Brad Nelson’s stats on the new scoreboard at Joe Davis Stadium – Huntsville, Alabama
[UPDATE: November, 2010—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.]
After another busy summer—teaching two college classes and taking two classes online—I was ready for a pleasant getaway.
[As I write this revision, I’m enjoying a comparatively light fall, the first time in ages I haven’t been teaching a college class.] I
knew that would be the case well ahead of time, and I had been planning since March to make another trip to see the former student of
mine who is playing professional baseball. I wasn’t sure at that point just where Brad would be playing, so I hedged my bets when I
found an incredibly cheap airfare to Cincinnati—close to midway between where the AA and AAA teams would be playing. [I think at
the time the Brewers’ AAA team was in Indianapolis; they’ve since moved to Nashville.] As it turned out Brad Nelson would
again be playing AA ball. It’s not that he hadn’t played well enough to deserve a promotion (indeed he led his team in almost every
category), but pretty much no one in the Milwaukee system got an August promotion this year. Moreover the AA team in Huntsville was
in a pennant race, which the AAA team wasn’t, and it made sense to keep a team that was doing well together. While I always want to
see Brad advance, I must say it was good to be returning to somewhat familiar territory.

MONDAY, August 9—Algona, Iowa to Oskaloosa, Iowa
For the most part I just waited around most of this day. I had arranged to start this trip by visiting my brother Steve and his
wife Terry, and I would actually like to have gotten down there earlier. Unfortunately I placed an order with Amazon.com, and UPS was
supposed to be delivering the package today. UPS requires that the recipient sign for every package, so I had to stick around home
until it arrived. I had done some serious cleaning in my apartment last week, and I really didn’t want to mess anything up. So, I didn’t
do much of anything all day long—just watched some TV and did a little bit of work on the computer. It was mid afternoon when a
brown truck finally pulled up outside my apartment. I signed for the package and left without even opening it. [Fortunately Amazon
has switched and now sends most of their goods via the U.S. Postal Service, which is far easier to deal with than UPS. The
postal service rarely requires signatures, and when they do you can just go to the actual post office and pick up your package
there. There’s no equivalent place where UPS items can be claimed.]
The left rear tire on my car has had a slow leak for some time, probably going back to last summer when I returned from a trip
with the quiz bowl team to find that tire flat. The tire was repaired, but it has had problems on and off ever since then. I didn’t really
want to leave my car at the airport and come back to find a flat tire. So I stopped at Casey’s before leaving town and slightly over-filled
the tire with air. I also got some juice and then set out on my way precisely at 2:30pm. [I think that may be the last time I actually
put air in my tires. I’ve since replaced my tires at least once (I think twice, actually), and—knock on wood—they current ones
seem to be doing fine.]
It was very windy as I drove southward on highway 69. I set the baseball theme of the trip by listening to a new audiobook I
had bought (another purchase from Amazon.com) called The Oldest Rookie. The book is the autobiography of Jim Morris, the son of a
Navy man who was drafted by the Milwaukee Brewers out of high school (sound familiar). He later played in the White Sox system.
Unlike Brad, Morris was a pitcher and also he was also a low-round pick who didn’t represent much of an investment on the team’s
part. He made his way through the low minors, playing midday games in the heat of a Phoenix summer, freezing through a Beloit
spring, and choking on smog in small towns in California. Like Brad, Morris was injured while playing in the California League. He had
what is now known as Tommy John surgery (done by the same surgeon who pioneered the method on the famous pitcher for whom it
was named). A series of further injuries seemed to essentially end his career. More than a decade later Morris found himself teaching
biology and coaching high school baseball in a small town in west Texas. His players were impressed with Morris’ pitching ability, and
they made a deal with their coach that if the team made the playoffs the coach would go to a professional try-out. The team did make

playoffs, and almost on a whim the late ‘30s has-been joined a bunch of 18-year-olds at a try-out for the Tampa Bay Devil Rays. He
had apparently fully recovered from his injuries, because the Tampa Bay scouts were impressed with his 97 mph fastball. In a
Cinderella story he quickly made it through Tampa’s minor league system and eventually went on to pitch in the big leagues. While he
was not, strictly speaking, the oldest rookie ever, he was the oldest in many decades—closer to my age than to Brad’s, and his story is
rather inspirational.
The book gives a fairly honest account of life in professional baseball, and it tells how things have changed in the last twenty
years. Morris’ experiences when he returned to baseball were remarkably similar to what Brad described, while the early experience
was more like the primitive conditions portrayed in Bull Durham. There is also a major undertone throughout the book telling how
different levels of players are treated by their teams. Brad is definitely lucky that while he may not be the Brewer’s top prospect, he is
definitely on a short list of players who are essentially being groomed to play in Milwaukee [though that would change as time
passed]. He had a horrible season following his surgery last year, but there’s no question that he’s still on that list. The Brewers have
a sizeable amount of money committed in Brad. Between a signing bonus, a guaranteed college scholarship, full payment for his wrist
surgery (which seems to be the hitter’s equivalent of Tommy John), and his minor league salary, they’ve easily spent half a million
dollars so far, and the only way that investment will pay off for Bud Selig and his friends is if Brad makes it to the majors. Because he’s
a prospect, Brad could have a couple of bad years in a row and still be given the benefit of many doubts. Other players, though, can
have outstanding seasons in the minors, but because the big team doesn’t think of them as “real prospects” they just flounder in
anonymity. If you’ve seen Bull Durham, the two main male characters there provide a good example of this—a young prospect who
almost overnight is rocketed to the big leagues and a veteran who holds the minor league record for career home runs who’s proudest
moment was spending two weeks in the “show”. … On this trip I’d get to meet some of each type of player from Huntsville’s team, and
it really is sad just how much real talent is wasted. A pro sports career is a long shot, though. Of the fifty players drafted by a team
each year, only ten or fifteen will ever make it any higher than A-ball, and on average just two of those fifty ever make it to the majors.
Somehow six levels of minor league teams have to be staffed, though, and the teams count on the veterans to stick around and fill out
the rosters in AA and AAA.
The audiobook made time pass quickly as I made my way down to Ft. Dodge and then east to Webster City. Because of the
wind I chose not to take I-35, but instead headed down US 69 for a more leisurely trip to Ames. On a whim I stopped for lunch at a
Panera bread franchise in Ames. I have seen those elsewhere, but never really knew what they were. Having eaten at one, I can’t say
I’ll be rushing back. I had French onion soup in a sourdough bread bowl together with a salad. It was overpriced and under-seasoned.
[It’s amusing to read the negative comment about Panera, since I’ve been back to the chain—both in Ames and elsewhere—
numerous times. Panera is certainly not cheap, though as fast food prices have skyrocketed, they are more competitive than
they used to be. They also offer good “real” food served quickly and in a pleasant atmosphere.]
I hit Des Moines right at rush hour, but traffic moved along fine. I made my way down highway 163 and arrived in Oskaloosa
around 6:00. There appeared to be no one home when I got to Steve’s. Surprisingly the dogs let me in and didn’t even bark too much
when I sat down and made myself at home in the living room. Terry apparently was resting upstairs, and before too long Steve came
back from shopping at Wal-Mart.
We spent most of the evening just visiting. We also got to basically solve some brain teasers. Terry, who is a legal secretary,
has been taking a series of classes for certification as a paralegal. She presented some of the case studies that she had been given in
her studies, and we had fun discussing them. Before long it had gotten quite late, and it was time to go to bed.

TUESDAY, August 10—Oskaloosa, Iowa to Berea, Kentucky, via Milwaukee
I was up earlier than I had been most of the summer, but still later than I usually sleep while traveling. I joined Steve for a trip
to Jaarsma’s, the Dutch bakery that shows off Oskaloosa’s heritage. Oddly, the place doesn’t open until 7:30am. We arrived around
7:25, and we actually had to wait for them to unlock the door. (Can you imagine a Krispy Kreme or Dunkin’ Donuts not taking
advantage of the morning commuters?) We went back to Steve’s home and enjoyed snacking on Dutch treats (in particular a delightful
frosted apple bread) as we watched the Today show on TV. [That’s just about the only time in my adult life I’ve watched any of
the morning shows. Even when I’m home (like on a snow day), they’re not something I ever watch.] Someone at the network
must have goofed, though. In their second hour they gave a promo for what had already been shown in the first hour.
I left Oskaloosa around 8:30. Even stopping for coffee at Hardees, I managed to get to the Des Moines airport by 9:45. With
the security level again raised and an unusual ticket (that the airline had involuntarily changed), I heeded the advice to check in early.
Needless to say that was unnecessary. It took no time whatsoever to check in at Midwest Airlines, which gave me more than two hours
to kill on the incredibly concourse at DSM.
I continued the baseball theme by reading through the book Moneyball, which I had picked up at a Borders store on a recent
trip to Minneapolis. Moneyball made quite a sensation in both the sports and business worlds when it came out a couple years ago.
The book looks inside the offices of the Oakland Athletics. In spite of Commissioner Selig’s constant whining that only rich big-market
teams like the Yankees and the Cubs can afford to field winning teams, the A’s have consistently won with one of the lowest payrolls in
baseball. The book looks at their strategy of running baseball like a business—using computers to determine the monetary value of
every player and then drafting and trading in a way that uses their money most efficiently. The A’s had come to realize that many of the
skills that baseball “insiders” value highly (most notably running speed and the ability to steal bases) have almost no monetary value in
that they don’t really contribute much to winning games. What they determined did matter for hitters was on base percentage and the
ability to draw walks. They also went against the established method of grooming prospects in the minors and instead looked at the
stats of those veterans that were languishing and promoted them based on merit. The A’s pay almost all their staff the minimum salary

(then $150,000 a season, now $300,000 [and since raised to $400,000]). When the players reach free agent status they happily trade
them to owners who are willing to pay more. The book was an easy read; in about six hours of traveling I finished all but the last two
chapters—and I spent a lot of that time doing other things besides reading. I can’t say this book presented any great revelations about
either baseball or business, but it was an interesting way to kill time.
I had an overpriced but really rather tasty ham and cheese sandwich from the snack bar on the concourse. I also had some
vending machine coffee. It came out of the machine in a very pale yellowish, beige color (looking more like something that should be at
the opposite end of my body from my mouth). I was expecting it to have no flavor whatsoever, since the water appeared to have barely
touched the grounds. It was surprisingly strong and tasty, though—in spite of what it looked like.
Around noon it came time to board flight YX 2162. The plane was a small jet, the same kind of plane that flies to Mason City.
In Minneapolis they connect jetways to those planes, but here in Des Moines we had to walk out to the tarmac and then ascend the
stairs. Once on board we got a rather apologetic announcement from the young pilot: there would be a delay. This wasn’t because of
any problem with the plane or a back-up on the runway or even a passenger who hadn’t shown up yet. No, we had to wait because
Dick Cheney wanted to fly. The Vice President had spent the morning campaigning in Des Moines, and he was apparently now leaving
the airport. (I had seen an enormous military jet while I was wandering around the concourse earlier, and that was almost certainly Air
Force 2.) The FAA closed the airport, allowing no take-offs or departures for about a 45-minute period to make sure the air space
around Cheney’s plane was clear. Those 45 minutes just happened to begin almost exactly when we were scheduled to take off.
Those who know me well know that I don’t care much for President Bush and I care even less for Dick Cheney. I’ll save any
cheap shots, though. It certainly makes sense that the Vice President should have special security, even if it does inconvenience other
travelers. It surprises me, though, that he doesn’t fly into a military base (like SAC in Omaha) rather than a commercial airport. I’d hate
to imagine the ripple effect if they had to shut down O’Hare for 45 minutes because of a politician. [I know there are traffic
nightmares when motorcades make their way through cities, but I’ve never heard about airport issues—though there certainly
must be some.]
The pilot gave us the choice of sitting on the airplane or going back to the gate area. The majority chose to go back, so we
again walked out on the tarmac and then went back into the terminal. Everybody checked that their connections would be okay. Some
would be tight, but it appeared that everyone would be able to make it.
Once the Vice President was safely aloft, they called us back out to the aircraft. We had to wait a bit because someone had
left the gate area and had to be tracked down and brought back to the plane before we could take off. In the process of waiting for her
we lost our place in line for take-off, so it was about an hour late when we finally took off.
I was flying on Midwest Airlines (formerly Midwest Express), which I had chosen because back in March they offered a
ridiculously cheap fair from Des Moines to Cincinnati. (Had I followed the original routing, I would have stopped in Louisville on the way
to Cincy [and flown all legs in small planes].) Midwest is an interesting company. It was originally the aviation division of the
Kimberly-Clark Corporation—the company best known for brands such as Kleenex, Scott, Kotex, Huggies, and Depends. The
company headquarters are in Appleton, Wisconsin, but they operate paper mills in just about everywhere in North America that there’s
a forest nearby (I remember a Scott tissue mill that “perfumed” the air in Hattiesburg when I was in college). Corporate executives
needed to fly to inspect plants in places from North Carolina to Washington state to Quebec, and the aviation division maintained a
large fleet of small jets to shuttle the big wigs around.
In the early ‘70s Kimberly Clark realized that as
long as they were flying into all these little mill towns
anyway, there was money to be made in offering
commercial service. Using Appleton as a hub, K-C
Aviation used those corporate jets to fly scheduled
service into towns like Rhinelander, Cheboygan, and
International Falls—plus a lot of places you’ve never
heard of. For most of these places it was the first air
service they ever had. When airline deregulation came in
the late ‘70s, they expanded service to include more
traditional destinations and moved their hub to
Milwaukee. In the ‘90s the airline was spun off from
Kimberly-Clark. Today they bill themselves as a “luxury,
no-frills” airline (leather seats, but no meals and no first
class section), and they’re one of the few airlines that’s
actually making a profit. Because Milwaukee is an
underutilized hub, virtually all their flights are on time
(except those, like this one, which are delayed at their
origin)—another big selling point.
Like most airlines, Midwest contracts out most
of its short-distance flights to smaller regional carriers.
Website photo of Midwest Airlines cookies
Technically YX2162 was on “Midwest Connect”, operated
by Skyway Airlines, Inc.” Ours was a short flight (an hour on the schedule, about 45 minutes in the air), but they managed to provide
very pleasant service in that time. Midwest prides itself on serving freshly baked chocolate chip cookies (baked on board the aircraft,
sending a delightful smell all through the plane), and we I enjoyed one of those together with orange juice and coffee (which looked

much more natural than the vending machine version).
flight, and before long we were beginning our descent.

Otherwise I read some more of Moneyball,. We had a wonderfully smooth

[Midwest Airlines officially ceased to exist about a month before I wrote this revision. The company was taken over
by Republic Airlines, a holding company that doesn’t actually operate under their own name. They merged Midwest’s
operations into Frontier Airlines, another branch of the same company. Frontier has its main hub in Denver, and cities that
had Denver service on Frontier (like Des Moines) no longer had their flights to Milwaukee cut. No longer anyone’s hub, MKE
airport is struggling to reinvent itself. They now call themselves Chicago—Milwaukee Airport, a “hassle free” alternative to
O’Hare and Midway. There is a direct train connection between MKE and downtown Chicago, though it takes about twice as
long to cover that distance as it does to get in from O’Hare on the ‘L’.]
Apparently all planes landing in Milwaukee enter from the east. We flew right above I-94 over the city and then looped far out
over Lake Michigan before doing a U-turn and heading back over the south end of the city. [I’ve since learned that at most airports,
whenever it is feasible, planes land into the wind.] As we flew over the lake, one of the most prominent things I saw was a sewage
outlet. Milwaukee’s sewage was very much in the news a few years ago when some of it found its way into the city’s drinking water,
sickening thousands of people and killing over twenty. Milwaukee both takes water from and discharges sewage into Lake Michigan,
th
unlike Chicago where a marvel of 19 Century engineering allows the city’s sewage to drain away from the lake into the Mississippi.
The discharge and intake pipes in Milwaukee are well separated, but under certain weather conditions accidents can happen. Since
the tragedy they’ve completely redesigned the system. Now even storm run-off receives a complicated waste treatment before it is
discharged. The “sewage” coming out east of the city today could legally be called potable water. They also moved the intake valve
even farther out (it’s something like 50 miles out in the middle of the lake), and they now chemically treat all their water before it enters
the distribution system.
Once we passed over land again, we flew over what was really a very attractive residential area. Milwaukee’s south side is
made up of century-old brick homes on surprisingly spacious tree-filled lots. There’s nothing luxurious about the place, but it looks like
a good solid middle-class neighborhood—and it’s certainly more attractive than the endless warehouse strips that surround most
airports.
We arrived in Milwaukee (which locals seem to pronounce muh-WOKE-ee, with a bad slur and no “L” sound whatsoever)
around 2:50, having made up about 15 minutes of the time Dick Cheney stole from us. I rushed off the plane and down the concourse,
because I knew I had a fairly tight connection. We arrived on the “D” concourse (which appears to be exclusively used by Midwest),
and my plane for Cincinnati left in less than an hour from the “C” concourse. Something really annoying about the Milwaukee airport is
that to get from one concourse to another you have to leave the secure part of the airport and go into the main terminal. Then you go
back through security to enter the other concourse. There’s no “cut-off” like they have at O’Hare or Minneapolis to avoid having to go
through the terminal.
Since I was in the main terminal anyway, I chose to check in for the second flight at the ticket desk. There was quite a wait at
security, but it moved along efficiently, and I ended up with about 15 minutes to wait before the second flight boarded. I took that time
to call Steve and let him know I had gotten safely this far and to share the amusing anecdote about the Vice President delaying my
flight.
My original reservation had been an e-ticket to fly from Des Moines to Milwaukee and then to continue on Midwest on a flight
that went to Cincinnati, stopping in Louisville en route. (That there was an intermediate stop and that it was all on small planes was
probably why this itinerary was 30 – 50% less expensive than any other.) For good or bad, in mid-summer Midwest dropped their
Cincinnati service. They contacted all customers that had reserved on that route and arranged to re-book them on similarly scheduled
flights on Delta airlines. Delta had a flight that left Milwaukee slightly earlier than mine was originally supposed to leave. Since it was
non-stop, it arrived in Cincinnati almost an hour before I would have otherwise. There was a similar available flight on the return trip.
Midwest booked me on them, and issued paper tickets to me for the trip—which is kind of annoying, because check-in has to be done
in person when you don’t have e-tickets. I could tell from how the trip was pro-rated on the receipt that they were probably losing quite
a bit of money in the deal. After paying off Delta, the ticket left a grand total of $18.00 for the round-trip between Des Moines and
Milwaukee. I doubt I could drive from Des Moines to Milwaukee and back for that little, let alone fly.
I had never flown on Delta airlines before this trip, but I had heard lots of bad things about them. My most recent experience
was when Steve flew back from Florida in June. He flew via Atlanta and was supposed to arrive in Des Moines mid-evening. The flight
was delayed and delayed until it ended up arriving around 2am. I had heard of bad delays from other people as well, plus horror stories
about dirty aircraft and rude, indifferent service.
I mention all this because I was quite pleasantly surprised with Delta. Both this flight and the return one were some of the
most pleasant flights I’ve had. Flight DL 1144 was on a Boeing 737. I usually think of those planes as old, but if this one was it had
been immaculately maintained. The plane was also only about half full. I had a window seat, but with no one in the center I didn’t feel
cramped at all. There was a minor delay on take-off, but the pilot kept us informed of its cause and duration. The flight attendant was
pleasant, and she was willing to refill drinks—something they made a point of not doing when I flew United a year ago. The flight was
absolutely smooth; even the landing was barely noticeable.
[Delta has since taken over Northwest Airlines, so they now have the monopoly on service to most of the upper
Midwest. The service is pretty interchangeable on every airline these days; they’re all chintzy. I can’t say I’m thrilled with
Delta, but my experiences haven’t been as negative as others have suggested they might be.]

The flight from Milwaukee to Cincinnati is not long, especially in a bigger plane. It’s 55 minutes of flying time, with the
scheduled times including generous padding for take-off and landing delays. We arrived at the gate well ahead of schedule, shortly
after 6:00 Eastern time.
CVG (the initials supposedly come from “Covington”, the Kentucky city that is the nearest place of size to the runways) is a
nice airport. It’s clean and bright, easy to negotiate, and (unlike Milwaukee) big enough to have a wide range of amenities. The only
amenity I took advantage of tonight was the restroom. I then followed the signs to “ground transportation” and immediately on leaving
the door caught the shuttle bus for Alamo car rentals.
There were somewhat more questions at the counter than on other occasions when I’ve rented a car, but it was still quick and
easy. The biggest difference was that here they wanted proof of insurance, while in California and Florida no one seemed to care
whether I was insured or not. [I don’t think I’ve been asked for proof of insurance on any subsequent rentals either. Insurance
is mandatory almost everywhere in the USA, so I suppose it’s just assumed. That makes me wonder whether Kentucky has a
compulsory insurance law.] Once they were satisfied that I had substantial insurance, everything else was a quick formality.
Rather than being assigned a car, they gave me my choice of any of those that were parked in the “compact” section.
Detroit’s idea of compact these days is quite a bit larger than mine. [Only now, with the 2011 model year, are they finally starting
to make true economy cars again.] The only cars that I would say vaguely approached “compact” were two Chevy Cavaliers. One
was silver with Ohio plates, the other blue with Illinois plates. (It was interesting that while CVG airport is in Kentucky none of the cars
bore Kentucky plates; it must be cheaper to license them across the river.) For no reason other than that it was prettier, I chose the
blue Cavalier. I also figured I was a tourist, and with Illinois plates I’d certainly look like one in Dixie.
On leaving the rental lot, most traffic goes straight ahead on the I-275 beltway. I instead turned right and followed Donaldson
Road, a very pleasant two-lane “back way” into the airport that is probably what most of the employees use. Donaldson Road leads to
the town of Erlanger, a combination suburban strip and old hick small town. I was pleased to pass the motel where I’d be staying the
final night of this trip and find that it was easy to get to. I also noted the price of gas ($1.78 [a full dollar less than it currently is in
Algona]) and was pleased I had opted to return the tank full rather than pay a higher rate to have Alamo fill it.
Before long I turned south on I-75, which bills itself in brochures as “Kentucky’s Main Street”. Unless you live in Louisville, it is.
75 connects Cincinnati and Lexington, plus about a dozen places each the size of Mason City or Burlington—all in less than 200 miles.
In “Northern Kentucky” (which everyone seems to call the Cincinnati suburbs) it varies between eight and ten lanes, and it is deservedly
six lanes wide in even some very remote areas.
I drove about twenty miles south through the mess of
suburban sprawl that is Northern Kentucky before pulling off for
dinner. I stopped at a branch of a Cincinnati legend, Skyline
Chili. I’d heard about Skyline on the Food Network cable
channel and read about it in travel magazines. The original
Skyline was founded by an immigrant family a century ago and
named because of the view their rowhouse business had of
downtown Cincinnati. It’s grown into a big regional chain, and
it’s apparently the place to eat in Cincinnati. It was interesting to
see what the fuss was about.
To a casual visitor, Skyline looks and operates a lot like
the Steak & Shakes you see all over Illinois. You can either use
the drive-through window, or you can sit down at padded booths
for waitress service. The principal item on the menu is chili
served over pasta—something else they have in common with
Steak & Shake. You can order 3-way, 4-way, or 5-way chili. 3way includes spaghetti, chili, and a ton of grated cheese; 4-way
adds onions, and 5-way adds beans. They also serve chilidogs
(which they call “coneys”) and a wide assortment of salads and
Website photo of Skyline’s 3-way chili
low-carb “wraps”. I had 5-way chili, a delicious salad with parmesan peppercorn dressing [I still remember how tasty the salad was], and iced tea.
Skyline serves Cincinnati-style chili, and I had heard and read that this is an acquired taste totally different from Tex-Mex chili.
It is certainly different, but it was a taste I easily acquired. I liked it far better than the texture-less paste they tried to pass for chili in
California. Cincinnati chili is rich and meaty, and it’s spicy—though with different spices than most people would probably expect.
There’s not a lot of pepper or vinegar; instead it’s brown spices like cinnamon and cloves that give much of the flavor. I always put in
some cinnamon when I make chili myself (though I also include a lot of the more traditional flavors), so this didn’t taste too far out to
me. The meaty mass mixes well with the onions and cheese, and it really made for quite a delicious meal. The chili was quite
inexpensive, though with the salad it definitely approached restaurant meal prices.
I continued south on I-75 to Lexington. Just south of there it began to rain hard. I was thankful this was a six-lane highway, so
that the idiots that wanted to go fast could do their hydroplaning well away from me. It absolutely poured for the better part of an hour
as I crept along at about 40mph. Finally, just one exit north of my destination, the rain let up.

My destination tonight was Berea, Kentucky. I still don’t know if that’s supposed to be pronounced “buh-RAY-uh”, “buh-REEuh”, or even some other way, but one way or another, it seems like a pleasant little city. Berea is a college town, the home of Berea
College, the first racially integrated school of higher learning in the South. Today B.U. offers a full-ride scholarship (with work required)
to every one of its 1,000 or so students, and it enrolls exclusively students from low-income families, both from the nearby Appalachian
back woods and from third world countries around the world. Right after I returned from the trip, Newsweek cited Berea University as
one of the top colleges in the country.
I never saw the college, and I really didn’t see a whole lot of Berea. I pulled off the interstate onto a suburban strip at the west
edge of town and never went east of the interstate (where the real “town” is) at all. I did read through the local paper, though, and I
sampled a couple of programs on the public access cable station.
I was staying at the Berea Econolodge. This, like most of my accommodations on this trip, was chosen because it was
essentially free. Econolodge has a program where you can collect rebate stamps on cards and turn them in for a discount of $10, $25,
or $50. [They’ve since merged their promotions into the Choice Privileges program used by sister brands like Comfort Inns.]
Thanks mostly to having housed the quiz bowl team in an Econolodge in Arlington earlier this summer, I had accumulated two $50
cards and one $25 card. My room in Berea cost $26.75, plus tax, so I ended up paying around four dollars. [I’m assuming four
bucks more than the $25 card.] The room I got was adequate, if in no way luxurious. I had a king bed, a large TV, and a tub with a
shower massage in the bathroom. The climate control unit worked, so I had no complaints—and I wouldn’t have even if I paid the
asking price. [I wish I could pay that price ANYWHERE these days.]
Mentioning the climate control unit brings to mind another thing I should mention in today’s log. Here, as everywhere on this
trip, the meteorologists were predicting record low temperatures. I began the night with the air conditioning on, but before long I
switched over to heat. The low tonight was supposed to be around 45, and they said it might even hit 39 at places in the mountains.
The weather men and the service people I encountered at hotels and restaurants always spoke apologetically about the weather, as if it
were a bad thing to have chilly nights and days that were less than sweltering. I just reveled in the fact that for just about the first time I
could remember in the South it wasn’t ungodly hot.
I spent much of the evening sipping juice I’d bought at a nearby Chevron station and thumbing through the newspapers I’d
acquired during the day. I was pleasantly surprised to read the name of the young man I was visiting in the Milwaukee Journal—
Sentinel I had bought while changing planes earlier in the day. It wasn’t a major feature; still, I’m pretty sure it’s the first time I’ve ever
read about someone I knew in a paper that wasn’t in their home town. In their Brewers coverage each day the Journal—Sentinel
includes an “On the Farm” section that highlights recent minor league accomplishments. Brad Nelson was the only player mentioned in
the AA write-up. They noted he had gone 2 – 4 with a home run, scoring the winning run in the Stars’ narrow victory over the Carolina
Mudcats. That was especially good news to read. Brad had been struggling a bit at the plate about a week ago. He had done better in
the first couple of games at Carolina, and this confirmed that the slump was indeed over.
I turned the heat on low, set the sleep timer on the TV. I watched a bit of the Little League World Series and a bit of CNN.
Then I fell asleep listening to background information about the Olympics. Apparently the sleep timer didn’t work [a fairly common
problem on hotel TVs], because at one point during the night I woke up and the TV was still going.

WEDNESDAY, August 11—Berea, Kentucky to Huntsville, Alabama
I was up shortly before 6:00 this morning. After showering I quickly downed some stale doughnuts in the motel lobby and then
set off for the day. I sped down I-75 for about ten miles, but then turned off at Renfro Valley and followed back roads most of the day.
It was certainly not the quickest route to my destination, but it made an interesting drive.
It was extremely foggy as I drove along Kentucky highways 461 and 80, US 27, and Kentucky 90. The roads wound through
mostly rural area, up and down hill after hill in the foothills of the Appalachians. I was struck here by something I had also noticed last
summer. Most of the industry in Kentucky tends to be located out in the country, usually miles out of town. At morning rush cars were
headed from the little towns out to the middle of nowhere, where people went to their jobs in enormous assembly plants. It’s similar to
the factories in Spain—all well away from the towns that serve as their addresses. I suppose they must locate out in the boonies
because land is cheap there. Perhaps they can get away with fewer pollution regulations, too. Whatever the reason, it makes things
look sort of inside-out in Kentucky. [Not long ago an ethanol plant was built in the middle of nowhere in northern Kossuth
County, a few miles west of Lakota and half an hour from the nearest “real” town—Algona. That reminds me of the rural
factories all over the south.]
Another familiar sight in Kentucky was school buses. Just like last summer, school was in session. In fact much of Kentucky
had started school a week and a half ago, August 2nd. Everywhere I went on this trip children either were already in school or would be
th
starting next Monday at the latest. Our school start is later this year than it normally is. We don’t begin until August 25 [that date has
crept earlier in recent years], when many of the kids down here have been at their desks for almost a month.
Just north of Albany, Kentucky I turned onto U.S. highway 127, the road I would be on most of the day. Highway 127 runs
halfway between two major interstates (65 and 75), so it doesn’t really lose traffic to either of them. It’s also one of those roads that
hasn’t really been modernized since it was built decades ago. I was taking it mostly to avoid the congestion of Knoxville and
Chattanooga, but I got plenty of congestion from the endless small towns that make up the Tennessee hill country. I’ve mentioned in
other travelogues just how populated Tennessee is. Towns that look to be ten miles apart on the map in fact string along the road so
that one is indistinguishable from the next. Combined with the rugged terrain, I almost never made it above 40 mph. Thank goodness

Tennessee is really quite a narrow state north to south; I kept trying to imagine what it would be like to traverse the 450 miles east to
west on a two-lane road.
The strangest thing about highway 127 was that all the way across Tennessee it came across as one big endless yard sale.
Everywhere I went people were having yard sales. Some were small one-family sales, basically a bunch of junk piled out in the front
yard. Almost all Southern homes have junk piled on the lawn; only “for sale” signs and a tent where the proprietor sat to guard her stuff
indicated that this was a commercial enterprise. Every few miles there was an established flea market, an utter tent city to which
people had brought junk from miles around. I might have expected this on a weekend, but it amazed me to see so many people selling
stuff on a Wednesday when school was in session.

[It turns out the 127 Corridor Sale is an official event. It’s been going since 1987 and even has its own website, as
seen above. They advertise “675 miles of bargains” running from Hudson, Michigan to Gadsden, Alabama—which means I
saw just a small part of the thing. The sale apparently always starts the first Thursday in August and runs through the
following Sunday.]
Tents seem to be required for yard sales in Tennessee. Whether individual or in groups, everyone had those big half-tents
(roof with no sides) that cross-country teams use to mark their territory at meets. The student council helped Garrigan’s cross-country
team buy their tent, so I have an idea of what those things cost. Unless the yard sales are basically permanent (which they seem to
be), I can’t imagine anyone would make any money with such a big up-front investment.
Actually it’s hard to believe anyone makes much money at this stuff, period—the possible exception being whoever leases out
the land where the big flea markets are held. I got the feeling that most of the people involved in this process are retired. They seem to
use the yard sales as a prime means of socializing. They drive from one sale to the next, eventually making it back to their own yard
where they probably just put out the same junk they just bought elsewhere. I didn’t stop at a single one of the places myself. I’ve got a
house full of junk already, and I certainly don’t need to augment it with other people’s cast-offs. [A second-hand shop opened last
summer in Algona, and it seems to be doing quite a business. I can’t imagine why people would be so interested in other
folks’ cast-offs, though.]
It intrigued me that virtually everybody I saw in Tennessee was white. There were a fair number of other races (especially
Hispanics) in Kentucky, but pretty much all the Tennessee hillbillies were white. On other trips I’ve seen a lot of black people in
Tennessee’s urban areas, but I’m not sure I saw a single black face as I made my way down highway 127.
After about three hours I stopped for breakfast in Crossville, Tennessee, a small city located where U.S. 127 crosses interstate
40. I had ham and eggs at a Waffle House. The food was good, but the waitress was downright rude. I made my way past more yard
sales and flea markets, eventually turning off onto state highway 28 for the last few miles of Tennessee.
I also bought gas in Crossville. The car didn’t have the economy of my Metro, but it didn’t get bad mileage. I didn’t ever
formally calculate things, but I could make pretty good estimates and I figured out it always got at least 30 mpg, and that it would do 35
on occasion. It was also an easy car to drive, and just might be something I’d look at for my next car. The main problem with this
particular car (the specific vehicle, not the model) was that starting today and continuing through the whole trip, the “CHECK ENGINE”
light was on. I know from experience that that almost means a minor problem with the emission control system. Almost never does it
involve a problem that would actually keep the car from running. [Indeed the equivalent light in my car has been on for almost
100,000 miles now.] Still, even though this car ran fine through the whole trip, seeing a light on always makes you wonder.
At South Pittsburg (just west of Chattanooga) I joined a familiar highway, U.S., 72. This four-lane follows the Tennessee River
across northern Alabama and then cuts straight across extreme northern Mississippi to Memphis. I followed it last summer when I saw
the cave at Ruby Falls. The part of 72 just south of Chattanooga is one of the most scenic highways in America. It slices through some
really quite rugged mountains, the sort of terrain that looks like it belongs where they’d grow potatoes rather than cotton.
My next stop was at a point of interest I had visited last summer, the Unclaimed Baggage Center in Scottsboro, Alabama. I
had purposely packed less than the clothes I’d need for this whole trip, figuring I’d enjoy browsing through other people’s abandoned
possessions and find something interesting. Indeed, I did. I found two designer shirts that I’d have never been able to afford had I
seen them at Marshall Field’s. Here, though, I got those, plus three lesser items—all for about $30.
I also stopped at a Dollar General Store in Scottsboro to pick up some beverages and thus save myself paying motel vending
machine prices. This chain (which is also in little towns around Iowa) is absolutely everywhere in the South [it’s based in
Tennessee], usually locating in a cheap location on the wrong side of town. A couple weeks ago I had seen the controversial film

Fahrenheit 9/11 (a film I’d likely have never known existed and certainly wouldn’t have thought of going to—that is, until the
conservatives made it forbidden fruit), and I was reminded here of something from that movie. In making the point that the poor bear a
disproportionate burden fort protecting our country, director Michael Moore noted that military recruiters almost always focus on “the
other mall”, the place poor people go to buy necessities rather than the trendy mall out on the edge of town. Scottsboro Plaza
Shopping Center serves a multi-racial clientele that is almost exclusively poor. In addition to Dollar General, a small grocery store, a
Rite-Aid drug store, a fabric store, a senior citizens center that looks like it used to be a small department store (probably one of those
stores Wal-Mart abandoned as they expanded), and recruiting stations for three branches of the armed forces.
After browsing through Dollar General at Scotsboro Plaza, I made my way east to the nice shopping development that is trying
to put “the other mall” out of business. Centered on a Wal-Mart super center, east Scottsboro features a strip of brand new mini-malls
and “big box” stores that string along highway 72 for over two miles. The mostly white shoppers here can choose from the same
assortment of businesses you’d find west of Mason City or at the east end of Mankato. I couldn’t help but notice that nowhere on the
nice strip was there any military recruiting station.
I had lunch at a Krystal restaurant in the middle of the strip, the exact same place I ate at last year when I had come through
Scottsboro. Just across the parking lot from Krystal was a large store called “Shoe Dept.” that stocked close-outs of major brands of
shoes. I spent more money than I should have but managed to stock up on footwear that will hopefully last me at least through the
coming school year. (The trick would be finding a place for it in my luggage for the trip home.)
I had a pleasant drive down the rest of highway 72. Again things looked familiar—the lovely vistas of the TVA reservoirs, the
“Vulcan” convenience stores, and even the permanent construction zone at the east end of Huntsville. Once in Huntsville I exited onto
Memorial Drive and drove past Joe Davis Stadium to verify when tonight’s game would be. The electronic sign in front (with dreadful
lime-colored letters on a black background) confirmed a 7:05 start time. I then did a U-turn under Memorial Drive and exited onto
University Drive, the endless strip where Huntsville goes shopping.
As far as I can tell, University Drive goes nowhere near a university. There are a couple of colleges in Huntsville (Alabama
A&M and U of A—Huntsville), but both are quite a ways from the street that seems to have assumed their name. Once it gets past a
public housing project on the edge of downtown, University (which is the route of US 72 through Huntsville) becomes a six-lane express
street, with stop lights about every half mile. The South’s lack of zoning shows in an eclectic combination of widely spaced businesses,
separated by the entrances to gated condo developments. I drove west a couple of miles on University to an area just north of the
enormous NASA facility that serves as motel central for the tourists that are here to visit the city’s major attraction.
My destination today was Huntsville’s Comfort Inn. [The franchise has since traded down and is now a Quality Inn.] This
was the one motel I was actually paying full price for ($49/night), and it was probably the nicest place I stayed on the trip. That’s really
damning with faint praise, because there was certainly nothing exceptional about this Comfort Inn. Like virtually every hotel in the
South, this one was very cheaply constructed (you can get away with that in a warm climate) and featured exterior entrances, with most
rooms overlooking a small pool. They could have renovated an old Motel 6 and come up with a similar effect. The room was not
unpleasant, though. Its only real problem was paper thin walls (with a badly patched hole in one place), but fortunately it was a corner
room, and the one other room that bordered it housed relatively quiet people. The room was quite large, and it featured a refrigerator
and microwave, and again a massaging shower head.
Something strange about both this motel and the Econolodge where I stayed last night was that while both places used
electronic door locks, both had the key cards for each room made up in advance, with the room number written right on the key. I
always thought that the whole point of electronic locks was so the lock could be changed repeatedly. Obviously they don’t do that here,
though.
It would be hard to find a duller location than the place where this motel was located. Immediately next door was the entrance
to “Stonehenge”, a gated condo community not unlike those with which California is overrun. [I really don’t follow the attraction to
such places, but apparently there are lots of people too scared to live in the “real” world.] Also nearby was a Holiday Inn
Express, a La Quinta Inn, a Super 8 motel, a Ramada Inn, and a Budget Inn. Beyond that a bunch of car dealers separated the motels
from various fast food places and convenience stores that were vaguely nearby. I also spotted a Walgreen’s store that appeared to be
within walking distance and set off toward there. It wasn’t really that far away (though every strip in the South takes up more space
than it needs to; there’s a lot of wasted space between the businesses), but to get there I had to cross University, which was almost
impossible. I ended up walking along the shoulder to the next stoplight, waiting over two minutes for the light to change so I could cross
the street, and then back-tracking to Walgreens. I made it back to the motel and decided there wasn’t much reason to set out on foot
from there again.
I couldn’t help but notice that my baseball playing friend was the main story in the Huntsville Times’ sports section. The overly
cute headline read “Biscuits Crumbled by Stars’ Full Nelson”, and the story noted that Brad had gone 3 – 3 at the plate yesterday, with
a home run, a double, and an intentional walk. The headline referred to the opposing team, the Montgomery Biscuits—a team that had
just this year relocated to Alabama from the Orlando area. I forget what the team’s name was when they were in Florida, but it had to
be better than “Biscuits”; indeed it would be hard to think of a stupider name for a sports team than “Biscuits”. In these days of political
correctness, though, a lot of the older sports names have been questioned, and many newer teams are getting downright silly names.
The Huntsville Times also noted that seven of the roughly 692 fans in the official attendance yesterday (the stadium seats
10,000) were “Nelson’s buddies from Iowa”. I didn’t know exactly who was included in that group, but I could make some pretty good
guesses. I was betting that Scott McGuire, who was student council co-president with Brad while they were in high school, was one of
them. I’d also have put money on Ben Lickteig, a teammate of Brad’s when Garrigan made it to state in baseball who went on to play

ball in college. I taught Brad together with both of those guys in my Math V class. They’d all been friends since they were little kids,
and it was no surprise that they’d continue to be so today. It was strange to think that Brad’s classmates were about to begin their
senior year in college. Since that group graduated, Brad is really the only one with whom I’ve had any real contact, and while he’s been
in professional baseball for three years now, he still seems very much like he did when he graduated. [A few years later I’d have
even more of a shock when I saw the same guys at Brad’s wedding. In their late 20s now, they were settled in a wide range of
careers and seemed much older than I’d remembered. Brad was older, too, of course—but seeing him regularly made the
changes less noticeable.]
It was bright and sunny
around 6:00 when I left for the
stadium. I parked (for an exorbitant
$4 fee) and made my way to the
“will call” window. Last year there
had been a screw-up, and my name
was not on the pass list when I
showed up. Today they didn’t even
have the pass list there. That didn’t
matter, though. When I said “Brad
Nelson”, they just asked how many
tickets I needed and printed a
freebie without even blinking.
My ticket was for Section
F, the same place where my
complimentary seat was last year.
“F” is a section right behind home
plate that is mostly filled with
starting pitchers who aren’t throwing
tonight). There was absolutely no
one in that section when I arrived,
and the usher looked very
suspiciously at me as I made my
way there. I flashed the ticket, and
suddenly he became friendly on
seeing I did indeed belong there. I
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dropped my stuff and then went out to the concourse to get a cheesesteak and some pop.
About fifteen minutes before game time the sky clouded over rapidly and the grounds crew (who had just finished watering the
infield) brought out the tarp in preparation for rain. When it started sprinkling I made my way back to the concourse, where I
encountered the crew from Garrigan—Scott and Ben, together with Scott Black, Steve Courtney, Andy Pierson, and Ben Richter. The
seventh person in the delegation was a college friend of [one of the Garrigan kids] who I honestly didn’t care for at all. The boy was
from McHenry, Illinois, one of the “ex-burbs” northwest of Chicago that is connected to the city by a commuter rail line but is really more
rural than suburban. The kid [a spoiled brat if ever there was one] was already quite drunk, and he loud and really quite annoying.
The Garrigan kids, though, were all very friendly and seemed genuinely happy to see me. They noted that Brad had told them
I was coming, and that both they and he were looking forward to my visit. Whether that was entirely true or not, I don’t know, but they
certainly made me feel like I was a welcome guest rather than an old fogie twice their age who was crashing the party. …
As we chatted it began to pour, and it quickly became clear that tonight’s game would be a rain-out. Even on the concourse,
water leaked down from under the upper deck. We killed some time browsing through the gift shop and then just hung around waiting
for them to make an official decision. Eventually they did cancel, and we hung around some more waiting for Brad to finish up so that
he could come out and join us.
[This past year I went out to Tacoma, Washington, to see Brad and encountered similar weather. Unfortunately there
was no meeting later in the season when they could re-schedule the game I was at, so they were determined to play it
regardless of the weather. They ended up starting that game almost two hours late, playing in cold and drippy weather, and
not finishing until after midnight.]
Brad eventually came out of the clubhouse. He went out of his way to make me feel welcome and to thank me for coming.
The kids discussed a number of possible places the group could go for the evening, and I wasn’t sure just how I’d fit into their plans. I
was very grateful when Brad chose a place all of us could feel comfortable. While others were talking about going back to the strip club
or other places that I think were geared to a younger or livelier crowd than I’d be comfortable with, Brad announced in a tone that left no
room for argument that we were going to the Third Base Grill. I had heard ads for this place while listening to Brad’s games on internet
radio. The place is a sports bar, and they bill themselves as “the official post-game party of the Huntsville Stars”. They serve both food
and drink, with live music nightly. While I was toward the older end of their clientele, this was still a place that both the college kids and
I could relate to. I don’t know if Brad chose this intentionally as a place where everyone could be comfortable or if it was just
somewhere he liked, but from my point of view, he couldn’t have made a better choice.

The college kids were sick of being cramped together in the van, so they divided up into different vehicles to head to the Third
Base Grill. A couple went with Brad in what I noticed was a new vehicle, a modest red car much smaller than the Bravada he had been
driving. He definitely traded down, but especially with gas prices bring what they are, it’s a much more sensible vehicle. Ben Lickteig
joined me in the Cavalier, and we soon left the parking lot.
The directions Brad had given to get to the Third Base Grill were basically that it was just a little ways south on Memorial
Parkway. I figured correctly that it was far enough south to be beyond where the parkway was limited access, probably down by the
Econolodge I had stayed at when I was here a year ago. We made it that far, but there was still no Third Base Grill to be seen
anywhere. Not wanting to get completely separated from the group, Ben and I pulled into a restaurant called Copeland’s (another place
that advertises on Stars’ games—“the taste that’s all New Orleans” [I’d go to their location in Slidell, Louisiana, on a subsequent
trip.]), and Ben went in to ask for directions. He asked three different waitresses (though I wonder if part of that was a chance to flirt
with them, rather than the girls not knowing where things were), and eventually we found out our destination was about a mile farther
south. When we got there the people from the other vehicles were waiting for us, and we all made our way to the entrance.
I think this was just the second place I’ve ever been
in my life that had a bouncer (the first being a dance club on
Cedar Falls’ College Hill). A hefty young man carefully
checked IDs for everyone except Brad and me. Presumably
Brad was a regular, and it was certainly clear to anyone that
I was well above legal age.
I went immediately to the restroom and returned to
find the group (together with one new person—the thirtysomething man who dresses in the mascot costume at Stars
games) gathered around three tables that had been pushed
together. I was pleased to find the lone empty seat was
right between Brad and Ben Lickteig. Brad was the reason
I’d made this trip, and of the group of his friends, Ben was
probably the easiest to talk to. It was certainly more
enjoyable than had I gotten stuck between the kid from
Chicago and the mascot. [I’m pretty sure the space by
Brad had been left for me intentionally—and I definitely
thank my baseball-playing friend for that.]
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There were already four pitchers of beer on the
table when I sat down, and the drinks kept flowing freely. I noticed that Brad presented the waitress with a card with the Stars logo and
asked about it. Apparently the players get discounts at a variety of businesses; at Third Base Grill they get 50% off everything they
order and can run a tab rather than paying each night. Given the discount and the rather high prices (about double what drinks cost
when I was in college), it was only sensible that Brad should put things on his tab.
The discount definitely attracts the Stars’ players. As we entered, Brad casually said “Hi, Tone” to a young black man who
was walking out. The man was centerfielder Tony Gwynn, Jr., the son of Brad’s childhood hero, and one of the “big three” prospects
who were supposed to be the stand-outs on this year’s Stars’ team. (The other two were Prince Fielder, big leaguer Cecil Fielder’s son,
and Richie Weeks, who was the #1 college player a couple years ago; those three have stolen the spotlight from Brad this year—for
which he seems mostly grateful.) Also in the bar were third baseman Chris Barnwell (Brad’s roommate on the road), shortstop Ozzie
Chavez, and a group of mostly Hispanic pitchers that just got called up to AA. While he freely admitted that he didn’t really know any of
them, Brad shares a house with the pitchers. He had leased the house together with some of his friends on the Brewers, who are
pitchers. They were injured, and the new pitchers took their place in the house.
[Prince Fielder would soon become a staple in Milwaukee’s big league roster—effectively taking the position Brad
would have had were he not injured in A-ball. Rickie Weeks went on to get significant playing time in Milwaukee, though he
would also suffer a variety of injuries including a torn muscle that kept him off the roster through all of 2009. Anthony Gwynn
(as “junior” prefers to be called) made the Milwaukee roster but never got much big league playing time with the Brewers. He
was traded to the San Diego Padres, his father’s life-long team, where he now is a big league outfielder. While Chris Barnwell
has played in the big leagues, he (like Brad) has become a journeyman minor leaguer. “Barney” left the Brewers as a free
agent and spent time with the Florida Marlins and Houston Astros organizations. In 2010 he played for Indianapolis, which is
now the Pittsburgh Pirates’ AAA team. Ozzie Chavez moved to the Phillies organization in 2008. He never made the majors
and is now retired from baseball.] …
There was a lot of drinking going on tonight, but it was noteworthy that Brad drank the least of anyone in our group. He, of
course, had to work tomorrow, and while he was certainly not against having fun, he wasn’t going to let a night on the town screw up
his career. I drank the next least, though I still had quite a bit more than I should have. The college boys drank like college boys, but
the real lush was “Homer”, the mascot. (I don’t know his real name; the skunk-like mascot’s name is Homer the pole cat, and
everybody seemed to call him Homer. out of uniform, too.) He downed beer after beer in gulps, easily emptying a couple of pitchers all
by himself.
I had a nice visit with both Ben [who was in the process of applying to optometry schools at the time] and Brad. …
Suddenly, though, the live music started, and it was soon too loud to hear much of anything. This was confirmed when Brad (who had

not eaten since lunch) ordered chicken wings and the waitress brought him shrimp. He ate them, though he’s about as much of a
seafood fan as I am. …
As the music got louder and louder, the evening became increasingly less pleasant. I eventually excused myself, knowing that
the group was likely to have a better time in my absence. I found out later that Brad left shortly after I did and Johnny left a little while
later. Apparently the Garrigan grads partied with “Homer” all night long, though. I don’t think I’ve had so much to drink since I was the
age of the kids in that bar. …
This was certainly not the evening I’d have planned, but it was enjoyable nonetheless. It was fun to pretend to be young for a
night. I must say, though, I could never be one of those people who spends his life in college. I don’t regret for a minute that I’m not in
my twenties anymore.

THURSDAY, August 12—Northern Alabama and Southern Tennessee
Even with having celebrated the rain-out a bit too much, I was still up early this morning. I had some juice and danish at the
motel and then set off for the day. I was still a bit hung over [really more tired than anything], but much more competent driving than
I was last night.
The light just west of my motel was for Alabama highway 53, a road that angles northwest from Huntsville to the town of
Ardmore, which straddles the Alabama/Tennessee border. I was very thankful that I was driving out of town this morning. Highway 53
is two lanes, but it’s a major commuter artery. The inbound traffic was bumper-to-bumper about two-thirds of the 27 miles from
Huntsville to Ardmore.
I stopped for coffee and an Egg McMuffin at the McDonalds in Ardmore and then joined interstate 65 for the trip across
southern Tennessee. The speed limit here is 70mph, and it surprised me that almost no one did any faster than that speed. I took exit
#65 (which is more than halfway across Tennessee, just south of Nashville) and made my way past a run-on suburban strip to the
quaint old town of Franklin. It would be interesting to go back to Franklin and spend some time walking among the lovely old Victorian
homes and handsome downtown buildings. As it was I just stopped for gas and more coffee and then moved on.
My reason for coming here was to explore part of the Natchez Trace Parkway. The parkway is a long, narrow strip
administered by the National Park Service. It features a two-lane limited access road that closely parallels the old Natchez Trace, one
of the most historic trails in America. The trail connected Nashville with the town of Natchez, on the Mississippi just north of New
Orleans. Traders often made a big circle, taking the Ohio and Mississippi rivers downstream, but then walking the inland route back
north. I had explored the southern part of the Natchez Trace in Mississippi, but I had never seen the northern portion.
[I first heard
of the Natchez Trace
decades ago when I
saw the play The
Robber Bridegroom
in college. The play
is set along the
historic trail, and
I’ve had a desire to
explore as much of
the
route
as
possible ever since.]
Franklin
is
about four miles from
the northern terminus
of the Natchez Trace.
I didn’t go all the way
to the terminus, but I
did get on before any
of the points of
interest mentioned in
the
park
service
brochure.
I drove
slowly down the road,
stopping at almost
every pull-out, and
doing
almost
ten
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miles worth of hiking
near the start of the Natchez Trace Parkway – Franklin, Tennessee
on the adjacent trails.
One trail in particular preserved a long stretch of the original Natchez Trace. At places along it you can see how it was progressively
widened from a single footpath to a road that could accommodate horse-drawn wagons. Another trail was very poorly marked; almost
any clearing in the woods could have been the trail. Eventually I realized that someone had painted small white dots on the trees about

every hundred yards that were in fact the trail markers. I walked from white dot to white dot, eventually making a big circle that took me
back to my car. [More recently I’d encounter similarly marked trails in Hawaii. It would be helpful to have a sign or brochure at
the trail entrance indicating what sort of trail markings are being used.]
It was fascinating how different the forest is up here, compared to what it is in Mississippi. In Tennessee the Natchez Trace
runs through almost entirely deciduous forest, while it’s almost all pine trees further south. I think it would be beautiful to drive through
here in fall, and it was certainly pleasant in summer as well.
The weather couldn’t have been nicer. The locals were again complaining about how cold it was, but I couldn’t believe how
beautiful the weather was. It was in the upper 50s and lower 60s most of the day, hitting a high of around 70 in the late afternoon. I
couldn’t have picked a better day to do some fairly strenuous hiking.
I followed the Natchez Trace Parkway back into Alabama, taking more than three times as long as I had to cover the
equivalent distance on the interstate. I eventually made it back to U.S. 72 at milepost 2, just two miles from the Mississippi border. I
drove east to Tuscumbia, Helen Keller’s birthplace where I had stopped a year ago.
I stopped at a Jacks restaurant in Tuscumbia for a late lunch (or perhaps it was an early dinner) of chicken strips on salad. A
year ago I stopped at a Jacks and wrote a very negative review in that travelogue. This Jacks was very pleasant, though. I think the
chain is something like Taco John’s; the different locations are highly variable. This one was clean and bright, the service was friendly
(almost overly so), and the food was good.
Highway 72 splits into two alternate routes at Tuscumbia. I had already taken the southern route, so for variety I took the
northern one today. From Tuscumbia I drove north to Florence and then east to Athens and Madison. It’s probably about 75 miles
from Tuscumbia to Huntsville, and along the northern route, it was basically one big strip (with a few downtown areas thrown in) the
whole way. Huntsville, which is a little smaller than Des Moines, is by far the largest place in the area, but the combined population of
dozens of little cities in the Tennessee valley is easily a million people.
The road through here is dreadful. That wasn’t really a surprise, since almost every road in Alabama is dreadful. (The
interstates are the major exception.) Unlike in Iowa, the highway engineers in Alabama never saw a need to bypass towns. Instead
almost every highway goes right straight through the downtown area of every little town, and four-lane “express” routes become
endless suburban strips. There are traffic lights everywhere, and people are forever turning off, which makes traffic crawl along through
supposedly “rural” areas.
It was about 4:30 when I made it back to the Comfort Inn. I changed clothes and before long drove over to the stadium. There
was a double-header tonight to make up for the rain-out yesterday, so things started an hour earlier than usual. I paid another $4 for
parking (no refunds on the parking fee for rain-outs [a standard policy at all ballparks—and it really does strike me as unfair]),
claimed another free ticket, and made my way inside. The Garrigan grads were sitting along the third base line, next to the Stars’
dugout. I chose to join them there rather than sit by myself in Section F. …
Brad’s friends were included in almost all of the promotions between innings. Scott Black and Steve Courtney performed the
dizzy bat race (which, in their condition, they probably could have done without spinning around), while Ben Lickteig participated in the
“home run derby”. That required him to hit three balls off a batting tee set up in the outfield near second base. Making one “home run”
earned a T-shirt, two earned a cap, and three earned a $50 check. It was hardly a surprise that the top college player on his team (who
has launched a couple dozen legitimate home runs since leaving high school) took home the check. [I found out at Brad’s wedding
that Ben had in fact never gotten the check. Probably there’s some stipulation that you have to come back to the stadium
later to claim it in person. Whatever the reason, he never got it.] When they threw T-shirts into the crowd at one break, they made
sure a couple of them went to the Garrigan group. Most of the kids had already gotten T-shirts at a previous game, so they decided to
give one of the freebies to me. On a whim I had them sign the shirt just like professional athletes might. I had Brad sign below all of
them, and I’ve got the shirt hanging in my room at school with some of my other “Brad” memorabilia. [I still have it, though it’s no
longer on public display.]
Both games tonight were basically pitcher’s duals. After two outstanding offensive games, Brad was less spectacular tonight.
He had a hit and a walk and made several good catches, but I’m sure his average went down over the course of the doubleheader.
Just as happened last year in Huntsville, we had a tie score at the end of a regulation game, so what was already a long night went into
extra innings. It was honestly not the most exciting night of baseball I’ve ever seen, but I’ve spent time doing far stupider things over
the years, too.

Brad Nelson, running in from the outfield between innings
allowed to advance quickly through the ranks of Milwaukee’s minor league system.] …

The biggest action
in the night came early in
the first game when first
baseman Prince Fielder hit
his twentieth home run of
the season. That moved
him past Brad for first place
in homers on the team.
Brad still leads the entire
Southern League in extra
base hits, but two-thirds of
them have been doubles.
When Prince is at bat, he
seems to get a walk, hit a
home run, or strike out.
[Doubles are often more
productive to a team,
but—as the commercials
used to say—“chicks dig
the long ball”.
Those
who promote athletes
favor home runs as well,
which is the biggest
reason why it was Prince
rather than Brad who was

That said, I will compliment Prince Fielder as a ballplayer. When I saw him a year ago in Beloit, he looked fat and slow. It was
hard for me to see what the Brewers saw in him other than the son of a big league stud. This year he looked good, both at the plate
and at first base. He’s obviously worked a lot on his game, and he—like Brad—looked like someone that will be in the big leagues
before long. Moving Brad to the outfield to make room for Prince seems to have worked out for both of them, and I’m looking forward to
seeing both of them playing in the majors before long. [USA Today would name Prince Minor League Player of the Year for 2004.
He started the season with AAA Nashville in 2005 but was quickly promoted to Milwaukee, where he has remained. He is a
top-level big league player, having won the major league all-star home run derby in 2007.]
Of the big names, Tony Gwynn, Jr. also looked respectable. The player who still puzzles me, though, is Rickie Weeks. For a
college all-star who some say is the Brewers’ #1 prospect, he really looked bad. The guys I was sitting by in the stands played ball
better when they were in high school than Weeks does as a pro. [Many fans, including me, make similar comparisons when
players are in a slump. It should be remembered, though, that high school players are facing high school competition—so it’s
easier to look good.] On this trip I saw Weeks make four errors at second base, two of which caused the Stars to lose close games.
That really was no surprise, because whenever I tune into games, all Weeks seems to do is make errors. He’s not doing much better at
the plate, batting around .240, compared with the .270 average that both Brad and Prince have. His main asset at the plate seems to
be getting hit by pitches; he leads the league and set a new team record in that category. …
By the way, in a lot of what I read, I get the feeling that baseball for Weeks is all about the money. He grew up poor kid in the
projects, so it may be that the difference is that much more pronounced with him. Everything with him, though, seems to involve
money. For instance, he’s one of only a handful of baseball players with a shoe endorsement deal. It’s not like Weeks is Cal Ripken or
Frank Thomas, though; he’s a minor league player. Every pro player can’t help but think about the money (Brad loves the game, but it
would be foolish to think that “love of the game” was the reason he chose to play professionally), but money is all I ever seem to hear
about with Weeks.
I had no desire at all to go out drinking again …, so when Brad came up next to the dugout after the game I basically pushed
my way past the kids and said I was looking forward to seeing him tomorrow. The kids would do whatever other celebrating they did on
their own, because Brad would also not be joining them. He had to get to sleep early so he could get up to be on the team bus for a
7am departure. I made my way to the exit as the Algona boys said their goodbyes. … I drove back to the motel … and got a good
night’s rest.

FRIDAY, August 13—Huntsville to Mobile, Alabama, via Tupelo, Mississippi
I got up early today, left the hotel quickly, and then promptly proceeded to waste quite a bit of time. First I tried to find a news
box with the Valley Planet, Huntsville’s free local paper. According to ads on internet radio (my main source of information about
Huntsville), all summer long the Valley Planet has been doing features on the various members of the Huntsville Stars. The early
August edition had a feature on Brad. I had read the feature online, but was hoping I could get a hold of a print copy. I eventually
found a Valley Planet box, but unfortunately the new edition apparently came out today. Instead of Brad I got to read about his road
roommate Chris Barnwell—an interesting article, but not the reason I had been searching for the paper.

Next I wasted a lot of time trying to find the little towns of Oakville and Five Points. Five Points is home to Jamie Gann, the
only Stars player who is actually from the Huntsville area [why I cared about that I have no clue], while Oakville was the home of the
black Olympic star Jesse Owens. I had no burning desire to go these places; they were just things to see on the way from here to
there. Unfortunately Five Points is next to impossible to get to, and you’ve got to go there to get to Oakville. The towns are southwest
of Huntsville, near the city of Decatur, but accessible only by county roads. I drove all the way through Decatur without once seeing a
sign for either the appropriate road number or for Five Points. I tried to find the other road leading there from the west, but again had
no luck. Eventually I figured it was pointless to just drive around in circles, so I gave up and headed back to highway 72. [County
roads are badly labeled throughout the south, and the signage is especially bad in Alabama. It’s really no surprise that I
wasn’t able to locate my route.]
I stopped again at that same Jack’s restaurant in Tuscumbia. This time I had a bacon, egg, and cheese biscuit (and the
requisite coffee), and it was excellent. A year ago my Jack’s biscuit was dry and ghastly (picture that biscuit the headline said was
crumbled by the “full Nelson”); this one was soft and flaky, with crispy bacon and a tangy cheddar cheese.
I drove west to mile 2 and pulled off again onto the Natchez Trace Parkway. Today I completed my exploration of this road,
filling in the gap between where I got off yesterday and Tupelo, Mississippi, the place where I had first gotten on the parkway years ago.
I mostly just drove, but I did stop to hike two short nature trails. The most interesting thing I found out that “tupelo” is a kind of tree; the
name must sound to a Southern ear like “Red Oak” does to an Iowan.

View out the window of the rental car – Natchez Trace Parkway near Tupelo, Mississippi
I got off the parkway at Tupelo and drove down U.S. 45, an empty four-lane highway that leads to the city of Columbus.
Columbus is a fascinating place. Home to the Mississippi University for Women (founded back in the days when it was unusual for
women to attend college, before they were the majority on most campuses), much of the central core comes across as a pleasant
college town. The college is well integrated (probably the best integrated school in Mississippi, since there’s not a twin college to
accompany it, like there is with most of the state institutions), and everyone seems welcome to shop downtown. The rest of the city,
though, comes across as just as segregated as it probably was a century ago. White people live on the north and west sides of town
and shop on the suburban strip along highway 45. Black people live to the east and south and shop in places like “Dollar General”
along state highway 69.
One fascinating site in Columbus was the Greyhound bus depot, which is just east of downtown on highway 69. I
remembered from history classes and personal interest that the “freedom rides” of the civil rights movement (when black people first
rode in the front of the long-distance buses in the South), went right through Columbus on their way from Birmingham to Jackson. The
bus was just pulling into the station when I passed, and I couldn’t help but notice that every single passenger on board—whether at the
front or back—was black.
Southeast of Columbus, highway 69 is an absolutely dreadful road [which is kind of odd in Mississippi]. The settlement
here is typical of much of the South (though a bit unusual in Mississippi), a string of houses running along the main road, with another
house every couple hundred feet. The settlement continues all the way to the Alabama border, where the houses give way to solid

forest. People were turning off in driveways almost everywhere as I drove along, so even though the speed limit was 55 mph, I barely
averaged 40 on this stretch.
At the border, highway 69 becomes Alabama highway 14. The road winds its way southeast through an area that is about as
different from the Midwest as anything could be. The most immediately noticeable thing here is that everyone is black. We don’t think
of black people in rural areas up north. In Iowa you expect to see blacks in Waterloo or Des Moines, but you’d never find more than
one or two black families in a small town up north. If there is a minority population in small-town Iowa, it’s likely to be Hispanic or
perhaps Laotian or south Asian. Black people here live in cities, not in small towns. In the South, though, the descendents of
plantation workers still live near their roots. Towns like Pickensville, Aliceville, Clinton, and Eutaw are overwhelmingly black. They’re
poor and remote, with far fewer businesses than equivalently sized towns would have up north. I had seen some towns like this in
Mississippi, but most of them had been bypassed years ago with highway improvements. In Alabama, though, the “via vieja” still goes
right straight through every little town.
At Eutaw I joined U.S. highway 43, a much more important road. For the first fifty miles or so, this mostly meant it carried a lot
more traffic, especially logging trucks that would slow to a crawl and cough smoke on every hill. At Demopolis (where I stopped for
gas), the highway became four lanes. It still wasn’t much better, though. As in Tennessee there is development along the road all the
way across the state (which in Alabama means 350 miles of solid development). I was officially driving through one of the most rural,
remote areas in the state, but I might as well have been driving through Ankeny or Burnsville or Arlington Heights (except that
everything looked a bit tackier than any of those northern suburbs).
[As a baseball fan, one of the most interesting things I saw in western Alabama was a large factory for New Era, the
company that makes the official caps for every team in baseball. New Era was at the time one of the few companies that
actually manufactured clothing in the United States. With a fully unionized workforce, the factory I passed (then the
company’s largest) likely had some of the best jobs in Alabama. New Era has since been bought out by Adidas and is run as
a division of the German multinational. The Demopolis, Alabama plant was closed in 2010, as were plants in Mississippi and
Florida. All Major League Baseball licensed merchandise sold in the USA are still made in this country (in Buffalo, New York),
but the caps sold overseas are now made abroad.]
These long strips of development seem extremely common in the South, but I personally can’t see the attraction to them. I
suppose people must think that they have space; they aren’t hemmed in like they would be in town. Instead they’re a long drive from
everything, and they have to pull out of their driveway right onto a major highway. I can understand the attraction to living in a city, and
I can understand the attraction to living truly on one’s own in the country [in theory—though you couldn’t pay me to do that]. What I
have never understood, though, why people would want to be part of suburban sprawl—particularly when there isn’t really anything
urban that this sprawl is a suburb of.
There were a few truly rural stretches along the highway, with fields of cotton and some salad vegetables. In one of these
stretches I saw one of the strangest sights I encountered on this trip. Some farmer out on the middle of nowhere in southern Alabama
had placed three billboards in his field, each bearing a single Latin word in a huge font. I don’t speak Latin, but my knowledge of
French and Spanish made it fairly easy to figure out that the signs said “ACTIONS, NOT WORDS”. That’s a concept I try to live by in
my own life, though I don’t pretend to always succeed. I just wish the politicians of both parties would take it to heart.
I followed highway 43 southward for the better part of 200 miles. The last few miles the area became truly suburban, mostly a
string of chemical plants similar to what lines the highways south of Hattiesburg a little ways west of here. I joined interstate 65 at Exit
19 and soon after entered the city of Mobile. It was right at rush hour, and traffic was heavy, but it moved right along as I made my way
down to Exit 3.
My destination tonight was another Econolodge. The brochure I had printed out from the internet gave a map and verbal
directions that disagreed with each other. The map indicated that the motel was southeast of the interchange, while the verbal
directions indicated it was northwest. I wasn’t quite sure what to do when I exited, but I said a little prayer that I would find the place
easily. It turned out the verbal directions were correct; the map appeared to have been drawn upside down. To get to the hotel, I
exited and then immediately turned right onto an access road that I followed most of the way up to Exit 4. The hotel was actually closer
to that exit than to Exit 3, but in heavy traffic it would have been almost impossible to get onto the access road from there.
There’s a whole string of hotels lining the access road between Exits 3 and 4, and all were showing “No Vacancy”. I found out
later that many people had come west from Florida to escape the two hurricanes that were concurrently striking there. Mobile is right
on the coast, and two days ago they were predicting one of the hurricanes would go right through here. It veered eastward, though,
and now coastal Alabama was the evacuation center for the Florida panhandle.
I saw the Econolodge sign and turned off into a parking lot. I went to the door, which was locked. A young Asian man buzzed
the door, and I went in and told him that he should have a reservation for David Burrow. He punched a few keys on his computer, and
then frowned a bit. He said there was no record of a reservation in my name, and he was very sorry but the motel was full for the night.
I quickly took out the copy I had printed out when making the reservation online, and he soon noticed what the problem was. Without
realizing it, I had walked into the Best Value Inn (actually I think it’s “Valu”, without an “e”) instead of the Econolodge. The two motels
share a parking lot, and it’s not well marked which one is which. I went next door, where another young Asian man had to buzz me
through a security door. Here they did have a record of the reservation, and my $50 redemption card more than covered the cost of a
king room. My second floor room had a delightful view of the Motel 6 and the Knights Inn, and I could just barely see the Hampton Inn
and the Super 8 if I strained my neck.

It fascinated me that while the office had high security, the side and back entrances (the ones guests—and presumably
criminals—would use to get to the rooms) were not locked at all. [What’s more, if someone wanted to rob the office, they’d be able
to access it by just entering the side door and walking down the hall. There was no security on the inside entry to the lobby.]
I made a point of getting absolutely everything out of my rental car, and I double locked the room door whenever I was at the motel.
Tonight Brad and the Stars were starting a four-game series against the Mobile Bay Bears, the team that had won the first half
pennant in the division. It’s unclear whether “Bay” is supposed to be part of the team name or the place name—that is whether the
Bears play in Mobile Bay or whether the Bay Bears play in Mobile. Confusing this further is that the team’s caps say “MB” (as in
“Mobile Bay”), while the jerseys say “Bay Bears”.
The Mobile Bay Bears play at Hank Aaron Stadium, which is just east of Exit 1 on I-65, barely worth the drive but entirely
unwalkable from my motel. I found the park and paid $3 for parking (a bargain compared to Huntsville, and I could have used the
parking pass to get a $3 discount at the Mobile location of Copeland’s). [Copeland’s, by the way, has recently been downsizing,
and they’ve closed most of their locations outside Louisiana.] I wasn’t sure if Brad could put me on the pass list for an away game
or not, but I walked up to the “will call” window and told them my name might be on the list. I was decked out in Huntsville Stars
clothing, so it wasn’t hard for them to figure out it would be a list from the opposing team. They asked who would have left the ticket for
me, and when I said “Brad Nelson”, just as in Huntsville the question became “how many do you need?” I quickly got a ticket for one of
the few very few good seats in the stadium.
[I had actually bought a ticket online in advance of this game, because of my uncertaiity of whether visiting players
could use the pass list. I ended up sitting in both seats at different times during the game. Neither was really exceptional, but
the free one was definitely superior to the one I bought. I’d soon find that it was easy and free for minor league players to put
guests on the pass list at any park. There is technically a limit to the number of free tickets any one player can supply, but
they can pool tickets with friends to accommodate however many they need. Things are more complicated in the major
leagues. There “free” tickets are treated as taxable income for the players.]
Hank
Aaron
Stadium [Hammering
Hank was a native of
southern
Alabama]
definitely reverses the
trend that new stadiums
are improvements over
old ones. I don’t know
what
“the
Hank”
replaced, but surely it
was not as strange as
this place. You get the
feeling this stadium is
upside down.
The
luxury suites are at field
level, with the box seats
built on top and back
from them. That means
everyone except the
very richest guests are
a long ways away from
the action. Moreover,
unlike
most
minor
league parks, there’s
almost nowhere you
can get close to either
dugout; interaction with
the players is minimal
at best. The players
probably like that, but
it’s annoying for a fan
Brad Nelson at the plate at Hank Aaron Stadium in Mobile, Alabama
who came 1500 miles to see a game. Another annoying feature is that the concessions are all at ground level, right behind the luxury
suites. [That’s actually a good use of space, since they’re in what would be an otherwise unused area below the main seating
bowl—but it is inconvenient for fans.] The suites presumably have waiter service, so it really doesn’t matter that the concessions
are convenient to them. What does matter is that they are extremely inconvenient to most of the fans. If you want something to eat or
drink, you have to walk downstairs to a concourse that has no view whatsoever of the game. There’s not very much interesting on the
menu here, either; it doesn’t go much beyond hot dogs, pretzels, and other standard ballpark fare. Prices are high for the minor
leagues, and even though I had skipped lunch, I didn’t have much to eat at the game, either.
While I was in the stands in Mobile I heard a cell phone ring. It took a while to register that it was my phone. My sister
Margaret, who was taking a weekend getaway in Chicago, had called to basically say “hi”. We chatted a while, though it was often hard

for me to hear her. In Mobile, as in most of Alabama, cell phone reception was bad. I was able to get a strong signal in the middle of
the California desert, but even urban areas in the South seemed to have lots of dead spots. For long stretches of the Natchez Trace
Parkway I got no signal whatsoever, and here at Hank Aaron Stadium the meter registered just one bar (out of four).
The game was nothing special, either. I’ve seen some very good minor league games, but that would not be the case on this
trip. This was again a pitcher’s duel, and I almost always find pitching battles boring. I’m not a big fan of multi-homer blowouts, either.
I like the sort of game where lots of balls go into play and you get to see the guys on the field show what they can do. The Stars lost
this game 1 – 0, mostly due to an error by Rickie Weeks. Brad went 1 for 4 at the plate and had a couple of good catches—not an
outstanding game, but nothing embarrassing.
One of the nicest features of this game was the National Anthem. A young girl played a truly stirring rendition of “The StarSpangled Banner” on the violin. [Instrumental versions of the anthem are almost always nicer than the overly-emotional
versions too many vocalists seem to do.] The seventh inning stretch was less memorable. Like far too many parks these days,
instead of “Take Me Out to the Ballgame”, they sang “God Bless America”. I have nothing against the Irving Berlin standard; I just don’t
really think it belongs in a ballpark. [“God Bless America” was an overly-patriotic response to the 9/11 attack, the same hyperpatriotism that led Americans to surrender many of their freedoms. To me forfeiting liberty is letting the terrorists win; a more
defiant response would have been an immediate and conscious return to normalcy. Fortunately the vast majority of parks
have abandoned “God Bless America” in the Obama years.]
The main entertainment at this game was provided by the Shriners, who put on a mini parade between the fourth and fifth
innings. They went around the warning track in little go carts, blaring horns and ringing bells as they drove along. [I guess this is
something Shriners do commonly. I’m not sure I’d ever seen Shriners before, and I still don’t really know who they are
exactly, so it was all a bit of a surprise.] There was apparently to be a three-hour Shriners parade in downtown Mobile the following
morning, which this was supposed to get us in the mood to attend.
th
In the 9 inning I made my way down to the luxury boxes and noticed there was a small section of field level box seats right
next to the visiting dugout. An usher glared at me as I waited there for the last couple of outs, but he didn’t kick me out. After the game
Brad came up to the edge of the dugout, and we chatted for quite a while. I don’t remember a lot of what we talked about—the biggest
thing was probably a sarcastic comment that the Stars were staying right downtown where they would be lucky enough to be right on
the route of the Shriners parade. (I could easily tell Brad hoped it wouldn’t be so loud that he couldn’t sleep through it.)

[It’s really very unusual for a AA team to be staying at a downtown hotel, particularly when the ballpark is suburban.
Hotels are one of many things that improve as players make their way through the ranks of baseball. In the rookie leagues
they stay at Red Roof Inns and Days Inns, and they graduate to Super 8’s and Comfort Inns in A-ball. AA and AAA teams tend
to stay at Fairfield Inns or Hampton Inns. The AA hotels are almost always on suburban strips, while in AAA they are either
located near the ballpark (which is often downtown at that level) or near the airport (since AAA teams fly instead of riding
buses). By the time players make the majors, they stay at luxury hotels—the sort of places I could never afford to stay at
myself. Most of the time MLB teams rent out an entire floor, which normally doesn’t have access from the public elevators.
An interesting side note is that unless they have special clauses in their contracts, players share double rooms at all levels.]
I offered to help pay for the drinks we had had the other night, but Brad would hear nothing of that. I knew that would be the
case, and actually I feel a bit less guilty letting him treat me than I did when he was playing in Beloit or High Desert. The salary goes up
as players make their way through the ranks of the minor leagues, and in AA you could almost call it a living wage. Brad now makes
nearly as much per month as I do … (though only during baseball season; he makes nothing in fall or winter). It’s still small change
compared to a major league check, but it’s enough that he should be able to get by. …
Brad thought I’d be in Mobile for one more day, but I had to head back north. He was almost apologetic that I had missed his
“good” game earlier in the week and that he’d done only adequately in the games I’d seen. Actually, that wasn’t much of a surprise. I
sometimes wonder if I’m not a bit of a bad luck charm when I go to see Brad. Only once (when Beloit played at Peoria a couple years
ago) have I seen him hit a professional home run, but there have been lots of times I was there just before or just after he had an
awesome game. On this trip it was both. He had been all over the papers when I got there, and I’d find out that this weekend he’d
have another couple of outstanding games. I saw what I came to see, though. I saw Brad, and I saw that he had improved a lot from
the miserable season he had after the injury a year ago and was back to playing like the way he was capable of doing.
Brad also made me feel like my visit was truly appreciated. I wasn’t sure it would be, particularly with friends his own age
there at the same time. If his thanks weren’t genuine, though, he did a mighty good job of politely faking it. That’s been true every time
I’ve seen Brad since he graduated. It can’t possibly be true that seeing his former teacher was the highlight of his day or his summer,
but he always makes me feel as if it were. He’s one of the nicest people I know. People have told me I’m stupid to travel long
distances to see him play, but he always makes me feel like there’s a reason I came. [That remains true today—which is why I was
willing to fly out to Seattle to see him this year. …]
I started the day by sort of driving around aimlessly, and I’d end it nearly the same way. I had hoped to find a grocery store
where I could pick up some Community coffee. This coffee and chicory mix is the staple of New Orleans. I love it, but it’s only available
affordably on the Gulf Coast. [That would change somewhat a year after this travelogue was originally written. The diaspora of
Gulf Coast residents following Hurricane Katrina caused a demand for coffee with chicory nationwide, and Community
responded by shipping their product north. I’ve yet to see it in Iowa, but it is available in Jewel supermarkets in Illinois.] I
knew that if I could find a supermarket in Mobile, they’d have the stuff at a reasonable price. I drove more than ten miles along two
different strips in suburban Mobile. In Iowa I’d have surely found a Hy-Vee or a Target super center that was open twenty-four hours.

Here, though, if there were any supermarkets, they closed up shop before the game was over. Eventually I gave up and made my way
back to the motel.

SATURDAY, August 14—Mobile, Alabama to Louisville, Kentucky
I spent today on Eastern time, which meant that on Central time (which Mobile uses) I was up extremely early. Before leaving
on this trip I had bought a ticket to see a AAA game in Louisville. I knew it was a long haul from Mobile to Louisville, but I hadn’t taken
two other things into consideration. First was the difference in the time zones. The other was the fact that the game started an hour
earlier than most, shortly after 6:00, rather than after 7:00. [It’s actually fairly common—though by no means universal—for
Saturday games to start early.] That meant that I had two fewer hours than I had originally anticipated to make the trip northward.
I checked out of the Econolodge and was on my way at 5:25am Central time. I had three states to cross, so I didn’t have
much time to dawdle. I headed north on I-65 and pretty much just followed that highway all day long. The first stretch was definitely the
most lonely. The interstate runs 170 miles north from Mobile to Montgomery, with almost nothing in between. I crossed Mobile Bay
and the surrounding swamp on a spectacular bridge [I was amused to find on Wikipedia that locals refer to the dual curved
arches as the “Dolly Parton” bridge], and then made my way through the low forest land of southern Alabama. There was almost no
traffic, and I spent most of the time flipping through the radio dial. I never knew there could be so many different religious radio
stations. I had at least two different opportunities to be saved, and there were even a couple of stations that had some serious
discussion about religious issues. Besides Christian radio, the other choices were oldies (mostly early ’80s music) and country.
Surprisingly I didn’t encounter the raving talk radio lunatics that I remembered from my college days in the South. None of the radio
stations was exactly interesting, but it helped the time pass as I made my way north.
I stopped for gas at a Chevron station in Prattville (pronounced more like PURT-ul), just north of Montgomery (min-GUM-ree).
While there I bought coffee and an ice cream sandwich that served as my breakfast for the day. It was a five minute stop, and I was on
my way again.
Past Montgomery traffic increases, and there are cities fairly frequently. It’s less than a hundred miles from Montgomery to
Birmingham, by far the largest city in the state. Unlike most Southern cities, Birmingham comes across as a real city. It has a real
skyline, and you get the feeling people actually live and work in the city proper, rather than just in the suburbs. I liked Birmingham, and
if I ever have a reason to be in Alabama again I’d like to come back here and check the place out at my leisure.
The signs past Birmingham say “Huntsville”, though I-65 really goes nowhere near there. It instead goes to Decatur, about 20
miles west of Huntsville and 70 miles north of Birmingham. [This is not unlike the signs on I-80 that say “Chicago” rather than
“Joliet” or “Gary”. Decatur would have a legitimate gripe, though, since Huntsville really isn’t much larger than it is.] From
there it’s just a short hop on to the Tennessee border, and another hour and a half to Nashville.
It amazed me as I drove along just how varied the landscape was. The southern end of Alabama was the same swamps and
scrubby pine forest I remembered from Mississippi and Louisiana. Montgomery is the westernmost of the string of “piedmont” cities
that extend through the tobacco belt eastward to Atlanta, Charlotte, Raleigh, and Richmond. North of Montgomery you enter the
Appalachian Mountains. Birmingham is right in the heart of the mountains; the iron and coal that could be mined nearby were the
source of its steel mill roots. The mountains continue north toward Huntsville, pausing momentarily at the Tennessee River valley. In
Tennessee itself, the Appalachians give way to rolling hills (the region from which “hillbillies” get their name), which continue all the way
north to the Ohio River valley at Louisville. Most of southern Alabama is forest land, with almost no agriculture. Around Montgomery I
saw some farms, mostly growing tobacco and cotton. There was also cotton up by Huntsville, together with some corn and soybeans.
Tennessee was primarily forest, but every once in a while there would be truck farming or a few scattered tobacco fields. Kentucky was
even more forested than Tennessee, with only a little pastureland here and there.
From Montgomery I drove about three and a half hours north to Cornersville, Tennessee (what a creative name), about
halfway between the Alabama line and Nashville. I bought gas there and had lunch at a Subway sandwich shop. I made my way
through Nashville (one of the most annoying cities to drive in I’ve encountered anywhere) and through a mess of construction in
northern Tennessee. In Kentucky I again hit good roads, with the highway mostly six lanes wide for the rest of the ride to Louisville.
[Kentucky seems to have almost universally good roads, which is really quite surprising for one of the nation’s poorest
states.]
The trip from Mobile actually went very quickly. It’s about nine hours of driving time, and with just two quick stops it was mid
afternoon when I arrived in Louisville. My reservation tonight was at the downtown Clarion Hotel. It took a little doing to find the place
(mostly because downtown Louisville has almost exclusively one-way streets), but eventually I did. I had chosen the Clarion because
again it was essentially free. I am a member of Choice Hotels’ frequent traveler program, which lets you accumulate points toward free
stays. Last fall and winter, when I did a lot of traveling, they had a special incentive where every two stays earned a free night. I chose
to redeem one of those nights for a two-room suite at the Louisville Clarion.
While it was certainly worth the price (free), I won’t be rushing back to this hotel again. The hotel used to be called the
Doubletree Suites, and becoming a Clarion appears to be trading down. [Even the nicest of Clarions traded down when they took
on that name.] It’s old, but not historic (probably built around 1960), and it hasn’t been especially well maintained. Except for the kingsized bed, almost all the furniture in my room looked like original equipment, and it all definitely showed its age. [They were probably
about to embark on a renovation, but my bet is it’s still not a “nice” hotel.] The elevators creaked and groaned and seemed to
take forever to move one floor. The restaurant appeared to be closed for the weekend, leaving limited choices anywhere nearby.

Then there was the location. Downtown Louisville is trying hard to gentrify, but it definitely hasn’t made it yet. I had chosen
this particular hotel (rather than a Quality Inn or Sleep Inn in the suburbs, which would have also been free) because it was within easy
walking distance of Louisville Slugger Field, the brand new downtown ballpark. The walk was one I was willing to make in the day time,
but I purposely left the game at the seventh inning stretch so I wouldn’t have to walk it after dark. En route to the stadium I passed a
liquor store, a blood donation center (conveniently next door to the liquor store), three pawn shops, a soup kitchen, a St. Vincent de
Paul thrift store, a salvage yard, several seedy bars, an emergency medicine walk-in center, and a parking lot that seemed to be prime
real estate for the local homeless population. (That this parking lot is where my car would have been had I driven to the game made
me feel better about walking.) [This is pretty much also what you’d find walking west from Target Field, the Twins’ new ballpark
at the edge of downtown Minneapolis. To my knowledge there’s no hotels in that area, though, and the area east of Target
Field is nice.] There’s slightly more traditional business in the other direction, but all of downtown Louisville comes across as very
rough. When I can, I enjoy walking around the neighborhoods near motels where I stay. This was not a place I felt comfortable doing a
lot of that.
I did make my way to the ballpark, and I quickly found it was the jewel of downtown Louisville. Unlike Mobile, Louisville has
what a modern ballpark should be. It’s surprisingly small (probably seating around 6,000), but its brick façade fits well into the
surrounding neighborhood. Everything is squeaky clean, and the park has everything you could possibly want. The only thing it lacks
is a pleasant view. Instead of overlooking the river or the skyline or perhaps a pastoral bit of forest [or even the downtown
buildings], Louisville Slugger Park looks out at the interchange of I-64 and I-65. All the traffic coming and going is actually kind of
interesting to look at, though—making a diversion at the duller points in a game. [They would have had a much nicer view if they’d
turned the stadium either 90 or 180 degrees. They went with the traditional northeastward-facing field, though.]
Another thing you can’t help but notice is that absolutely everything at the ballpark in Louisville has a sponsor. Not only are
there the standard billboards in the outfield, but they ran actual commercials on the video scoreboard. [A lot of parks have since
gone to that, which I don’t care for at all.] Every part of the game also had a sponsor. The starting line-up was brought to us by one
company, the first pitch by another, the national anthem by yet another. Companies also sponsored each strike out, each home run,
and the seventh inning stretch. Pretty much anything that conceivably could have a sponsor was sponsored. I don’t quite know what to
think of that. I’m not a big fan of commercialization, but obviously all that corporate money helped them pay for a beautiful ballpark. In
my mind, the two are sort of a wash.
The concessions in Louisville are overpriced, but excellent. Almost any food you could want is available, if you’re willing to
pay double what it’s worth. I had a $4 hotdog topped with grilled onions and spicy mustard, but I could have enjoyed anything from
slow-smoked barbecue to Japanese marinated chicken. I also had a diet Pepsi, but I could have sipped fresh squeezed lemonade, a
variety of beers, or assorted mixed drinks (mostly made with local bourbon).
The most annoying thing at this game was the entertainment between innings. They had a sort of daredevil juggler who
juggled such things as knives and chain saws. He appeared four different times during the game. The first three he had a cordless
microphone that obviously had either a wire or a bad battery (from experience, I’d bet the latter). The sound kept cutting in and out as
he went through his speech. It was annoying to listen to, and he wouldn’t shut even when the pitcher was done with warm-ups and the
batter was ready to hit. When he returned for the fourth appearance the sound problem had been fixed. Unfortunately, that meant we
needed to actually hear what he said. It was a droning inspirational message to kids about trusting Jesus, staying in school, and
keeping off drugs. It might have been more inspirational had he not been throwing chain saws in the air as he rattled it off. [This
struck me as the sort of surreal promotion a writer for The Simpsons would dream up.]
The music here was all done on an old-fashioned Wurlitzer organ (or perhaps a very good synthesizer imitating that sound).
After the moving violin last night, we had a very upbeat National Anthem tonight, with bubbly flourishes after every line. That sound
worked better for “Take Me Out to the Ballgame”, and I was pleasantly surprised to hear both the old baseball song and “God Bless
America” at the stretch. [Many parks had completely removed the more traditional song.]
The game I was here to see tonight featured the Louisville Bats (which appears to refer both to the bird-like mammals and to
“Louisville Slugger” baseball bats) and the Indianapolis Indians. Had Brad been promoted to AAA this year, he would have been
playing for the Indians. Earlier in the season he had hoped that might happen because his best friend in baseball, shortstop J.J. Hardy
(the second round draft pick the year Brad was selected in the fourth round), played for that team. Brad and J.J. share a house in
Phoenix in the off-season, but in three years, they’ve only spent about one month playing on the same team (in Huntsville last August);
J.J. has almost always been one level ahead of Brad.
I’ve never personally met J.J. Hardy …, but everything I’ve heard—whether from Brad or anyone else—makes him sound like
both an outstanding athlete and a really nice guy. Frankly, he sounds a lot like Brad. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be meeting or seeing
J.J. on this trip either. The shortstop suffered a serious injury last spring and has spent almost the entire season in Phoenix recovering.
(Phoenix, if you haven’t guessed it yet, is where the Milwaukee Brewers are headquartered.) There’s still some speculation as to
whether or not he’ll be able to play next year. Hopefully he will be, and he and Brad can play together at the AAA level. [J.J.
recovered well, and I would meet him when he and Brad played together for Nashville the following year. J.J. was quickly
promoted to the Brewers and became the heartthrob bachelor on every “most eligible” list in Milwaukee. He did very well
until another injury lessened his power. He was later traded to the Twins, and I’ve seen him play for them in both the old and
new ballparks in Minneapolis. I most recently saw J.J. in person at Brad’s wedding, where he served as a groomsman.]
If they are together in AAA, they probably won’t be playing for Indianapolis. The Indians apparently don’t want to renew their
contract with the Brewers, so the AAA team will likely be moving elsewhere. According to Brad, the most likely bet for a new location is
New Orleans. That would be good news for Brad’s fans back home, because New Orleans plays in the same league as the Iowa Cubs

and the Omaha Royals. Even Wichita and Oklahoma City aren’t all that far away. Indianapolis, on the other hand, was the closest city
in the International League to Algona. That league also includes places like Charlotte, Pawtucket, and Ottawa. The other likely
candidates for a new AAA team would be Charlotte and Vancouver. Given those choices, I’m definitely hoping it’s New Orleans.
[As I mentioned, the Brewers’ AAA team ended up in Nashville. The Sounds were also a Pacific Coast League
(formerly American Association) team, so I was able to see them on frequent trips to Des Moines and Omaha. I have no idea
what may have happened to the franchise in Wichita; these days the only other “nearby” PCL teams are Memphis and OKC.
After becoming a free agent, Brad went to Tacoma. Seattle’s AAA affiliate is also a PCL team, but they play in a different
division, only facing the teams in the Central Time Zone in one series a year. Tacoma also has bad internet radio options, so
it’s been harder to follow Brad there.]
On the field tonight there were two familiar names. The first was Brandon Gemoll (guh-MOLL), a utility player (he was in right
field tonight) who was drafted the same year as Brad (but being a college player, is four years older). I met Gemoll in Beloit and also
saw play first base last year in Huntsville. He’s a good player, and I really hope he makes it. Unfortunately, though, they appear to be
using him in Indy as a fourth outfielder and a pinch hitter, and neither of those roles has much of a future. [Gemoll was released by
the Brewers in 2006. He was apparently acquired by the Philadelphia organization, but then released by them later that same
year. He was also briefly with the Cardinals organization, but never played on any team for them. Gemoll never played in the
majors, and a Google search reveals no clue of what he might be doing these days.]
The second player was Dave
Krynzel (KRINN-zul), a centerfielder who
played with Brad in Huntsville last summer
(he was the first round draft pick in 2000,
the year before Brad went pro). Krynzel
has moved steadily through the minors,
and he’s on course to be a major league
superstar. He’s a fun-loving guy who’s
also an outstanding ball player. Tonight
he made two catches two almost
superhuman catches and threw a strike to
the catcher from deep center field to turn
a sacrifice fly into a double play. The one
thing that could keep Krynzel back is that
he’s not a power hitter. His average is
good, but he has few extra base hits and
almost no homers.
[Krynzel was
promoted to Milwaukee late in 2004,
and he also played in the majors briefly
in 2005. He had frankly bad major
league statistics (remarkably similar to
what Brad would have in Milwaukee a
few years later) and was sent back
down. He was traded to the Arizona
Diamondbacks, who used him in their
farm system and eventually released
Dave Krynzel, leaning on a minor league dugout
him. He then signed with the Baltimore Orioles, where he also played AA and AAA ball. He did not play in 2010, and there’s
little indication as to how he was released or what he’s doing now.]
I left around 8:00, right at the seventh inning stretch. It was still light as I walked back, but the sun would soon be setting.
Since all I had eaten at the ballpark was a hotdog, I was still a bit hungry. I made one last walk downtown, this time heading to a White
Castle restaurant about two blocks north of the hotel (passing two more pawn shops, a tattoo parlor, an adult bookstore, and the main
police station en route. White Castle was having a promotion involving some movie I’d never heard of (that appeared to be based on
the premise of a couple of inner city kids kill time at White Castle), but I didn’t bother participating. [That movie would be Harold and
Kumar Go to White Castle. The kids were suburban rather than inner city, and they premise was that they “got the munchies”
after smoking dope. I’ve never actually seen the film, but apparently it’s become a cult classic.] I took a sack of “sliders” [the
registered trademark spelling is actually ‘slyders”, with a “y”] back to the hotel and downed them while watching “Cops” on TV.
Then I settled into bed, watched a bit of the Olympics, and enjoyed a restful night.

SUNDAY, August 15—Louisville to Erlanger, Kentucky via Cincinnati
I woke up fairly early and was ready to leave around 7:00. In the lobby of the hotel they had an “Au Bon Pain” (of the good
bread) counter where they sold overpriced coffee and pastries. (It always amuses me that cheap motels serve free breakfast, while “full
service” hotels don’t.) I picked up a cinnamon scone and an item they called a cheese croissant—even though it wasn’t shaped like a
crescent, but rather like a long john. I then set out for the last “real” day of the trip.
I headed northward on I-65 through extreme southern Indiana. The only other traffic was a handful of trucks, one of which
bore a sign on the back advising me to “start the week off right—attend the church of your choice”. I couldn’t help but think that it was a

bit hypocritical for a trucker who was working on Sunday morning to advise me to go to church. Perhaps he was Catholic and went to
church last night, though that’s not very likely in this part of the country.
My first destination this morning was Seymour, the “small town” where rock star John “Cougar” Mellencamp grew up and still
lives. More a small city than a town, Seymour has around 20,000 people. While I am a Mellencamp fan, I was more interested in the
place because Sandra Springstun, my friend from grad school, also grew up here [and got away from as quickly as she could]. I
spent about fifteen minutes driving around town. It’s a pleasant place that reminds me a lot of Mason City. While it’s 45 miles from
Louisville, Seymour definitely comes across as a northern town. The residential neighborhoods are full of modest wood frame homes
on small, well kept lots, and the downtown area features substantial brick buildings. The main drag (U.S. 50) is mostly a strip from the
‘60s, but it’s closer packed and better kept than the equivalent would be just a little ways further south. There are a number of
assembly industries, plus an enormous Wal-Mart distribution center (older than, but similar to the one in Mt. Pleasant). I could see why
John Mellencamp likes his hometown, yet I could also see why Sandra found it boring.
I bought gas and coffee in Seymour, and then headed eastward for a leisurely trip down U.S. 50. Here, too, it was clear that
Indiana is a Midwestern (or perhaps eastern) rather than a southern state. As in the south, the highways are lined with far too many
“rural” houses that really come across as one endless suburb. The big difference, though, is that beyond the houses in Indiana are
fields. The homes themselves aren’t farmhouses, but this is farm country. In the south the same homes are carved out of the forest,
which gives a much more hemmed in feeling.
There was surprisingly much traffic for a Sunday morning, and I was driving straight into the sun. Even so, it was a remarkably
pleasant drive. After about an hour I was in a series of old industrial cities along the Ohio River (Aurora, Lawrenceburg, and
Greendale) that have grown into suburbs of Cincinnati. I soon turned off onto I-275, the Cincinnati beltway, which at its west end in
Indiana is positively rural. I entered Ohio, and before long I was passing office parks and shopping malls.
I stopped for breakfast at a place where I could definitely tell Cincinnati’s location on the border between north and south.
Right at the exit was a Waffle House (the definitive Southern diner), but my destination was the Canadian baked goods chain, Tim
Horton’s. From Cincinnati it’s probably about the same distance to Atlanta and Toronto, the homes of those two chains. I had a
delicious cinnamon roll, together with some “bottled in Canada” orange juice, and I also bought a box of “Timbits”, the doughnut holes
that are Tim Horton’s trademark.
[This particular “Timmie’s” shared a building with a Wendy’s, and at the time the Wendy’s corporation (which is itself
based in Ohio) actually owned Tim Horton’s. The burger chain pushed a big Tim Horton’s expansion into the United States—
particularly into the northeast and into Wendy’s home turf in Ohio. The doughnut chain has since been divested and is back
to being an independent company traded on the Toronto Stock Exchange. They still have numerous outlets in states along
the Canadian border, but most of the Ohio outlets have been either closed or converted to Arby’s—which Wendy’s bought out
at about the same time they spun off Tim Horton’s.]
I turned onto I-75 and drove through a mess of old smokestack industry to beautiful downtown Cincinnati. That phrase sounds
sarcastic, but it’s really quite true. Unlike Louisville, downtown Cincinnati really has gentrified. People actually live in the restored
rowhouses, they shop in an assortment of “real” stores, and they work in mostly financial jobs in the downtown skyscrapers. I exited at
th
th
8 Street (Exit 1-F, which tells you something about what the interstate is like downtown), headed south to 7 , and drove east to an
underground parking ramp beneath a condominium building on the north edge of downtown.
While I made fun of the trucker whose sign had given me advice earlier, in fact I had planned all along to attend church today.
I walked about three blocks to the Cathedral of St. Peter in Chains, a gorgeous old Catholic church. It would have been fascinating to
visit this church a century ago, when the surrounding rowhouses were full of immigrant families and the pews were likely full for every
mass. That’s definitely not the case today. Nowadays the surrounding rowhouses are full of yuppie singles and childless couples.
Even if they do attend church, they can’t possibly bring the numbers needed to fill the enormous sanctuary. I was at 11:00 mass,
normally the biggest service at any church, but this big downtown cathedral had a congregation smaller than what I’ve often seen at my
little church in Algona. There were no more than a hundred people on hand, and even though they had roped off the back two-thirds of
the pews, the worshippers still look scattered and few at the front. [My own church has declined in recent years. These days we
don’t even have 100 on Easter. To my mind a “cathedral” should be a large church, though I’d have a similar experience this
past summer when I went to a cathedral on Long Island with less than two dozen in attendance.]
What they lacked in worshippers, though, they made up for in incense. The altar boy (who looked to be of college age)
incensed the altar area, but then the priest marched all over the church, pouring smoke everywhere. He spent the entire opening hymn
incensing the church and then released more smoke as the gifts were presented. There was so much smoke that it was literally hard to
see all the way to the front. I felt like I was at a questionable college party (where they were trying to cover up one smell with another)
rather than at church. I wonder if the priest might not have an allergy that made it hard for him to smell. I can’t imagine why he’d go so
overboard, otherwise.

LEFT & RIGHT: Exterior
and interior of Cathedral
of St. Peter in Chains –
Cincinnati, Ohio
While I am a
member of the United
Church of Christ, I normally
visit Catholic churches
when I travel because they
are much easier to visit
than Protestant churches
are. This church, today,
was the exception. First,
like far too many Protestant
churches, they had a
“happy minute” at the
beginning where visitors
were
supposed
to
introduce themselves.
I
like to worship at church; I
don’t really see it as a
social occasion, and it’s
especially awkward to be
asked to visit with people in
a church I don’t know.
There were also some local
traditions
that
were
different from standard
procedure at mass (like standing rather than kneeling when people go up for communion). It didn’t help that today was the Feast of the
Assumption, a Marian celebration that is perhaps the most Catholic of all the holy days [almost more so than Immaculate
Conception]. While historians and church scholars tend to focus on the sacraments and clerical celibacy when they talk about the
differences between Protestants and Catholics, it seems to me that beliefs about Mary are really more central. Mary’s conception, life,
death, and afterlife are central to Catholic belief, while Protestants see her as little more than some woman who happened to be Jesus’
mother. To me it’s irrelevant whether Mary’s body was taken directly into heaven before decomposing or not (to me the soul is what
heaven’s about, not the body), but that belief is the center of the Feast of the Assumption.
The closing hymn was “Hail Holy Queen, Enthroned Above”. You may remember the number from the movie Sister Act:
Hail holy queen, enthroned above:
Oh, Maria!
Hail mother of mercy and of love:
Oh, Maria!
Triumph, all ye cherubim;
Sing with us, ye seraphim;
Heaven and earth resound the hymn:
Salve, salve, salve regina!
That movie starts with a choir of sisters singing the song at a funereal pace in a huge church with few worshippers, much like this one.
After Whoopi Goldberg transforms the choir, they sing the same hymn in gospel style. I like both versions of the hymn, and I liked how
the organist treated it today, too: strong and stately. The song kept playing in my head all day long.
There was more incense at the recessional, but eventually the priest made his way to the back. I went in peace, not only to
love and serve the Lord [for those who may not be familiar with the phrase, that is the standard close of every English mass],
but also to clean off my glasses and finally catch a breath of fresh air.
After church I walked about a mile and a half across downtown Cincinnati to Great American Ballpark (“Great American” is an
insurance company), home of the Cincinnati Reds. I was pleased with the parking selection I had made. Up by the cathedral, I could
park all day on a weekend for just a dollar. Near the park I would have paid at least $10, and I could have paid $20 if I wanted.
Great American Ballpark is a lovely facility. It looks out over the Ohio River, with the scoreboard designed to look like the
smokestacks on an old riverboat. It has all the amenities of the best modern parks and compares well with Camden Yards, Jacobs
Field, or the Ballpark in Arlington.
One of the best features of the park was that the seats were not green. Almost every modern park is filled with green box
seats; it often seems as if that’s the only color of seats they make these days. In Huntsville (whose team colors are red, white, and
blue), they’re replacing the old red and blue seats with new seats that are green. I’m not sure why the architects are so in love with the
color green, but all the new stadiums are filled with green plastic. Well, the Cincinnati Reds have a red stadium. I was struck at how

bright the red seats looked, compared to the deep forest that makes a lot of other stadiums look very dark. It fits the team, and it gives
some nice variety.

Great American Ballpark – Cincinnati, Ohio
[The mosaic at left is one of many
artistic touches in Great American ballpark. The
mosaics echo those in a nearby railroad station
that is on the National Register of Historic
Places.]
There’s surprisingly little advertising at
Great American Ballpark [oddly, most big league
parks have less advertising than they do in the
minors], but they make up for any revenue they lose
there through their concessions. The food here is
absurdly overpriced, and souvenirs are even dearer.
I picked up two postcards—one for a friend of mine
at Garrigan who collects them and another to use as
a thank-you note to Brad. [I put a star on the
visitors’ dugout on the card and marked it “You
are here”.] They cost $2 each, plus tax.
This was probably the most interesting
game I saw on this trip. There was a lot of action,
and the score shifted back and forth. I was in the
park for about three hours and in the process
managed to get a nasty sunburn on my thighs. It
was still not hot (indeed, still record cold), but it was
a clear, sunny day—the kind when a sunburn sort of
creeps up on you.

Mosaic in WPA style on the main concourse
Great American Ballpark – Cincinnati, Ohio

I walked back to across downtown and then
drove to the east end, where interstate 71 runs
northeast to Columbus.
Another advantage of
parking by the cathedral was that I joined the inter-

interstate well away from the stadium, so I didn’t have to worry about postgame traffic. [Cincinnati is not in any way an easy place
to drive. It’s an old city with obsolete freeways and pathetic surface routes.]
My final destination in Cincinnati was another place I had
heard about on Food Network, Graeter’s ice cream. The original
Graeter’s is located near downtown, but is closed on weekends. I
went to a suburban location in the chain, where they serve the same
delicious treats. Graeter’s essentially makes homemade ice cream
in mass quantities, and it enjoys a well-deserved reputation as some
of the finest ice cream anywhere. After scanning the flavors, I chose
to have a waffle cone with black raspberry chocolate chip [which is
one of their specialties], and it was truly out of this world.
I drove back downtown, tunneling under the area by the
stadium, and then crossed the Ohio into Kentucky. Traffic was very
heavy, but it moved along fairly well. Just past the beltway I made
an awkward exit (crossing two lanes of traffic that were entering
from the beltway) onto Donaldson Road, the same road I had taken
when I first left the airport. I bought gas one last time (so I could
leave the car with a full tank), and then checked in to the Cincinnati
Airport Econolodge, using my final $50 redemption certificate. I
don’t think the proprietor (yet another young Asian man) had ever
dealt with one of the certificates before, but I could see him doing
the math in his head—figuring out that he’s actually come out
ahead, since the room cost only around $40, even with tax.
[Choice has since merged promotions for Econolodge
with their other hotel brands. You now earn and redeem
Choice Privileges points at Econolodge just like at Comfort Inn,
Sleep Inn, Clarion, etc.
That makes things much more
convenient for customers, but it probably does mean less
income for the proprietors.]

Sign featuring the same flavor I ordered
Graeter’s Ice Cream – Cincinnati, Ohio

The Econolodge was a rambling place with two long, narrow buildings. I was clear at the end of the far building, which I think
was intentional. That location was well away from both the highway and the airport, so I had comparatively little noise and was able to
get a fairly good night’s sleep. This was probably the second nicest motel I stayed at [on a trip that featured generally bad hotels]—
still nothing special, but noticeably better maintained than the Louisville Clarion.
I had dinner (country ham) at a [brand new] Waffle House across Donaldson from the Econolodge. Another customer left as I
came in, and a couple entered shortly after I left. The whole time I was there, though, I was the only customer in the place. I
entertained myself by listening to the waitresses (there were three) and the cook complain about their lives.
Back at the motel I re-packed, just barely managing to get everything to fit in the same carry-on and backpack I had brought
out with me. I watched a bit of TV and called my brothers Steve and Paul on my cell phone. While I was talking to Paul, the battery ran
out. I’d never had that happen before, and it amazed me how suddenly everything cut out. Hopefully Paul figured out that I didn’t just
hang up on him.
I watched a bit more of the Olympics and then the local news. The big story was that a toddler was missing from an apartment
in a housing project. I had passed that very project just as I entered I-71 leaving downtown, so I listened with more than detached
interest. Apparently the mother was napping in the late afternoon (about the time I would have gone past there), and when she woke
up, the child was nowhere to be found. Police had fanned out all over the neighborhood, but as of 11pm, no one had found the kid. I
included him in my prayers as I headed off to sleep.

MONDAY, August 16—Erlanger, Kentucky to Algona, Iowa
There’s really no other way to say it: this was a long, boring day.
I was up before 7:00 and got a bit of exercise by walking along Donaldson Road. There’s nothing particularly interesting about
this strip, other than that down here where no one cares about zoning, I passed a church next to an oil change place next to a house
next to a school.
I had coffee and danish in the motel lobby and watched the news on TV. They had finally found the missing child, alive and
well, in a park about a mile from the housing project. He had been missing for about eight hours when they finally found him, but
everything seemed to be fine now.
I checked out and drove about four miles west through thick fog to the airport. The fog had condensed on the car windows,
and I had to wipe things off before the woman who checked me in could scan the barcode. The woman seemed to think that the

mileage was high (I had put over 2,000 miles on the car driving to Mobile and back), but the contract had unlimited mileage so that
wasn’t a real problem. I mentioned the problem with the engine light, and before the shuttle bus had left, a technician came up and
drove the car off for servicing.
I checked in quickly at the Delta ticket counter and then made my way to security. There was a long line at security, one of
those lines that snakes through an endless tape maze. A man in front of me asked a guard how long the wait was, and he accurately
estimated it as a little over half an hour. I was in no hurry at all, so the line was probably a good thing.
Even with the security line, I was again impressed with the Cincinnati airport. There’s a wonderful variety of businesses (like a
Borders bookstore) on the concourses that made it easy to pass time while I waited. While I didn’t use them, they also had dozens of
computers you could use to access the internet for a $5 fee. [This was before the era when everyone traveled with a laptop.]
The food in Cincinnati is also the most reasonably priced that I’ve seen at any airport anywhere. I had breakfast at McDonalds,
paying about $3.50 for a value meal, just slightly more than it would have been outside the airport. In the same food court there was a
Gold Star Chili counter with prices lower than what I paid at Skyline the first day of this trip. [I distinctly remember some people
ordering chili dogs for breakfast.]
Like most airports, CVG has computer screens at each gate. Instead of just listing flight numbers and departure times,
though, these give detailed information on the boarding process (like which rows will be boarded in what order—for some reason Delta
boards from front to back, instead of from the back like most airlines do—and when boarding will start for this particular flight). People
who are flying standby or who have been rescheduled from another flight can also double-check on the monitor that their seat
assignment is confirmed. The one odd thing about the system, though, was that at this international airport, everything was in English.
I entertained myself by watching the monitor go through its cycle and then finished reading Moneyball. By then it was about
time to board.
Flight DL 1254 left Cincinnati around 11:05. It was scheduled to take an hour and fifteen minutes, but we land in Milwaukee at
11:01—so you could say we landed before we departed. I checked in quickly at the Midwest desk and made it through security in
almost no time, so it was still only about 11:30 when I made it to the concourse. Unfortunately my flight for Des Moines wouldn’t be
leaving until 3:50, so I had over four hours to kill in one of the dullest airports in America. I had already finished reading my book, and I
finished browsing the newsstand and gift shop in no time. I made three separate trips to the lone restaurant (which served a
surprisingly wide variety of foods), plus a trip to the Starbuck’s coffee bar. I wrote my postcard to Brad, bought stamps, and mailed it,
and still I had tons of time left to kill.
I spent the greatest amount of time reading through today’s Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel. I think I must have read every single
word in the paper—and, for the most part, nothing was happening in Milwaukee today. The most interesting thing that was once again
Brad’s name was mentioned in the sports section. He had gone 2 for 4 with a home run yesterday in Mobile, a far better showing than
the game I saw.
Every Midwest Connect flight leaves Milwaukee from gate B-52 (like the Vietnam-era bombers), a double-sized waiting area at
the far end of the concourse. Every ten minutes or so they’ll call a flight for boarding, directing the passengers to “descend the stairs
and approach Door X” (where “X” is actually replaced with a letter between A and F). They clarify the door letter by using a phonetic
alphabet, so a typical announcement would say “Attention Passengers. Midwest Connect is delighted to announce boarding of flight
2698 to Rhinelander. Rhinelander passengers should descend the steps and approach Door B—bravo. Door B—bravo for flight 2698
to Rhinelander.” They were “delighted” to announce every departure, and it amazed me just how many second-rate backwoods towns
had airline service—presumably thanks to Kimberly-Clark.
Finally around 3:30 they were delighted to announce the departure of flight 1905 to Des Moines. I descended the steps and
was the first in line at door D—delta. They walked us out to the smallest plane I have ever been on. It was the sort of plane I’d expect
to fly to Rhinelander, but it seemed very small to be flying from Milwaukee to Des Moines. Made by Beechcraft, the plane seated 19
(nine rows of 2, with a row of three straddling the aisle in the back. There was no toilet and no overhead space for carry-on baggage.
What’s more, they didn’t allow planeside baggage checking, like they do on many small planes. I managed to fit my carry-on in the coat
closet and my backpack under the seat, and I was thankful to be at the front of the line. I don’t know what they’d do if several people
had large carry-ons.
I sat in Row 2. In Row 1 they had a woman (“Kari”) who was being trained to be a pilot. Because of her, they kept the cockpit
door open through this flight, so we could see all the controls. [This is EXTREMELY unusual after the 9/11 attacks.] We could also
see that the pilot (her nametag said “Synde”, which I assume is a bizarre spelling of the name I know as “Cindy”) and first officer
(“Jermaine”) had to literally walk over the controls to get to their seats.
There was no stewardess on this flight. Jermaine walked through the plane to make sure we had our seat belts on and then
played a recording of the safety instructions. He also announced that the seat belt light would be on through the entire trip (which,
given that there was no toilet, didn’t really matter). The plane was extremely noisy when the propellers started up, and it vibrated a lot
on take-off. Once we were in the air, though, it was a fairly smooth flight. We landed in Des Moines ahead of schedule, around 5:15,
and I was pulling out of the parking lot in my own car by 5:30.

I had dinner tonight at Fazoli’s in Ankeny. I had at one point thought of eating the first night at the very first Fazoli’s, which
happens to be in Lexington, Kentucky. Skyline Chili seemed preferable to that, though, but hearty Italian food seemed a good way to
end this trip.
I listened to the rest of The Youngest Rookie as I made my way back northward. On my way into Algona, I made a point of
driving past the Nelson house, where Brad’s parents have erected an enormous baseball-shaped planter in the front yard. … I made it
back home around 8:30 and began to unpack and settle in for the upcoming school year. As I told Margaret on the phone, there was
nothing extraordinary about this trip, but it was restful and really very enjoyable.

