think they’d
do well to re-design the diners to allow tables of one or two. They say that “meeting new people at dinner is part of the fun of
train travel, but it’s just about the least favorite part of it for me.]

We basically sat in the room and read as we made our way across Montana. I read lots of local newspapers, I read a lot of the
brochures I had collected, and I read the $40 a Day book in its entirety. [It really is a fascinating book that gives a good “behind
the scenes” view of the show—including a couple of very negative reviews of places that were featured on the show only
because they were cheap.] Margaret read her Latin American history book. As we broadened our horizons through the printed word,
the horizons around us continued to be little more than white gloom.
Today was definitely not our day when it came to dining car companions. At dinner we had an elderly couple that was
traveling in the room right behind us. They were from the Kalamazoo area. The man was Anglo, and the woman was Filipino. For the
first half of the meal they said almost nothing, but after that they wouldn’t shut up. Both of them spoke in soft, monotonous voices that
all but put me to sleep. I mostly tuned them out and to stay awake went back to people watching. There was an interesting couple a
few tables in front and across the aisle from us. The boy was an enormous blond chap with a close-cropped who wore loose jeans and
a T-shirt that said “Spartan football”. He seemed happy-go-lucky and unfazed by anything. His tiny girlfriend (or perhaps wife, but I’d
bet the former) had peroxide platinum hair, maroon lipstick, and dark green eye shadow. She wore a tight tailored black business suit
and seemed to wear a perpetual scowl on her face. I could definitely see what the boy saw in the girl, but it sure wasn’t her personality.
He didn’t let that bother him, though. She seemed to boss him around constantly, but he let everything go in one ear and out the other.
I’m pretty sure they were traveling in coach, and looking at what they both ordered I’d guarantee you he paid for both their meals. The
tiny girl had the beef medallions, the most expensive entrée available. She only ate half of one of the medallions and didn’t even touch
the potato. The huge football player, on the other hand, ordered the cheapest thing on the menu—the same pasta dish I had
yesterday—and cleaned his plate.
My dinner was a cross between these two. I had the beef medallions, and I cleaned my plate. They were truly outstanding. I
also had apple pie a la mode, and it was also excellent. Margaret had pork shank, which I gather she also liked. The man from
Michigan also had beef, and the woman had marinated chicken thighs. They both ate about half of their dinner. [I always have been
one to clean my plate, particularly in a restaurant setting. Unless the food is horrible, I figure if I paid for it, I should eat it.]
We had Thomas make up the beds when we were stopped at Williston, North Dakota. It really wasn’t that late, but we were
tired. Once again the heat came on too hot, and again the call buzzer kept beeping. That kept me awake until we got to Minot. The
conductor came on at that point. He apologized for making an announcement so late (it was around 10:00) and then said, “Ladies and
gentlemen, we are entering a skating rink.” He noted that highways throughout North Dakota and Minnesota were closed because of
an ice storm and warned the coach passengers to stay where their seat tags were and to vacate any unoccupied seats because “we
expect to have many customers not on our manifest”.
I fell asleep shortly after Minot and slept reasonably well. Margaret was awakened during the night when the same couple we
had eaten dinner with were taking very loudly in their room.

FRIDAY, December 31, 2004—New Year’s Eve
Somewhere in North Dakota to Albert Lea, Minnesota – by
train and car
It was pushing 8:00 by the time we got up this morning. When I went to the shower there were two towels and six soaps left
there. From the towels I could tell that exactly 10 people (including me) had showered since Seattle. Far more people than that had
been in the car and could have used the shower. It amazed me that more didn’t take advantage of it. [It was particularly convenient
that we were on the lower level on this trip. Last Christmas we took a sleeper on our way to New Orleans, but that time our
roomette was on the upper level. It was awkward and annoying to get downstairs, so I didn’t bother with the shower—nor
with getting off the train to stretch my legs at rest stops.]
Our breakfast companions today were a delightful couple from Pensacola. They had been married fifty-two years and were on
their way back from visiting their daughter and her family in Seattle. The woman was originally from Pass Christian, Mississippi, a place
I spent much time on the beach while in graduate school. She was almost a caricature of a cultured Southern lady of “a certain age”.
Her husband was a jovial gentleman who reminded me a lot of my Uncle Harvey. Like Harvey and Max they seem to find themselves
busier in retirement than they were when they worked for money. They seemed genuinely interested in meeting and getting to know
us, and I certainly enjoyed visiting with them.
The food itself was less memorable this morning. Both Margaret and I had quiche, and this was one of the most flavorless
quiches I’ve ever tasted. Had it not been hot, I’d have thought it was a cheesecake—though it would have been pretty flavorless under
that name, too. The coffee today was also rather bland; I think they make it weaker as the train heads east. At least the hash browns
were good.
Breakfast filled the time from St. Cloud to St. Paul. We were still running about an hour behind at St. Cloud, but it was closer
to 1:15 by the time we stopped in the Twin Cities. We had a long stop at St. Paul’s Midway station, and most of the time we were there
we didn’t have electricity on the train. Apparently there was a problem with one of the engines, and they had to get that fixed before we
could depart again. By the time they did, we were running a little over two hours late.

Empire Builder at Midway Station – St. Paul, Minnesota
A ton of people boarded in St. Paul. They added yet another coach (for a total of six), and several new people boarded our
sleeping car. That didn’t make much sense to me. I can understand wanting to have a sleeper for an overnight trip, but even if the train
continued late, these people would still get to Chicago by late afternoon. They’d have more space in coach, and it would be a lot
cheaper. I’m still pondering why someone would want to get a sleeper during the day. With the exception of those lovebirds from
Seattle, I can’t think of anyone for whom it would make sense. [If money were no object, I’d prefer to book two tickets: a coach
seat during the day and a sleeper for night travel.]
We had a pleasant ride right along the Mississippi through St. Paul and the suburbs. There’s a big oil refinery in Inver Grove
Heights. We crossed the river there, so that for most of the journey southward Margaret and I looked out at the bluffs and towns rather
than the water. The Amtrak route guide describes the nearby landforms as “mountains”. They’re not really wrong. Indeed, the
landscape along the Mississippi is more rugged than much of the Cascades. It’s weird to hear that term applied to Midwestern
geography, though.
We were scheduled to get into Winona at 9:51am, but it was more like 11:45 when we actually arrived. Still, given some of our
earlier experiences on Amtrak, we weren’t complaining. I’d actually bet we’d be later than that and had made a motel reservation on
the way home (which I found out too late had to be cancelled the day before arrival) expecting a later arrival. If the train continued on
approximately the same schedule, there shouldn’t have been anyone with problems making connections in Chicago.
It was amazingly warm in Winona. We’d left the snow behind in Minneapolis, and here it was downright balmy. I could hardly
believe it had been below zero when we left a week ago. Today was sunny and probably around 30. Thanks to the warmer weather
my car started right up. We were off in a flash and were nearly back on the highway before the train pulled out of the station.
We stopped for lunch at McDonalds in Winona (quarter pounders and shakes) and then had a pretty drive down the Great
River Road to Lansing. The train crosses into Wisconsin at Winona, so we wouldn’t be seeing exactly the same sights as they did. The
Mississippi is beautiful from both sides, though, and it was very pleasant driving today. [The information in this paragraph is
actually false. The Empire Builder runs along the west side of the Mississippi from Winona to La Crescent, where it turns east
and crosses the river to La Crosse, Wisconsin. When I went out to Vancouver on a later trip, I actually played tag with the
train as I drove south from Winona.]
We followed highway 9 west from Lansing to Waukon, where we stopped to buy gas. The price was $1.599. A few months
ago (when we topped $2 in Algona) I’d have bet I’d never see that price again. (For those interested, gas was around $1.75 in
Portland, exactly what it is here at home.) We then followed county roads back to Margaret’s home east of Decorah.
I paused just a second to let of Margaret and her stuff, and then I was on my way again. Since I had a reservation I couldn’t
break, I figured I might as well use it. I headed back to Minnesota, stopping to browse at the Alco in Spring Valley and to buy some
shoes at ShopKo in Austin. Then I checked in for the night at the Comfort Inn in Albert Lea. The parking lot was packed on New Year’s
Eve. I don’t know where everybody was, though; the motel itself was very quiet. I had an uneventful evening, welcoming in the New
Year by shaking my car keys like we did to make bell sounds at the cathedral.

SATURDAY, January 1, 2005—New Year’s Day
Albert Lea, Minnesota to Algona, Iowa – by car
As it turned out, I probably should have gone all the way home last night. I was up around 7:30 and had a quick breakfast at
the motel. Most of the guests seemed to rave over their breakfast bar, which featured fresh waffles. [This would have been right
about the time that hotels all over the country were starting to put in waffle bars.] Waffles don’t do a lot for me, and about all I
could find to eat otherwise was a bagel.
I drove quickly south to the Iowa border but was feeling rather hungry. There’s a new Burger King out in the middle of
nowhere just inside Iowa, so I decided to pull off there and have some more breakfast. It turned out they were closed on New Year’s
Day (makes sense, I suppose), and I noticed as I turned around in their lot that it was starting to drizzle. Soon after I got back on the
interstate it turned to hard freezing rain. I was thankful I had new tires on my car, but even so it wasn’t all that easy to control as the
freeway quickly turned to ice.
I hate driving on interstates in bad weather. You never know what speed people are going to drive. I very quickly got tense
9
and frustrated, and I decided to exit onto highway 9. I bought gas at the corner there ($1.79 ) [the station is now closed, and there
are “NO SERVICES” signs at that and the next exit along I-35] and scraped a thick accumulation of ice of my windshield. Then I set
off slowly westward. I never made it out of fourth gear as I drove to Forest City, Garnet, Britt, and Wesley. It normally takes less than
90 minutes to go from Albert Lea to Algona, but today it took about 2½ hours.
I did make it home safely, though. I unpacked the car and tried (mostly unsuccessfully) to shift gears and get back into “school
mode”. This was a relaxing and enjoyable vacation, but I must say it ended too quickly.

