[UPDATE: May, 2014—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.]
This will be two travelogues in one, telling of trips to the Midwest‘s big city at both the beginning and end of summer. The first
trip was not really mine, but rather our quiz bowl team‘s ninth appearance at the National Academic Championships. While not quite
the major journey that our trips to Washington or New Orleans had been, with gas hovering around $4 a gallon, I was thankful to be
able to make any trip at all. (In fact while the school would have swallowed the cost anyway, we were fortunate to have a very
generous donation that covered the cost of getting the thirsty school vehicles to and from Chicago. That generosity makes it more likely
we‘ll be able to make similar trips in the future.) [That same donor has contributed to several trips since this one—including one
we‘ll be making down to New Orleans in 2014.]
We had an almost unmanageably large group on this trip, which was mostly due to the requirements of Virtus, the program the
Catholic church instituted a few years back in response to the scandals involving child abuse by priests. The ―good‖ quiz bowl players
this year included both seniors and underclassmen and both boys and girls. By Virtus rules younger and older kids couldn‘t room
together [something that still strikes me as silly], and of course neither could opposite sexes. Moreover, the rules required that we
have at least two chaperons of each sex. We ended up with a group of fifteen: ten students, three adult women, and two adult men.
Three of the kids also had family members who were traveling to Chicago for the event separately from the official group. It ended up
being quite a delegation.
The kids this year included the following people,
who I‘ll mention once and then talk around—as I have in
previous quiz bowl travelogues:
Ethan Dahlahuser – a recently graduated senior
who was our captain and the only twoyear MVP in the history of quiz bowl at
our school. [There have since been
two others.]
He was the primary
reason we were making this trip. Ethan
is a smart kid who has two main
activities—quiz bowl and band. He‘s
also
in
our
school‘s
―Christian
Leadership‖ group, mostly because his
girlfriend is active in that group. Ethan is
taking a calculus class this summer, and
he plans to major in history at Iowa State
in the fall. [He ended up changing that
major to archaeology.]
Shane Koob – a recently graduated senior who
Sign in front of BHGS wishing the quiz bowl team
had gone by the nickname ―Buddha‖
good luck at nationals
since grade school thanks to his plump
physique. Shane is a football player, but he has also been active in speech, choir, drama, student council, various
service groups, and cheerleading. He was extremely active as a grass roots organizer for the Obama campaign and
was overjoyed that the Illinois senator had officially captured the nomination just before this trip started. [Shane now
works as a sportswriter in the Twin Cities. His brother Neal is graduating from Garrigan this spring.]
Mark Poeppe (pronounced ―peppy‖) – a recently graduated senior who was probably the quietest of the people on the trip.
The night before the trip Mark had an embarrassing loss as the starting pitcher for our baseball team, and everyone
sort of talked around that for the first day or so. While I was a bit worried about him because the rest of the group

really wasn‘t his friends (he‘s more part of the ―in‖ crowd than most quiz bowl kids), Mark did a great job of
entertaining himself and was just about the easiest of the kids to travel with.
Jacob Zittritsch – a recently graduated senior who is a certified firefighter and EMT. His graduation reception was held at the
local fire station. Tall and burly, he‘s sort of a third-string athlete (which he‘s OK with), and he‘s also in band. Jake is
very laid back about everything and a very likeable young man. He‘s not the brightest person on our team, but he
knows a surprising amount about a wide range of things.
Brent Kajewski (ki-YES-key) – a recently graduated senior who comes from a bizarre family background but seems to take
everything in stride. His interests are eclectic to say the least. Brent has won prizes as a race car driver [something
he continued after high school], he works as a farm hand and at a bowling alley, and he plans to study culinary
arts (i.e., cooking) in college. ―Ki‖ (as everyone calls him) wants everyone to like him, and he tries almost too hard to
please. That‘s not really a bad thing, but it can sometimes get tiresome.
Joe Straub – a junior whose father and grandfather went to Notre Dame and became lawyers. The family assumes he will
follow in that tradition. To that end, they expect him to be in and excel at everything. A conflict arose when they
discovered that Boys State (an honorary and learning event that attracts a lot of future lawyers) started in Des Moines
before national quiz bowl ended in Chicago. Instead of having the kid make a decision, Joe‘s dad solved the problem
by driving to Chicago to pick up his son and take him back to Iowa for the other event. While I try to have sympathy
with the pressure he feels, frankly Joe can come across as a bit of a spoiled brat. He‘s one of our brightest players,
but I must confess I wasn‘t exactly sad that he left early. […]
Rebeccah Erdman & Brittany Berte -- sophomores who can only be mentioned together. Each other‘s best friends, they
have all the same interests, are in all the same activities (music, drama, math team, and quiz bowl), and do
absolutely everything together. While each does have a unique personality, it would be impossible to really think of
them separately. They are unique among kids these days in that they actually enjoy reading, which makes them
invaluable to our quiz bowl team—where literature is a perennial weakness. [Becky and Brittany developed much
more different personalities as they got older, and they have gone very separate ways in college. …]
Anna Kollasch – a freshman and the other girl in the group. Built like a truck, Anna comes across as the quintessential
female jock but actually is remarkably ―girly‖. Anna is a year-round athlete, and she also enjoys music and ―smart
kid‖ activities like speech and math team. [Anna grew into her figure and looked quite striking by the time she
graduated. She is also in pre-med, and she‘s a varsity letterwinner in track team at Mt. Marty College in
South Dakota.]
Jake Rosenmeyer – a freshman farm boy who has gone out of his way to become involved in pretty much everything except
sports. He‘s a smart kid, and also extremely reliable and hard-working. Jake also tries too hard to please, but he
pulls it off a bit better than Brent does. While Jake and Anna would not be the core of our team this summer, giving
them experience at nationals as freshmen should help our team out in the future. [Jake is arguably my all-time
MVP in quiz bowl, and he‘ll be chaperoning our trip to New Orleans this summer. He would go on to be
student council president and Homecoming king, and he appears to be similarly popular and busy in college.
He‘s now a junior at Briar Cliff University.]
For the most part this was a really good group of kids to travel with. This was not a year I needed to worry about kids pushing
the rules or doing things they shouldn‘t be doing. What‘s more, there was only one who really complained about anything (I‘ll let you
guess from the descriptions which one), and the other kids pretty much took care of that without my having to deal with it.
We might as well mention the adults as well:
Deb Kollasch – Anna‘s mother is an aide at Seton, the elementary school that feeds into Garrigan. She‘s one of those people
pretty much everybody likes. [Deb has chaperoned every trip we‘ve taken for the past seven years. After Anna
graduated her twin sons Zach and Tony would also be national quiz bowl qualifiers.]
Mary Alice Berte – Brittany‘s mother spent much of the trip organizing the local Relay for Life anti-cancer event. … [Mrs.
Berte would also go on to chaperone other trips in the future, though not quite so many as Deb Kollasch.]
Ken & Linda Ferjak – I asked Ken, our band director, to accompany the group so we would have the proper number of male
chaperons to satisfy Virtus regulations. His wife, our choir director, came along as part of the deal. Ken is very laid
back, while Linda is quite the opposite. On this trip both were really just along for the ride. I must say it intrigued me
that although Ken was originally from Chicago he seemed to know remarkably little about the city.
David Burrow – After twenty-five years there, I‘m pretty much an institution at Garrigan. What amazed the kids was how well
I knew Chicago. I‘ve been there lots of times (including a number about which I haven‘t written travelogues), and I do
know how to get just about anywhere and what there is to see and do. On the other hand, I could do probably come
across the same way in Los Angeles or New York, cities I really know much less about. At any rate, I was very much
the leader of the group, and the only real chaperon.
So, with all those introductions out of the way, we‘ll continue on with the trip.

We had arranged to leave at 7am, so I was out at school before 6:30. It was a pleasant surprise that all the kids showed up
not long after that. We even had an unofficial send-off, though mostly by accident. Many of our school‘s athletes would be lifting
weights early this morning, so they were arriving just as we got ready to leave. Between the boys who were there to lift and an
assortment of parents, we had quite a delegation on hand to see us off.
We would be traveling in two relatively new school vehicles, different ones than we‘d taken on our other quiz bowl trips.
Garrigan buys all of its vehicles used (mostly from a local funeral home, where they were used to transport grieving families between
churches and cemeteries). In the past year, though, the school retired the oldest of its vehicles (nearly two decades old) and acquired
a comparatively new red Dodge van and light blue Chevy Suburban. I drove the van the whole way, while the two mothers alternated
as drivers in the Suburban. The upperclassmen chose to ride in the van, while the girls and the freshman boy ended up with the moms.
Everyone seemed reasonably happy with those arrangements, and certainly no one complained about them.
[We still the red van at school. It‘s by far the worst of our school vehicles and is generally only used when nothing
else is available. For some reason the kids for years have called it ―Stanley‖. We‘d take Stanley on one other quiz bowl trip
(down to New Orleans), but its gas mileage would make almost anything else preferable for a long haul. The blue suburban
was recently retired in favor of a smaller vehicle, a Chevy Traverse. I‘ve yet to drive that, but it will be one of the vehicles we
take this coming summer.]

Garrigan quiz bowl students in the van and suburban, getting ready to head to Chicago
The first leg of our trip was really
very short. We just headed over to Garner
(about 30 miles to the east), where we
stopped briefly at Hardees. The Ferjaks
live in Forest City, and it was a lot easier
for them to meet us in Garner (just south of
there) than to drive all the way into Algona
only to head back east again. A couple of
the kids got something to eat or drink, but it
was really quite a quick stop. The Ferjaks
offered to let people ride in their minivan,
but the kids decided to stay put.
From Garner we headed east to Clear Lake, where we picked up Avenue of the Saints. While it‘s not really the quickest route
in terms of time, soaring gas prices made me opt to take the route with the shortest distance between Algona and Chicago. That meant
heading south to Waterloo and then east on highway 20. Traffic was fairly light, but it was still an annoying drive. The weather was
very windy (what turned out to be the start of storms that would go on to cause serious flooding throughout the upper Midwest). The
tall van in particular didn‘t handle well in the wind, and it was a bit of a chore keeping it on the road.
I‘d planned stops every couple of hours on the way out, and both the timing and choice of places seemed to go over pretty well
with the kids. [I almost always plan a fairly detailed itinerary ahead of time, so the kids know when we‘ll be stopping and
there‘s a place to meet up if the vehicles get separated.] Our next stop was in Janesville (between Waverly and Cedar Falls) at a
Kwik Star convenience store. In addition to a bathroom break, lots of the kids stocked up on snacks. While for people who live east of
here it‘s just the local chain, my kids saw Kwik Star (called Kwik Trip in Wisconsin and Minnesota) as different and exotic—which
basically means it wasn‘t Casey‘s or Kum ‗n‘ Go.
Even with the wind we made good time heading eastward, and it was right at 11:00 when we got to Dubuque. We had lunch
at a Wendy‘s on the strip there, and even though the service wasn‘t the most efficient, I was pleased we were able to finish within half
an hour. We also bought gas in Dubuque. We didn‘t really need gas (indeed, we probably could have made it all the way to Chicago
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without buying), but I knew it would be cheaper in Iowa than across the river. We stopped at a BP station that charged $3.89 per
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gallon ($3.99 for the alcohol-free fuel that Ferjaks insist on using in their vehicle). I wasn‘t sure if the school credit card would work in
three different pumps at the same time, so I went inside and showed the card to the attendant and had her turn on all three pumps.
She processed it as three separate transactions, with a total just under $200—pretty hefty for a single gas stop. I hate to think what it
would have cost if the tanks had actually been empty.
By the way, I‘ve noticed—both on this trip and in the past—that for their size Suburbans get amazingly good gas mileage. We
averaged over 20 mpg on this trip, which isn‘t bad for a full-size SUV. The Dodge van, on the other hand, got less than 15 mpg—
horrible for anything. Of course, with gas prices what they are these days nothing is cheap to drive. Even if I‘d taken my Metro (which
usually gets around 45mpg in summer), I‘d have spent $75 or $80 just for fuel.
We crossed the Mississippi from Dubuque into Illinois, and the kids were amused by one of the most prominent businesses in
East Dubuque. It‘s an enormous discount booze shop called Family Beer and Liquor. (I recall my sister-in-law Janet, who works in
Dubuque, talking about the place.) While I think the implication is supposed to be that they‘re family owned, the kids took it as having
alcohol for every member of the family. Good Catholic kids that they are, the group certainly took notice.
East of Dubuque there‘s about a fifty-mile section of highway 20 that is truly abysmal. While it‘s an expressway both east and
west of there, in western Illinois US 20 is a shoulderless two-lane that ambles through the hills. The kids commented on how pretty the
area was. That‘s certainly true; indeed, it‘s just about the most scenic section of Illinois. It‘s not a place you want to make time while
driving, though. [There are apparently plans to four-lane the stretch at some point in the distant future. This is in no way a
priority route in Illinois, though. Indeed, it‘s more likely that Illinois will first be subsidizing Amtrak service to Dubuque.]
The expressway resumed at Freeport, and we made good time from there to Rockford. It had rained last night in Iowa, and by
the time we reached Rockford we caught up with that front. They had obviously just had quite a bit of rain, and for a time it dripped just
a bit as we drove.
We joined the Northwest Tollway at Rockford. It‘s officially called the Jane Addams Tollway now, though I can‘t imagine the
founder of Hull House wanting to have her name associated with a public service that charges for use. They‘ve improved the tollway
quite a bit (and they‘re working to improve it further—six-laning it for the rest of its length). There are a lot fewer tollbooths than there
used to be, and with the introduction of I-Pass electronic toll collection, most of the traffic doesn‘t actually stop even where there are
tollbooths. That keeps traffic flowing much better than it used to.
Our next stop was at the Belvidere Oasis, one of those old service centers that‘s built over the highway to serve traffic in both
directions. This was mostly a bathroom break, but several of the kids picked up either Mexican or Chinese food in their food court. [It
never ceases to amaze me just how much kids can eat.] The taco place in particular was quite slow with its service, but it still didn‘t
take too long before we were moving again.
It started pouring shortly after we left Belvidere, but fortunately the storm passed quickly. Things mostly seemed to be headed
northeast—which was good, as that meant we shouldn‘t have to worry about it in Chicago.
Before long we came to Elgin, which is essentially the start of the Chicago area. I‘d pushed to make it here before rush hour,
and for the most part I was successful. Traffic is never light anywhere in Chicagoland, but it really wasn‘t all that bad on our way in
today. We made our way through Hoffman Estates and Schaumburg, and then exited at Arlington Heights Road in Elk Grove Village.
The directions to the motel were to follow Illinois highway 72 or Higgins Road, which turns off of Arlington Heights Road. In
theory that was simple enough, but Higgins (which is mostly diagonal) kept joining and peeling off of other streets. I made a couple of
wrong turns before finally reaching our destination.
On the way the kids saw another liquor store that caught their interest. This one was in a strip mall and was located right next
door to a daycare center. I found out later that the store was new and there had been quite a bit of controversy over its opening. In
fact, there may have been some under the table shenanigans that led to the zoning variance that allowed the store to locate there.
[Imagine that in Illinois!] I will say to the kids‘ credit that they did feel—as I do—that the combination of daycare and booze was
stupid.
It was roughly 3pm when we arrived at the Super 8—O‘Hare West in Elk Grove Village. I had actually stayed at this hotel
before years ago when I went to Chicago with my brother Steve, his wife Terry, and their then newly-adopted kids. It‘s an old but
reasonably well-maintained budget motel located on a rather seedy strip just west of the airport. It‘s ―raison d‘être‖ is to be a place the
airlines can put up stranded passengers when flights are cancelled. They also do a lot of ―park and fly‖ business, and they market to
tourists like us who wanted somewhere cheaper than what was available in the city.
With the Virtus rules our group required seven rooms. (That alone makes trips like this much more expensive than they used
to be.) It took a while to check in to seven rooms, but everything was processed without a hitch. We were assigned to rooms that were
near but not adjoining each other on the third floor of the east wing of the building. This was obviously a newer wing that had been
added on about a decade after the original part. The rooms were not luxurious, but they were clean and reasonably spacious. The kids
had no complaints, and we certainly got a better deal here than we would have at the hotel where the tournament was being held.

The kids got settled in their rooms, and many of them checked out the small but pleasant motel pool. [It was an incredibly
tiny pool, but surprisingly the kids seemed to like it.] Then around 4:30 we had a group meeting in my room to go over what we‘d
be doing both tonight and tomorrow. Everybody was again on time, and they paid pretty good attention.
The competition wouldn‘t actually begin until tomorrow, so I‘d arranged for group events this evening. The females in the
group were attending the play Wicked, a show I saw with Margaret a couple years ago and honestly didn‘t much care for. [It‘s pretty
close to my least favorite play ever.] The males were heading to U.S. Cellular Field (formerly Comiskey Park) to see the White Sox
take on the Minnesota Twins.
First, though, we‘d have to get into the city, which was easier said than done. It‘s less than five miles from the Super 8 to the
Rosemont park-and-ride, but that trip took nearly twenty minutes at rush hour. We took all three vehicles there, on the assumption that
we‘d probably be getting back from the events at different times and would need to come back separately.
With one exception, both the adults and kids seemed to enjoy riding the ‗L‘. The exception pretty much complained about
everything, so I didn‘t pay much attention to his whining. The kids almost thought of the ‗L‘ as an amusement park ride, but it is of
course public transportation. With the increase in gas prices, it‘s become a more important for a broader range of people, too. The
train was nearly full at Rosemont, and by the time we got to Harlem (two stops later) it was standing room only. It used to be that the
majority of riders on the northwest leg of the blue line were Hispanic. Today there are a lot more riders overall, and the single largest
group is white suburbanites.
While ‗L‘ ridership is up a lot, it‘s not like the expressways are empty. The Kennedy was packed in both directions, and even
with stops the train made significantly better time than the traffic we paralleled. When things are going right (as they were at rush hour)
it‘s about a forty-minute ride from Rosemont to downtown. Things were uneventful, and the trip went fairly quickly.
We got off in the downtown subway at Clark and Lake station. I wanted to walk the girls to the theatre, so I‘d know they could
get back okay after the show. We went up to street level, and one of the mothers announced that she needed to use the restroom. So
we waited a few minutes while she and a couple of the kids ran into Ronny‘s, a cafeteria-style steakhouse adjacent to the station.
[Almost certainly the restrooms there are officially for customers only, but it wouldn‘t be hard for them to sweet-talk their way
in.] When they were done with their business, we turned the corner and made our way to the plaza in front of the Thompson Center.
We had just reached the ugly sculpture in that plaza when the kids noticed that our captain‘s family was directly across the street. They
had come for the tournament and were staying with an aunt and uncle in the north suburbs. The family was also planning to see
Wicked, and they were spending some time checking out downtown before the show. [I‘d completely forgotten Ethan‘s family had
come to Chicago. …] The corner of Clark and Randolph isn‘t exactly the biggest tourist section of Chicago, but it is just a block and a
half west of the theatre. Even so, it was pure chance that we happened to be there at exactly the same time they were.
We had a quick visit, and then the males
in the group left the girls (who still had almost two
hours to kill before showtime) to head down to the
ballpark. We walked over to State Street (just a
block past the theatre) and went down to the red
line subway. The train was crowded, but not as
horrible as it sometimes is before sports events.
[That‘s because we were headed to see the
White Sox, who—while they‘re the better
team—are quite a bit less popular than the
Cubs.] Many of the kids were bedecked in Twins
attire (since Minneapolis is the closest big league
city to Algona), and they put up with a bit of goodnatured ribbing from the other riders on the train.
It‘s not much more than a ten-minute ride
th
down to 35 Street, and we made it there without
incident. I pointed out the Illinois Institute of
Technology to the left of the station. Our captain‘s
girlfriend received a scholarship valued at $20,000
a year to attend there (where her sister had also
been a student). Unfortunately, even with that
discount, the exclusive school was all but
The group that went to see Wicked
unaffordable. She ended up choosing Iowa State
instead. [We have sent a couple of Garrigan students to IIT now, and they seem to have had good experiences there.]
th

It probably took us longer to walk from the ‗L‘ station to the gate than it did to ride from downtown to 35 Street. We had to
th
cross the vast Dan Ryan Expressway, cross four lanes of 35 Street, and then walk to the far corner of the ballpark. [It is kind of odd
that Comiskey doesn‘t have a northeast entrance near the ‗L‘ station. That is the outfield, but a lot of parks do have entrances
there.] Once through the gate we went up and up and up and up. In fact we were three rows from the top of the upper deck.

While they were high, the seats really weren‘t that
bad. We were right behind home plate, and they‘re re-done
the seating so it doesn‘t induce quite so much vertigo as it
used to.
[Comiskey used to be infamous for its
extremely vertical upper deck.] We also had an excellent
view of the enormous scoreboard in centerfield.
A signature feature of the Comiskey scoreboard is
that it ―explodes‖ after Sox home runs. (I know from seeing
it from behind on an earlier trip that what actually happens is
fireworks are set off directly behind the scoreboard.) We got
to see it go off lots of times tonight. That wind we‘d driven
through in Iowa had made its way to Chicago, and it was
blowing straight toward the outfield. We saw both teams
launch homer after homer after homer out of the park. I
think the final score was 10 – 6, and most of those runs
were home runs. While the kids were less than thrilled that
the Twins didn‘t win, I was happy myself. I‘ve been a White
Sox fan ever since I was a kid, and Comiskey was the first
big league park I ever visited. There‘s some speculation
that my baseball-playing former student may be traded to
the Sox, and I‘d be absolutely delighted if that happened.
[Brad has been through lots of organizations, but he
Fast food race – part of the between innings entertainment
never did end up with the White Sox. He did play for the
on the scoreboard at U.S. Cellular Field
Iowa Cubs, the AAA affiliate of Chicago‘s other team.
At the moment he‘s with the Twins organization, though their AAA affiliate is in Rochester, New York.]
The crowd at the game was a typical Chicago sports crowd. It was very multi-ethnic (particularly heavy on Hispanic fans),
and the fans were very passionate for their team. While most of my kids were Twins fans, even they had to admit there just isn‘t that
kind of support at the Metrodome. As is always true at Comiskey, the fans also got into the game musically. Some got up and danced
when they played ―Let‘s Go-Go-Go White Sox‖, and they all joined in singing ―Na, na, hey, hey, goodbye‖ when the Twins took out their
starting pitcher and put in a relief man.
The White Sox also treat fans to some of the best food in sports—and it‘s not even too horribly expensive. In addition to
traditional ballpark options, you can get interesting snacks representing just about every ethnic cuisine on earth. What‘s more,
everything costs less than the options in AAA parks like Des Moines and Omaha. They‘ve definitely got my vote for the best ballpark
food anywhere. [The Sox have learned that they can make more money by selling smaller portions and charging more for
them. Particularly with the wide variety they have available, it‘s good to be able to sample a bit of several different things.]
There were fireworks after the game, and they put on a very nice show. The kids said they were better than the fireworks
Algona does for the Fourth of July. I‘ve never seen Algona‘s fireworks [and I still haven‘t], so I‘ll have to take their word for it. The
Sox show went on for about twenty minutes, and it included about every kind of explosion you could imagine. It was fun to see.
I knew the red line would be incredibly crowded right after the game, so I strongly suggested to the kids that it would be
worthwhile to walk a block and a half further and take the green line instead. Everyone except the kid who complained about
everything agreed that was probably wise, and since he was outnumbered, he pretty much had no choice but to walk along with us.
The green line was all but empty, and while the crowd coming north from the south side late at night was a bit rougher than who I‘d
normally care to ride with, we had an uneventful ride back downtown.
We took the green line to Clark and Lake and went down a series of escalators to the blue line subway station there. We‘d
been waiting on the blue line platform about five minutes when the girls came down the stairs. Wicked is a very long show, so even
with all those home runs and the fireworks our game finished before they were done. We ended up on the same train to head back to
Rosemont.
While most of our group managed to get seats, it was a very crowded train. Also surprising, it didn‘t empty out much as we
made our way north. I‘m used to outbound trains losing a lot of people in the middle of the line at Damen, Western, Logan Square, and
Belmont. The vast majority of people on this train, though, were headed to the park-and-rides near the end of the line.
This was without question the single longest ‗L‘ ride I‘ve ever been on. It would easily pass even the ride I made at Christmas,
when I rode almost the entire length of the blue line from Forest Park to Harlem (well over an hour of scheduled running time). It was
right at 11:00 when we left downtown, and the train moved right along until we got to Belmont station. Past there, though, we alternated
between crawling and stopping. Recorded announcements made vague references to ―track work‖ and ―signals ahead‖. Then
eventually the driver came on and explained that there was construction between Jefferson Park and Harlem stations, and only a single
track was in service between them. Our consolation for most of the journey was that the expressway was also under construction, so
car traffic was crawling along at least as slowly as we were. That changed, however, when we got to Montrose, the last station before
Jefferson Park. We stopped in the station and waited twenty minutes before proceeding. Meanwhile three different inbound trains

came and went. Finally we switched to the other track and crawled onward. It was 12:30 when we finally got to Rosemont, so the ride
took more than twice as long as it normally should.
There had been construction at Desplaines River Road when we came to Rosemont station in the afternoon. I assumed that
same construction would still be there at night. What I hadn‘t expected was that they‘d completely close that major street. I was
leading the caravan, and when I came to the roadblock, I wasn‘t really sure what to do. I turned left (since our hotel was in that
direction) on a street I‘d not heard of and eventually came to Manheim Road. Manheim is a major route that I knew went through all the
west suburbs. I followed it up to Illinois 72, which took us back to the motel.
It was pushing 1:00 by the time we got back to the Super 8, and of course it took a bit more time to get settled in for the night.
That meant I got very little sleep and morning came far too quickly.

Like most motels these days, the Super 8 had a free breakfast available. The kids seemed to like it a lot, but I can‘t say the
choices (cold cereal and waffles) did a whole lot for me. I grabbed cups of watered-down juice and incredibly weak coffee and then
headed to a Burger King just down the street. The staff at Burger King was entirely Hispanic, as was every customer but me. In fact
the woman at the counter greeted me in Spanish before she looked up and saw that I was very obviously Anglo. She apologized and
noted ―we don‘t have many English-speaking people who come inside‖. I got a much better cup of coffee (for those who don‘t know,
Burger King actually has some of the best coffee around) and a ham croissant. That alone was nearly $5, which struck me as
expensive—but then what isn‘t these days.
I‘d told the kids to be ready to leave by 8:00, and most were close to ready by 7:45. It was actually the adults (the mothers)
who took the longest to get ready, but it was still not much after 8:00 when we left. This morning we followed Higgins (which takes a
very circuitous route around O‘Hare over to Cumberland Avenue. Traffic was light on Saturday, and we made pretty good time. When
we reached Cumberland, we crossed the Kennedy Expressway and turned into the park-and-ride at Cumberland station.
While we drove to the park-and-ride (a massive ramp that accommodates 1,500 cars but was nearly empty on Saturday) we
weren‘t actually using the ‗L‘ at this time. This was just the most convenient place to park for the morning, as the tournament was being
held just across the street.
This year‘s National Academic Championships were at a hotel I‘m quite familiar with, one I‘ve stayed at on at least half a
dozen previous trips to Chicago. It was at what is now called the Holiday Inn—O‘Hare, a twelve-story tower from the ‗60s that
overlooks an office park east of the airport. While it‘s mostly a place flight crews sleep, the hotel is most famous for being the place
O.J. Simpson stayed when he flew to Chicago the night his wife was found dead. When O.J. stayed there the place was called the
Wyndham Garden. I know it best as the Clarion Barceló, and it was called the Ramada Plaza before it became a Holiday Inn. It‘s a
nice hotel, and it used to be quite affordable. These days, though, they had a ―special‖ rate of $99 per room for the tournament, and
that actually was quite good considering that the business and AAA rates they normally offer these days are more in the $150 range
(double what I‘m used to paying there).
Under any of its names, this is really quite a nice hotel. I‘d stayed
here before because I had a feeling of luxury at what was then a bargain price
(and because it was across the street from the ‗L‘ station). [A lot of reviews
complain that the décor in the rooms is dated, but that‘s not the sort of
thing I care about in a hotel.] They‘ve re-done the public areas (most
notably putting a bar in the lobby), but it still comes across as quite upscale.
The place did have one major problem this weekend, though. They
had the air conditioning turned off in all the public areas. The lobby, bar,
restaurant, and hallways were all sweltering. I‘m not sure why this is (they‘ve
had air on when I‘ve stayed there before on the Fourth of July weekend). It
might have been a decision of the new management, or perhaps they were
doing maintenance. Either way, the place was just stifling.
We arrived before 8:30, and our game wouldn‘t start until 9:00, so we
Holiday Inn—O‘Hare, with a limo in front
took over a few tables in the bar (which wouldn‘t open until afternoon anyway)
and relaxed a bit before it was time to play. At about 8:45 we made our way to the ballroom where our game would be taking place.
The rooms are named after the various Great Lakes, and this morning we were starting out in the Superior Room.

I‘ve had several people
ask how we did at the
tournament, and that‘s honestly
not an easy question to answer.
Our record (1 win – 5 losses)
doesn‘t look good, but really the
kids played well and were quite
competitive. Every single one of
our games was close, while
some of the results we saw on
the score list were extremely lopsided. While losing narrowly can
sometimes be more frustrating
than getting wiped out, I honestly
feel this was about the second
best team we‘ve ever had at
nationals (following the first team
we took, which had a winning
record).
They certainly have
nothing to be ashamed of.
Our game this morning
was against Alief Hastings High
School, a perennial quiz bowl
powerhouse
from
Houston,
Texas. We got on the board first,
and it was a good back-and-forth
game. In the format they use at
nationals each game has four
BGHS quiz bowl team waiting in the lobby of the Holiday Inn
rounds, and you can make
before the first game at the National Academic Championships
substitutions to the team between any of the rounds. I played seven of our ten players in this first game alone. [Ten really is ridiculously many players. We‘d
have likely done better if we‘d stuck with a core of people who were really the top players.] Ethan and Shane played the whole
game. While I want to do well, I also think it‘s important that everyone have a chance to play, and I did try to give all the kids as much
playing time as possible at nationals.
After losing by 20 points to Hastings (which beat other teams by almost 200 points), we had an awkward amount of time to kill.
We went back to the parking ramp and then drove back over the expressway to a Dominick‘s supermarket at the corner of Cumberland
and Higgins. The kid who complained about everything was annoyed that I chose to park at the far end of the lot, far away from the
store entrance. I‘m used to driving a subcompact car, though, and with what to me was a monster of a vehicle, I wanted a place I knew
I could get in and out of easily.
Dominick‘s is a very nice supermarket, much more upscale than anything in our area. The kids (and even more the mothers)
were fascinated by the place. I was expecting them to just go in and out quickly, but they spent more than half an hour checking out the
place. They bought more drinks and snacks than I could imagine they‘d go through in three days (and indeed many of the stuff got
dragged back to Algona), but they seemed to enjoy themselves. [Dominick‘s, a subsidiary of Safeway, has since gone out of
business. This location in Park Ridge (across the interstate from Chicago) is now called Mariano‘s Fresh Market.]
We went back to the Super 8, where the public areas were air conditioned. The kids either relaxed in their rooms or went
down to the pool. I used the opportunity to gas up the school vehicles. Again they were nowhere near empty, but it was a convenient
time to take care of things. I went to a Speedway station about two miles east of the motel, which was charging the standard price for
9
gas in the area--$4.19 .
I paid by scanning the school credit card at the pump. Signs on the pump said they would only authorize $50 on each charge.
However, the $50 had been crossed out, replaced with $75. Even that number was wrong, though. When I filled the van the pump
passed $50 and then $75. In fact it passed $100 (just barely) without shutting off. The Suburban went past $75, so you can figure out
just how much this fill cost. [It is surprising the pump didn‘t cut off at some point. These days the pay at the pump charge limit
seems to be $100 at most stations, and a lot of them are set so that the pump slows down and eventually stops filling once
that limit has been reached.]
While I was out I also checked out the destinations we‘d be going in the afternoon, making sure exactly how to get there and
what parking was like once we were there. The excursions filled most of the time we had between games.

About 1pm we drove back to the Cumberland parkand-ride and again made our way across the street to the
Holiday Inn. Our afternoon game was against Lamar,
another Houston team. They were probably the most
annoying team we played, complaining several times about
little things that came up in the game. They were also
leading through the game, and it‘s always been my
philosophy that you don‘t whine when you‘re winning. They
did end up beating us, but by only about 50 points, a
remarkably close game for how conceited they were.
Lamar‘s whining also bothered me because in this
game we probably had the best moderator of any of our
games. Ernie Anderson is a radio DJ from West Virginia
who has hosted various quiz tournaments for more than
forty years. He‘s read at several of our previous games at
nationals, and he always does a good job. DJs are often
among the best quiz bowl moderators. They know how to
pronounce everything and read both fast and clearly. They
also tend to have a cadence that keeps the game fun. Mr.
Anderson does all of that, and there‘s a reason why he gets
invited back to nationals year after year.

Getting ready for a game at nationals

On all of our quiz bowl trips I‘ve had at least one group meal. This year, after talking with the kids, we decided to have that
meal at the Outback Steakhouse, the Aussie-themed eatery known for its generous portions. There‘s an Outback on Higgins Road, not
far from the Holiday Inn. It would actually be within walking distance (for me anyway), but we decided it was easier to drive there.
[Having since stayed at the hotel where the Outback is located, I must say that it really isn‘t within walking distance of the
Holiday Inn, and it‘s a LONG walk from Cumberland station. If you could make a bee-line across the interstate, it might be,
but having to rely on city streets (and in particular Higgins, which has no sidewalks) makes it a long and not terribly pleasant
walk.]
Getting to Outback was easy, but parking was another matter. The place is located on the first floor of the Springhill Suites, a
luxury hotel housed in a tower similar to the Holiday Inn. Like the Holiday Inn, it has a parking lot far smaller than most hotels its size.
That makes sense when guests at both of the hotels normally fly in. However, it doesn‘t make sense when the hotel also houses a
popular restaurant that local people drive to. The Springhill Suites has a long narrow lot sandwiched between Higgins and the
Kennedy. When I scouted out the place earlier, I saw what looked like adequate parking. The spaces I saw, though, were reserved for
people picking up ―to go‖: orders from Outback. Sit-down customers had to find a place in the hotel lot. There were spaces available,
but getting into them in large vehicles was easier said than done—particularly for someone with my limited experience driving SUVs. I
did eventually manage to park, though, but I think it would have taken about the same time to walk from the ‗L‘ station ramp.
We arrived right at 3pm, just as the restaurant was opening. The place doesn‘t take reservations, so I figured arriving right at
opening was the best way to go with a group. There were others there with us, but not nearly enough to fill the place. Even so, they
made us wait more than fifteen minutes before they‘d seat us. I hate to think what the wait would have been if the place had actually
been busy. [What they were doing was setting one big table for our group, which does take time. I probably should have
made it clear that we‘d have been happy being seated separately.]
Only a couple of the people actually had steak, and indeed for as big of a group as we had, we got off fairly inexpensively.
Many of the kids had pasta plates or soup and sandwich combos. I had classic French onion soup and an enormous salad featuring
chicken strips and Southwestern spices. Regardless of what we might have selected, there was no way anyone could have possibly
left hungry.
Like far too many restaurants these days, this one had TV monitors playing news and sports. (I‘d much rather think of a
restaurant as a place to escape the world, but I guess I must be in the minority there. [I really do fail to see what the attraction of
TVs in restaurants is.]) The big news of the day was that longtime sportscaster Jim Kelly had died. The kids had barely even heard
of Kelly, but I remember him well. Like many of you, I remember Kelly most for his anchoring of continuous coverage during the Black
st
September terrorist massacre at the 1972 Munich Olympics. (So many people seem to think terrorism didn‘t even begin until the 21
Century; those people also seem to call such attacks ―terrorism‖ only when they happen in America.) He also hosted Wide World of
Sports for decades, but the ‘72 Olympics will be burned into my brain forever.
The Belmont Stakes was also run while we were having our lunch, and we saw Triple Crown hopeful Big Brown (who
apparently was named like a stadium, in a deal with UPS) finish dead last. Back when I was a kid, there were three famous horses—
Secretariat, Seattle Slew, and Affirmed—that won the Triple Crown in rapid succession. I remember cheering for young jockey Steve
Cauthen, who was almost exactly my age, when he rode Affirmed to victory in 1978. It‘s really strange that no horse has won the Triple
Crown since then. [Affirmed is still the most recent Triple Crown winner, and that‘s more than thirty-five years ago now.]

After the team meal it was time to go to church. When I‘d originally done planning for this trip, my intention was to take the
group downtown to Holy Name Cathedral, which runs a dozen masses each weekend. Not only would that have taken a long time on
the ‗L‘, but shortly before our trip the cathedral‘s roof collapsed. They‘re now holding mass in their parish hall, so it wouldn‘t have been
quite the experience I‘d envisioned for the kids.
Since the cathedral was a less than ideal option, I opted instead to take the kids to Immaculate Conception Church, the
neighborhood parish church for extreme northwest Chicago. [Interestingly, this is one of three different Immaculate Conception
parishes in the city.] It‘s located at the center of a huge Catholic complex that also includes elementary and high schools, a hospital,
and a monastery. The place is located at the corner of Harlem and Talcott in the Norwood Park neighborhood, roughly where the city
of Chicago meets the suburbs of Park Ridge, Niles, and Norridge. It was only about a mile east of the restaurant we‘d eaten at, and
they had a 5:00 mass that was conveniently timed.
A fascinating piece of side trivia I found out later was that this was the home church of serial killer John Wayne Gacy. It never
really occurred to me that a serial killer would go to church, but apparently Gacy was quite active in the parish. That was long before
they invented the Virtus program, and perhaps he would have benefited from it. There are actually several sites related to the serial
killer in the area. Several years ago when staying at what was then the Clarion, I went past the site of Gacy‘s home (destroyed when
they dug up all those boys‘ bodies), which is on a street of tan brick bungalows just a few blocks south of the hotel. The site of the
current Cumberland park-and-ride (which was an intercity bus station in the ‗70s—and still has Greyhound service today) was where
Gacy found most of his victims. Those that weren‘t buried at his house were dumped in the Desplaines River, which runs right past the
Rosemont ‗L‘ station.
Fortunately, in recent years the area around here can claim to be home to a person famous for more positive reasons than
Gacy. While she‘s better known for being from Arkansas or New York, Hillary Clinton was originally from northwest Chicago. She grew
up in the suburb of Park Ridge, just a few blocks north of where that Dominick‘s supermarket we stopped at is now located. I also went
past her home on an earlier trip, and it‘s a tan brick bungalow like pretty much everything else around here.
…Well, back to church! Immaculate Conception Church is an enormous structure whose architecture clearly dates it to the
‗50s—lots of white brick and blue tile. The sanctuary features gorgeous stained glass windows that reminded me of the church I went
to in Mt. Pleasant when I was growing up. The other main visual interest is mosaic Stations of the Cross. Unfortunately, things aren‘t
all that well maintained. There are missing tiles here and there, and we found that several of the blond wood pews weren‘t properly
bolted down to the floor.
[In researching this
revision, I found a fascinating
article
about
Immaculate
Conception on an architecture
blog. It describes the church
as ―an over the top example of
mid-century modern architecture‖.
Befitting the era,
those surfaces that aren‘t
stained glass or blond wood
are covered in ceramic tile.
According to the blog the
parish pastor doesn‘t care
much for the look, saying it
reminds him of a swimming
pool. On closer inspection the
stained glass is assertively
modern,
featuring
such
designs
as
a
nuclear
explosion.]
It was raining as we
arrived at church, so we parked
at the school next door and
headed for the closest possible
entrance. We walked in about
fifteen minutes before mass was
scheduled to begin and were
surprised to find the cavernous
Website view of the ceiling of Immaculate Conception Church – Chicago
sanctuary almost entirely empty.
Usually it‘s young families that come to Saturday mass, but the only people here when we arrived were a handful of elderly women.
Eventually a few more showed, but all together there weren‘t much more than a hundred in a church that probably seats closer to a
thousand. They have several weekend masses (including one in Polish and one in Spanish), but especially for a big church in a
residential area, it was not at all the crowd I was expecting.

The ushers (all elderly men) were very surprised to see a large group of young visitors, and they asked the kids who they were
and where they were from. This may be the place you take ―Aunt Catherine‖ to church when she‘s in town, but it‘s definitely not a place
that routinely expects visitors to come on their own (although it‘s very convenient to the ‗L‘ and all the O‘Hare hotels). One of the
ushers even said to the kids that they needed people to bring up the gifts for communion and asked if some of our group would be
willing to help out. We had yet another welcome at the start of the service. While announcements are normally held for the end of
mass, the priest made a point of introducing our group at the beginning. He had us stand, and the rest of the congregation applauded
our presence. Father noted that we were here for the National Academic Championships (which, chances are, no one else in the
congregation even knew were happening), and he wished us well in the competition.
The kids were amused that in this mostly older congregation they sang the responses we use for children‘s masses at Seton.
In particular they did a bouncy Latin American version of the ―Alleluia‖ that our kids learn with syncopated hand claps. They didn‘t do
the clapping in Chicago, but it drew a snicker from our kids just the same. It is better suited to kindergartners than octogenarians.
Another peculiarity was a special prayer they threw in after communion. Printed on an insert in the missallette was a lengthy
unison prayer that the church‘s new parish hall would come to fruition and have adequate funding. They‘re already planning what
amounts to a ―grand opening‖ to the thing, so apparently it‘s being built whether the funding is there or not.
Aside from a few quirks like that, this was really a very nice service. The readers and cantor all did a nice job, and Father did
a nice homily on how God takes us where He finds us, and we should do the same with Him. Several of the kids commented on how
nice the mass was, and for more or less choosing the church at random I was happy we‘d come here.
It had rained heavily while we were at church, but the front passed by the time mass was over. There were puddles all over
the parking lot, but overhead it was partly cloudy. We got in the vehicles and drove about two blocks south to the Harlem ‗L‘ station,
which has a brand new park-and-ride facility. We parked there then caught a train back to Cumberland, where we walked back to the
Holiday Inn.

Semi-formal photo of the team on the set at the National Academic Championships

Our evening game was against Plano High School from suburban Dallas, the third Texas team we‘d faced today. Texas really
dominates the national quiz bowl scene; no matter where we‘ve gone there have always been lots of Lone Star teams. They treat quiz
bowl like a sport in Texas, and they take the games very seriously. With that in mind, I suppose we should be happy this was another
very close loss.
Our moderator in this game was the tournament coordinator, Chip Beall. It always amazes me how good he is at recognizing
people. It had been three years since I‘d last seen him, yet he greeted me by name in the hall. I have trouble remembering people I
saw two weeks ago, and I pretty much never remember people‘s names over years.
Chip normally works with his Russian wife Tanya, but for some reason she was not around during this game. Chip had to read
and run the computerized signaling system all by himself. It‘s probably good that he is the coordinator, because it was quite a lot of
work for one person to take care of. He did manage to keep everything going without a hitch, though. [He seems to work alone most
of the time these days. Tanya does the behind the scenes clerical work.]
After our evening game we went back to the Super 8. Then the group divided up for the evening. Some people just stayed at
the motel and slept. A second group went with Ferjaks to the Rosemont location of Giordano‘s, a chain known for their deep dish
Chicago-style pizza.
I escorted the third group, which included the girls, the mothers, and our freshman boy. I drove them to Rosemont station (our
third park-and-ride of the day), and we quickly caught an empty inbound train. They were still doing construction work, but we lucked
out on this trip and went right on through.
We got off at the Western Avenue station, and the
kids were amazed when I automatically went for the
auxiliary exit at the far end of the platform. I‘ve been to
Western and Milwaukee dozens of times (probably literally),
and I knew exactly where I was going. They basically just
followed like sheep.
To reach our destination we had to go downstairs
and walk about a block. We were headed to Margie‘s
Candies, an eighty-year-old institution in the Wicker Park
area. ―Margie‖ was the matriarch of a Greek immigrant
family who founded a traditional candy store and ice cream
shop in a corner storefront in this working class
neighborhood back in the ‗20s. The neighborhood is now
mostly Mexican and Puerto Rican, which explains why
Margie‘s is surrounded by taco stands, Latin groceries, and
dollar stores. Margie‘s, though, has remained largely
unchanged over the years. It‘s the sort of place I could
imagine my parents going on a date, and it‘s still the kind of
place kids of all ages can enjoy.
Kids posing by an enormous fiberglass ice cream cone
Margie‘s is very popular on weekend nights. A line
on the sidewalk outside Margie‘s Candies
of Hispanic couples and families went outside the door, with more people sitting in lawn furniture that had been set up on the sidewalk
along Western Avenue. They take a waiting list for seating, though getting the attention of ―Helena‖ (A-LANE-ah, the hostess) was
easier said than done. I was a bit worried that the group might not particularly enjoy waiting outdoors in an area about as far removed
from small town Iowa as you can get. I knew this was not a dangerous area, though, and fortunately the group seemed to treat the
experience as an adventure. [The mothers didn‘t care for the neighborhood, but the kids seemed to like the experience a lot.[
We waited over half an hour to be seated. While we were there the kids marveled that this relatively obscure corner was
livelier at 10pm on a weekend than downtown Algona is at noon on business days. They‘re right. Actually it‘s probably busie r than the
Loop or north Michigan Avenue are on weekend nights. It‘s mostly tourists and suburbanites that patronize the fancy stores downtown.
Real Chicagoans spend their time and money on neighborhood strips—which is what Western, Armitage, and Milwaukee (which come
together right by Margie‘s) all are. Most of the activity, though, comes from the fact that there are just so many people in a city,
compared with a small town. The Wicker Park, Logan Square, and Humboldt Park areas (all within a couple miles of Margie‘s) are
home to more than 175,000 people. That‘s as many people as Des Moines in an area about the size of Algona. With that many
people, of course a lot of them are out at any hour of the day or night.
The most amusing person we encountered on the sidewalk was an old black man. He came up to Jake and me and said (a
direct quote), ―With all due respect to the ladies (tipping his cap toward them), would you happen to have 75¢ so I could buy a beer?‖ It
was all we could do to keep from laughing, certainly the most refined approach I‘ve ever heard a wino use while begging. (I also
couldn‘t help but wonder just where they sold beer that cheap.)

While the place does sell excellent candy, Margie‘s is best known for its ice
cream. The menu has page after page of specialty sundaes, many with names from
the ‗50s or ‗60s (like ―the Atomic‖). They‘re all enormous, with three or four scoops of
ice cream served in a clam-shell bowl on a well-worn silver platter. Hot fudge is always
served on the side in a silver gravy boat. Every sundae is buried in aerosol whipped
cream and decorated with wafer cookies. The cost is less than Dairy Queen, you get
far more for what you pay. The kids absolutely loved it.
The décor at Margie‘s is eclectic to say the least. The counter area and candy
display are probably original fixtures from the ‗20s built of gorgeous ornate hardwood.
The ceiling is adorned with fake Tiffany lamps, and the tables and chairs are mostly
chrome. Each table has one of those mini jukeboxes that used to be popular when I
was a toddler. They were obviously in use through the ‗70s, a fact evidenced by the
cards showing their play lists. Every spare corner is stuffed with eighty years of junk.
Most prominent is memorabilia from the Beatles, who ate here after a concert at Soldier
Field back when Beatlemania was in full force. There‘s also an autographed picture of
Margie‘s ―Bucktown special‖
Bill and Hillary Clinton, so apparently Margie‘s ice cream helped clog the former
(hot
fudge
sundae with toasted coconut)
President‘s arteries. A lot of the memorabilia is less famous, things like crayon pictures
drawn by neighborhood children. Everything appears to be equally treasured, though, which is as it should be. Both the kids and the
mothers had fun looking over everything, which passed the time nicely while we waited for our sundaes.
While the waitress had said there would be no problem in
splitting the check, when it came time to check out, the man at the
counter (who—though he must be at least third generation—
appeared to speak primarily Greek) seemed to find that impossible.
It was getting quite late, and I really didn‘t want to argue, so I paid the
bill and had everyone else reimburse me.
We crossed the street and used the restroom at the
neighborhood McDonalds. I bought a cup of coffee to pay for that
privilege. When I asked for the restroom key (which a sign very
clearly said I needed to), the counter girl explained that it didn‘t
actually require a key. You had to push on, but not turn, the latch to
get the door to open. I would assume the local homeless people
(which is presumably who the sign is trying to keep out) know that,
but we out-of-towners didn‘t.
We had another construction delay on the way back to
Rosemont. Fortunately this one was not quite as long as last night‘s.
In an empty ‗L‘ car returning to Rosemont
Even so, it was about 12:30 when we got back to the Super 8. I spent a while listening to the news on WBBM radio and eventually got
to sleep—a longer night than last night, but still too short.
[Some of the kids who went on this trip would tell me later about something else they saw on this ‗L‘ ride. Apparently
there was someone on the train who had a knife hidden in his sock. I‘d missed that, but it was something that definitely stood
out to the kids. Fortunately that guy didn‘t bother us, and we had an uneventful ride.]

I listened to WBBM again this morning and also
flipped through various stations on the TV. The big news
everywhere was severe flooding in Iowa. Mason City was
all over the news because their water treatment plant had
gone down, which would leave the community without
drinking water—much as Des Moines had been back in the
Flood of ‗93. It would turn out that problems would be much
worse further south about a week later, but this first wave of
flood news was from roughly my home area, and it definitely
got my attention.
I picked up a copy of the Sunday Sun—Times
when I got my croissant at Burger King this morning, and it
had a fascinating cover photo—a guy who appeared to be
shooting himself in the head with a gas pump over soaring
prices. The accompanying article mostly talked about how
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car dealers were concerned because people weren‘t buying SUVs. Well, duh! It‘s not like people couldn‘t have seen this coming back
when gas went to $2 or $3 a gallon. You‘d think Detroit would have made some quick changes then and come out with a whole new
range of subcompact cars. Instead they‘ve totally discontinued the Metro and most cars like it. When I was in having service I checked
all the brochures at our local dealer, and the best mileage any of the cars they sold got was 35mpg. My car gets around 45. Why on
earth would I want anything they have for sale if it‘s going to get worse mileage than what I‘ve already got? They say subcompacts
are unprofitable, but I think it‘s all but a guarantee that if they‘d have them for sale today they‘d make money on them.
[Carmakers have put out a few smaller cars in recent years, but not many. They also seem to load every car with so
many electronics that even the smallest cars cost a small fortune. Gas prices aren‘t significantly higher than when this was
first written, but they have gotten even more volatile. … And just a couple weeks ago for the first time I did see a gas price
(for a premium grade) over $5 a gallon. It‘s no surprise that was in Chicago.]
I found out that the group that had gone to Giordano‘s last night had an interesting experience. Sitting at the table next to
them was a person Mr. Ferjak knew from childhood. I guess it really is a small world.
Yesterday our games had been spaced awkwardly through the day. Today we‘d be playing three more games, but all of them
were in the late afternoon and evening. That left us pretty much the entire day free to do some exploring. We set out about 8:30 and
drove to the Cumberland park-and-ride. This time, though, we went in to the actual ‗L‘ station instead of crossing the street to the
Holiday Inn.
One of the things all the kids really wanted to see was Navy Pier, a sort of combination mall and amusement park that extends
out into Lake Michigan on the north side of downtown. While I personally think Navy Pier is one of the dullest places in the city, this
was the kids‘ trip, and I was happy to take the kids where they wanted to go. Unfortunately that wasn‘t the easiest thing to do today,
because announcements told us the red line (which normally runs in the subway a few blocks west of Navy Pier) had been re -routed to
run on the elevated tracks far to the west of there. I decided to take a gamble and get off the blue line at Gran d, which is in a slowly
gentrifying (but mostly still run-down) neighborhood at the extreme west edge of downtown. [The area has continued improving
since this was first written; I wouldn‘t hesitate to take a group there today.] I knew that signs in that station said you could catch a
bus there for Navy Pier, and I figured that would be the simplest way to go. We went up to street level, and conveniently a bus came by
in just a couple minutes. We took it all the way to the end of the line, which was right outside the entrance to the pier. While I‘m not
normally a big bus fan, this was really an easier connection than if we had been able to take the red line.
We arranged a time and place to meet up again, and
then different groups of people went their separate ways. I
ended up on my own, and I must say I was pretty much bored
stiff. It didn‘t help that the one thing I though might be fun to do
(a huge old-fashioned Ferris wheel that affords a nice view of the
lake and skyline) was apparently closed for repairs. I did enjoy
an area they have called the Crystal Garden, which is basically
an indoor rainforest. It helped that that area was almost entirely
empty, which made it pleasantly quiet compared to the rest of
Navy Pier. Even that isn‘t nearly as nice as the Garfield Park
Conservatory, a vast indoor botanical center in a run-down
neighborhood on the west side. At Garfield Park they explain all
the plants in great detail; here they seemed mostly to be there
for decoration.
Most of the kids also found Navy Pier less exciting than
its reputation. We arranged to meet up after only about an hour
and a half, and all but a couple of the kids had seen everything
they wanted to by then. I‘m not really sure just what all the fuss
about Navy Pier is. To me it really does seem like little more
than a big mall filled with one souvenir shop after another.

Self-portrait of David Burrow
Crystal Garden – Navy Pier

We split into two groups after seeing Navy Pier. Some of the group went with Ferjaks, who were hoping to see part of the
Chicago Blues Festival in Millennium Park. It turned out that they‘d mostly tour the city by free trolley; they never did make it to the
park. I escorted the larger part of the group, and I felt like the local guides we‘ve had when my sister or brother have taken kids to
Mexico or Spain. Basically we walked around the north side, and I pointed out various attractions and interesting sights unique to
Chicago. I tried to point out things I thought the kids would be particularly interested in seeing from things I knew about their
personalities, and that certainly seemed to work. Both the kids and parents loved the tour. They were amazed at how well I knew the
city (and it‘s true—I do know Chicago well), and they were fascinated by all the different stuff we saw. This is actually not at all the part
of Chicago I know best (I could point out far more things in the Loop, the older part of downtown south of the river), but it is the part
tourists are supposed to gawk at. We had a wonderful stroll over to the Magnificent Mile and then up Michigan Avenue toward the John
Hancock Center.
It started to rain just as we got to Water Tower Place, so we ducked into that vertical mall to keep dry. The kids had fun
playing in the fountain in the atrium and then just riding up and down the escalators and glass elevators in the mall. I don‘t think anyone

bought much of anything, but they all seemed to enjoy themselves. It was still raining half an hour later, and we got thoroughly soaked
just going to a southbound bus stop by the Border‘s store across the street. Fortunately a bus came almost immediately, and we took it
south to the Loop.
The rain let up when we got to Michigan and Randolph, so we got off the bus and walked over to Macy‘s, the former Marshall
Field‘s store. The kids gawked the Tiffany ceiling and admired the intricate fixtures much as I had the first time I saw that store. While
I‘m less than overjoyed with Macy‘s buying out the place, remaining a nice department store—even under another name—is better than
going out of business. We used the restroom at Macy‘s, and while we were there the other group called asking where and when we
should get together. We met up with them right under the ‗L‘ at State and Lake, a block north of Macy‘s.
Several of the kids hadn‘t really eaten anything all day, but no one pointed this out until we were on the ‗L‘ heading back
toward O‘Hare. There would have been any number of quick, cheap opportunities to eat downtown, but the options are less farther out.
I decided to have the group get off at Division, a badly run-down subway station under Milwaukee Avenue just slightly east of where
Margie‘s Candies is located. The area around the station looks very inner city (probably a bit too rough and urban for the mothers in
the group), but I knew that there was a McDonalds, a Wendy‘s, a Subway, an Arby‘s, and a Dunkin Donuts all within a few steps of that
station. We all ended up going to Wendy‘s. The service was dreadfully slow, but we weren‘t really in any great hurry. Some people
had full meals, while others just got something to drink. While we were there we were entertained by neighborhood teenagers showing
off their ―pimped out‖ low-rider cars in the parking lot of an abandoned Pizza Hut next door. The staff at Wendy‘s was all black, and the
customers were mostly Hispanic. We certainly stood out as a group of Anglos, but nobody hassled us at all. [This area is also rapidly
gentrifying. It still looks rough—rather like Grand did on this trip—but it is notably better than it was in 2008.]
The stop actually broke up the ‗L‘ trip nicely, and it seemed like a short run on out to Cumberland. We got there around 3pm
and made it to the hotel with plenty of time to spare before our 4:00 game. Since the public areas were still too hot, we decided to
watch the game before ours in the Erie Room. It was a blow-out, with a team from Delaware winning by more than a 400-point margin
over a team from New York. There have been years we‘ve been on the losing end of scores like that at nationals. While it‘s frustrating
to lose so narrowly, at least we were in every game we played this year.
We played two games back-to-back in rapid succession this afternoon. At 4:00 we took on Sandusky. I thought when we got
the schedule that this would be from the city in northern Ohio where my sister-in-law Nancy‘s family is from. It turned out, though, that
they were from Michigan. Our clue to that was when they drew the ―mitten‖ that every Michigander knows beside their team name, with
an arrow indicating where their town was located. Sandusky is a county seat town in the ―thumb‖ of Michigan, quite near Port Huron,
Bay City, and Flint. It would also be less than an hour from Detroit, but the team came across as small town white boys about as far
removed from Mo-Town as could be. Sandusky was the team we beat. It was also a very close game, but we were leading throughout.
They seemed to feel good about the game being close, which made me wonder if they hadn‘t been losers in one of those blow-outs
earlier in the tournament.
Before the match I‘d gone over with the kids what the format at nationals was like and some things they would want to be
aware of going into the games. At least one of those things helped us out in this win. I‘d mentioned to the group that at nationals they
always have audio questions, many of which feature ―classic rock‖—that is music from the ‗60s and ‗70s. On the ride to Chicago one of
the kids had brought along a computer on which he had downloaded clips from hundreds of songs. They made a game of identifying
the songs and artists as he played them. While I can‘t remember the exact song, one of those clips came up in our game against
Sandusky today. We got it correct, and that song and its corresponding bonus were pretty much the difference in the game.
After the Sandusky match was over we went next door to the Huron Room and played the Latin School of Chicago. I looked
up that school‘s website before we made this trip and found out that their enrollment is roughly the same as Garrigan‘s. In fact, they‘d
be by far the smallest school we faced in the tournament. Number of students is just about the only thing they had in common with us,
though. Chicago Latin is a highly selective school that requires an admission test for prospective students. It‘s located in the Gold
Coast area north of downtown, and the $23,285 annual tuition they charge (about twelve times Garrigan‘s tuition) tells you just about all
you need to know about the school. I will say, though, that at least from the game they played against us, it didn‘t really seem as if they
got their money‘s worth for what they paid. While they beat us, their all-Asian team really wasn‘t all that good. The teams we‘ve played
from Ankeny, Ames, and Iowa City in regional tournaments are certainly better, not to mention those guys we had just seen from
Delaware. We ended up losing this game by 30 points—which with how quiz bowl is scored could be just one question.
The most memorable thing about this game was the horrible moderator we had. The woman had competed at nationals last
year, where she won a contest to be one of their moderators this year. The contest must have just been a random drawing, bec ause
she certainly seemed to have no skills that qualified her to be a game show host. She stumbled over things repeatedly and more than
once she had to ask the guy operating the equipment how to pronounce words. At one point she even read the wrong question. I don‘t
think that actually affected the outcome of the game at all, but I‘m sure some of the teams we‘d faced earlier would have complained
about it. [Invariably the ―Who Wants to Be a Game Show Host‖ winners are horrible readers, and I cringe whenever we happen
to have one. That‘s become less common in recent years, because they often have the college kids serve as judges instead
of moderators, which is a better assignment.]
We had two hours to kill before our final game at the tournament, and one of the families that had come along to see their son
helped us fill it adequately. They were staying at the Holiday Inn. Originally they‘d made a reservation for a standard room (and,
having stayed there myself several times, I can vouch that most of the rooms are very standard) at a slightly better rate ($89, I think)
than that quiz bowl deal I‘d mentioned before. When the mother had called to confirm, though, she found the hotel had lost their

reservation. She is not someone who will accept no for an answer, though, and by holding her ground she managed to get upgraded
into luxury suite at the same rate she had booked for the standard room. Mom and dad brought their daughter along to share the suite,
and they invited our entire group (which, with the other tag-along relatives was well over twenty people) up for a little reception. [This
was the first of many times (this family has) been generous to our quiz bowl team over the years. They‘re also supporters of
almost everything else that goes on at Garrigan and Seton.]
This was without question a luxury suite. It may well have been the place O.J. stayed, though if I recall right it was a floor too
low. Likely his accommodation was directly above the one we were in, and it was probably identical. The place was absolutely
enormous, probably the size of three of this hotel‘s standard rooms and more than spacious enough to accommodate our whole group.
The bulk of the area was one big open space that was sectioned off into living, dining, and office areas but spacious enough to throw a
big party (as they were doing now). All the rooms in this hotel have elegant leather and hardwood furniture. This did as well, but there
was tons of it—two couches, two bar tables, a dining table, two big shelf units, and at least three easy chairs. The place was large
enough, though, that even with all that furniture it didn‘t seem especially crowded. I peeked in the bedroom and used the bathroom.
Both of those were identical to what you‘d find in the standard rooms at this hotel. I‘ve always liked the bathrooms there, which have
tile almost identical to what we had in Mt. Pleasant where I grew up. Both the bedrooms and bathrooms were small [basically the
standard size for the hotel], but adequate. Snobs would find them inadequate compared to the rest of the suite, but I found the
overall effect of the suite very nice indeed.
The family that hosted us sent out for pizza. That was definitely the worst aspect of this little gathering. It was close to the
worst pizza I‘ve ever had. It was like a bad frozen pizza, with pasty crust and cheese that wasn‘t really melted. I certainly hope the
deep dish stuff from Giordano‘s was better. [I‘ve had Giordano‘s since, and it is definitely MUCH better.]
It was interesting to visit with other relatives of our kids families who lived in the Chicago area. Two of the kids (including the
family that was hosting us) had relatives in the suburbs, and both sets were amazed at all the things our kids had seen or would be
seeing on this trip. One of the kids‘ aunts lived in Streamwood, a suburb a little ways west of the Super 8. She said the Holiday Inn—
O‘Hare was the furthest in to the city she‘d been in five years. She‘d never ridden the ‗L‘ in her life, nor even the Metra commuter trains
that go out to the distant suburbs. She‘d been to Navy Pier more than a decade ago, and she‘d never actually been to the Loop. The
comments from others were similar. Everyone in Chicagoland says they‘re ―from Chicago‖, but the vast majority don‘t actually have
that much to do with the city itself. [A lot of people from the ―collar counties‖ are scared of the city itself. They avoid it as much
as possible.]
Around 6:30 we went back downstairs for our final game. This time we played Elizabethtown. When I checked the schedule
ahead of time, I really had no clue where this team was from. There are literally dozens of Elizabethtowns throughout the country. This
turned out to be from central Pennsylvania, that region of ―hardworking white Americans‖ that Hillary Clinton was so proud to have won.
After that unfortunate remark by Senator Clinton, it was interesting that this was actually a multi-ethnic team—with two whites, a black
and an Asian starting and another Asian and a Hispanic among their alternates. Whatever their race, they were a small-town school.
This was honestly a game we probably should have won, but we ended up losing narrowly again.
We divided up again for the evening. About half the group
went back to the Super 8, while I took the rest back into the city.
Something I really liked about this group was that each time we
divided up, the groups ended up different. Other years things have
been quite cliquish, and it was good to see the kids mixing up more.
We quickly caught an inbound train. Interestingly, on the
way in sitting near us was the team from Chaska, Minnesota and
their coach. (Chaska is another perennial powerhouse in quiz bowl.)
They were trying to get to Navy Pier and obviously had no idea how
to get there. We told them that we‘d gotten there efficiently by bus
and also pointed out that the red line wasn‘t running on its normal
route. They took our advice and got off at Grand like we had this
morning. Hopefully the connection worked as well for them as it had
for us.
We stayed on the train and rode all the way to Jackson, at
the south end of the Loop. We walked about three blocks west from
the station to our destination for the evening, the Sears Tower. While
it‘s been almost twenty years since Sears had any offices here, this is
still America‘s tallest building. I‘d never been to its sky deck at night
before, and I was looking forward to that almost as much as the kids.

Our captain admiring the view from the
Sears Tower sky deck

There was no line at all at the entrance, so we quickly paid
our entrance ($12, I think) and made our way into the theatre where
they show a film produced by the History Channel on the building of
the skyscraper. I‘d probably seen the film before, but it was long

enough ago that it was interesting to see this time. We then spent 60 seconds going a quarter mile up in the air to the sky deck. They
have a little museum on the history of Chicago set up on the inside of the sky deck, and the kids spent a surprising amount of time
looking at those exhibits. They also admired the view, of course, which really is spectacular [and is probably best at night]. It really
is beautiful to see the lights spreading out in all directions.
We saw a couple of interesting sights as well. There had been a soccer match at Soldier Field today, with Mexico taking on
Peru. The match got out while we were at the Sears Tower, and it was fascinating to see the snarl of traffic leaving the stadium. Unlike
the baseball stadiums, Soldier Field isn‘t served all that well by public transit. The ‗L‘ stops nowhere nearby, and buses would be
caught in that same traffic jam. Metra trains stop fairly near the stadium, but they run on a minimal schedule on Sundays, which is
when both football and ―fútbol‖ generally take place. [They‘re in the planning stages to build a station at Cermak Road on the
green line, which is only a few blocks west of the stadiums and the McCormick Place convention center. It will likely be the
2020s when that opens, though.]
The other interesting sight we saw was a storm developing in the west. While we‘d find later that this storm would bring
tornados that would cause serious damage in the south suburbs (including damaging the hotel I was planning to stay at in August) it
was really spellbinding to look at the lightning patterns against the colorful sunset and the cityscape. [This really was cool, and it
made me wonder under what—if any—conditions they close down access to the observation deck.]
We stayed until the building closed at 10pm before heading back downstairs and over to the subway (past dozens of cheering
Mexico fans). It took a while to catch a train, but fortunately the construction was finished so we moved right along heading back. It
was around 11:30 when we got back to the Super 8, by far the earliest night of the trip.

I gave the kids the option of sleeping in this morning, but they opted for an 8:30 departure. Ferjaks would be going home
separately, so we said goodbye to them as we brought our stuff down from the rooms to the school vehicles. It took a while to check
out, mostly because the computer had to process all those different rooms. The cost was certainly pricy (right at $1700, including all
the various taxes), but much less than it would have been anywhere else we might have stayed. The school credit card covered it
[which has been a problem on some other trips], with the cost of that and the team meal being borne by what the students paid for
the trip ($235 each).
We drove on clogged streets over to Rosemont, where we had to go clear to the far end of the lot to find a space. The mother
who was driving the suburban had parked awkwardly, slightly overlapping the lines into the next space. A compact car could have
gotten in next to her, but it would have been a tight fit. I felt good having negotiated the van exactly to where it should have been—
definitely not an easy feat.
Paying for parking at Rosemont
is somewhat complicated these days.
They‘ve changed to what is actually the
third system I‘ve used there. Almost all
the ‗L‘ park-and-rides now have central
payment machines by the entrance to the
station.
At Rosemont there are four
different machines, and they always seem
to be busy. To use the machine you have
to first type in the number of your space.
Then you select how long you wish to
park (with the minimum time being 18
hours), and finally you insert either money
or a credit card. Like all such machines it
gives change in dollar coins. I‘ve been
using up those golden dollars at the pop
machine at Iowa Lakes ever since I‘ve
been back. The machine prints out a
receipt, but it never made it clear whether
you were to take the receipt with you or
display it on your vehicle. Since the
machine was located far from most of the
parking spaces but close to the ‗L‘
turnstiles, I opted to keep the receipts.
Apparently that is correct, but they‘d do
well to either have a sign or print
instructions on the slip.

Students standing on a crowded ‗L‘ train

It was toward the end of rush hour when we got to Rosemont, and I was hoping we were late enough that the train wouldn‘t be
too crowded. I was wrong. Rosemont is only the second station on the line (the first being O‘Hare) and the first where commuters
board. The platform was packed when we got there, though, and the cars were already full of people coming from the airport. A couple
people got seats, but most of us stood all the way downtown. It‘s a long ride, but fortunately no one complained. [It was actually
unfortunate that a train came quickly when we boarded. We could have walked clear to the far end of the platform (which is
also the far end from the O‘Hare entrance), and likely we would have found an empty car there.]
We took the train to Clark and Lake and then walked upstairs to the ‗L‘ platforms, where we boarded a nearly empty green line
train. [Green line trains are pretty much always empty.] As I always do when supervising groups, I carefully counted heads each
time the kids got on or off the train. It was weird doing that this time, because the numbers kept changing. Not only did we divide the
group up, but we first lost the kid who went with his dad to Boys State and then today we lost Ferjaks. I had to think carefully as to
what the correct amount should be.
We took the green line south to Roosevelt and quickly caught one of Chicago‘s free tourist trolleys. The city operates these
dressed up buses that run around fixed loops, stopping at all the big tourist attractions. When we‘d gone to Navy Pier yesterday the
group that went with Ferjaks took one of the trolleys trying to get to the blues festival. Unfortunately it started pouring by the time they
got to Millennium Park, so they just stayed in the trolley and took it back to Navy Pier. The trolleys are free, but they only run every
twenty minutes or so. We lucked out in finding one right after we exited the station.
The trolley took us over to the Museum campus, a peninsula that juts out into the lake south of Grant Park that features the
Field Museum of Natural History, the Adler Planetarium, and the Shedd Aquarium. Soldier Field is just across the street from the
complex, and many of the kids were also impressed to see it up close.
Most of the group went to the Field Museum, where they lucked out as it happened to be free admission day. (One day a
month—usually a Monday—is free at each of Chicago‘s big museums.) A few others went over to check out the Soldier Field gift shop
and planned to go back to the Field Museum after that. However two of the kids really wanted to see the Shedd Aquarium, so even
though fish really aren‘t my thing, I agreed to take them over there. [I generally insist that an adult accompany groups of kids
wherever we travel.]
The aquarium is just about the most overpriced attraction I‘ve ever been to. You honestly get better value at Disney World
than you do there. We paid $24.95 each just to get in the door, and we could have paid even more to see certain special attractions. I
kept trying to imagine why they charge so much. Basically an aquarium is the same sort of place as a zoo, yet the most I‘ve ever paid
at any zoo is $14 (and I thought that was too much). Lots of people cough up the admission here, though. From the crowd, I‘d
estimate they take in close to $100,000 a day. [The standard ticket is now up to $30.95, and they also now offer an ―express
pass‖ where you choose the time you see various popular exhibits that costs $51.95.]
The main reason one of the kids had wanted to come here was that
he‘d seen banners all over the city advertising their komodo dragon exhibit.
Komodo dragons are enormous Asian lizards, and apparently the aquarium
owns exactly one of them. This wasn‘t a separately ticketed exhibit, so our
twenty-five bucks should have admitted us to it. Unfortunately, the komodo
dragon area was closed for repairs. (What kind of repairs you need to do to
such a place that can‘t be done overnight I have no clue, but it was closed.) A
woman by the entrance cheerily offered to give us a voucher for free
admission on another date, but it‘s unlikely any of could have taken advantage
of that. We did catch a tiny glimpse of a green hump that was probably part of
the giant lizard through a window, but that was it.
As for the other exhibits … well, it‘s been fifteen years since I was
last at the Shedd Aquairum, and if another decade and a half passes before I
come back I won‘t be complaining. It‘s not that the place is uninteresting. In
fact, for what it is (a bunch of fish), they really do quite a good job of displaying
and explaining everything. It‘s just that even when that‘s well done, it‘s still
just a bunch of fish. The most interesting thing was a staged ―deep sea‖ dive
in a tank at the middle of the place. The diver had a microphone in her suit,
and she answered questions from the audience as she swam.
We‘d agreed to meet back at a bus station on Roosevelt at 12:30. All
the boys were back right at that time, but neither the girls nor the mothers
were. They‘d apparently gotten delayed in the gift shop at the Field Museum.
Their tardiness made us miss both the tour trolley and the Roosevelt bus. We
finally caught the next bus right at 1pm.
Kids pretending to have caught
an enormous fish at the Shedd Aquarium

We took the bus back to Roosevelt station, which is basically an
elevated station (serving the orange and green lines) and a subway station
(serving the red line) that are half a block apart from each other. Until quite

recently these were two entirely separate stations. When they built a new condo tower as part of the surrounding neighborhood‘s
gentrification, though, they built a tunnel connecting the two stations. The tunnel walls were designed by the Field Museum. They trace
the complete history of life on earth in mosaic. It‘s probably good that I teach at a Catholic school rather than one of those conservative
―Christian‖ schools. Modern Catholics acknowledge that evolution may well be part of God‘s plan [though there‘s a surprising
number of ultra-conservative Catholics who don‘t], while the Pentecostalists or Dutch Reformeds would probably have fired me for
walking the kids through that tunnel. [They‘ve actually had arguments over creationism in the West Bend—Mallard School
District just west of Algona, which—as more and more of their Catholic students go to Garrigan—has become dominated by
fundamentalists.]
We took the red line just a couple of stops north to Jackson, where we walked through a tunnel that connects the red and blue
lines. I remember years ago when Margaret and I first took the Chicago ‗L‘. At the time the connection tunnel was downright scary, a
poorly lighted and badly decayed mess that appeared to have had no maintenance since it was built during World War II. At night there
were as many homeless people down there as passengers changing from line to line. [That‘s an exaggeration, but it was pretty
creepy.] They completely re-did this tunnel right around the year 2000 (and in the process renovated both the red and blue line
Jackson stations). Today it‘s brightly lit and pleasant, and the only people who aren‘t changing lines are entertainers who are playing
music for tips. They‘re currently re-doing the other transfer tunnel (at Washington), and hopefully the result will be equally nice. [The
Washington tunnel was re-done similarly to Jackson, but shortly after it re-opened, it closed more or less permanently.
Construction on the adjacent Block 37 mall caused them to ―temporarily‖ close Washington station, and the temporary
closure became permanent. Instead of stopping at Washington, red line trains now stop two blocks north of there at Lake
(which is just a different place on the same mile-long platform beneath State Street). To transfer to the blue line now, you
walk through the basement of the mall. You have to leave and re-enter the paid areas, but the fare cards are programmed to
make it a free transfer.]
The kids who had been to Margie‘s had so bragged about the experience that now almost everyone else wanted to go.
(Basically all but one, but he was perfectly willing to tag along.) So we got off at Western and made our way to the ice cream parlor.
On a Monday afternoon there was no problem getting seated right away, and everybody enjoyed delicious sundaes.
My original tentative plans had us leaving Chicago shortly after noon, though I knew that probably wouldn‘t be realistic. In fact
it was almost exactly 3pm when we got back to the Rosemont park-and-ride. We had a bit of a surprise there, finding that the school
Suburban had a ticket on its windshield. The $23 citation was for parking in two separate spaces, having gone just over the painted
lines. I must say I was secretly pleased it was not the vehicle I was driving that got the ticket, which we ended up paying out of the
student council account.
Traffic was heavy, and it was pouring rain as we drove up the Northwest Tollway. Fortunately the sun came out right about
the time we got to Belvidere, so we were able to stop there for a bit of a break. There were signs along the highway approaching the
service area that I hope aren‘t an omen for things to come this summer. They announced that the oasis was out of gas; the next fuel
available was 30 miles onward in South Beloit. It‘s been thirty years since the original ―energy crisis‖, but of course the problem today
is that we never really dealt with the problem back then. It wouldn‘t really be a great surprise if we again saw gas lines and ―NO FUEL‖
signs like we did back in the ‗70s. [I think this was a unique problem to this service plaza. We still haven‘t really dealt with the
underlying energy problems, but there haven‘t been any shortages in the past six years.]
We had heard lots of reports, both on the news and from phone calls back home, that roads were closed all over Iowa due to
flooding. It was not entirely clear which roads on our route might be a problem, but we figured it was safer to head north. After all,
upstream flooding is always less likely than downstream. So we continued on I-90 north to Madison and the Wisconsin Dells and then
west into Minnesota. It‘s a longer route, but probably the best choice under the circumstances.
From Rockford on to Beloit there was nasty construction. They‘re apparently widening the tollway to six lanes (which it‘s
needed for decades, and really needs all the way to Madison). For now they have the left lane closed off and make part of th e traffic
drive on the shoulder. Theoretically the speed limit is 55, but of course everyone zipped on as if nothing were going on.
Traffic was still heavy in Wisconsin, but with the construction out of the way it moved right along. The road became six lanes
at Madison, which helped even more. Near the Wisconsin Dells, though, it goes back to four lanes. Just past there we came to a dead
stop in the middle of nowhere and then crawled along for about fifteen minutes. I never did figure out just what the problem was. When
we finally got to the front of the congestion, there was a tractor at the side of the road, but it wasn‘t blocking the road nor doing any real
work. [There are few things more frustrating when driving than back-ups that have no identifiable cause.]
There was plenty of flooding in Wisconsin, including a few places water came right up to the edge of the shoulder. I felt like I
was in Louisiana, where all the trees are underwater and you drive for mile after mile on causeways through the swamp. While this is
the land of the cranberry bogs, it‘s not supposed to be quite this wet—especially in summer.
We stopped at a rest area in the middle of Wisconsin and then headed westward toward LaCrosse. My goal was to reach
Austin and have supper there. Unfortunately shortly past LaCrosse one of the students announced that he had to use a restroom. This
was not a well-timed request, since I-90 in eastern Minnesota is one of the most remote highways in the Midwest. We‘d passed
LaCrescent and the Winona turn-off, and beyond there things are pretty empty until Rochester. There are exits every few miles, but the
towns really aren‘t anywhere close to the exits. Eventually we stopped at a little convenience store that called itself the Amish Market. I
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took advantage of the stop to fuel up the vehicles ($3.99 ), and I was pleased to find that even in Amish-land they did have modern
plumbing.
We drove on west to Austin, where we stopped at a roadside complex that included McDonalds, Hardees, and a convenience
store. It was almost 10pm, and everything was getting ready to close. I‘m sure they weren‘t thrilled to see a group pull in, but they can‘t
complain about our money. [Of course, those working wouldn‘t really care about our money, but the management would.] I
went to Hardees and pretty quickly got a ham and cheese sandwich and some coffee. A couple of the kids went to the convenience
store and also got what they wanted quickly. McDonalds, unfortunately was another story. It took about half an hour before everyone
got their food, far longer than it should have.
The kids got everything ―to go‖, and about 10:20 we headed west again. We drove onward to Blue Earth, where we exited
onto highway 169. There was lightning in the air all the way from there on home, but mostly was ahead of us, so we never got rained
on ourselves. However there was serious flooding all along the road from Blue Earth southward. At one point only one lane of the
highway was open, but we were able to make our way south to Algona safely. That‘s more than can be said for one of our other
Garrigan students. Our dance coach‘s daughter was babysitting this same night for a family out in the country north of Algona. On her
way home she drove into water over the road and was nearly drown when her car was swept into fast-running flood water. Somehow
she managed to break a window and get out, but the car was a total loss.
We finally got back to Garrigan about 11:45pm. The kids did a great job of picking up the vehicles, so I really just needed to
give them a quick once-over when I parked them. My car started right up, and I got home right at midnight.
… For those who might be interested, I‘m including here a letter I sent out to all the players shortly before we left for the
tournament. This was the last of several letters I sent out to students and/or parents. It gives a little bit more insight into how things
work at the tournament [Since I happened to be revising this travelogue anyway, I chose to copy large parts of this letter for
the quiz bowl trip I‘ll be making this summer.]:
June 1, 2008
This is one last update for players and parents. Please check through it before we leave on Friday.
Traveling to Chicago
Remember, we will leave at 7am on Friday, June 6. Please be at Garrigan before that.
We are tentatively changing our route. Ferjaks will most likely join us (and we can re-arrange people‘s places in
vehicles for more comfort) at Hardees in Garner. Our tentative plan then is to follow Avenue of the Saints (highway
218) and U.S. 20 to Rockford, and then I-90 to Chicago.
Tentative stops (for bathroom, food, stretching, etc.) are planned at the following locations, which are about 2 hours
apart:

Garner, Iowa (Hardees—to have Ferjaks join us)

Janesville, Iowa (Kwik Star convenience store)

Dubuque, Iowa (lunch and gas)

Belvediere, Illinois (tollway service center)
It should be mid-afternoon when we get to our motel.
Contact Information
We will be staying at the Super 8—O‘Hare

Motel address: 2951 Touhy Avenue; Elk Grove Village, IL 60007

Motel phone: 847-827-3133

Motel e-mail: info@super8ohare.com
The National Academic Championships will be held at the Holiday Inn—O‘Hare

Hotel address: 5615 N. Cumberland Ave; Chicago, IL 60631

Hotel phone: 773-693-5800
Except during competition, Mr. Burrow will leave his cell phone on during the trip.

Mr. Burrow‘s cell phone: 515-341-3763
Competition Schedule
Saturday, June 7

9:00am = Hastings (We will need to leave our motel at about 7:45 to make it on time.)

2:00pm = Lamar

7:00pm = Plano
Sunday, June 8

4:00pm = Sandusky

4:30pm = Latin School of Chicago

7:00pm = Elizabethtown
Monday, June 9

Potential play-offs (though most likely we‘ll be sightseeing)
Sightseeing, Etc.
Friday, June 6


We will go to the Twins/White Sox game or Wicked Friday night.
Saturday, June 7

We will likely go downtown between the morning and afternoon games.

We will likely have a team meal between the afternoon and evening games.
Sunday, June 8

We will go to either 9:30 or 11:00 mass at Holy Name Cathedral downtown. (We need to leave our
motel about 1½ hours before mass time.)

We will do sightseeing downtown after mass.
Monday, June 9

There are several possible options for morning sightseeing, which we will decide as a group. We
should leave the Chicago area by early afternoon (1pm or so)

If we should manage to qualify for playoffs, of course we will be at the tournament on Monday.

The route we follow returning home and our return time depend on what we do on Monday. However, it
will likely be 9pm or so when we get back to Garrigan.
Dress & Tournament Procedures
DRESS FOR PLAYERS

Remember that you should dress well for competition. This means at the very least a collared shirt
such as a polo that looks as good or better than your school uniform. You will very likely see teams
wearing dress clothes at the tournament.

Students planning to see Wicked should plan on dressing at least as well for the play as you do for
competition.
WHO‘S PLAYING?

Barring illness, the starters for our first game will be Ethan, Joe, Shane, and Rebeccah.

Substitutions can be between the different rounds of each game, and we will probably substitute one or
two people at each opportunity. Everyone who is going to nationals will get as many opportunities as
possible to play, but realize we are also trying to have the strongest possible team in each game.

It is likely Joe will play in all the games on Saturday, because he will be leaving on Sunday. It‘s also
likely Ethan will be our captain for every game. Because of this, don‘t be surprised if some of the
younger players don‘t play until Sunday.
HOW EACH GAME WORKS

All games have four rounds: toss-up, bonus (toss-up/bonus combos), 60-second (lightning round), and
―Stump the Experts‖ (high value toss-ups). Remember there are still a lot of points available after the
lightning round is over.

Toss-Up Round:
This works like most tournaments, except questions can be worth either 5 or 10 points. (We‘ve
both won and lost games at nationals by 5 point margins in the past, so every point counts.)
There are no penalties for wrong answers, so make a stab at it.

Bonus Round:
This is very different from most tournaments, so know the rules.
Questions increase in value (5 points for first part, 10 points for second part, 15 points for third
part, and 20 points for fourth part) This means you could possibly get up to 50 points on each
bonus—which is A LOT of points.
If you miss any part of the bonus, the question stops. Your opponent then can answer the
part you missed for its point value.
o This means you should listen and confer quietly while your opponent is answering.
It‘s possible for you to get more points than they do on the bonus.
o Also, if you don‘t know an answer, don‘t give a partial answer that might give a hint to
your opponent.
Bonuses must be answered by the captain. You can‘t defer to whoever is smart in that
category. Everybody can and should write stuff down during bonuses.
Some bonus questions involve matching lists.
o On these you must give both answers for each response.
o You can‘t just say ―the first one‘s ‗B‘‖, etc.
o So … write down the lists.

Sixty Second (Lightning) Round:
You will choose from four categories, one of which is usually called ―The Mystery Category‖.
The team that is behind chooses first.
You can‘t come back to passed questions; a pass is a forfeit.
Only the captain‘s answers are accepted.
You can interrupt a question if you know the answer.
You must either give an answer or say ―pass‖ before the reader will go on.
The audience is requested to be silent during the lightning round.
Opposing team can answer questions that were answered wrong or passed on by the first
team.

They can‘t answer questions that were never gotten to, so if it‘s a really hard category
for you, but they might know it, taking lots of time is a good thing.
You will see time count down during the round, so you know how much time is left.
You basically can‘t complain about anything in the lightning round. However, in most cases
you‘ll find that the readers are MUCH better than at most local tournaments.
Spectators should be silent while the lightning round is going on.

Stump the Experts Round:
This is a standard toss-up round, but the questions are worth either 15 or 20 points.
While these are theoretically harder questions, that isn‘t always the case. Never assume
something is too hard to answer.
IF THERE‘S A PROBLEM …

Wait until the end of the quarter (like between bonus round and lightning round) to make any appeal.
Do not interrupt the flow of the game.

Politely point the problem out to the moderator, and explain exactly what the problem is.

If it is unlikely a challenge will change the outcome of the game, just let it go.

Either the team captain or the coach should lodge any formal appeal.
OTHER RULES TO BE AWARE OF:

Wait to be recognized before answering. Then answer immediately.
If you answer before they recognize you, you will be ruled wrong.
If someone on the other team does this, immediately signal, be recognized, and give their
answer.

Don‘t give too much information (like someone‘s first name).
Usually last names only are acceptable, and it‘s easy to screw things up if you give more.
The judge will ask for more information if you need to give it.

On math questions, be careful to give units in your answer.
They won‘t remind you, and it will be wrong if you don‘t.
If the other team forgets units, immediately buzz in and give their answer with units.

They‘re surprisingly forgiving on spelling. If you get to a point in a word where you‘re not sure, say ―let
me start over‖ and do it. You must give the same letters up to the point you stopped.

While you will probably hear other teams give stupid answers, unless it‘s an absolutely impossible
question, don‘t do that.
The moderators usually don‘t like stupid answers.
If you can make a reasonable guess, it just might be right.
o

Once again congratulations to everyone on continuing a long Garrigan tradition of success in quiz bowl. We have one of the
best teams in Iowa, with a good delegation going to nationals.
Don‘t be intimidated by teams at nationals. Yes, everyone is good—but so are you. We‘ve beaten teams from Ankeny and
been competitive with teams from Ames this year. The teams at nationals are no better than those.
The most common mistake Garrigan teams have made at nationals in the past is not answering easy questions because they
think there‘s probably some trick to them. Some of the questions at nationals really are easy, and there are others on topics we know
that other teams think are hard. Always listen carefully to every question, because you never know which ones you‘ll know.
Finally, remember to be polite and always exhibit good sportsmanship. We have been honored by the tournament in the past
for our sportsmanship, and we should keep up that reputation. You‘re likely to see a lot of teams that are not good sports. Don‘t copy
them.
If anyone has questions before we leave, you can call me at e-mail davidmburrow@yahoo.com or call me at 515-295-5285.
Good luck,

,,, And that pretty well concludes our quiz \bowl trip to Chicago. While we‘d like to have made a better showing, the kids were
definitely competitive. We should have good teams for the next few years, too. I won‘t guarantee we‘ll return to nationals (and a lot of it
may involve cost), but we‘ll see what happens.
[I believe we‘ve been back to nationals literally every year since. We‘ve done better in recent years, and I‘m hoping
this summer just might be the year we actually make playoffs.]

Most people know I‘m a fan of public transportation. I‘ve taken rapid transit trains in more than a dozen cities and
supplemented them with city buses. I‘ve also taken Amtrak trains to both coasts of the USA. Before this summer I‘d only taken a long
distance bus in America once, and that was just a short run from Cedar Falls down to Iowa City when I was in college. (Technically I
also took a bus between Seattle and Vancouver last Christmas, but it was sub-contracted by Amtrak.) I‘ve always vaguely thought it
would be fun to take a trip by bus (particularly if I could time it so I didn‘t need to ride overnight), but it‘s never been realistic to do so.
When I‘ve priced bus travel before, it was completely unaffordable. It was cheaper to drive on most routes I priced, and in many cases
it was cheaper to fly.
That all changed in 2008 when oil prices skyrocketed. At four bucks a gallon, I won‘t be driving to Chicago on a whim
anymore, and with all the airlines on the brink of bankruptcy, airfares have gone through the roof (not to mention service charges for
absolutely everything). When I went to Greyhound‘s website, suddenly ―riding the dog‖ was more affordable. It‘s still not at all a cheap
way to travel (Amtrak would have cost less, and driving my subcompact still wouldn‘t cost any more), but it finally was a price I would
consider.
I booked tickets for a circle route that would take me from the Mason City airport (the nearest inter-city bus station, an hour
east of Algona) down to Des Moines, over to Chicago, up to Minneapolis, and then back south. The tickets were all issued by
Greyhound, though I‘d be traveling on three different companies‘ buses. In addition to ―riding the dog‖ [a title borrowed from a PBS
documentary that followed passengers on a multi-day Greyhound trip from Seattle to Chicago], I‘d be traveling by Jefferson
Stages (the same company that ran the shuttle down I-380 when I was in college) and Burlington Trailways (which I remember my
brother Paul taking from Mt. Pleasant up to Des Moines when he was a student).
[Just for kicks I checked into what it would cost to take this trip today. I found that they no longer offer a convenient
itinerary that would allow me to make this trip by day. I‘d have a choice of making a transfer in Minneapolis at 10pm and
riding overnight to Chicago or boarding in Mason City at 2am and transferring in Des Moines early in the morning. The return
trips aren‘t timed any better. The cost varies a lot, from a minimum of $120 to over $200 round-trip. I do wonder how they
attract customers with those prices. The only attractive bus alternative would be taking the Megabus, which is about a third
the price of Greyhound and offers a wider variety of schedules. To take it, though, I‘d have to get myself to Minneapolis, Des
Moines, or Iowa City first.]

I left home at 9:09 this morning to set off on my end-of-summer adventure. There was a bit of adventure right at the start, as
there was major construction that made leaving town a bit of a chore. For two years now they‘ve been working on the bridge over the
Des Moines River out by K-Mart. They just finished replacing the bridge, but now they were doing ―clean-up‖ work, painting lanes and
smoothing out the approaches. That meant that even though the broad new bridge was fully open, traffic was backed up on both
highways 18 and 169. There was also major sewer work going on, which made a lot of the other streets a mess.
More to avoid the back-up than anything else, I stopped into the local McDonalds for breakfast. I got some perfectly adequate
coffee, but I broke out laughing when I unwrapped my Egg McMuffin. They obviously have a rookie on staff who badly mangled the
thing. An Egg McMuffin consists of an English muffin filled with an egg grilled in a circular form (apparently patented by McDonalds), a
slice of process cheese, and a slice of Canadian bacon. (You can also get them with sausage, but I‘ve never been a sausage fan.)
They‘re all supposed to end up in a neat stack of a sandwich that allows for a bit of everything in every bite. This one, though, was
deformed. Each of the fillers had been slapped on at a different angle and ended up so it was off center by a good inch or so in varying
directions. The egg in particular was more outside the muffin than inside. I like Egg McMuffins a lot (and am pleased that they have by
far the lowest calories among fast food breakfasts). I can‘t say I was particularly thrilled to eat this de-constructed handful, though. [It
really made me wonder if a human being had made it; I‘d think anyone could see it was off and give the sandwich a nudge to
straighten things out.]
I was glad I wasn‘t in a great hurry heading east. I got behind a Nissan car that drove slowly and hugged the center line so I
couldn‘t see around it. With gas prices soaring, a lot of people are voluntarily driving slower than they used to—suddenly realizing there
was some reason behind to those speed laws we passed back in the ‗70s. I must confess I don‘t normally drive 55 on rural two-lane
roads. I don‘t get particularly upset when people do drive the speed limit, though. This car, however, was going closer to 45 than 55,
and it was impossible to get around it. I got very annoyed quite quickly.
Mostly to get away from that Nissan, I pulled into Hardees in Garner, where I had my second breakfast and last meal of the
day—a ham, egg, and cheese biscuit. (Because they‘re pretty much pure fat, Hardees‘ biscuits are far less nutritious than McDonalds‘
muffins; they are quite tasty, though.) The staff was entirely senior citizens [something that is often the case at Hardees], and they
all moved in slow motion. I got my biscuit to go, but even that took more than fifteen minutes.

The slow trend continued when I got to Mason City. In my travelogue about going out east last summer, I remarked about the
unusual experience of driving through Mason with all the traffic signals green. Today was almost the complete opposite, probably
payback time to cancel out the good karma I‘d had last year. I hit almost every light wrong, reaching each just as it turned red. [This is
definitely the more typical traffic pattern in Mason City.]
Gas is normally quite a bit cheaper in Mason City than elsewhere in this area, and I‘d purposely let my tank get quite low in
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anticipation of that. After peaking just over $4 earlier in summer, prices had fallen a lot in late July, and today the $3.72 I paid was only
slightly less expensive than it would have been in Algona. At most I might have saved a quarter filling the tank. I can remember my
father driving far out of his way to save that much, but today that would definitely be false economy. [It likely was false economy in
the ‗70s as well, but it was a matter of principle to my father.]
I drove out to the Mason City Municipal Airport, which doubles as the area bus station. I parked in their large lot and made my
way to the Jefferson Lines desk to check-in.
One strange thing at check-in is that the clerks in Mason City apparently double as national reservations clerks. While I‘d
booked my bus tickets online (through Greyhound), I assume they have a toll-free number people can call for the same purpose. My
bet is that instead of going to a central call center, such calls are directed to a variety of locations, depending on where an operator is
available. There‘s certainly no reason a reservations clerk needs to be in any particular location, since all they‘re doing is pretty much
the same thing I did myself online. It‘s also probably a good use of these people‘s time to keep them busy with something other than
checking in the few people who happen to take the bus out of Mason City. [I was recently at the Amtrak station in Princeton,
Illinois, and they had the same set-up with the station attendant there. She was primarily a phone reservations clerk, but
whenever a train came she would escort waiting passengers out to the platform.]
When one of the women finished with a call, she put her headset aside and proceeded to check me in. I found out here that
some information I‘d read on their website was in error. The website said that they allowed each passenger two carry-on bags, each of
which had to be under twenty-five pounds and sized to fit either under the seat or in overhead storage (both of which are smaller than
the equivalent space on airplanes). I‘d packed accordingly, bringing a small blue duffel bag (one I‘ve taken on numerous trips around
the world) and one of those reusable grocery bags made of green canvas. Unfortunately, they‘d recently changed that policy. Now
they allowed only one carry-on and required additional bags to be checked. They stressed that it didn‘t cost anything to check a bag
(an advantage over the airlines these days), but customers would not have access to the checked luggage until they reached their
destination. I moved a couple of things around and had my duffel tagged as checked luggage, probably the smallest checked bag
they‘d have aboard.
While I was the first to show up, before long about half a dozen bus passengers were seated in plastic chairs around the
airport waiting room. The waiting lounge rapidly became quite full as numerous passengers also showed up for Northwest‘s midday
flight up to Minneapolis. It was rapidly clear there was a major class distinction between people who fly and people who take the bus.
At the risk of sounding terribly snobbish, I must say I fit in better with the flyers.
[As of Spring 2014, Mason City no longer has scheduled passenger air service. Delta, which swallowed Northwest,
moved out of almost every small airport. When Delta left Great Lakes Air took over, flying nine-seat Cessnas between Mason
City and Minneapolis. Great Lakes pulled out this past winter, citing a shortage of pilots that they claim is due to government
regulations. The pilot shortage is real, but most analysts will tell you it‘s due to the pay and benefit cuts the airlines have
forced on their staff rather than increased regulations. Young pilots (the ones who used to fly for regional carriers) find they
can make more money flying in the military or for delivery companies. Whatever the reason, you can‘t fly out of MCW (or
most other small airports in the Midwest) these days. If I want to fly anywhere, I‘ll have to drive to Des Moines or Minneapolis
to do it.]
The bus passengers were certainly a ―colorful‖ group, though. Perhaps the tamest among them was a college girl who was
headed to Ames. Her clothing and accessories (water bottle, notebook, purse, etc.) were exclusively Barack Obama paraphernalia.
While I grew up liking Robert Ray, Jim Leach, and Gerald Ford, the Republican Party turned me off entirely with two decades of
―conservatives‖ who didn‘t seem to care how much debt the government racked up (they seem to have completely forgotten the ―fiscal
responsibility‖ that Republicanism stood for when I was a kid) but did feel compelled to dictate what everyone could and could not do in
their bedrooms. [It really does amaze me that the public perception is still that Democrats are big spenders and Republicans
are careful with money. While both parties spend too much, for most of my lifetime the Republicans have outspent the
Democrats.] I‘m actually delighted that this year they‘ve chosen to run more of a classic conservative candidate, and I really think
John McCain would make quite a good President. I definitely do lean towards ―blue‖ as an adult, however, and I like Obama a lot. I
almost certainly will end up voting for him in November. [I did vote for Obama in 2008, and I voted for him again—though I was
less thrilled about it—in 2012.] I definitely don‘t feel compelled to literally wear my politics on my sleeve, though, and it was strange
to look at this girl and all her licensed merchandise. [While I still find political merchandise quite strange, the Democrats raised a
huge amount of money with it in 2008. They sold lots of cheap trinkets that people like this girl could afford. They were
priced reasonably, and they sold millions of them. Whoever came up with the idea of selling free advertising was a genius.]
Another interesting person in the waiting room was a teenaged black boy in baggy jeans and a T-shirt. Unlike trains, most
buses have no restrictions about minors traveling alone, so you see quite a lot of teenagers on them. (The exception is in the state of
Illinois, where a state law designed to discourage runaways prohibits unaccompanied minors from using any inter-city transportation.)
Like about a third of the people in the terminal, at one point this kid stepped outside to have a smoke. (He almost certainly wasn‘t old

enough to smoke legally, but that‘s not my problem.) When he returned, it was clear it wasn‘t a tobacco cigarette he‘d had. Anyone
who‘s been in a college dorm can recognize the distinctive smell of marijuana, and this boy reeked of it when he came back in. [It‘s
interesting that just recently I read an article that discussed the fact that Mason City High School has a huge problem with pot
smoking in the school building. I don‘t know if this kid went to MCHS or not, but I thought of him when I read that article.]
By far the most interesting among the people I‘d be traveling with, though, was a girl who was probably 18 and had a ticket for
Des Moines. She looked like many of the girls I‘ve taught, with dishwater blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail and the stocky but cute
build of a female athlete. Also like many of my students she spent much of her time talking on a cell phone. Her conversation, though,
was much different than what I‘d overhear at Garrigan, though. This girl was calling a probation officer and a clerk of court. I couldn‘t
help but hear that she was scheduled to appear in court today on charges of forgery. She had apparently been in jail before, and she
also had at least one other outstanding warrant. She tried to tell everyone she talked to that she couldn‘t appear in court because her
mother was in the hospital. I have no idea whether that might have been true or not, but I do know that she neglected to tell anyone
that she was about to board a bus to leave town. I was also intrigued that the only luggage she had with her was a designer leather
bag in which she had six pairs of elegant shoes. Neither the bag nor the shoes were the sort of thing you‘d expect a girl that age to
have (the T-shirt, basketball shorts, and flip-flops she wore were more her style), and I really do wonder just how she acquired them.
While we waited a flight from Minneapolis arrived, and a crowd of people made their way out of the terminal to the parking lot.
One overly tanned woman was wearing stiletto heels, which caused her to trip on the guide that held sliding doors at the exit. I couldn‘t
help but wonder why anyone would wear heels while flying. They can‘t possibly be comfortable, and in cases like this they could be
downright dangerous. [We just had our graduation today, and as girl after girl in stilettos made her way up the stairs to the
stage, I again pondered why people wear them. … Then again, the one person who actually tripped at graduation was a boy
wearing gym shoes.]
The bus was scheduled to leave
at 11:30. That hour came and went,
though no one other than the girl with the
forgery charge seemed terribly impatient.
About 11:45 one of the clerks told us the
bus had left Owatonna and was running
about forty-five minutes late. I felt like I
was on Amtrak. [Unlike Amtrak, though,
there doesn‘t appear to be any good
way of checking the status of a bus.
You just have to sit and wait.]
The bus made up a little bit of
time and got into Mason City right at noon.
Jefferson Lines bus at Mason City Airport
It was almost entirely full. In fact the driver
had his own luggage placed across the two seats directly behind him. He asked me to stack his bags on top of each other so they only
occupied one seat and had me take the one that freed up. By doing that we managed to entirely fill the bus (fifty-five seats) but get
everyone on board
Jefferson Lines is the second largest bus carrier in the United States. They are named after the old Jefferson Highway, which
ran from Duluth to New Orleans, and they run mostly north-south routes in the Mississippi valley. The company is headquartered in
Minneapolis, and it‘s all but impossible to travel by bus within the Central Time Zone without including them somewhere in your
itinerary.
The driver of this bus, like all that I‘d encounter on this trip, was a white-haired white man. All the bus drivers seemed to have
decades of experience, and they are universally Caucasian males. Sitting directly behind him, I couldn‘t help but notice this particular
driver reeked of either pipe or cigar smoke (a deep, sweet smell quite different from cigarette smoke). He also kept weaving from lane
to lane (which seemed odd to me, since there was virtually no traffic) and talked on his cell phone while driving.
When I drive long distances, I often listen to audiobooks, and I chose to do this as well while riding on the bus. Before I knew
who my fellow passengers would be, I‘d chosen to buy Barack Obama‘s autobiographies, Dreams from My Father and The Audacity of
Hope. The two-book combination made for thirteen CDs and many hours of listening. That was good, though, because it filled the time
well. Obama‘s background is certainly unique. As a son of parents from Kenya and Kansas, he‘s one of the few people for whom the
hyphenated term ―African-American‖ actually makes perfect sense. With ties to Hawaii, California, New York, Massachusetts, and
Indonesia, he made a conscious choice to make Chicago his home as an adult.
Just as John McCain infuriates many Republicans by not strictly adhering to the neo-con party line, so Barack Obama‘s
support of Republican stand-bys like faith-based charities, work programs instead of welfare, and increased global trade bothers a lot of
Democrats. It‘s interesting that Obama‘s books, both of which were written years before he was running for President, make heavy and
very positive reference to John McCain. While McCain is undeniably conservative and Obama is clearly liberal [and has been more
openly liberal as President], what the two have in common (and how they differ from far too many politicians these days) is that they
are able to acknowledge that other views exist and things aren‘t always clear-cut two-way choices. I think that whoever wins, having a
President who can see the many sides of issues will be a breath of fresh air in Washington. [It‘s sad that the Republicans never
really gave President Obama a chance to work with them. Whether its racism or just partisanship (and I personally think it‘s a

bit of both), pretty much every Republican in Washington just wrote off Obama from the beginning, They seemed to have
spent the last six years doing little other than trying to undermine him. It would be fascinating to see what might have been
accomplished had they chosen to work together.]
At 12:35 we made a stop at ―Dudley‘s Corner‖, a truckstop at the interchange of I-35 and highway 3. One person got off and
another boarded. South of there was a construction zone, and I was amused (if perhaps a bit concerned) to see the driver thumbing
through the tickets he‘d collected while we negotiated our way through the cones and cement barriers. [I assume the drivers do
know what they‘re doing, but overall they didn‘t strike me as the safest people on the road.] At 1pm we stopped at the place
everyone in central Iowa calls ―Boondocks‖, a truckstop on old highway 20 between Williams and Blairsburg. The bus company calls
the stop ―Flying J‖, which is the name of the truckstop. A teenager left and an old lady boarded at Flying J, so the bus remained full.
South of highway 20 there was a convoy of ―First Student‖ school buses all parked on the shoulder of the interstate. It‘s not
unusual to see bus convoys this time of year as the manufacturing companies deliver to school districts around the country. I‘m not
sure why these were all off to the side, though.
We stopped in Ames at 1:35pm. The Ames stop is really inconveniently located, both from the point of view of the bus and of
local passengers. It‘s just a city bus stop in an industrial park at the east end of Ames, far away from most of the city. It‘s also almost
exactly halfway between the two Ames exits on I-35, which meant it took about five minutes just to get from the interstate to the station
and another five minutes to get back to the interstate. About a dozen people (all college kids) got off at Ames, and only two boarded.
We continued down I-35 and then took I-235 into downtown Des Moines. At 2:15 (still forty-five minutes late) we pulled into
the Des Moines Greyhound station, which is in a very run-down area northwest of downtown between Martin Luther King Drive and
Keosauqua Way. [They have since re-located.] The station itself is a cement block building that looks a bit like an overgrown gas
station. While it‘s a major transfer point, it‘s really not much of a station, and there‘s nothing of interest (mostly body shops and
warehouses) within walking distance. The station itself has a ticket counter, restrooms, a couple of vending machines, and some
console video games from the ‗80s (remember ―Pac Man‖?). There‘s a TV that theoretically shows arrivals and departures, but it was
broken. [Megabus also serves Des Moines, and while they don‘t really have a station, their stop is really nicer. Megabuses
leave for Chicago and Omaha from the Walnut Street transit mall right downtown. You could catch a city bus there from
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anywhere in the city, or you could park in any of the downtown ramps and take the skywalk to 3 & Walnut.]
It was probably good that my bus was delayed, because that gave me just a brief layover in Des Moines. I went to the counter
to see if I needed to check-in for my transfer. The overworked man there glanced at my ticket and assured me I was good to go and
that my bus would be boarding from door #1. (There are six doors at the Des Moines bus station, but every bus appears to use #1.)
The bus I‘d transfer to had originated in Denver, and its last stop before Des Moines was in Omaha. It pulled into the station
right on time at 2:40pm. The bus was operated by Burlington Trailways, whose headquarters are actually in West Burlington, Iowa,
right across from Westland Mall where I went shopping when I was in high school. My brother Paul took Trailways buses frequently
when he traveled between Mt. Pleasant and Des Moines as a college student at Drake. I remember him telling of a song he‘d either
made up or heard others singing on the bus back in the ‗70s, which started like this:
Continental Trailways leave less to be desired;
We‘re all so hot and smelly
And ridiculously tired.
That song went through my head as I boarded another nearly full bus, and I certainly wasn‘t expecting much out of this trip. I
must say, however, that the Trailways bus was actually the nicest of the trip. It also ran express, stopping only at major destinations,
which made the trip go a lot faster than some others.
Regardless of the company that operates them, inter-city buses (known in the business as ―common carrier coaches‖) these
days are all quite similar. They‘re all very high (close to seven feet from floor to ceiling, with the floor a good two feet off the ground),
but quite narrow (since they have to fit in a single lane of traffic). They feature an aisle similar in width to most airplane aisles, lined on
either side by rows of pairs of seats. The seats are almost identical in size to coach airplane seats, and they have offer even less leg
room than is found on most planes. They do, however, have nicer upholstery, and they don‘t have armrests between the seats
(something most people like, but I personally didn‘t care for about the bus). Also unlike a plane, there are no seatbelts on buses.
The 2-2 configuration is similar to the commuter jets that fly short routes these days. The buses, though, do have much more
overhead room. Honestly, it seemed to me they had too much overhead room. They could easily have lowered the overhead storage
area by six inches (which would have allowed bigger bags to fit comfortably) and still have seemed quite spacious. Lowering them
would also have made it easier to operate the lights and air conditioning controls, which are almost identical to what you‘d find on a
plane. [The storage bins have been excessively high on every bus I‘ve taken in recent memory, including tour buses. I have
no clue why they do that, and personally I find it annoying.]
The buses are well air conditioned. In fact, most were downright chilly. I hadn‘t packed any sort of jacket, but if I ever should
take a bus again I‘ll probably make a point of doing so. The windows are tinted (from the outside they look like those cars with all-black
windows that you can‘t see into), but even so it was quite bright looking out of them. I was glad I had my sunglasses with me.

The very back of each bus features three seats
(one of which spans the aisle) and a restroom (always on
the left as you walk to the rear) about the size of two
seats. It‘s slightly smaller than most airplane restrooms,
but still perfectly serviceable. I‘d read horror stories
about how these toilets were dirty and unpleasant, but on
the buses I used, the restrooms were better than they are
on Amtrak. Bus restrooms appear to be cleaned at every
major transfer point (about twice a day), while on the
train they go two full days without service. My only
negative comment about the bus restrooms is that, unlike
on a train or plane, there‘s no indicator of whether the
toilet is occupied except when you jiggle the door handle
and it won‘t unlock.
The only unoccupied seats on this bus were
toward the back. I sat in the window seat right in front of
the restroom, and before long a young man in an Army
uniform with a patch identifying him as Private Hamilton
sat down on the aisle. It was very strange to see a
modern military uniform up close. I recall the heavy
uniform my father had left over from World War II, but
this was not at all like that. It was made of a very light
fabric and seemed very poorly made. It was ill-fitting and
had loose threads like the sort of clothes you‘d get at
Wal-Mart. What really stood out, though, was the
camouflage pattern. It would be best described as digital
camo, made up of little green, brown, and tan squares.
From the distance it looked like any other camouflage
pattern, but up close it looked like the digital patterns
they‘ll put on TV to cover up someone‘s nudity or hide
the identity of an anonymous informant. [It also looks
kind of like those patterns people with smart phones
are supposed to scan to access particular ―apps‖.]
I‘d never seen anything like it before, and it certainly
looked strange. [I suppose the lightweight fabric is
appropriate for the tropical deserts where we‘ve been
fighting in recent years. That doesn‘t explain why it
looked so cheaply made, though. While I find it
weird, digital camouflage does appear to be the
modern standard. I‘ve seen hunting gear with the
same type of pixelated pattern. Digital camo does
apparently have a practical purpose. According to
Wikipedia, the combination of ―micro and macro
patterns‖ helps the subject blend in with its
surroundings at a variety of distances from the
observer.]

ABOVE: Website image of digital camouflage
BELOW: The type of pattern I think of as camouflage

This bus had four small TV screens built into the
ceiling, similar to what you‘d find on an older airplane.
Before we left Des Moines, the driver started a DVD,
which played the movie The Great Escape as we headed
down I-80. The volume was a bit too loud for my taste
(they‘d do better to have a headphone hook-up like they
do on planes), and I turned up the volume on my
audiobook to drown it out.
At 3:50 we stopped at a McDonalds in Grinnell.
McDonalds serves as the local bus station, and it also
provided a place for a twenty-minute meal break for the
passengers. While I just stayed on board, almost
everyone else got out and bought Big Macs, fries, and
super-sized Cokes. 3:50 strikes me as an odd time for a
meal break (neither lunch nor dinner, really), but it was the only lengthy stop this bus made. I know McDonalds gives drivers of school
buses that stop there free meals, and my bet is there‘s some similar deal for inter-city bus drivers. A lot of McDonalds seem to double

as bus stops. [MicDonalds isn‘t a bad place to stop, but it‘s odd that they chose the one in Grinnell rather than going on to
Iowa City or Davenport.]
We continued east and reached Iowa City right at 5pm. We exited on Dubuque Street, an area that flooded severely earlier in
the summer. It shocked me to see that much of the area was still flooded, with water nearly up to the street and some side streets
closed off. I don‘t know if they‘ve had additional ran since or if this is still leftover from the problems in June, but all along Dubuque
Street it was clear things were nowhere near normal. I have an aunt and uncle who had moved into a new condo just off Dubuque
Street in the spring and essentially lost their new home in the flood. Looking at the area, it was clear it will be quite a while before
they‘re back in a permanent home. [Harvey and Max have since cleaned up and moved back there.]
We made our way into downtown Iowa City. It‘s been years since I‘d been there, and almost nothing about the place was
even remotely recognizable. There are dozens of brand new buildings all over downtown Iowa City, and they‘ve remodeled many of
the older structures. While it‘s always been a trendy place, Iowa City has even more of that feeling these days—with countless coffee
bars and shops selling clothes that no one over 25 would buy.
Back when I was in college the Iowa City bus station was at a gas station. Now there‘s a new ―transit center‖ that attempts to
look elegant but has obviously rapidly become somewhat seedy. The Iowa City, Coralville, and university buses all interchange here,
and it‘s also where Greyhound and Trailways stop. [Since it‘s city-owned, this is one of the few places where Megabus shares a
bus stop with Greyhound.]
It intrigued me that everyone who got off in Iowa City and everyone who boarded was black. While it‘s not lily white, I definitely
don‘t think of Iowa City as having much of a black population. When I was a kid, the main minority population appeared to be Asian.
Perhaps things have changed, but it was definitely strange to see about two dozen black people (and no whites, Asians, or Hispanics)
getting on and off the bus in Hawkeye country. [I just checked, and as of Census 2010 Iowa City was still about 85% white, with
Asians and Hispanics outnumbering blacks. Apparently it‘s only blacks who ride the bus there, though.]
We took a roundabout way out of town and got back on I-80 almost at West Branch. We went eastward to I-280 and exited
onto River Drive in Davenport. Downtown Davenport has done a lot of urban renewal in recent years. It was basically a dying place
when I was a kid, and it definitely no longer has that feeling. There‘s lots of trendy bars and restaurants and even a few s tores
downtown. Davenport also has a new downtown transit center, which was the nicest bus station I‘d encounter on this trip.
We passed the beautifully restored Quad City ballpark (O‘Donnell Field), where I‘d been a few years ago when my former
student was playing A-ball, and then crossed the Centennial Bridge into Rock Island. Rock Island appears to have done nothing at all
in the way of urban renewal, and in fact looks like one of the most depressed cities I‘ve been to in a long time. It‘s hard to find any
th
words other than ―ugly‖ and ―run down‖ to describe the route down 5 Avenue we took. It‘s basically boarded up buildings, with a few
pawn shops and liquor stores here and there—definitely not the most friendly or beautiful welcome to Illinois.
th

We continued on 5 Avenue into Moline, which is also run-down but somewhat nicer than Rock Island. A tiny part of
downtown Moline has been revitalized (centered on the John Deere Pavilion), and that‘s where the bus made its Illinois Quad Cities
stop. [In a couple of years Amtrak will stop at the same location in Moline.] Here everyone who boarded and departed was
Hispanic. Most of the businesses in Moline also catered to Spanish-speaking customers—certainly a change from what the Quad
Cities were like when I was born there.
We next passed through the neighborhood where my brother Steve and his family lived when they were in Moline. It‘s a
neighborhood of two-story wood frame homes from early in the last century that to my eye always looked like a movie set of a small
town. The people here were almost all Mexican, something I hadn‘t noticed when Steve and Terry lived there. It‘s likely why they
moved there, though. It would have been comparatively cheap, and their Indian children would have fit in well.
The bus slowly made its way out to East Moline [a suburb that only people who live there think is one of the four Quad
Cities; in Iowa we know the fourth one is the much larger city of Bettendorf] and Silvis, places that are somewhat more suburban
but come across as even more tacky than Moline and Rock Island. Finally we got onto I-88, which is officially called the Ronald
Reagan Memorial Tollway. While its name comes from the fact that Reagan was born in nearby Tampico, it does amuse me that th e
champion of ―user fees‖ should have a tollway named in his honor. The bus was obviously equipped with an I-Pass transponder, and
this was the first time I‘d been across the tollway without slowing down.
One of the strangest sights I saw out the window of the bus was a woman in an Amish bonnet driving a compact car down the
tollway. There were several Amish people on the bus (as there always are on Amtrak trains), but it‘s the first time I‘ve ever seen
someone in Amish dress driving something that wasn‘t horse-drawn. I also don‘t think I‘d ever before seen an Amish woman driving
anything at all, and I still wonder just what the story was with this. [She may well have just been a conservative Mennonite rather
than strictly Amish. Her bonnet did resemble those of the Amish women I‘d seen on Amtrak and in buggies around the
Midwest, though.]
Sitting right in front of the bathroom, I couldn‘t help but notice that several of my fellow passengers ignored the signs and used
it as a place to smoke. It didn‘t get too bad, but there was more than a bit of a tobacco odor each time someone would open the
bathroom door.

The bus ran express from Moline to Naperville, which is well into the Chicago suburbs. We exited to Naperville at 8:55pm, and
then spent forever working our way through a maze of streets. We finally arrived at the Naperville Amtrak station (which doubles as the
bus station) at 9:10pm. This was five minutes ahead of schedule, and the driver announced that being ahead would allow people to
take a brief smoke break on the sidewalk.
Exactly two people were leaving the bus at Naperville—me and a young Asian man. The driver checked the claim tag for the
checked bag and ripped both it and the bag tag off before giving me my duffel bag. [That annoyed me, since I‘d have liked to keep
the tag as a souvenir.] I grabbed it and made my way toward the main part of the station.
The ―station‖ part of Naperville station is only open in the morning, when the place is full of commuters heading into the city. It
was locked up tight now, but the inbound platform still had lots of people on it, and many others were parked in the ―kiss and ride‖
waiting to pick up people who were coming home after work.
The track right by the station is the inbound track, where trains toward downtown Chicago stop. I was taking an outbound train
to Aurora, so I had to make my way through a rather creepy tunnel underneath the tracks to get there. For quite some time I was the
only person on the outbound platform. Eventually a fat Hispanic boy joined me. There was quite a bit of a wait before an outbound
train would arrive, and I spent most of the time munching on some Hy-Vee imitation wheat thin crackers I‘d packed as a snack. That
was my dinner for the evening. [Hy-Vee apparently no longer makes a store brand of those crackers. A week ago we had a
reception for the man who will be the next minister at my church, and I was supposed to supply cheese and crackers for it. I
wanted to pick up ―generic‖ wheat thins, but they had nothing but Nabisco at Hy-Vee.]
Amtrak‘s inbound Illini train arrived right on time at 9:20pm. I‘d considered another route for this trip, which would have
involved taking the bus to Galesburg and then transferring to that train. (That route would have been quite a bit cheaper, and if I were
to repeat the trip, it‘s what I‘d probably do.) An inbound Metra commuter train came shortly after that, after which the Hispanic boy and
I were the only people left in the station. My outbound Metra train was supposed to arrive at 9:32, but it was obviously running late. It
finally did arrive at 9:45pm.
I‘d estimate 200 people got off the train at Naperville, and exactly two boarded. Almost everyone who was still on board exited
at the Route 59 park-and-ride at the west edge of Naperville. By the time we got to Aurora there were only about half a dozen in the car
I was in and maybe two dozen on the entire train.
Both the Hispanic boy and I ended up riding from Naperville to Aurora for free. Since the station building was closed, I couldn‘t
buy a ticket ahead of time, so I was expecting to have a conductor come around and take a fare on the train. No one did, though, and I
exited at Aurora without paying. Since virtually everyone who takes Metra travels between the suburbs and downtown Chicago, my bet
is that on outbound trains they collect tickets while leaving the city. Once they‘re done with that, the conductors probably go the lounge
and relax for the rest of the trip. [Someone has to open and close the doors, though, and you‘d think they‘d check up and down
the platform to see if anyone did board.[ I‘d have been happy to pay the $2.85 fare, but since they didn‘t want to collect it, I had no
problem keeping my money.
The Aurora station is a historic stone depot at the end of one of Metra‘s busiest lines. To the north is a park-and-ride and the
train yard where they store the Metra trains overnight. To the south is an old roundhouse that used to service Burlington line trains (it‘s
now a pretentious restaurant) and my destination for the night, the Comfort Suites—Downtown Aurora. I‘d stayed at this hotel before,
when I‘d gone to the Chicago area at Thanksgiving. It‘s a very nice hotel, and because it‘s far out in the suburbs, it‘s both less of a
drive coming from Iowa and also comparatively cheap. What cost eighty bucks in Aurora would be over $200 in Chicago. [In recent
years this has gotten more and more expensive, to the point where it‘s not really somewhere I consider if I‘m going to the
Chicago area these days. A number of mid-range chains have opened locations in the city in recent years, which has lowered
the prices downtown. Particularly in winter it‘s often cheaper to stay in the city than in the suburbs.]
I actually got a much nicer room than I‘d booked. Supposedly because I was a ―Choice Privileges‖ member (but more likely
because the hotel was nearly empty), they‘d given me a complimentary upgrade to one of their nicest suites. I ended up in an
enormous place the size of about three standard hotel rooms. In addition to all the standard amenities, it had two big screen TVs and
both a Jacuzzi hot tub and a gas fireplace. There certainly wasn‘t much need for a fireplace at the end of July, but of course I had to
check the thing out (with the air conditioning going full blast to cancel out the additional heat—hardly a ―green‖ thing to do). I also
lounged in the hot tub, where the jets made bubbles that remained after the water drained and took overnight to dissipate.
I turned on the radio to WBBM, the news station I listened to frequently when I was growing up. The big story tonight was
more than a bit disturbing. Earlier this evening there was a truly gruesome murder on a Greyhound bus between Brandon and Po rtage
la Prairie, Manitoba. Witnesses said one passenger took an enormous hunting knife out of his bag and started robotically stabbing his
seatmate, who was sleeping in the window seat at the time. Passengers were alerted to the attack by a blood-curdling scream, but it
was already too late to do much of anything to save the victim. One passenger called 911, and another alerted the driver. He stopped
the bus and disabled it. The other passengers exited quickly, and the driver locked the attacker (a 40-year-old Chinese immigrant from
Edmonton who apparently did not speak English) and the victim (a 22-year-old carnival worker from Winnipeg) inside. The attack
continued and resulted in decapitation and removal of various other body parts before the Mounties showed up on the scene. The

radio glossed over exactly what happened, but I‘d be
―treated‖ to newspaper reports with every gory detail
(including cannibalism) over the next few days. After
hearing the news I was certainly thankful that my trip
had been mostly uneventful.
I couldn‘t help but think when hearing the news
that there really isn‘t much of anything in the way of
security on buses. As with trains, it would be all but
impossible to have airport-style security, but it‘s kind of
bothersome that they don‘t seem to do anything at all.
There are rules (which I‘d read on the bus companies‘
websites) that prohibit weapons on board. I‘d read those
and purposely put my pocket knife in the checked bag.
(I was intending to just leave it in my car if I‘d just had
carry-ons.) No one looked at my bags at all, though, nor
did they even ask me what I might have had with me.
The woman in Mason City did ask me for identification,
but the clerks I‘d deal with in Des Moines, Chicago, and
Minneapolis didn‘t even do that. The larger stations
News photo of passengers waiting beside a bus on the Trans-Canada
have signs saying the boarding areas are for
Highway after the stabbing and decapitation in rural Manitoba
passengers only, but Minneapolis was the only place
they seemed to enforce that—and even there it wouldn‘t have been hard to evade the one guard they had. Big Amtrak stations have
dogs on the platforms that sniff for explosives [something they‘ve mostly phased out in recent years], but none of the bus stations
seemed to do anything similar. The city of Chicago has security cameras all over the place. There are cameras on the street corners
and in the city buses and ‗L‘ cars. There don‘t appear to be any in the Greyhound station, and if there were cameras on the inter-city
buses I rode, they were well hidden. Given the lax security, it‘s amazing there aren‘t more incidents like the horrific attack in Canada.

I slept surprisingly well, but was nonetheless up quite early—about 6am. I quickly showered (there was a shower in addition to
the Jacuzzi [I‘ve been in other rooms where that was not the case]) and made my way down to the breakfast room. I‘m not usually
much of a fan of hotel breakfasts, but this one was outstanding. In addition to the standard muffins and bagels, the Comfort Suites
buffet featured a chafing dish filled with scrambled eggs with ham bits and cheese mixed in. They also had waffles with real maple
syrup, and a wide variety of yogurt and fruit.
After thoroughly stuffing myself, I
proceeded to walk off some of that
breakfast. The city of Aurora has set up a
―cell phone walking tour‖ of points of
interest in their downtown area, and I
spent quite a while walking around
downtown and listening to the descriptions
of the different places.
You probably didn‘t know it, but
Aurora is the second largest city in Illinois,
having surpassed Rockford and Peoria.
It‘s always been the size of Cedar Rapids,
but in recent years it‘s grown to a place
more the size of Des Moines. Today
Aurora is a strange combination of an
aging mid-size city and a booming suburb
that happen to be incorporated under the
same government. The people who live in
the suburb consider downtown to be the
bad part of town, but there‘s really nothing
wrong with it. In fact, compared with most
places its size, downtown Aurora is
booming.
It is, however, an entirely
different place than it was built to be.
st
That‘s because the center of 21 Century
Aurora is almost entirely Hispanic. Except
Fox River – downtown Aurora, Illinois
for a casino and a restored movie palace that now hosts traveling Broadway shows [I saw Footloose there on another trip], pretty

much every business in downtown Aurora caters to a Spanish-speaking clientele. Were it not for the old brick buildings to remind me
this was the Midwest, I could as easily have been in Los Angeles.
One of the most interesting sights in downtown Aurora was the fire station complex. There‘s a lovely old Victorian building
with onion domes on top that served as the city‘s original fire station. It now appears to hold a few offices. Next to that is a curvilinear
‗70s brick structure that is now fire station #1. In front of the fire station is a mailbox painted red, white, and blue with a sign on it saying
it is a drop-off point for tattered American flags. I suppose that makes sense to have at a fire station, since you‘re supposed to dispose
of worn-out flags by burning.
I made my way back to the hotel and checked my e-mail at their business center. [This was before the days when I
traveled with a laptop.] Then I checked out and walked next door with my luggage. I paused for a moment in the station, where I
bought a large cup from the ―New England Coffee‖ shop there. What New England is doing in Illinois, I have no clue, but their coffee
was perfectly good. I bought a Metra ticket to Chicago ($5.35) and boarded the 7:40 express train.
Metra‘s Burlington Northern route (previously operated by the railroad of that name) has three tracks, which allows them to run
a very efficient rush hour service. Inbound in the morning and outbound at night they run three sets of trains with express runs,
allowing everyone to make their commute as quickly as possible. (The reverse direction makes every stop all the way.) The train I
boarded in Aurora stopped at Route 59 and Naperville and then ran express all the way to Chicago‘s Union Station. It was about half
full leaving Aurora, and by the time we left Naperville it was standing room only. A second level of trains starts just east of Naperville
and makes a few stops in the middle-distance suburbs before running express. Then a third level of train serves all the close-in
suburban stops that the other trains bypass. The middle of the three tracks is the express track, and trains along that track run fast.
The trip from Aurora to downtown Chicago takes just 50 minutes, which is significantly faster than the equivalent trip by car. It‘s also
less time than it takes to get from downtown to O‘Hare on the blue line ‗L‘, even though Aurora is about three times as far from Lake
Michigan as O‘Hare is.
[They time the trains on this route very carefully, because Amtrak trains and freight trains also run in both directions
on the express track. When things are going as they should, it all works perfectly. Otherwise, it‘s Metra that has priority, with
Amtrak usually getting the delay.]
About 90% of the passengers on this train were white. A few Hispanic people boarded in Aurora, and a few Asian people
boarded in Naperville. As far as I could tell there was nobody black on board. The city of Chicago has become much more integrated
in recent years than it used to be, but the metro area is still quite separated by race. Most of the distant suburbs (including the people
who think downtown Aurora is a bad area) are lily white, while the closer-in areas tend to be black and Hispanic. Most of Aurora‘s
Hispanics both live and work in Aurora, while the white people in the surrounding housing developments live there but work either in
Chicago or in the endless office parks around Naperville.
The train trip was uneventful, and we arrived at Union Station
promptly at 8:30. I didn‘t want to haul my bags around all day, so I made a
bee-line for the luggage lockers in the Amtrak baggage claim room. The
post-9/11 lockers are a high-tech high-security affair. You have to first leave
a thumb print, which presumably Homeland Security could use to identify
you if you left a bomb and blew up the station. You then scan a credit card
and are given a secret code for one of the lockers. To re-claim your stuff,
you need to again give the thumb print and secret code, and the storage
charges (which are very steep) go on your credit card.
After taking the quiz bowl kids to Chicago, I had one five-day CTA
pass left over (thanks to a kid who dropped out before we went), which I
was planning to use on this trip. Unfortunately, while I‘d packed practically
everything else in my apartment, I‘d left that pass at home. (The pass
expires in early November, and since it‘s highly unlikely I‘ll be back in
Chicago before then, it‘s pretty much worthless to me now.) After getting
conflicting answers from a couple of people in Union Station, I eventually
found a CTA vending machine located on the Metra concourse at the
station. For $12 I bought a three-day pass, which covered almost all the
transportation I‘d need for this trip. In Chicago a three-day pass is valid for
36 hours from the first time you use it (as opposed to expiring at midnight,
as many cities‘ passes do), and this one ended up being valid until 9:06
Monday morning. [CTA base fares have been fairly stable, but they‘ve
raised pass prices substantially in the past few years. A three-day
pass now costs $20, and it must be loaded onto an existing Ventra
smartcard. Visitors who don‘t have a Ventra card are only allowed to
buy one-day passes, which now cost $10 each.]
Website view of lockers at Union Station--Chicago

I exited Union Station and walked north on Clinton Street (basically

the west end of downtown Chicago) to Lake. The green line ‗L‘ runs above Lake Street [as does the pink line], and I went up to the
Clinton Street station. I scanned my new pass for the first time (at 9:06 am) and soon boarded a green line train. I rode just a few
stops east to Randolph Street, a familiar station located just outside the old Marshall Field flagship (now Macy‘s) in the Loop. I walked
down to street level and walked one block east to the underground entrance of Metra‘s Millennium Station.
Millennium Station used to be called Randolph Street Station. It was re-named for Millennium Park, a green space that was
constructed over the railroad tracks as an urban renewal project back in 1999. They renovated the station at the same time, and it‘s a
fairly pleasant place. It‘s the downtown terminal for the Metra Electric line, which runs over what used to be the Illinois Central tracks to
the far south side. Most tourists who use this station are headed either for the Museum of Science and Industry or the historic Pullman
district, which used to be the company town where they manufactured the railroad sleeping cars of that name. [Actually, I‘m probably
just about the only tourist who‘s taken Metra to Pullman; pretty much everyone who visits there comes by car.] I‘d seen both
of those places on earlier trips, and my destination today was one of the shortest trips you can make on Metra. I boarded a train at
st
9:20, and about five minutes later got off at 51 Street, on the border between the South Side neighborhoods of Hyde Park and
Kenwood.
Kenwood‘s tree-lined streets are filled with old brick Victorian homes crammed on impossibly small lots. This is a mostly black
neighborhood that has traditionally been the home of middle-class and wealthy African Americans. Former mayor Harold Washington
lived here, as did Malcolm X. Among those who currently live there is Mohammed Ali.
Hyde Park is home to the University of Chicago and was a well-integrated neighborhood even back when Chicago was known
as America‘s most segregated city. It is mostly middle class, which makes it wealthier than the bulk of the South Side neighborhoods.
It also exudes a college-town atmosphere, with the same kinds of businesses I‘d seen in Iowa City. The residences in Hyde Park are
mostly apartments, buildings I‘d found out listening to Barack Obama‘s book are locally called six-flats because they feature three
floors, each of which has two ―shotgun‖ apartments separated by a staircase. Most of the corner lots have larger apartment buildings
(many of which were originally built as businesses), and the university structures sprawl around the neighborhood.
st

Hyde Park Boulevard (also called 51 Street) is the boundary between these two neighborhoods. I had a very pleasant walk
down that street, which was filled with all types of people. About half of them were black, with the rest a fairly even mix of whites,
Asians, and Hispanics. The city has planted flowers all along the street, and between those and the overhanging trees, this very urban
neighborhood feels almost like a park.
I‘d been to Hyde Park before (it‘s where the
Museum of Science and Industry is), but I‘d never been this
far north. I‘d have probably not come here today except for
the book I‘d been ―reading‖ (by listening) on the bus trip. I
knew that Barack Obama‘s home was at the corner of Hyde
Park Boulevard and Greenwood Avenue, and I thought it
might be interesting to check out where the country‘s only
black senator lived. I‘m sure the area has seen more than
its share of tourists in the past year, and it will probably see
countless more should Obama make it to the White House.
The Obamas live in a nice, but not especially
pretentious home across the street from Chicago‘s oldest
synagogue. The only thing that really distinguishes it from
the other homes in Kenwood is that it sits on a double lot
(part of that somewhat shady real estate deal you‘ve no
doubt heard about). That gives the place what is by
Chicago standards a truly enormous yard. The house faces
on Greenwood, and like all the homes on its block there is a
fence with a locked gate in front. The yard is neatly nicely
cared for and features a lovely flower garden. The side
along Hyde Park Boulevard is mostly lined with thick trees,
which would afford the senator and his family more privacy
than many of their neighbors have. Behind the house is a
detached garage in matching brick, with a portable
basketball hoop set up in the driveway.
The house was pretty much identical to everything
else in Kenwood, and there is nothing about it that identifies
it as the home of anyone famous. (I also walked past
Mohammed Ali‘s home, which would be pretty much
interchangeable with Obama‘s and is also unidentified.)
There were black cars parked on the street in front which
Barack Obama‘s house on Greenwood Avenue [in 2008]
may well have belonged to the Secret Service, but any security that may have been there was unobtrusive. The senator himself
was in Florida today, but his family was most likely at home. Hopefully I didn‘t disturb them by snapping a photo of their place.

2014 Google Street View of the corner of Greenwood Ave. and Hyde Park Blvd.

[I checked on Google
Street View, and as the photo
at left shows, the security is
no longer unobtrusive. Now
that this is the home of the
President, the entire block is
now inaccessible to the
general public. The sign at the
left side of the concrete
barricade says, ―DO NO
ENTER ON FOOT OR BY
VEHICLE.
THIS AREA IS
PROTECTED BY THE UNITED
STATES SECRET SERVICE.‖
A similar warning is given on
the right in both Spanish and
English.
With the street
barricaded and the sidewalk
fenced off, I assume access to
those who live on the block is
by pass only. That has to be
annoying for the neighbors.
All the security that‘s there
now makes me VERY glad I
made the trip down there when
I did.]

One thing I found amusing was that the Obama‘s next door neighbors had one of those ―Obama ‗08‖ signs in their lawn. Such
signs are all over Chicago (which is, of course, one of the ―bluest‖ places in America), but it certainly would be embarrassing if the
candidate‘s neighbors didn‘t support him.
While Obama‘s home was interesting
to see, the most real architectural attraction of
the neighborhood is the KAM Isaiah Israel
Temple across the street. It‘s a lovely domed
building with a spire at the side that almost
looks like a Moslem minaret. In front is one of
those grand staircases that no one builds these
days. The brick and stone work is beautiful,
and the place has been immaculately
maintained. It really is a magnificent building.
[Exploring on Google Street View, it appears
that these days the only access to the
synagogue is from the alley in back. The
fence that blocks off the sidewalk extends
all the way to that alley. Not surprisingly
the alley to the west that connects to the
Obama‘s driveway is entirely blocked off,
and the sidewalk fence extends to their
western neighbors.]
I continued walking along Hyde Park
Boulevard, which becomes more dominated by
the university (where the senator used to teach
and where his wife still works) the further west
you go. Eventually I made it to Cottage Grove,
the north-south thoroughfare that marks the
west edge of the neighborhood. I caught a
KAM Isaiah Israel Temple
CTA bus on Cottage Grove and headed south
to the nearest green line ‗L‘ station. A nearly empty train soon arrived, and I boarded. For most of this trip I was in the unusual position
of being the only person on the train who wasn‘t black. While I can‘t say that didn‘t feel a bit weird, the ride was otherwise uneventful. I
rode above the bleak landscape of the south side, past downtown, and on into the rapidly gentrifying near west side.
My ultimate destination was the Conservatory—Central Park station on Lake Street just west of Kedzie. The ‗L‘ station here is
a lovingly restored century-old structure that looks like a gingerbread house. The station is lovely, but the reason for stopping here is
one of my favorite things in Chicago, the Garfield Park Conservatory. ―Conservatory‖ means ―botanical center‖ in the words of the
Chicago Park Service. The enormous greenhouse complex features plants from almost every conceivable environment. The gardens

are beautiful, and they‘ve got signs with just the right amount of explanatory material. What‘s more, it‘s free—which makes it ten to
twenty dollars cheaper than most of Chicago‘s attractions. [The conservatory now asks for a $4 ―suggested donation‖, and even
if that were mandatory it would be well worth it.]

Fern house – Garfield Park Conservatory
I spent about an hour walking around the conservatory and
thoroughly enjoyed every minute. Then I made my way back to the ‗L‘
and caught a train back downtown. I got off at State and Lake and
walked east to Michigan Avenue.
As I walked north across the river to the Magnificent Mile, I was
surrounded by teenaged and twenty-something kids—all of whom
looked almost exactly alike. I was reminded of a documentary public
TV‘s Frontline aired nearly a decade ago called ―The Merchants of Cool‖
where they explored how marketers perceive youth.
The show
presented two ―archetypes‖ that advertisers wanted young people to
aspire to, which a marketer they interviewed called ―mook‖ and ―midriff‖.
These are the male and female versions of the same thing—the
appearance and sex-obsessed suburban kids that are the image of
―cool‖ for the new millennium. As I walked up Michigan Avenue today
there was no question that I was in a sea of mooks and midriffs. The
guys all had the same shaggy hair and the kind of showy muscles that
come from working out but not actually working. The all wore designer
leather flip-flops and thigh-length ―board shorts‖ though it‘s unlikely any
of them ever surfed. Each had a tight T-shirt that revealed the top of his
boxer shorts. The girls all had shoulder length straight hair and push-up
bras, and they wore too-tight tank tops and either short shorts or those

Website image of ―mook‖ and ―midriff‖

cupcake miniskirts that reveal pretty much everything. They all wore brightly colored plastic flip-flops. Everyone of both sexes had a
perfect tanning spa tan, and they were all loud and crude.
These people were certainly not unfamiliar. Most of the kids I‘ve taught for the past decade aspire to look and act like this
(though, being from rural Iowa, they often don‘t pull it off as well), and if I were thirty years younger, I‘d probably try to look the same.
The kids on the Magnificent Mile are all white suburbanites, and pretty much every one of them is a mook or a midriff. I stood out like a
sore thumb and felt very old as I walked among them.
[―The Merchants of Cool‖ premiered on Frontline in 1995. Over the past twenty years, the exact look that‘s ―in‖ has
changed, but the basic concept the show portrays hasn‘t. When pressed, most kids do realize that their look and behavior is
being dictated by the marketers, but the majority of them really don‘t care.]
My destination was just a couple blocks north of the river, in the landmark Tribune Tower. I was headed to Chicago‘s newest
major museum, the McCormick Freedom Museum. Robert McCormick (distantly related to Cyrus McCormick of reaper fame) was the
th
editor of the Chicago Tribune through much of the 20 Century. The charity his estate established endowed this museum (which has
free admission), which celebrates the freedoms we enjoy in the United States (and fights infringements on those freedoms) and
highlights the struggles for freedom in countries around the world. Almost anyone would find a liberal atmosphere at the museum
(which is interesting, since the Tribune has been traditionally conservative and was very conservative under McCormick‘s leadership),
but they try hard to present all the points of view on various topics.
This is a very high tech, modern museum. I wasn‘t sure how I‘d like that, but it worked quite well. A typical interactive exhibit
presents the facts of various courses the Supreme Court has decided over the years and has the user cast a vote on how the court
should have rules. They then show what the actual ruling was and its rationale, together with any dissenting opinions. Another
presents a variety of materials that have been considered ―obscene‖ over the years and asks users to decide whether they should be
allowed in freely distributed media today.
The museum had a temporary exhibit on what it‘s like to run for President. They noted that the single most important
characteristic for a Presidential candidate these days was the ability to raise large amounts of money. They also noted that politicians
must learn to use the language expected by their party and pointed out how loaded terms like ―pro-life‖ and ―pro-choice‖ are—implying,
as they do, that opponents are ―anti‖ the things they say. Part of the exhibit discussed the evolving political climates in various states.
They noted the huge shift in Illinois. The state used to have a balance between the Democratic city and the Republican downstate
areas. In recent years, though, Illinois has become one of the most reliably Democratic states in the country. They attribute this mostly
to young professionals moving in from other regions and an explosion in the state‘s immigrant population. They also focused at length
on Iowa, which they noted (as those of us who live here know well) used to be heavily Republican and now votes unpredictably. They
also argue the pros and cons of the winner take all electoral college system.
The election exhibit ends with a ―voting booth‖. Each visitor is given a token which can be placed in a jar representing
candidates for a wide range of parties (the same ones that are likely to appear on the November ballot). Since the jars were clear
glass, it was easy to see who was winning, and it was no surprise at all that visitors to a place called the Freedom Museum in Chicago
would be heavily supporting Obama. Since it appeared my vote wouldn‘t make any real difference, I chose to keep my token as a
souvenir.
[In 2009, the Freedom Museum ―transitioned to an outreach program‖. That is, the museum itself is no longer open.
A few small exhibits have been re-located outdoors in the plaza of Tribune Tower. They‘ve also developed traveling exhibits
that have been loaned to various museums around the country. It‘s kind of sad that the museum itself is no longer open,
though. It really was worth a visit.]
It was very clear who the museum‘s target audience was in their gift shop, which featured numerous Democratic souvenirs. I
actually bought one of these, which I found particularly amusing. It‘s called the ―I have a dream‖ mug, but it has nothing to do with
Martin Luther King. Instead the mug has the classic red/blue map of the country. It‘s thermo-sensitive, though, so when a hot
beverage was added, the whole country turns blue. There is, of course, an equivalent product where everything turns red, but they
didn‘t have it for sale at the Freedom Museum [or perhaps it was out of stock]. I‘d see it for sale later in Minnesota, where the
Republican convention will be held.
I left the Freedom Museum and walked east on Illinois Street to Navy Pier. I mentioned in the June trip write-up that I really
don‘t care much for Navy Pier, but there was one place I‘d not seen there that I wanted to check out. When Paul and Nancy were in
Chicago a couple weeks ago, they went to a stained glass museum at Navy Pier that they said was interesting. I had already walked
more than a mile to get to the pier, and it seemed as if I walked nearly as far to the far end to get to the museum. [Navy Pier is
extremely long, and it seems that all the really interesting stuff is at the far end.]
Once I finally got there, the Smith Museum of Stained Glass was well worth the trip. Also free (a theme you‘ll notice
repeatedly on this trip), it‘s really quite a fascinating place. They have glass work from a wide variety of places, ranging from famous
churches to the front doors of tiny bungalows. Everything was both beautiful and interesting, and I‘m really glad to have seen it.

I left Navy Pier and caught a CTA bus that took me
to the corner of State and Washington, right in the heart of
the Loop.
I got out and went in to Macy‘s, the former
Marshall Fields store that is one of the most beautiful places
to shop on the planet. I had picked up some Macy‘s scrip
cards before I took the kids to Chicago, but I‘d yet to spend
them. Today I spent quite a while browsing through the
store and eventually found a nice pair of khaki pants that
were exactly what I‘ve been needing and were precisely the
right price. They are my main souvenir of this trip.
I walked down Monroe Street to Union Station,
stopping briefly en route to pick up some pop at a
Walgreen‘s. I managed to get the super locker to unlock so
I could retrieve my bag, which with the addition of the pop
was now very heavy. It was a four block walk to the Quincy
‗L‘ station, and my arms got quite tired hauling the stuff even
that far.
Quincy station has been beautifully restored and is
Typical window at Smith Museum of Stained Glass
by far the nicest of the downtown stations. They even did
research to find the original color the steel walls had been painted. Unfortunately they went down too many layers, and the color they
chose (a deep chocolate brown) was actually that of the primer rather than the actual paint. It is a nice station, though, and I enjoyed
looking around as I waited.
I had a lot of time to look at the place, too. I was looking for an orange line train, and it seemed to take forever for one to
come. While I waited two pink line and two brown line trains passed by, but it was more than fifteen minutes before I could get on the
orange line.
Once I finally boarded a train, the trip went quite quickly. When I‘ve stayed in Chicago before, I‘ve mostly been out by O‘Hare,
and the trip there from downtown takes forty-five minutes to an hour. This time my hotel was near Midway airport. Midway is clear at
the end of the orange line, but being the newest of the ‗L‘ lines, the orange stations are spread quite far apart and the train speeds
between them. We crawled around the Loop, but once we left it was only about twenty-five minutes to the end of the line. [The key to
efficient transit does appear to be spacing the stations wide apart. The best systems I‘ve seen use buses for local service
and trains to offer truly rapid transit between widely spaced stations. In Chicago the orange line and the Archer Avenue bus
make just such a pairing.]
The orange line was built quickly and cheaply back around 1990, and the nature of its construction makes it quite different
from the other ‗L‘ lines. It‘s entirely above ground, elevated near downtown and mostly running right at ground level further out. The
vast majority of the line was built in the right-of-way of a freight railroad, with the electrified ‗L‘ tracks fenced off from adjacent freight
tracks that are still in use. [Amtrak‘s Lincoln Service follows this same right of way.] That meant for much of the way my view was
of coal cars and shipping containers. In other places, though, I had an outstanding view of the skyline, and there are also nice views of
the six-flats and bungalows where people on the southwest side live and the factories and warehouses where they work. There‘s
nothing truly run-down on this route, and not much that‘s really gentrified either. [Near downtown it is very gentrified, but once
you‘re past there, it‘s middle class.] It‘s a hard-working blue collar area, the sort of place Chicago was a generation ago.
The mix of people on the orange line is different from other lines, too. The closer-in areas are mostly black, while those further
out are Hispanic and white, but everywhere on the line is pretty well integrated. [In recent years it‘s become more Hispanic and
less black, but it‘s still quite mixed.] Since the final destination is the airport, there‘s also a lot of travelers on the train. It‘s fewer,
though, than what you see going to O‘Hare, since Midway is in an actual neighborhood, while O‘Hare is pretty much off by itself.
I exited the Midway train station and made my way out to the busway. I was confused by a variety of conflicting signs, but
eventually found out from a CTA employee where I should wait for the bus I wanted. I waited quite a while but eventually boarded a
southbound 54-B bus. Bus 54-B runs along the southern end of Cicero Avenue, starting at the pink line ‗L‘ station in the city of Cicero
and continuing south past Midway to Ford City Mall and the factory where they make Solo cups. It‘s an extension of bus line 54, which
runs further north on Cicero through the slums of Chicago‘s west side and on into suburban Niles. [Actually in Chicago suffixed
routes like 54-B are separate routes, not extensions of similarly numbered routes. Both routes 54 and 54-B terminate in the
vicinity of the pink line station at Cicero & Cermak, but 54 goes north from there and 54-B heads south. There‘s also a 54-A,
which serves the far north end of Cicero Avenue and extends into the suburb of Skokie. Many Chicago bus routes have
similar set-ups. Typically the center route has frequent service, while the suffixed north and south routes run less often.]
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I took the bus about a mile south to 65 Street, where I pulled the cord and exited. South of 65 Street, Cicero marks the
western boundary of the city of Chicago. The east side of the street is in Chicago, while the west side is technically in the ―suburb‖ of
Bedford Park. I use the quotation marks, because Bedford Park is an incorporated place of convenience that is really little more than a

vast industrial park. There are a handful of condos in the ―village‖, but mostly
the place exists as a tax haven for the businesses that occupy it.
My destination was the Midway Hospitality Center, which locals refer
to as the hotel village. There are three times as many hotel rooms as people
in Bedford Park (population 600), and all of them are located in the hotel
village. There are currently seven hotels in the Midway Hospitality Center
(Holiday Inn Express, Marriott, Residence Inn, Courtyard by Marriott, Hilton
Garden Inn, Hampton Inn, and Sleep Inn), with two more under construction.
The place also includes a convention center, a couple of chain restaurants and
a couple of places you could get coffee and rolls. It‘s a massive complex,
going on for half a mile along Cicero and spreading back about a quarter mile
west of there. Most of it is a sea of parking (for which they charge guests with
cars $10 a night), and I had to cross all of it to get to my hotel, the Sleep Inn,
at the far south end.
Bedford Park sign in front of Sleep Inn—Midway
The Sleep Inn is by far the cheapest of the Midway Hospitality Center‘s hotels, though anything remotely close to downtown
Chicago isn‘t cheap. Rates were even higher this particular weekend because the city was hosting a rock festival, Lollapalooza, which
drew thousands of young visitors and sold out most of the hotels. The rate I paid varied each of the three nights I was there, but each
night cost over $100. The room was clean and pleasant, but also tiny and cramped. It was probably worth about half of what I paid.
I settled into my room (#126) and enjoyed the air conditioning for a while. Then I went out to have my main meal of the day.
I‘d eaten nothing since breakfast, so I had an enormous mid-afternoon ―lupper‖ (combination lunch and supper). I knew the hotel
village included a TGI Friday‘s restaurant. I‘d only been to Friday‘s once before in my life, when my sister Margaret and I ate at their
location in downtown Oakland, California. I‘d enjoyed that meal, so before leaving I‘d bought a $25 Friday‘s gift card from the scrip
program. I ended up spending $24.82 just for this meal (by far the priciest food on the tip), but I had a wonderful feast.
I began my meal with French onion soup, which had cheese broiled and browned like what we made at the Iris years ago. My
main course was sirloin steak with a burgundy sauce, and it was out of this world. It came with an assortment of fresh greens and
some excellent cheddar mashed potatoes. A unique feature at Friday‘s is that they serve mini desserts, tiny portions that give you a
way to satisfy your sweet tooth with few calories and at a low price. [Several chain restaurants have copied this concept in recent
years.] I had an orange mousse served in a shot glass, and it made a lovely way to end the meal.
My waitress was a young black woman named Marsala (like the wine). It bothered me that she sat down in the chair opposite
me to take my order and sat down again to ask if everything was all right. I saw the waiter at the other end of the room do the same
thing, so I guess it must be a quirk of Friday‘s. It‘s definitely not one I care for, though. That detracted slightly, but the outstanding food
more than cancelled that out.
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I caught a different bus back to Midway station. Most of the day 54-B is the only bus that goes south of 63 Street, but at rush
hour several others do as well. I made my way into the station and boarded a train that was full of tattooed people who were obviously
headed to Lollapalooza. They got off at the same station as I did, Roosevelt. They, however, exited the station and headed over to
Grant Park, while I instead transferred to the green line and continued a couple stations northward.
My destination was the Art Institute of Chicago, which happens to offer free admission on Friday evenings. They‘re doing
major renovations at the art institute right now, adding another building and making the whole place more accessible to the
handicapped. Because of that large parts of the collection are not currently on display. All the most famous works are, though, and I
made the rounds of them. I also saw a couple of things (like a exhibit on sizes that was designed for children) that I‘d never seen
before. The free admission even allowed access to a temporary exhibit they had on west African art. I didn‘t dawdle, but I did have a
good time.
I made my way back to the orange line and headed back to Midway. From the Kedzie station southward the most noteworthy
people in the car was a black family (a mother, her sister, and four children) who were headed to a movie. They‘d already ta ken one
bus to get to Kedzie, and now they were taking the ‗L‘ to Midway. There they‘d transfer to the 54-B, which they‘d take down to Ford
City Mall, where there‘s a major cineplex. It was strange to think of going to all that work just to see a movie, but it‘s probably second
nature to people who live in big cities. [The original plan for the orange line had it running all the way to Ford City, but it was
shortened due to save money. The extension is still on the books, though, and the CTA‘s current plans are to build it by
about 2020.]
Since I didn‘t have luggage with me this time, I chose to walk from the station down to the hotel village. The first part of this
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walk is far from fascinating. For half a mile between 59 and 63 Streets, Cicero Avenue marks the edge of Midway Airport. On the
east side of Cicero the city has planted a formal arrangement of flowers and a line of trees that block the street and airport from
suburban-style homes on the side streets of the neighborhood. Walking past that wasn‘t unpleasant, but it wasn‘t exactly interesting. It
was, however, more interesting than the west side of Cicero, which features an endless concrete wall at the airport boundary. There‘s
a sidewalk running in front of the wall, and periodically along the sidewalk are bus stops. There‘s absolutely nothing else there, though.

rd

rd

th

South of 63 Street things become much more interesting. While in the city between 63 and 65 and at the city border south
of there, Cicero at this point is basically a suburban strip. An advantage it has over most strips, though, is that it is lined with sidewalks
for its entire length—making for easy walking.
I got back to the hotel and called Margaret to tell her of my many adventures. Then I watched the news on TV, which
fortunately was less disturbing than yesterday‘s news. I‘d walked almost eight miles today, so I felt justified going to bed fairly early.

I was up around six this morning, and quickly rinsed myself off in the oversized shower in my room. I then made my way to
the breakfast room. Before coming I‘d read glowing reviews of the Sleep Inn‘s breakfast buffet, but unfortunately I found it
disappointing. Like many hotels these days, they felt do-it-yourself waffles were a treat. I got a roll and ate that while I nursed a cup of
coffee. The most interesting thing at breakfast was that the other people in the room were deaf and communicating in sign language.
After finishing with the Sleep Inn‘s breakfast, I made my way to the Dunkin Donuts on the Chicago side of Cicero Avenue,
where I had another roll and some much better coffee. I then spent about an hour exploring the neighborhood around the hotel. I
started out walking south on Cicero. Just south of the hotel village Cicero rises to a viaduct that crosses an enormous rail yard. The
train tracks mostly serve a bunch of factories farther west in Bedford Park. Just south of the viaduct on the Bedford Park side is ―big
box row‖. Chicago has passed numerous ordinances that make it unattractive for large retailers to locate there. (The ordinances were
designed primarily to keep Wal-Mart out of the city, and while doing that they‘ve also kept out most of the other chain stores you‘d find
in every suburb.) Bedford Park is nothing if not friendly to business, and its retail section is booming. Name a ―big box‖ store, and
they‘ve probably got a location just across the street from Chicago. There‘s an enormous Target store, a Kohl‘s, a Best Buy, a massive
Costco warehouse, and a surprisingly small and dumpy Wal-Mart (definitely not a ―supercenter‖) There are about a dozen stores I
didn‘t mention as well, each surrounded by its own sea of parking. [Since Rahm Emmanual became mayor, Chicago has gotten
more friendly toward big box businesses. Today there are a couple of Wal-Marts in the city, and there seems to be a brand
new Target in just about every neighborhood—including the Loop.]
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On the Chicago side between 71 and 75 Street is Ford City Mall. This is supposedly the largest mall in Chicago, which is an
unfortunate statement. Built on the site of a former car factory (hence the name), Ford City looks like a dumpy old mall. [While the
Ford plant did briefly produce cars, it was primarily used to build airplane engines during World War II and the Korean War.]
It reminded me a lot of Crossroads Plaza in Waterloo. The selection of stores is about what you‘d find in Waterloo, too—definitely a
step down from the Magnificent Mile. Surrounding the mall are numerous small strip malls, none of which seems to offer anything
particularly noteworthy. While it made a destination for my walk, there really wasn‘t anything to see at Ford City. [Apparently shortly
after my visit there, Ford City Mall did a major renovation. It‘s definitely still not a destination, but it appears quite a bit nicer
than it was in 2008.]
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Probably the most interesting thing was a window washer who was working the traffic at the corner of 71 and Cicero. This
elderly black man jumped out when the light changed and started washing car windows, whether people wanted their windows washed
or not. I have no idea what (if anything) people tipped him, but I do know that in some cases the windows looked better before he
started than when he finished.
I walked a bit through the residential part of southwest Chicago, which is mostly brick bungalows that look a lot like those
around O‘Hare. I then walked north on Cicero to the Midway station. North of the bridge there‘s the hotel village on the Bedford Park
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side. On the Chicago side is a dumpy strip of cement block buildings housing that mostly house cheap restaurants. North of 65 Street
(where it‘s Chicago on both sides) there are old fast food restaurants (the kind that don‘t have drive-through windows) on the west side
and gas stations and car parts places to the east.
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63 and Cicero is the intersection of two of the busiest streets in Chicago. There‘s a salvage store (which I‘ll describe later) on
the southeast corner of this intersection and a nice-looking Giordano‘s pizza restaurant on the southwest. The wall for Midway begins
on the northwest corner, and on the northeast is a White Castle hamburger stand that is open twenty-four hours a day and appears to
be busy around the clock.
North of White Castle is the Alamo rent-a-car lot and beyond there is Midway‘s cell phone parking lot. People picking up
passengers can park there cheaply (nothing is free at big airports) and have the passengers phone them when they arrive. They can
then drive to the baggage doors by baggage claim to pick up their friends or relatives. The little parklet with its trees and flowers is just
st
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north of the cell phone lot, running from 61 Street up to 59 .
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At the corner of 59 and Cicero (a T-intersection, since the ―Great Wall of Midway‖ continues north on the west side of Cicero)
there‘s an enormous stainless steel sculpture of a bird that marks the official entrance to the airport. A flashing sign over Cicero
advises that all cars proceeding north onto airport property are subject to search, though none of the through traffic seemed to be
affected by that threat [and I can‘t imagine the back-ups they‘d have if they did actually search cars].
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I turned east on 59 Street and walked about half a block to the entrance to the Midway park-and-ride. Commuters can park
here for just $2 a day (compared to $20 in the airport ramps), but they limit parking to a maximum of twelve hours. It‘s apparently a
very popular lot and is typically full by 7am on business days. Another little park of carefully planted trees lines the long walkway that
leads beside the parking lot to the actual station.
It was around 8:30 when I left Midway, and it surprised me that the many of the other people in my car were headed to a Cubs
game that wouldn‘t begin until 1:00 in the afternoon. I‘m almost always early for things, but even I wouldn‘t leave four and a half hours
early for a ballgame. Even with bad train connections, it would take at most an hour to get to Wrigley from Midway, which would leave
most of the morning before the game started and at least an hour before they‘d even unlock the gates to the park. A whole group of
people in ―WE LOVE YOU, LOU‖ T-shirts seemed to think 8:30 was none too early to leave, though.
As so often happens when I travel, I ended up giving directions to people, in this case the Cubs fans. They had no idea how to
get to Wrigley by train and seemed very confused by all the multicolored lines on the ‗L‘ map in the car. I assured them that they could
just go downstairs to the subway at Roosevelt and take the red line (destination = Howard) up to Addison station, which is just outside
of the park. [Wrigley is probably the easiest sports facility in the country to get to by transit, and the big advantage these fans
would have in leaving early is that it wouldn‘t be standing room only on the red line getting there.]
I stayed on the orange line to Washington and Wells, on the west side of the Loop. I stopped briefly at a Walgreens near there
and bought some juice. I was going to be taking an organized walking tour this morning, and the sponsors suggested bringing a
beverage along. I then walked over to Clark and Lake (north side of the Loop) and had a long wait for a northbound brown line train.
Once a brown line train finally showed, I had a quick ride up to the Sedgwick stop in the Old Town neighborhood on the Near
North Side. When Margaret and I first came to Chicago in 1996, we‘d taken the ‗L‘ to Sedgwick, which was then in a rather run-down
neighborhood that came across as the kind of place you‘d want to wanted to have good street smarts. The place has definitely
gentrified in the intervening years. All the buildings are freshly sandblasted, and the sidewalks are full of smartly dressed people
walking their neatly groomed dogs. Flyers on the street corners advertise small apartments at between $1000 and $2000 a month, and
every other business seems to be a coffee bar. Old Town is now one of the trendiest places in Chicago; it‘s definitely not run down
these days.
I passed a very strange looking man as I walked along North Avenue. He was a twenty-something man who was out jogging.
I likely wouldn‘t have noticed him, except for what he was wearing. He was shirtless, but he had some strap device that I think held an
I-pod or similar music device. The thing made it look as if he were wearing a bra, and he certainly stood out while running down the
street.
I walked east on North Avenue to
the Chicago Latin School. Earlier in this
travelogue I mentioned playing the Latin
School at national quiz bowl, and it was
interesting to see the place. It looks more
like a community college than a school,
with multiple brick and glass buildings in
angular modern design connected by
skywalks.
I saw nothing in the
architecture to indicate why they charge
such an exorbitant tuition. [A large part
of it is probably just paying for real
estate
in
this
very
pricey
neibhborhood.]
Across the street from the Latin
School is the south end of Lincoln Park.
At the corner of Clark and North, the
extreme southwest corner of the park, is
an interesting little fountain that looks sort
of like an oversized bird bath. I found out
this was originally dedicated by Jane
Byrne, Chicago‘s controversial mayor
back in the ‗70s, and it was originally
located downtown. When Byrne left office
Jane Byrne Fountain, with part of the Chicago Latin School and the Gold Coast
the park where the fountain was located
towers in the background
was paved over, and the fountain itself
went into storage. It eventually came into possession of the Chicago Historical Society (whose museum is just north of here on Clark).
They re-assembled it, minus a plaque dedicated to Mayor Byrne, and erected it on this site. The fountain is just about the most
interesting thing in what is otherwise a rather dull neighborhood.

I was here to take a walking tour with the Chicago Historical Society, so I made my way inside their building. There was still
almost half an hour before the 10:00 start time, so I entertained myself looking at a few of the exhibits that were within a quick glance of
the lobby—things I could see without paying the $14 admission. Most interesting was an exhibit on the rock group Chicago that
happened to be set up next to the restrooms. It caught my eye because quite a bit of the memorabilia had to do with Demon Dogs, the
hot dog stand the group used to own that was located underneath the Fullerton ‗L‘ station. Demon Dogs was torn down as part of a
major ‗L‘ renovation that is currently underway. The land the hot dog stand was on will now hold an elevator that brings the station in
line with the Americans with Disabilities Act. I‘d eaten at Demon Dogs on at least a dozen occasions, and I must say I was sad to see
the place go. It‘s hard to think of a hot dog stand as ―historic‖, but for two full decades it was very much a part of Chicago. As their
wrappers and placemats said (in the immortal words of the rock group), eating there was ―a hard habit to break‖. [While it is sad that
Demon Dogs is gone, I must say the new Fullerton ‗L‘ station is MUCH nicer than what it replaced.]
About 9:45 the tour guide showed up. We introduced ourselves, and he was very surprised that someone from out of state
would take the tour. [That seemed strange to me, since the museum does marketing throughout the Midwest.] We had a rather
forced conversation, and I was very glad when a few minutes later other people started showing up. All the others on the tour were
Chicagoans, most of them life long residents of the city. About half of the dozen or so in the group actually lived in the Gold Coast
neighborhood we‘d be walking through. I tried to imagine someone giving me a tour of the west side of Algona, but I suppose it‘s not
exactly the same thing.
I tried hard to like this tour, but it really wasn‘t very enjoyable. It was billed as a walking tour of ―The Glitzy Gold Coast‖, but we
didn‘t walk much (about half a mile total—mostly in slow motion), and neither the neighborhood we saw nor the guide presenting the
information was particularly memorable. It certainly didn‘t help that, unlike many of the participants, the guide wasn‘t from this
neighborhood. He actually lived in West Rogers Park, a blue collar neighborhood at the far north end of the city. He told us repeatedly
he was filling in and usually didn‘t do this particular tour, and he was constantly relying on what he called ―my cheat sheet‖ to find out
what he should say about the various buildings we passed.
The Gold Coast (the area immediately west of Lake Michigan, north of downtown Chicago) is one of the wealthiest places in
America. Passing by on Lake Shore Drive, what you see is almost exclusively high rise apartment buildings that look like Manhattan‘s
Upper East Side or almost everything I saw in Vancouver last winter. That‘s where most of the people who live here and were taking
the tour lived, and they were able to tell most are condo buildings, with prices starting around $1,500,000. That‘s down from about $2
million before the housing market crashed last year. Rental properties start around $1,500 a month for a studio, with an additional
thousand dollars for each bedroom.
The ―glitzy‖ towers dominate the neighborhood, but they really weren‘t part of the tour. Further away from the lake most of the
neighborhood is a mix of low and mid-rise housing, the majority of which dates to just after the Great Chicago Fire. It combines
rowhouses, mansions, and apartment blocks (mostly built as residential hotels), some quite simple and some with outstanding
architectural features.
The guide read us the history of pretty much every single building. While some of the information was interesting, I‘d honestly
have preferred to just read his papers myself. Then I could go back over things that intrigued me and skip quickly through that which
didn‘t seem interesting. As it was, he just rambled on in a monotone, making one building seem pretty much the same as the next.
There were a few interesting things I found out on the tour. This whole area (everything from Division Street to the far north
end of Lincoln Park—an enormous amount of land) was originally the Chicago city cemetery. At the time of the fire some squatters
lived at the edge of the cemetery in the area we were walking through today, the same thing you might see at the edge of a modern
Third World city. After the fire they re-located the cemetery to an area up by Wrigley Field, theoretically moving all those bodies. They
didn‘t move all of them, though, and even today whenever construction is done in the area they almost always come across human
bones as part of the excavation. The newly cleared area provided the wealthy (who formerly lived in the South Loop area near what is
now the Roosevelt ‗L‘ station) with a new ―suburb‖.
We also found out why the vast majority of Chicago is built of brick. That, too, is a direct result of the fire. Immediately after
the fire, the city passed an ordinance requiring that every structure built within what was then the city limits (everything south of
Fullerton and east of Western Avenue) be built of fireproof materials, the cheapest of which was brick. That ordinance remained in
effect for nearly a century, and to this day almost every building in residential Chicago is brick. The places you do see wood frame
construction are mostly beyond the old city limits, places that have since been annexed. [Even with the ordinance no longer in
place, when old buildings are torn down, they are almost always replaced with modern brick structures.]
Probably the most interesting thing we saw on this tour was an old residential hotel that was right on Lake Shore Drive a
couple blocks south of North Avenue. The guide droned on about the history of the place, when one of the neighborhood residents
piped up and said, ―Would you like to go inside?‖ It turned out the guy, a sixty-something Australian citizen who runs an investment
company in Chicago, lived in that building. He waved to the doorman, and we all followed him into the lobby. The place was almost
beyond description in its beauty, with marble floors covered by Oriental rugs and gilded highlights on the walls and ceiling.
Buildings like this were designed for the convenience of their residents, and even today it seems that every conceivable
amenity was available right in the building. There‘s a small grocery store, an elegant café, a tailor, a dry cleaners, a bank, a gym, and a
day care center all right off the lobby. Some of these are accessible from the street, but others can only be accessed to the lobby—

limiting their clientele to just the residents of the building. There‘s a whole staff of concierges who can run errands for those who can‘t
be bothered to leave the premises themselves. Living there would certainly be a different experience.
The other area residents also were impressed by the gilded beauty in this place, but I gathered from their reactions that their
buildings are also structured in a similar way. In addition to paying premium prices for the convenience of having everything on site
where you live, it‘s apparently all but mandatory to tip pretty much everyone with whom you come in contact. Presumably these people
make the sort of income that allows for that.
Another part of this tour was a place I‘d been to before, the International Museum of Surgical Science. The surgery museum
is located in an old mansion on Lake Shore Drive just north of the residential hotel we‘d seen. It‘s really too large to be a private
residence these days (when even the wealthy don‘t have an army of live-in staff), but it serves well as a museum. The guide took us
inside, walking right past the admission desk. We were supposed to admire the marble floors and elegant statues in the stairwell, but
many people noticed the surgical exhibits—which range from fascinating to downright gory. It amazed me that I was the only person on
the tour who even knew this place existed. Half of the people lived within a couple blocks, and they didn‘t even know it was here.
Other sights included what the guide called the Polish embassy (it‘s more likely a consulate [politicians repeatedly made the
same mistake when there was an attack at the U.S. consulate in Benghazi last year; embassies are invariably in a country‘s
capital, while consulates are in secondary cities]) and the Moody Church (an enormous non-denominational church from the 1920s
that is essentially the pre-cursor of today‘s mega-churches). We made a brief walk through the extreme south end of Lincoln Park and
then returned to the history museum.
Our group was much smaller when we returned to the museum, as the neighborhood residents had peeled off either when we
reached their homes or when we passed North Avenue Beach. The guide walked us inside, and we marched right past the admission
desk and into the main part of the museum. I‘m pretty sure that was not supposed to happen, but having paid ten bucks for the tour, I
was perfectly willing to take advantage of seeing the museum for free. They trace just about every aspect of the history of Chicago—
some with quite fascinating displays and others in excruciating detail. You can walk through one of the original ‗L‘ cars and see charred
remains from the fire. I found a huge exhibit on the history of Catholic Chicago especially interesting. I didn‘t linger, as I‘d seen the
museum before, but it was interesting to look through everything again.
After giving the museum a quick once-over, I set out on a much longer walk than the tour had been. My walk was through the
Lincoln Park area—not the actual park, but the neighborhood of that name. Lincoln Park is a somewhat more mixed income extension
of the Gold Coast. An almost exclusively white enclave [as is the bulk of the north side], it combines those same glitzy apartment
towers with brick rowhouses that haven‘t been cared for quite as well as the ones we walked past (and rent for about half the price).
The area is bisected by Clark Street, a diagonal corridor of tacky squat brick and cement block commercial structures that really fight
with the nice residences. [Clark is one of the busiest streets in the city, and also one of the ugliest.] I walked up Clark Street,
making occasional detours when things on the side streets seemed interesting.
I walked and walked and walked,
covering about two and a half miles before
turning around at Belmont. I then walked
back about half a mile and had lunch at a
place I‘d read about. This place was
another hot dog stand, but one that would
make Demon Dogs seem elegant. Called
the Wiener‘s Circle, the only thing cute
about it is its name. It‘s a dive if ever
there was one, and I‘d probably rather not
see the health inspector‘s report on the
place. It‘s located in a pre-fab building
that long ago went to seed. Seating
consists of some chrome stools with
ripped plastic seats that face a window
layered of grease and a couple of worn
picnic tables set up outside.
The place certainly doesn‘t look
like anything, but their hot dogs are pretty
good. They adorn them with the standard
accoutrements of a Chicago-style dog:
fluorescent relish, pickle spears, tomato,
hot peppers, onion, mustard, and celery
salt. They differ from most Chicago dogs,
though, in that they‘re grilled rather than
View of Clark Street, with the Wiener‘s Circle in the foreground
boiled. To my mind that gives them quite a bit more flavor, and I certainly liked the hot dog I had. I cared less for the cheese fries,
which were basically a solid mass of cheese with a few fries buried beneath. I toyed with the glop a bit but threw most of it out.

[The Weiner‘s Circle has since been featured on its own reality TV show, as well as being the subject of numerous
food and travel programs. Apparently it is best known for its late night ―culture‖, which pits extremely rude clerks against
drunk customers. I honestly don‘t think I‘d care to be here at late night, and while the char-dog was good, I haven‘t been back
and I doubt I‘ll ever be returning to the Weiner‘s Circle.]
I walked around the neighborhood a bit more and caught a bus on Clark Street. Sitting across from me on the bus was an
enormous black woman who had one of those hands free cell phones affixed to her ear. It was weird watching her as she seemed to
talk into the air. She was having a rather personal conversation, and it was hard for the rest of the passengers to ignore comments that
really weren‘t any of our business.
Another person on the bus was also talking on his cell phone, and he was also having a conversation I‘d rather not have
overheard. I gather he was apparently a gay prostitute, and he was describing the details of his most recent ―trick‖ (an encounter with
an older man he obviously didn‘t care for at all) to whoever he was calling. In the process he was also describing the experience for
everyone on the bus.
It really does amaze me how many people these days seem to spend most of their lives talking on cell phones. I was one of
the last people in America to buy a cell phone, and I could still live perfectly well without one. I have a prepaid TracFone, and mostly I
use it for things like calling people when I‘m traveling. I‘ll generally make my calls in private places like a hotel room, though, rather
than on the sidewalk or in a bus, and my phone will go literally months without being used at all. It amazes me how many people can‘t
seem to go ten minutes without having a phone in their ear.
[Things have quieted down a bit in public since texting has overtaken talking as the preferred method of
communication on cell phones. While texters can be even more oblivious than talkers, they do at least keep their
communications private (at least to the general public—I could probably follow them on Twitter if I wanted).]
I went down to the subway at Clark and Division and rode the red line to Roosevelt, where I transferred to the orange line. I
rode back to Midway. There was an Asian man on the train who was studying a book on the Portuguese language. He had apparently
lost something, and he spent much of the trip looking under various seats on the train trying to find it. I don‘t think he ever did find what
he was looking for, though. He did, however, find a White Sox cap that another passenger had left on the train. When we stopped at
Midway, he ran outside and presented the cap to the other man, who was extremely thankful to him. [It would be fascinating to know
just how many items are lost on public transit in any given day; it‘s got to be an enormous amount.]
th

Outside Midway station I again caught bus 54-B. I pulled the cord before 67 Street, which runs just south of the Sleep Inn. A
bell sounded, and ―STOP REQUESTED‖ flashed on the sign in front. The bus didn‘t stop, though, and kept heading south. Eventually
the driver saw me standing by the back door and stopped in the middle of that viaduct over the rail yards. I got out and walked back
north to the hotel. This experience is precisely why I like trains and hate city buses. You know exactly when and where a subway or ‗L‘
train will stop. On buses you have to know where you‘re going, pull the cord, and trust that the driver will respond appropriately. [I‘ve
learned that it‘s best to follow the practice of the locals and exit at the front, even though signs specifically say not to do that.
The driver can‘t help but notice you when you‘re standing right by the door.]
It was nearly 4pm by the time I got back to the Sleep Inn, but my room still hadn‘t been cleaned. I spent a couple minutes
cooling off and then headed out again to give the maid (Fannie—and looking at her, appropriately named) an opportunity to do her
thing. [Seeing the name Fannie reminds me that almost all of the Sleep Inn‘s staff was black. That‘s unusual in Chicago
where almost all the service people are Hispanic.] The most interesting thing in the area near the hotel was Continental Sales and
Liquidation, a self-proclaimed ―superstore‖ about the size of an old Pamida. The place is almost identical to the Hudson‘s Salvage
Centers I‘d found all over Mississippi. They buy up surplus and damaged goods from ―real‖ stores and get rid of them at dirt cheap
prices. You could probably go there on multiple occasions and see completely different merchandise for sale each time. I picked up a
two-liter bottle of Mexican pop labeled in only Spanish and some organic blueberry juice that has reached its expiration date. The pop
was good, but I don‘t think I‘d have cared for the juice even if it wasn‘t past its prime. I toyed with the idea of buying some other stuff,
but I figured my luggage was heavy enough already.
rd

I next went to the White Castle at Cicero and 63 , where I had a couple of ―slyders‖ and some pop. While I was there a
couple of people came in, used the restroom, and then left without buying anything. I‘ve seen that at other White Castles, which must
be the restrooms of choice for non-customers. I know a few years ago there was a lawsuit where Wendy‘s sued someone who used
their restroom without buying anything. They lost the suit, establishing the precedent in Illinois that anyone can use ―public‖ restrooms,
whether they are a customer or not. I‘ve never had the guts to do that, though. [There actually have been a couple of times I have
used a restaurant without buying anything, but that was because the line at the counter was long and/or the service slow. I
always at least try to be a customer.]
After having my food, I did check out White Castle‘s restroom, though. Frankly the one on the bus was more pleasant. This
one had paper towels littered all over the place, and the floor was sticky. There was graffiti carved on the toilet seat and sprayed on the
wall. I did my business quickly and left. The place was probably more appealing to the non-customers.
For my final stop in the neighborhood, I went to a place called the Original Maxwell Street Station. This is part of a chain of
restaurants, since the ―original‖ Maxwell Street would be south of downtown near the Roosevelt ‗L‘. [It is near Roosevelt Road, but
it‘s quite a ways west of the ‗L‘ station.] The place mostly serves hot dogs and cheese steaks, but I took advantage of a special they

had on Italian ice. For just $1.25 I got a small, but very satisfying cup of lemon ice. I liked it especially because it had good flavor but
wasn‘t overly sour.
My room was clean when I got back, and I relaxed for quite a while. Then around 7:00 I headed back downtown on the train.
When I left the station downtown, I found a White Sox car flag that someone had discarded on the sidewalk. I picked it up and kept it
as a souvenir.
My destination tonight was what used to be called the Shubert Theatre. It was closed for restoration for a couple of years, and
it‘s been through a chain of corporate names since re-opening. My ticket said I was going to the LaSalle Bank Theatre, but the
marquee actually said this was the Bank of America Theatre. (Apparently Bank of America bought out LaSalle Bank and thus took over
the naming rights.) The theatre is as vertical as it ever was, and I was sitting way up in heaven. The renovations are quite nice,
though. They put in all new seats. They‘re wider than the old seats (more fit to the ample bodies of modern Americans), comfortably
padded, and elegantly upholstered.
The show I was here to see
was called Jersey Boys. I really knew
nothing about it ahead of time, except
that our band and choir director had
seen it and very much enjoyed it. I
didn‘t dislike the show, but it‘s in no way
one of my favorites. It tells the story of
the ‗60s musical group the Four
Seasons, forcing ways to use the
group‘s famous songs (―Oh What a
Night‖, ―Big Girls Don‘t Cry‖, ―Walk Like
a Man‖, ―Who Wears Short Shorts‖,
―Sherrie‖, etc.) to tie together different
vignettes. The real problem I had was
that this just isn‘t my music. [I found it
boring and repetitive.] The show was
geared to people who were in high
school in 1963, and I would have been
in diapers at that time. The woman in
front of me, who looked a lot like my
sister Margaret and was attending with
her granddaughter, was more their
Marquee of Bank of America Theatre
intended audience. The show wasn‘t
bad, but I was certainly glad I hadn‘t spent big bucks for a ―good‖ seat. [I‘ve enjoyed other ―jukebox‖ musicals like Mamma Mia
and We Will Rock You, but I have little desire to see Jersey Boys again.]
After seeing Jersey Boys I made my way over to Madison and Wabash, where I was surprised to see the ‗L‘ station full of
policemen. Then it occurred to me that Lollapalooza was just about to let out for the night. This station is just west of the north end of
Grant Park, and they were prepared to receive thousands of drunk people and direct them on their way. I was fortunate to be just
ahead of the wave of Lollapalooza fans, so my trip back to Midway was uneventful.
I‘d hoped to take the bus back to the hotel. Unfortunately, before boarding I spent a few seconds fumbling for my CTA pass. I
guess the driver assumed that fumbling in my pocket meant I wasn‘t boarding, because she left. I didn‘t really care to spend a half hour
waiting for the next bus, so I ended up walking back. The tree-lined east side of Cicero was downright creepy after dark, so I crossed
over and walked along the barren wall by the airport. It was boring, but at least it afforded nowhere anyone could hide. I made it back
without incident and got to bed quickly.

I was up early again this morning and left the hotel right at 7am. I didn‘t bother even toying with the complimentary breakfast,
instead stopping for coffee at a Burger King on Cicero Avenue. On Sundays bus 54-B doesn‘t start running until 8am, so I walked up to
Midway station. I again took the orange line to Roosevelt and made the now familiar transfer to the red line, which I rode u p to Clark
and Division.
My destination this morning was a place I‘d heard about just yesterday, an eatery called the Third Coast Café. One of the
women on the walking tour lived in the building where this café is located, and when she mentioned that all the others from the
neighborhood raved about the place. I figured it had to be more interesting than the skimpy buffet at the Sleep Inn, so I went there for
breakfast this morning.
The Third Coast Café is located in a lovely old apartment building at the corner of Dearborn and Goethe Streets. It‘s just east

of Carl Sandburg Village, an unfortunate collection of soulless modern apartment buildings that Margaret and I once described as
―public housing for the rich‖. (They really do look remarkably like ―the projects‖.) The building where the café is located stands out in
stark contrast to its neighbors. The landlord‘s website describes the building as follows:
Built in 1929, 1260 North Dearborn features all the sophisticated styling of its era. As you enter through the double
vestibule, you will find yourself in a large elegant lobby with rich dark paneling and chandeliers. There is also a sunken lower
lobby complete with fireplace and wing-backed chairs. Each apartment features the original crown molding and high white
baseboard, as well as arched doorways and molded closet doors with antique glass doorknobs. The fabulous recent
renovation of the fine vintage building has made it one of the most beautiful in a very prestigious area.
It‘s not quite so elegant as the
building we visited yesterday,
but it is definitely a very nice
place. Being further away from
the lake, rents are slightly more
reasonable—from
$800
to
$1600 depending on the size of
the apartment. It‘s another of
those places where everything
is available without leaving the
building, and the café I was
visiting was one of those on site
features.
[Years
later
they
have
the
exact
same
description of the building on
their website.
The rental
price has gone up.
Now
studios are $1050, with onebedroom units going for
$1750. That‘s certainly more
than I could afford, but quite
a bit less than what things
cost closer to Lake Michigan.]
The entrance to the
Third Coast Café is off that
Entrance to the Third Coast Café
sunken lobby the website described. Part of the café is below street level, with the rest a few steps up from there—back from, but at the level of the street. The
windows are elegant leaded glass, and the walls are paneled in hardwood. The tables and chairs are more casual, but they‘re still
made of solid wood. The place doubles as an art gallery, displaying lovely original paintings on its walls. The overall atmosphere really
is quite nice.
They serve an interesting and eclectic menu all day at reasonable prices. Breakfast here wasn‘t much more than it would be
at Perkin‘s, and lunch or dinner would be quite a bit less than I paid at TGI Friday‘s. I had a bacon and cheese omelet (an oldfashioned puffy omelet, which you don‘t see much these days), a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice, and some of the best coffee
I‘ve ever had. Even with a good tip for outstanding service, the whole thing was just $15. I‘m glad I came to the Third Coa st Café, and
it‘s a place I‘ll likely go back to when I‘m in Chicago again. [I haven‘t been back there, but re-reading this makes me want to return
on a future trip.]
After breakfast I took the red line up to Fullerton, a major station that the CTA has kept open even during construction—with a
result that looks like a war zone. Fullerton is adjacent to DePaul University, and its surrounding neighborhood is mostly old rowhouses
that have been rapidly gentrifying in recent years. I spent about half an hour walking around the area and then made my way to my
next destination, St Pauls Church.
There‘s no apostrophe in ―St. Pauls‖, which was founded as a German Reformed Church a century and a half ago and now
describes itself as ―Chicago‘s largest United Church of Christ that is not historically African-American‖. That is to say this isn‘t Trinity
UCC, the controversial black church that Barack Obama both joined and dropped out of mostly for political convenience. Trinity has
nearly 10,000 members and is the largest single church in the UCC denomination. St Pauls claims to have around 1,500 members .
About one-tenth of those, almost all of them well-to-do white people, were in attendance this morning.
On entering I was prepared to dislike St. Pauls. It‘s one of those places that hands out name tags to its members, and I
thought it might be quite awkward to be a visitor there. In fact it was no problem at all. I took a bulletin and seated myself. A couple of
people greeted me pleasantly but unobtrusively, but otherwise I was left alone. There was nowhere in the service visitors were made to
stand up and introduce themselves, and the general feeling of the church was welcoming—but not aggressively so.

I didn‘t really care much for the church building. It‘s large, but
not really all that beautiful. The inside is painted a stark white, and
there‘s an elaborately carved dark wood altarpiece that betrays the
church‘s German roots. The windows are very dark glass, mostly
pieced together in a random mosaic. Each has a small picture at its
center—either of a saint, a Biblical scene, or some inspirational scene.
The windows look rather Catholic, and that‘s not really a compliment in
a Protestant church. The altar area has obviously been remodeled, and
it features elegant wood appointments that are newer and in a simpler
style than most of the church.

Logo of St. Pauls UCC
The head pastor at St. Pauls is currently on sabbatical. That
hardly matters, though, since the church has three associate ministers.
One of them just sat in the congregation and did nothing. Another led
the communion responses at the end of the service. The third, a
woman, preached the sermon and did most of the service. She did a
very nice sermon. They‘re apparently doing a series this summer on
the Ten Commandments (and I must say I like topical series, as
opposed to insisting on following the lectionary).
This week‘s
message was ―You Shall Not Take Life‖, obviously a modern
translation of what we all learned as ―thou shalt not kill‖. She did a nice
job of exploring how different Bible versions translate the verse and
St. Pauls United Church of Christ
why, and she looked at how the commandment applies to us today in a time of war and violence. She framed her sermon with an
anecdote about the painful decision of whether to put her aging cat to sleep, and used that as a springboard to discuss just how general
or specific the commandment might be. It really was quite an interesting sermon.
[When our church recently searched for a pastor, one of the profiles we reviewed was of a person whose primary
experience was being an assistant pastor at this church. While I didn‘t put it together when I read the profile, it very likely was
the woman I heard preaching this morning. While her sermon was good, there‘s no way she‘d have been a good fit for a
church in small town Iowa, and it‘s probably good for both her and us that we didn‘t hire her.]
The service overall was a very traditional Protestant service, with mostly modern language. This church uses two hymnals,
the nondescript 1978 UCC Hymnal (which descended from the old Congregational Pilgrim Hymnal but includes far fewer hymns) and
the still controversial New Century Hymnal from the late ‗90s that altered language on anything that might conceivably be deemed
remotely offensive to anyone. (It banned any imagery of ―light and dark‖ because that might offend black people and cut ―… was blind,
but now I see‖ out of ―Amazing Grace‖ because it might imply that not seeing was a bad thing.) [While I don‘t really agree with most
alterations, I do understand the politics behind the bulk of them. The exception are the challenges from the ―differently
abled‖. I really don‘t‘ understand how people could be offended that an all-powerful God might strengthen or cure them.
First of all, hymn poetry is intended as metaphor. Even if it were literal, though, who wouldn‘t want to transcend their earthly
body and be made whole by God? All of us are imperfect, whether or not we perceive ourselves as handicapped, and to me
the whole point is that seemingly impossible transformations are possible with God‘s love.] For this service they chose
appropriate hymns from both hymnals, and there was also a hymn (a dreadful dirge with peace-oriented words) printed on an insert in
the bulletin. The written prayers were all in non-sexist, but they didn‘t seem pushy in their language [exactly what I‘ve tried to choose
when finding prayers for our local church in the period we‘ve been between ministers]. They still used the traditional Lord‘s
prayer (with ―our Father‖ and ―thy kingdom‖), though.
The service ended with communion. I gather from the bulletin and remarks a few people made that this church normally does
communion like mine does, passing the elements through the pews. Today they instead had us go up the aisle as people do at mass.
Four of the church deacons stood at the front of the aisle. Two held ―the body‖, which one could take either by ripping a bit of bread off
a loaf or in the form of a traditional unleavened wafer. Beyond them was ―the blood‖, which consisted of round silver trays filled with
tiny individual plastic cups. The outer ring was wine, and the inner part grape juice (the opposite of what we do in Algona). We threw
the used cups directly into a wastebasket when we were done [probably the only thing they could do, but it struck me as tacky].
The most awkward thing about receiving communion was that the deacons didn‘t say anything when people took the elements. I
expect someone distributing communion to say ―the body of Christ‖ or some equivalent, to which ―Amen‖ or another appropriate
response can be given. Going up for communion but then receiving the elements in silence was just weird.

After church I took the train downtown to Jackson Street. Just
outside the subway entrance I stopped in at a place I‘d heard about on Food
Network. Garrett‘s Popcorn is a chain of little stands that sell freshly made
caramel and cheese corn. Most of their locations are swamped at all hours,
but late Sunday morning this one had just a short line. While I probably won‘t
be going back (I‘m just not that much of a popcorn fan), I must say their
―cashew caramel crisp‖ was outstanding. [Actually it‘s a lie to say I‘m not a
popcorn fan. I eat popcorn at home every weekend, something that
continues a tradition we had when I was a little kid. I like homemade
popcorn that‘s salty and buttery. Generally I don‘t care a lot for
commercial popcorn, though, and it also seems silly to pay for
something I could make myself for next to nothing.] It seemed a bit pricey
at $3.95 for their smallest size, but that turned out to be an enormous amount.
I was eating from the bag on and off for the next two days. If they had an even
smaller size available, I might be tempted to go back and try some of their
other flavors. As it is, though, I‘m content to have been there once. [The
Cloud Gate, with the diamond-topped
caramel cashew was quite good. The other main flavor they make at
Stone Container Building behind
Garrett‘s is cheese, a flavor of popcorn I‘ve never cared for at all. Travel
books suggest that you order a mixture of cheese and caramel. Supposedly it‘s good, but to me it sounds like the most
disgusting combination I could imagine.]
I walked around downtown for a while, eventually making my way to Millennium Park, above the Metra station I‘d been to two
days ago. One of the most interesting features in this park is an enormous sculpture officially called Cloud Gate. Locals apparently call
it ―the bean‖, and it is a huge kidney-shaped hunk of reflective stainless steel. Its reflective characteristic is what really makes the thing
interesting. With its odd shape, the thing reflects both people and the skyline sort of like a fun house mirror. I walked around all sides
of it and snapped a few pictures. [Cloud Gate is one of the best works of interactive art I‘ve seen anywhere.]
I next made my way to a combination Dunkin‘ Donuts and Baskin Robbins, where I thought I might get an ice cream cone.
There wasn‘t any line, and they had two employees working. However I waited for five minutes and no one ever actually served me. I
figured they didn‘t want my business, so I just went on my way.
I was scheduled to take another history museum tour this afternoon, and this one would leave from the Palmer House Hilton
downtown. My brother Paul has actually stayed at this grand dame of a hotel, but I‘d never before set foot in the place. I figured even if
this tour was as dull as yesterday‘s, seeing the inside of the place would be something interesting.
I‘m sure this is one of those hotels
where the guest rooms don‘t live up to the
lobby. They couldn‘t possibly do so. The
lobby reminded me of the most elegant hotels
I‘ve ever been to, the Europevskaya in
Leningrad that was once a czar‘s palace, the
Gran Hotel in Mexico City that used to be an
elegant department store, or the Hollywood
Roosevelt where Marilyn Monroe once lived.
Everything about the lobby exudes elegance,
and it was fun just waiting there.
[I since have stayed at the Palmer
House twice.
Its room rates vary
immensely, and I happened to catch two
occasions when it was cheaper than most
of the alternatives. The rooms are actually
quite nice. They‘re small, but they have
elegant features like crown molding, marble
counters in the bathroom, and even
polished metal ice buckets.]

Palmer House lobby

What really didn‘t exude elegance were the guests. The employees were all immaculately attired in neatly pressed uniforms,
but the guests tended to wear athletic shorts and flip-flops. I was dressed for church, so I looked far better than almost everyone who
was paying to stay at the place.
I checked the Hilton website, and the Palmer House is actually surprisingly inexpensive. I probably still will never stay there,
as even an ―affordable‖ downtown hotel is about double what the Sleep Inn—Midway cost and triple what I‘d pay further out. It intrigues
me, though, that this bastion of old world elegance costs less than a Comfort Inn just off the Magnificent Mile (where the best rates are
about $250 a night) and much less than a Holiday Inn at the Merchandise Mart (where the rooms start at over $300). [I was able to

stay at the Palmer House on one occasion for $89 a night, and another time for just over $100. I‘ve also since stayed at the
Holiday Inn at Merchandise Mart, and it also was just over $100 a night. As is the case with many downtown hotels, the
Palmer House tends to be cheaper on weekends than during the week. Its rates also vary a lot more seasonally than those at
hotels on the outskirts. I‘ve learned to check the downtown rates first. There can be decent deals downtown, particularly on
weekends.]
Before long both the guide and the other members of our tour group showed, and we set out. I hadn‘t cared much for
yesterday‘s tour, but today‘s was worth the price of both of them. Our tour today was called ―Life Along the Brown Line‖. The guide (a
young lady whose name tag identified her as Alicia Vermillion) gave each of us a CTA day pass (which I really didn‘t need, since I had
already bought the three-day pass), and we walked over to the Adams and Wabash station. We all made our way into one end of a
single car. Then we rode out to the end of the line and back, as the guide told us about both the ‗L‘ and the neighborhoods we were
passing through. She said the point of the tour was to explore how the train and the neighborhoods each affected each other, and
that‘s precisely what we learned.
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The brown line was completed right at the turn of the 20 Century, and it was largely untouched until the current renovation
project. It was traditionally called the Ravenswood line, and it runs around the downtown Loop and then out to what is now an Asian
neighborhood (Little Seoul) on the northwest side. When the brown line was built, it mostly ran through rural land. The guide spoke of
the celery fields (apparently why celery salt is part of the traditional Chicago hot dog) that filled the now mostly urban landscape we
passed through. Building the ‗L‘ allowed the area to become suburban. Ravenswood, then outside the city limits, was one of Chicago‘s
first suburbs. ―A century ago,‖ the guide said, ―this was what Naperville and Aurora are today.‖
Since Ravenswood was originally outside the city limits, it wasn‘t affected by the fireproof ordinance. Because of that a
surprising amount of even the oldest buildings are wood. That makes the neighborhood look quite a bit different than most other parts
of Chicago.
All of the ‗L‘ was built as cheaply as it possibly could be. That‘s why much of it runs down back alleys and goes within inches
of nearby buildings. That‘s why it turns corners in odd places, avoiding potential lawsuits from people who didn‘t want trains running
nearby. That‘s also why this line was built through celery fields (cheap land), and much of it was built at ground level. Today the
ground level stretch still remains, causing serious traffic problems on area streets each time a train (which always has the right of way)
passes by.
Just as the ‗L‘ created development and continues to affect the area today, the changing neighborhood has also affected the
‗L‘. The brown line runs right past what is now the Cabrini Green housing project. The project was originally built right a fter World War
II to provide temporary housing for returning veterans. At the time the location was chosen because it was right next to an ‗L‘ station.
By the 1960s the project shifted to public housing for the poor, and the area rapidly became one of Chicago‘s worst neighborhoods.
The adjacent ‗L‘ station was the site of numerous violent crimes, and it also provided an easy way for criminals from Cabrini Green to
travel around the city. CTA bowed to pressure and closed the station in the mid ‗70s. Today they‘re considering building a new station
on the same site, because the projects are in the process of being torn down and the area to the east (basically an extension of the
Gold Coast) is one of the most rapidly gentrifying areas of the city. [The demolition has mostly been completed, but there is still no
‗L‘ station at the location.]
Gentrification is rampant all along the brown line. Indeed the guide, who lives in one of those second-floor apartments that
backs up to the ‗L‘ tracks, said the tour could just as easily be titled ―Gentrification and You‖. We passed the site of the old Eversharp
factory (they now make those yellow #2 pencils in China), which we were told was the first factory conversion to loft apartments in
America. There are now dozens of similar sites in Chicago and hundreds all over America. She also pointed out the storefronts on ―the
endless chain of factory town Main Streets‖ (apparently Carl Sandberg‘s words) that now house coffee bars and tanning spas instead of
butchers and hardware dealers.
We also learned about the many generations of immigrants who have lived in these neighborhoods. Pretty much everywhere
in Chicago Germans were the first people to settle. After that Scandinavians came, and later southern Europeans. Around 1950
Mexican immigrants started coming to the Ravenswood area, followed by Central Americans and more recently Asians. There‘s some
of all of those groups these days—and a few black people as well. Asians and Hispanics are definitely the top groups, but it‘s a pretty
well integrated area.
As we made our way back downtown the guide also told us about how the ‗L‘ has changed since it was consolidated under the
CTA umbrella. (It used to be several private companies.) I‘d noticed many of these changes myself, and it‘s definitely true that the ‗L‘
is much more user friendly than it was a decade ago. The switch to color-coded lines named for their terminals rather than the former
cryptic names was the biggest single step forward. The stations are also better marked these days, and electronic fare cards make
entry more efficient.
Then there‘s ―Mr. CTA‖, the electronic voice that has been announcing all the ‗L‘ stops for nearly a decade now. Much clearer
and more pleasant than the conductors‘ announces it replaced, the electronic voice is a fixture on ‗L‘ trains these days. The man
behind the voice is apparently actually a resident of Milwaukee. He‘s a voice actor who can be heard in various commercials and
cartoons. The recordings are controlled by a four-button mechanism operated by the driver. [It would be interesting to see exactly
how this mechanism works. Several times I‘ve been on trains where it was somehow set wrong and the recordings
announced the wrong stations.]

Since she lived next to the ‗L‘, I asked Alicia just how noisy the trains were. She noted that this really depends on the building
in which you live. New construction (anything built since the early ‗70s) is required to have any walls facing the ‗L‘ made of two layers
of brick, with insulation between them. That makes the train noise minimal in those buildings. Alicia actually lives in an older building.
After thinking a bit, she said ―well, it‘s loud‖. Then she added, ―You get used to it, though, and you really just tune it out. It‘s kind of like
the air conditioner turning on; you notice it, but it‘s not that big of a deal.‖
We made our way back to the Loop, and the group quickly dispersed. I went over to State Street and browsed through the
enormous Sears store there. This is now the #2 department store on State Street, since the historic Carson Pirie Scott flagship closed
its doors. Sears is not in any way historic (it opened in the late 1990s on the first three floors of a nondescript skyscraper), but it does
provide a good place to shop downtown. [Sears left State Street in the latest round of store closings aimed at keeping the chain
afloat. Apparently the first floor of the location will soon be a CVS pharmacy. The old Carson‘s store is now a Target, which
may well have passed Macy‘s (Marshall Field‘s) for first place among the Loop stores.]
One thing you can‘t help but notice on State Street is Block 37. This formerly empty area across the street from Macy‘s is now
the largest construction project in the city. An enormous skyscraper is going up on the formerly empty block, though it currently has no
tenants. [The finished building wasn‘t really a skyscraper. It‘s a fairly squat building, probably about six floors high.] (It
seems to be the ―if you build it, they will come‖ philosophy.) In the sub-basement of the skyscraper CTA plans to build a new ‗L‘ station
that will eventually offer express service between downtown and O‘Hare. Financing for that project has fallen through, but they‘re still
building the station to allow the provision for providing it in the future. The whole thing is just a mess of construction right now, sort of
like the World Trade Center site in New York. [Block 37 is done. They never did build the express ‗L‘ station, but CTA still has it
in their long-term plans. The mall is one of the deadest locations in the Chicago business district. The bulk of the place is
empty, though a few businesses seem to come and go. The busiest level by far is the basement, which serves as a transfer
between the red and blue line subways. About the only places that do any business there are coffee bars, though.]
I walked up to State and Lake and boarded a brown line train, which I took back out toward where our tour had gone. I‘ve
been over that route numerous times, but it was interesting to look at things differently after learning more about them.
My destination this time was the
Montrose stop, about three-fourths of the
way out on the brown line. As part of the
area‘s gentrification, there‘s a new
location here of Margie‘s Candies, the ice
cream parlor I‘d visited many times at their
original store in a run-down building on
Western Avenue. (You‘ll remember my
stopping there with the quiz bowl kids
earlier this summer.)
The Montrose
Margie‘s is very different from the original
place. It‘s smaller, but less crowded.
(That may not make sense, but it‘s true.)
It‘s tastefully decorated in muted colors
and kept spotlessly clean.
The
employees are pleasant elderly white
women, and the patrons are mostly young
white couples and their small children.
The menu and prices are
identical at both locations, though. Even
though I wasn‘t anywhere near Bucktown
Website photo of Margie‘s on Montrose
(location of the Western Avenue store), I
had a Bucktown Special sundae. I also bought a box of candy that I‘ll enjoy munching on through the rest of the summer.
While I was eating my sundae a couple walked past with an enormous dog walking beside them without a leash. They
stopped in front of Margie‘s, apparently told the dog to ―sit‖ and ―stay‖, and then walked in. The dog did exactly as ordered, and the
couple ordered ice cream to go and walked back out, sat down in chairs set up on the sidewalk, and enjoyed their treat.
I mention this to make a transition to the topic of dogs. Those who know me know I‘m not in any way a dog fan. Honestly, I
hate dogs and I can‘t imagine living with one. Most white Chicagoans seem to have dogs, and to their credit, they‘re some of the best
behaved canines I‘ve seen anywhere. Perhaps its because wealthy people can afford to have their pets properly trained, or maybe
there are just enough sounds and smells in the city that the dogs aren‘t bothered by every little thing. Pretty much every dog I‘ve seen
in Chicago has been well behaved, though. The ones in Algona could definitely take lessons from them.
I went back downtown and then transferred to the pink line. On maps this is the newest ‗L‘ line, but it uses some of the oldest
tracks in the system. It heads west past the United Center arena (where, oddly, there‘s not a stop [there still isn‘t, and that really is
silly]) and on to the heavily Hispanic neighborhood of Pilsen and suburb of Cicero.
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I got off at 18 Street, because I knew this Mexican business strip was chock full of discount stores. I always keep a travel
mug of coffee in my room at school (though I probably dump out more coffee than I drink during the day), but at the moment all my
travel mugs have tops that leak. I wanted to buy a new mug so I wouldn‘t spill coffee all over myself during the school year. I found
exactly what I was looking for at ―Pilsen Discount City‖ whose English name survives from an earlier incarnation.
th

I walked back up to the 18 Street ‗L‘ station, which is decked out in colorful murals drawn by students at the Mexican Fine
th
Arts Center just down the street. As I looked out over 18 Street from the platform I couldn‘t help but compare this lively neighborhood
with the depressed black neighborhoods traversed by the green line. Statistically Latino Chicagoans earn less money than their African
American counterparts, but invariably business is booming in Hispanic neighborhoods while the stores are all boarded up in the black
areas. More than a third of Chicagoans are Hispanic these days, and the immigrant neighborhoods are among the most vital in the city.
I rode back to Clark and Lake downtown and waited there for the orange line. A Hispanic family on the platform was trying to
get to Midway, but they were confused when first a green line and then a pink line train passed by. The father asked me for directions
in perfect English, and I was able to assure him he was on the right platform and that if he took the orange line (which shares the same
tracks with the other lines downtown) to the end he‘d be where he wanted to go.

Chicago Police Department camera
rd
on a light pole at the corner of 63 and Cicero,
just outside Midway Airport
―The Great Wall of Midway‖
The ride out to Midway was uneventful. As I walked back to the hotel I took some pictures, including those shown above. I‘ve
mentioned the airport wall before, so I‘ll discuss the camera here. Chicago is proud to have more public surveillance cameras than any
other city in America. Indeed, on the entire planet only London has more cameras. Most of those cameras are downtown, and the
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majority of the rest are in high crime areas like the streets surrounding public housing projects. 63 and Cicero isn‘t a particularly high
crime area (it‘s just about the safest place on the south side), but being the entrance to Midway Airport, it also warrants a camera. The
cameras are mounted on light or power poles, placed atop blue and white boxes that bear the logo of the Chicago Police Department.
Above each camera is a blue strobe light that constantly flashes on and off to make potential criminals aware of the camera‘s presence.
I waved as I shot what is probably an illegal picture and then continued walking south down Cicero Avenue.
For dinner tonight I went to a place called Jalapeño Express that was next to the Dunkin‘ Donuts across from the hotel. The
girl at the counter barely spoke English, and the cook (who I think was her father) appeared to speak only Spanish. I looked over their
menu board and ordered three chicken tacos. The girl wrote ―POLLO X 3‖ on a slip of paper and handed it to the cook. She then told
me I owed her $3.48. That price seemed low to me, since the board said each taco was $1.15. Doing the math that meant exactly 3¢
tax, which I knew was probably not right. I gave her four bucks, though, and she cheerfully gave me two quarters and two pennies
change.
The cook had observed the transaction, and when it was completed, he started yelling at the counter girl in Spanish. I‘m sure
he didn‘t think I could understand what he was saying, but I did. Apparently three chicken tacos is one of several lunch specials they
offer, something I was unaware of. You‘re only supposed to get the special if you order the food to eat in, not to go. Since my tacos
were bagged, I was supposed to pay the price I‘d seen on the board, rather than the discounted $3.19 plus tax (9%) I‘d been charged.
The girl just shrugged, and I pretended not to realize there was a mistake. The guy seemed to make an incredible fuss over a quarter.
At either price the tacos were a good deal. They grilled the chicken bits to order and placed them with assorted vegetable
scraps inside fresh homemade tortillas. They served a spicy sauce on the side that was sort of a cross between pico de gallo and
salsa. It really made a tasty meal.

I called Margaret again and then started packing up my stuff, since this would be my last night in Chicago. Then I retired for
the night.

It was gloomy out when I woke up this morning, so I didn‘t rush at all getting up. While I showered it started pouring outside,
the first wave of a storm that would later bring tornadoes and quite a bit of destruction to the city.
I got a couple bites from the breakfast bar and then went back to my room and watched CNN on TV. Weather was the main
topic on the news, but it had nothing to do with Chicago. Tropical Storm Edouard had just hit the Texas coast, causing heavy rain but
no real damage at all. The newscasters seemed rather disappointed that the storm‘s predicted strengthening to hurricane status hadn‘t
panned out, and they kept prying observers on the scene, hoping they might turn up something in Galveston that was actually
newsworthy. When it was clear it was just a rain storm, they tried to get locals to agree that someone should be blamed for crying wolf
and ordering an evacuation. No one was taking the bait, though. After Katrina and Rita, pretty much everyone felt they were better
safe than sorry.
I chose to take the hotel shuttle to the airport this morning, since I really didn‘t care to walk or even wait by a bus stop in heavy
rain. A single shuttle serves the entire Midway Hospitality Center, and it pretty much circles the area constantly. On request the desk
clerks at any hotel can summon the shuttle, which then makes a point of stopping at that hotel on its next trip. It took about five minutes
after I checked out for the shuttle to show.
I left the Sleep Inn at 8:20am, and it took about five minutes to make it up to the airport. The shuttle drops off on a circular
drive just outside the Southwest Airlines ticket counters. I‘m sure that‘s convenient for most of the people who take it, but it was about
as inconvenient as they could have gotten for me. I had to go down a level, walk the length of the terminal, and then walk through a
long covered walkway through the parking ramp and over a skywalk before I came out in the busway outside Midway station.
Fortunately the whole route was covered, but my arms got tired carrying my bags all that way.
I‘d just missed a train. It was still rush hour, though, so service was very frequent. Before long the next train took off, and I
had a quick and uneventful ride downtown. The rain had turned to light drizzle by the time I got to the Library station, so I walked
outside and transferred to the blue line subway there. As I waited on the Jackson subway platform I thought how odd it was that the
very last train I‘d be taking on this trip would be my only ride on the blue line. The blue line serves the hotels out by O‘Hare, and it also
serves enormous park-and-rides in the west and northwest suburbs that are provide easy access from out of town. Normally when I‘m
in Chicago it‘s the line I take most often. Staying out by Midway, though, there wasn‘t much reason to take the blue line.
Even now I only took the blue line two stops west, getting off in the last subway station before the tracks rise in the middle of
the Eisenhower Expressway. I got off at Clinton, a station I‘ve been to before because it‘s just south of Union Station, Amtrak‘s
Chicago base. This time I turned the other way, though. I walked south a block and then west a block (not much more than just going
around the corner) to get to my final destination in Chicago.
Chicago‘s Greyhound terminal is a low modern building [―modern‖ as in 1950s] on the north side of Harrison Street and
literally adjacent to the infamous Circle Interchange where the Eisenhower, Dan Ryan, and Kennedy Expressways all come together at
the southwest corner of downtown. The immediate area around the station is all right, but if you go more than a couple blocks east,
west, or south you rapidly get into very seedy territory. The station itself isn‘t anything to brag about, either.
I had a sense of déjà vu in the Greyhound terminal. It reminded me a lot of airports and bus stations I‘d been to in Mexico.
The place was an utter madhouse, with endless lines that seemed to go nowhere in particular and surly people running all over the
place. It didn‘t help matters that none of the departure TVs was working and almost none of the signs above the many counters in the
station truthfully indicated what was actually going on at that counter.
I waited nearly half an hour at a counter labeled ―TICKETS – BOLETOS‖ before an incredibly surly black woman announced
that people who already had their tickets were supposed to wait in a different line marked ―CUSTOMER SERVICE – SERVICIO PARA
CLIENTES‖ to have their bags tagged. At that point I was one place away from the front of this line, so I stayed there and went to a
different nasty woman. This one had platinum bleached hair, but she still spoke primarily black English. I presented my ticket, and she
ordered me (there is no other word for it) to place my bag on a scale. [The Greyhound employees in Chicago made the Amtrak
staff at Union Station seem pleasant—and that‘s something that‘s VERY hard to do.] I complied, and she grunted that the bus
was sold out. I pointed out that I already had a ticket, and that I‘d bought it weeks ago. She grumbled and grunted some more and
said I‘d probably have to take a different bus that left in the middle of the afternoon. I asked her when that bus would make it into
Minneapolis. She punched a few keys and told me it would arrive at 12:30am. That‘s after the trains and buses in the Twin Cities stop
running, so it would hardly have been convenient. She did tag my bag for Minneapolis, though, and grunted ―Door 14‖. I grabbed the
bag and headed into the chaotic main part of the station.
I quickly saw that Door #14 had a line in front of it that already contained about thirty people. I knew the buses held 55
passengers, so I figured if I got in and stayed in that line I should make it on board. I shoved my way through the crowd an d planted

myself behind a very hung-over college kid who had obviously spent the weekend at Lollapalooza. Before long another college kid
lined up behind me, and within fifteen minutes there were well over fifty people in line. Eventually the line stretched all the way across
the terminal to Door #2 on the opposite side. I stood in a single place for an hour and fifteen minutes. I didn‘t go to the restroom, didn‘t
patronize the vending machines, and didn‘t so much as take a step to the left or the right. It wasn‘t comfortable, but I wasn‘t about to
forfeit my place on the bus.

Website photo of a typical line at the Chicago Greyhound station
A serious issue with how Greyhound and other bus companies operate is that having a ticket for an inter-city bus doesn‘t
actually assure you a seat. It guarantees eventual passage between the places named, but there‘s no guarantee at all you‘ll go at the
time or via the route listed. That‘s different from airlines (who are obliged to reimburse passengers that are bumped from a flight) or
Amtrak (who can fairly easily add extra cars and will seat overflow passengers in the lounge if they need to). While most of the time
bus tickets will provide exactly the itinerary they state, there‘s no guarantee that will happen and no recourse or compensation if it
doesn‘t.
In Greyhound‘s defense, a young man in line
who obviously takes the bus frequently pointed out that
the only other time he‘d seen such a madhouse in this
station was during an ice storm. The reason for the
problem today was that all those rock fans who‘d gone
to Lollapalooza were now heading home all at once.
That meant packed buses and chaos in the terminal.
[It‘s probably similar during any special event or
weather issue.]
I did get on the 11:00 bus, but a lot of people
were denied boarding. Once every seat was full they
just closed Door #14 and gave the driver the signal to
leave. We pulled out right on time and quickly merged
onto the Kennedy.
Outbound traffic was very heavy on the
Kennedy. The Chicago traffic reports always give travel
times between certain key locations, and I kept track of
those as we made our way north. I noted in my log that
it was 19 minutes from the circle to Montrose (where I94 splits off as the Eden Expressway). It was also 36
minutes to Cumberland (where the bus stopped at the
Interior of a crowded Greyhound bus
same park-and-ride we‘d been to at national quiz bowl),
en route from Chicago to Minneapolis
which would make it about 45 minutes out to O‘Hare. This was one of those days that the ‗L‘ was moving faster than freeway traffic.

The Dunkin‘ Donuts at Cumberland station serves as the Greyhound station there, and seven people were sitting on the
sidewalk outside Dunkin‘ Donuts when our bus pulled up. One person actually exited the bus at Cumberland. I assume they planned
to transfer to a different bus, since there wouldn‘t be much other reason to take an inter-city bus across town. [There‘s a good chance
the crosstown trip is free when transferring from one Greyhound bus to another, while you‘d have to pay for a CTA ticket. It
still seems kind of strange, though.] The driver let all the people who were waiting board. One took a seat, but six of them just
stood in the aisle—the sort of thing you‘d expect to see on a bus in a Third World country. They ended up standing for more than an
hour, all the way up to Milwaukee.
The kid who ended up sitting down would have been ―S.O.L.‖ if he‘d been denied boarding on this bus. A high school kid from
Portland, Oregon, he‘d flown from Portland to Appleton, Wisconsin where he had attended ―aviation camp‖. (The nerd was hauling a
piece of an airplane wing as his carry-on luggage.) When the camp was over, he‘d taken the bus down to Chicago to visit a friend
there. He now was heading back to Milwaukee, where he‘d catch a different bus to Appleton. Late this afternoon he‘d be flying out of
Appleton to Minneapolis, where he‘d make a connection for Portland.
The boy was apparently a gifted student, but he was clueless about a lot of things [traits that do often go together]. When
we entered the Tri-State Tollway he asked the person sitting next to him, ―Why are they called ‗tollways‘ here but ‗freeways‘ out west?‖
His seatmate patiently explained the concept of a tollway to him, and the kid‘s mouth literally dropped open at the revelation. ―Wow,‖ he
said. ―I thought ‗freeway‘ just meant it was free of stoplights.‖
Overhearing more of their conversation, I found out that before this trip the kid had been to exactly four states: Oregon,
Washington, California, and Florida. He marveled at how different the Midwest looked compared with Oregon, and he said, ―Even the
roads look different. I can‘t really say why, but they‘re different.‖ That sounds dumb, but I know what he means. The area between
Chicago and Milwaukee is basically just one big suburban strip. Looking around, though, you can tell these suburbs are in the Midwest
rather than the South or East or West. Different regions do have their own unique characteristics, and the area around Lake Michigan
is definitely Midwestern.
The Portland kid was laid back to the point that he may as well have been on Prozac. He apparently had a tight connection in
Milwaukee, one that could cause problems even though he made this bus. As we neared Milwaukee, his seatmate wished him well in
making the connection. The boy shrugged and said, ―Well, whatever happens to us is for our good.‖ I suppose that‘s a nice philosophy
to have, but I can‘t really say I share it.
The boy and his seatmate were having quite a conversation, but the same was not true with me and the person next to me. I
was sitting next to the window on the left hand side of the bus about two-thirds of the way back. My seatmate was a shaggy-haired boy
who was wearing a Lollapalooza admission bracelet. He had on a T-shirt and athletic shorts, both of which he was wearing inside-out
so the seams and tags showed. [That style has never made sense to me.] He was headed to Bellingham, Washington, and would
spend three days and two nights on this bus before transferring at Seattle. He spent the whole trip listening to an I-Pod, so other than
grunting initial greetings to each other, the two of us were silent.
The driver of this bus was a maniac. We spent pretty much the entire trip from Chicago to Minneapolis in the left lane, going
quite a bit faster than the other traffic on the interstate. When someone in the left lane didn‘t go as fast as the driver wanted, he‘d
sound the horn, which reverberated throughout the bus. He‘d also slam on the brakes periodically. At one point that made me hit the
seat in front of me. I can only imagine how the guys standing in the aisle fared.
We reached Milwaukee at 12:50pm. Greyhound shares the same station used by Amtrak, so the place was very familiar to
me. Many people got off there, which allowed the Cumberland passengers to finally sit down. Several also boarded at Milwaukee, and
I think there may have been some there who were denied boarding. Milwaukee also serves as a ―smoke and strech‖ break, so it was
nearly 1:15 when we left there.
Following I-94, the Lake Michigan megalopolis basically continues all the way to Madison. There are a few corn fields
between Milwaukee and Madison, but it‘s more suburban than rural. My seatmate fell asleep in the stretch east of Madison, and his
head kept bobbing lower and lower until it landed on my shoulder. I just sat erect and tried to ignore him.
We got to Madison around 2:30 in the afternoon. We turned south for a couple miles and then followed Beltline Road (U.S.
18, a route I‘ve driven numerous times myself) across the south edge of the city. We exited toward downtown and eventually stopped
at a tiny station that looked like an overgrown gas station. Because of all the U of W students, this is a major stop. We traded about
half the bus here and actually ended up with a few empty seats. My seatmate moved across the aisle at Madison to join a friend of his
for the rest of the trip. I was happy to have no seatmate for a while, but I certainly don‘t envy him going all the way to Seattle on a bus.
[It would have to be the least pleasant way to make a long trip.]
Crossing Wisconsin by bus is frankly boring. My mind wandered numerous times, and I kept picturing all the different movies
I‘ve seen where traveling by bus was central to the plot. More than once I pictured Midnight Cowboy, the movie that was considered
scandalous in 1969 and became the first X-rated film to win an Academy Award. (Today bare breasts and buttocks would hardly merit
a PG rating—let alone X, and while there certainly are ―adult themes‖ in the film, it‘s really very tame by modern standards.) That movie
begins with the central character taking a bus ride from Texas to New York and ends with his friend dying on a bus en route from New
York to Miami. The musical theme from that film, ―Everybody‘s Talking‖, kept going through my mind as we made our way northwest on
I-94:

Everybody‘s talking at me,
I don‘t hear a word they‘re saying,
Only the echoes of my mind.
People stopping, staring,
I can‘t see their faces,
Only the shadows of their eyes.

I‘m going where the sun keeps shining
Through the pouring rain,
Going where the weather suits my clothes,
Banking off the northeast wind,
Sailing on a summer breeze,
And skipping over the ocean like a stone.

We reached Tomah, Wisconsin, at 4:35pm. A long layover is scheduled in this irrelevant town where I-90 and I-94 intersect.
We pulled into a truck stop and parked behind a large Kwik Trip convenience store. A glorified shack here serves as the local
Greyhound station. The driver told us we had half an hour for a meal break and suggested we head to a McDonalds nearby. I instead
went to Kwik Trip, where I picked up a deli sandwich and some fried cheese curds. I was back to the bus before some of the
passengers had even gotten in the door of McDonalds.
As I chomped on my cheese curds, I was amused to see an Amish wagon parked beside the bus. An Amish woman boarded
the bus at Tomah, and that‘s probably how she arrived here.
Most everybody went into McDonalds, ate inside, and then came back to the bus. When almost all the passengers had
loaded, a McD‘s employee ran out to the bus and announced that someone had left a cell phone on one of the tables. He held up a
bright orange flip phone, and a middle aged black woman made her way to the front to claim it.
We left Tomah at 5:15 and continued northwest on I-94. For much of the way an elderly Hispanic man across the aisle from
me was reading a book (in English) on anarchy. That seemed a strange topic to me, but then I‘ve read some strange books myself
while traveling.
I got a seatmate again at Tomah. He‘d actually been on the bus since Chicago, but I think he was penned in a window seat
and wanted to move to an aisle. ―Sam‖ was part of a group of seven high school boys from suburban Minneapolis (a group of those
―mooks‖ I referred to earlier) who had gone to Lollapalooza. His friends were sitting in the next few rows to the front. The group spent
quite a while on their various cell phones working out the details of how they would get from the Minneapolis bus station to their
respective homes. Eventually it was decided that Sam‘s mother would bring her SUV to pick up the group downtown. Then the other
boys‘ mothers would then meet them at Sam‘s home.
I must say I wonder a bit about families that just let their kids take off for rock festivals and then pick them up and chauffer
them home afterwards. I also wondered why in the world these kids took the bus. Presumably all of them can drive, and they could
cram eight kids in a van far more cheaply than paying eight Greyhound fares. In their own vehicle they could also trade off driving,
which would allow them to make the trip quite a bit faster than on the bus. It made me wonder if they expected they might not be in a
condition to be able to drive, which brought me right back to the question of why their parents let them go to Lollapalooza to begin with.
[An amazing number of parents today don‘t know how to say no to their kids, and the kids of course are happy to be spoiled.]
About the only thing I remember on the trip from Tomah to Eau Claire was a place called the Woodshed that advertised ―fine
Amish furniture‖. I got a laugh out of it, because my roommate in college had a father who owned a bar called the Woodshed. The bar
featured ladies providing what might politely be called ―adult entertainment‖, and it certainly wasn‘t a place I‘d expect to find Amish
people hanging out.
[After re-reading the previous paragraph, I Googled ―Amish strip club‖ just to see what might turn up. Surprisingly
that phrase generated 185,000 results in the search engine. I amused myself by browsing through the first couple pages.
Many of the results feature two different reality TV shows that claim there is an underground seedy side of the Amish. I
seriously doubt reality TV is a reliable source for information on people who don‘t even own television sets, though. Another
interesting thing I came across was a directory of adult entertainment establishments in south central Pennsylvania. Whether
the plain people frequent them or not, it was kind of amusing to find that there were more than a dozen strip clubs right in the
heart of Amish country.]
I finished listening to the second of Barack Obama‘s books somewhere between Tomah and Eau Claire. I‘d brought another
audiobook with me, a biography of Albert Einstein. Biographies are generally my favorite books, but the Einstein book was really quite
dull. It didn‘t help that the reader had an overly dramatic voice that I found annoying to listen to. By the time we got to Eau Claire I just
turned the thing off. [I never have finished it.]
The weather had alternated between rain and gloom all the way across Illinois and Wisconsin. Finally when we got to Eau
Claire the sun came out. We stopped at yet another McDonalds at 6:25, where what was theoretically a five-minute smoke break
actually lasted more like ten.
One of the high school boys (Grant, or ―Granny‖ as his friends called him) was sitting in the row in front of me and had been
sleeping most of the way across Wisconsin. When he woke up there was an image of his head formed in sweat and oil on the window
by his seat. My seatmate Sam reached forward and traced the image with his finger and then pointed it out to Grant. Everyone in the
area got quite a laugh out of it.

We crossed into Minnesota around 7:30 and reached St. Paul about 7:45. St. Paul is definitely the poor stepsister of Twin
Cities as far as Greyhound is concerned. Their station is a tiny cement block building located behind a Sears store on University
Avenue a few blocks west of the capitol. It‘s not really convenient to anything but Sears, and it provides about as much shelter as most
of the city bus stops in the Twin Cities. Nevertheless about a dozen people got off at St. Paul, and half a dozen folks bound for points
to the west boarded. [Greyhound and Jefferson buses now serve the newly restored Union Depot in the heart of downtown St.
Paul. Just a week ago Amtrak‘s Empire Builder began stopping at the same location, and next month the new green line light
rail service will have its terminal there.]
Soon we were back in the left lane of I-94, and we raced over to Minneapolis. I‘d seen the Minneapolis bus station before,
when I stayed at what was then a Quality Inn (it‘s been recently bulldozed) across the street. [New condos have gone up where the
Quality Inn used to be as the area continues to gentrify.] The Hawthorne Transit Center occupies the bottom floor of a parking
th
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ramp on Hawthorne Avenue (one block west of Hennepin between 10 and 11 Streets. That‘s the extreme southwest edge of
downtown Minneapolis, convenient to pretty much nothing. In a couple of years it will be close to the Twins‘ new ballpark, but that‘s still
in the future. For now about the only thing nearby is other parking ramps and I-394. [Target Field has been open for a couple of
years now, and they‘ve extended the Hiawatha light rail to serve it. It‘s still detached from downtown by a sea of parking
ramps, though, and the area around the ballpark remains one of the rougher areas in central Minneapolis.]

Our Greyhound bus parked at Hawthorne Center – Minneapolis, Minnesota
(Checked luggage goes in the open bays at the bottom. Passengers give it to the driver or his assistant on boarding
and claim it from the driver when they reach their destination.)
Minneapolis is a service stop for Greyhound, as it is for Amtrak. They change drivers here, gas up the bus, and clean out the
toilet. All passengers were advised to leave, and they‘d have a forty-five minute break before the bus departed again for Fargo,
Billings, and Seattle.
We arrived in Minneapolis at 8:15pm, about fifteen minutes ahead of schedule. They pad the schedule with half an hour
between St. Paul and Minneapolis, so since we left St. Paul on time we got to Minneapolis early. I claimed my duffel bag (you pick
them up right beside the bus before you enter the station), used the station restroom (immaculately clean—this is Minnesota, after all)

and gave the station a quick once-over (much simpler and calmer than Chicago). Then I headed out. The high school boys were on
the sidewalk waiting for Sam‘s mother when I left the station.
Then I walked east seven blocks east and north to the nearest light rail station. [Now that the ballpark station is open, it
would only be four blocks these days.] I was glad it was still light, because the neighborhood around here can get rather spooky
after dark. I‘ve walked through here before, and it‘s almost never pleasant. While there are a lot of tourists around here (thanks to the
Target Center arena and a couple of stage theatres), there‘s also lots and lots of homeless people. It‘s by far the seediest part of
downtown, and one of the nastiest areas in the whole Twin Cities area.
I walked with confidence (as I always do), and I got to the Hennepin Avenue light rail station without incident. Light rail tickets
cost $1.50 at night (the price varies by time in Minneapolis), but all I had in my wallet were fives and twenties. I put the five bucks into
the machine and got a ticket, three golden dollars, and two quarters. A train was waiting on the platform. I boarded, and almost
immediately it left the station.
It got dark as we made our way south to Mall of America, and it was almost totally dark when we got there. Like most light rail
systems Minneapolis uses ―honor system‖ ticketing, with periodic inspections to keep things honest. No one had checked my ticket on
the train, so I threw it in my green canvas bag as we arrived at the mall. Sure enough, right at the exit to the Mall of America platform
there were two police officers checking tickets. [I‘ve learned that there are almost always ticket inspectors at Mall of America.
They also seem to be permanently camped out on the platforms by Target Field.] I had to bumble through my bag for a while, but
eventually I found mine. They let me off the platform, and I continued on my way.
I had a reservation at the Days Inn—Mall of America (formerly the Days Inn—Airport, the motel predates the mall by decades).
It advertised itself as ―across the street‖ from the mall, and I knew I‘d seen it at some point on the street that runs along the south side
of the mall. The Days Inn is across from Mall of America, but it‘s across from the far west end. The light rail station is at the far east
end, six blocks away. It didn‘t help matters that the Days Inn said it was ―next door‖ to an IHOP restaurant. I found IHOP quickly (it‘s
basically across from the light rail station), but the Days Inn was nowhere near it. I also couldn‘t see any signs for the Days Inn
anywhere. It turned out the light in their sign was broken. I did eventually find the place, but I‘d walked and carried my bags quite a bit
further than I‘d have liked to.
The only real food I‘d had all day was that sandwich in Tomah, and this time I hadn‘t even packed any snacks. So after
checking in I walked back to IHOP to have dinner. It was almost ten at night, but the place was packed. Unfortunately they had only
one waiter who was trying to serve more than a dozen different tables. It‘s not like the place didn‘t have plenty of staff, though. They
had two different people who were acting as hostesses, just greeting and seating people before turning them over to Sean, the waiter.
Two other people seemed to do nothing but bring main courses out from the kitchen, and another person was busing dirty dishes from
the tables. Only Sean was taking orders, serving drinks, and dealing with money, though, and he was severely overworked. When I
ordered iced tea, he immediately brought me two separate glasses, apologizing that he‘d probably not be able to get back to refill it
soon.
I was influenced by advertising in ordering my meal. While listening to AAA baseball games on internet radio, I‘d heard
endless ads for IHOP, which is one of the official sponsors of the Nashville Sounds. IHOP is celebrating their fiftieth anniversary this
summer, and part of the celebration is temporary menu items inspired by cuisines from around the country. I had their New Orleans
inspired dish, bananas Foster pancakes. These were actually a side item to a ham and eggs platter. In addition to the main plate, I got
two small pancakes topped with banana slices and an outstanding caramel rum sauce. A tiny scoop of ice cream crowned the dish. It
wasn‘t served flambé (as real bananas Foster would be), but it really was quite good. The ham and eggs weren‘t bad either, and
neither was the $6.59 pricetag (a bit over ten bucks with the tea, tax, and tip).
I made my way back to the hotel and spent most of the rest of the evening (what little was left of it) watching CNN. Their main
guest this evening was oil magnate T. Boone Pickens, one of the few people in the energy industry to actually acknowledge that there
is a real and immediate need for alternative fuels. The host made the point that the life-long Republican and ardent Bush supporter
was proposing an energy plan almost identical to Barack Obama‘s. Pickens just smiled at that and said, ―It really doesn‘t matter who
does it, but we need to get it done.‖
I got out what I planned to wear tomorrow and then re-packed my stuff one last time. It was good to know tomorrow I‘d be
headed home.

I thought it was 7:00 when I got up this morning, but in fact it was 7:30. For some reason the alarm clock in the room was off
by exactly half an hour. I wasn‘t in any particular rush, so it really didn‘t matter. I showered and took a look at (but didn‘t actually get
anything from) the Days Inn breakfast buffet, which was quite a bit more meager than they‘d had at the Sleep Inn. Somehow toast and
jelly just aren‘t my idea of breakfast, but toast was pretty much it at Days Inn. [They‘d really have done better to just give out a
coupon for a couple bucks off at IHOP.]

I checked out quickly and made my way over to Mall of America station. When I reached the entrance to the parking ramp
where the rail station is located, a woman carrying a large suitcase was standing there looking confused. She asked where the train
was, and I had to point out that she actually needed to go into the station, buy a ticket, and go to the platform to board. There were
tracks leading out at the entrance to the station, and I think she thought the train would just stop there because she happened to be
standing there.
I rode downtown and made my way back to the bus station. I‘d noticed lockers in the station yesterday similar to (though less
high tech than) the ones at Union Station in Chicago. My bus wouldn‘t be leaving until afternoon, and I figured I‘d leave the bags at the
station and spend the morning exploring. I got my bags into one of the lockers easily, programmed the appropriate information on the
user screen, and got to a point where it asked for money. Unfortunately the machine would take neither credit cards nor coins, and it
didn‘t seem to want a $5 bill in less than pristine condition. I tried about six times, but I never could get the thing to take my money and
lock. In the end I just took the bags back out and carried them around all day.
Having the bags gave me somewhat more limited options on what I‘d be doing, since I really didn‘t feel like lugging them long
distances. I‘d thought about going hiking at Minnehaha Falls, for instance, but that wasn‘t going to happen with luggage.
I walked over to Nicollet Mall, the main shopping street in downtown Minneapolis and did a bit of window shopping. I then
walked into a Panera restaurant and had a long, leisurely breakfast. Then I just rode around on the light rail for a while.
I ended up at a place that carrying luggage didn‘t make me stand out like a sore thumb, the Minneapolis—St. Paul
International Airport. I ran a small errand here to get ready for a trip I‘ll be taking at Christmas. My sister and I will be heading to
Montreal over the holidays (another Amtrak trip). Since I had the time today I stopped by the TravelEx kiosk on the non-secure side of
the terminal and picked up fifty Canadian dollars so we‘ll have a bit of money when we arrive on a weekend night. The exchange rate
was dreadful (about US$1.10 = Can$1, while the ―real‖ rate is dead even right now), but it‘s convenient to have the money—and it gave
me something to do while killing time this morning.
I took the train up to Lake Street, where I had an early lunch at an Arby‘s next to the station. I ordered stuff off their ―5 for
$5.95‖ menu. I remember just a year ago the same stuff was ―5 for $5‖. That‘s a 19% increase in just a year—and our government
says inflation isn‘t a problem. [I‘ve since seen the same promotion at 5 for $6.95.]
I made my way back to the bus station. I was early, but I figured waiting in their air conditioned lobby was preferable to most
of the possible alternatives. Two black women (an elderly woman and her daughter, I think) were in line when I got to the ticket
counter. An African woman (one of Minneapolis‘ many Somali immigrants) was attempting to check what was almost literally a ton of
luggage the women had. Between the two of them they had thirteen separate bags. You can take one carry-on and check one bag for
free on buses. A second checked bag costs either $3 or $5, depending on which company runs the bus you‘re taking. Beyond that you
have to send additional bags as ―express freight‖. You pay by the pound for that (I‘m not sure how much), and there‘s no guarantee
your bags will go on the same bus you do. It didn‘t help that the bus these women were on (headed to Sioux Falls) was leaving almost
immediately, nor that the woman at the counter didn‘t really seem to speak English. They did eventually manage to get everything
checked, and I think both they and all the bags made it on the bus.
I got my single bag tagged easily, though for the third time on this trip my bag tag had a different departure time than either my
ticket or the official schedule said. They don‘t seem to even look at the times or bus numbers on those tags, though. All that matters is
the city. Mine said ―MASON CITY, IOWA‖, and that‘s where I was headed.
Jefferson Lines uses Door #6 in Minneapolis for all their buses. That‘s interesting, since it‘s actually Jefferson that operates
the station. The company is based in Minneapolis, and Jefferson does all the ticketing and services the Greyhound buses that go
through here. Jefferson Lines sends about two dozen buses through here each day, far more than Greyhound or Trailways do. Even
so, they use just a single door for all their buses. [That would actually make things quite a bit simpler for people traveling
through here, as they wouldn‘t need to worry about where to go to catch their bus. It‘s also unlikely that, even at the busiest
times, they‘d have more than a couple buses leaving at the same time—and they could easily send people out the same door
to multiple buses that are parked near each other.]
One of the most amusing things at the Minneapolis bus station was ―virtual lines‖ of luggage. While actual people had lined up
in Chicago, in Minneapolis, people just set their luggage on the floor in front of the doors. The station is smaller, so it‘s not hard to keep
an eye on your bags. What‘s more, this is Minnesota, a place where you trust people.
Another interesting feature of the bus station was the smoking patio. Minnesota‘s ―clean air‖ law isn‘t quite so Draconian as
Iowa‘s (where the people who live below me are forbidden from smoking in their own apartment), but it is illegal to smoke in a highly
public indoor area like a bus station. At Hawthorne Center they have a pleasant area that is glassed off from the main waiting area, but
open to the area where the buses arrive. Smoking is permitted there, and lots of bus passengers smoke. The place was packed with
people chain smoking before setting off on their journeys.
Mentioning the patio brings to mind the topic of smoking in general. Place after place has banned most smoking indoors these
days, which has pushed the smokers outside. Particularly after this trip to Chicago, I‘m not really sure that‘s a good thing. It‘s hard to
walk down a sidewalk in the Loop these days without choking on second-hand smoke. There are also cigarette butts littered
everywhere, since Illinois (like Iowa) has prohibited ashtrays in public places. Finally, I don‘t really think it presents a good image for a

business like Macy‘s or Sears to have their employees standing out by the front door smoking. When they smoked in the break room,
no one really cared, but when they stand by the front door they‘re cheapening the image of the store in front of all the pote ntial
customers. I don‘t smoke and never have, but I really don‘t think it‘s my business (nor that of government) to tell people how to live
their lives. All these new laws bother me, and I don‘t think they‘re making anybody quit. (If you ask me, the way to do that is to tax the
stuff so it‘s more expensive than gasoline [something Illinois has also done—and it has had an effect].) … OK, I‘ll step down from
the soap box now.
The most annoying aspect of the Minneapolis station was its flashing signs. There are eight doors from which you can board
buses, and above each is an LED read-out. Whoever programmed the LED boards had way too much fun with the ―flash‖ feature. The
things constantly flash on and off in different colors for no good reason. I noticed there was a fire alarm located by one of them that had
a strobe light on it that presumably went off in case of fire. I couldn‘t help but wonder if anyone would notice the fire alarm for all the
flashing behind it. [One of our local banks in Algona recently updated their outdoor message sign, and ever since they‘ve also
gotten carried away with the flash feature. The people who program the things seem to think flashing is cool, but unless it
serves an actual purpose (like indicating an emergency), I just find it annoying.]
I bought a couple cups of vending machine coffee (surprisingly not too bad) and listened a bit to the boring Einstein book.
Eventually an old man sat down beside me. We greeted each other, and he mentioned that he was heading to Bentonville, Arkansas. I
remarked that the only thing I really knew about Bentonville was that it was the headquarters of Wal-Mart. That started an interesting
conversation. It turned out the geezer had been close friends with old Sam Walton himself. (I could play ―Six Degrees of Separation‖,
and that contact would instantly associate me with pretty much anyone.) In fact he owned a construction company that does nothing
but build Wal-Mart stores. My bet is the guy is quite wealthy, which made me wonder just why he was traveling from Wisconsin to
Arkansas by bus. [I‘d eventually give a sermon at my church in the time we were between pastors that I entitled ―Six Degrees
of Separation‖, and I used this contact as an example. The point of the message was that all of us are connected, and as
good Christians we should act as the neighbors we are.]
Honestly, even if I were dirt poor I‘d try to avoid the schedule this guy had. He‘d left Green Bay early this morning and taken a
bus to Minneapolis. He‘d board the same bus as me and continue south to Kansas City, where he‘d be arriving around midnight. He‘d
change there and spend the wee hours traveling to Joplin, Missouri. Then at 4:30 am he‘d board his last bus, heading to Rogers,
Arkansas, just east of Bentonville. He‘d get into Rogers around breakfast time. He‘d apparently had a similar overnight itinerary
heading up to Green Bay, so I guess that must work for him.
My ticket said we were leaving at 1pm, but a schedule I‘d seen said the time had been changed to 1:15. They didn‘t even start
boarding until 1:20, though, and they did that in slow motion. It turned out we were delayed waiting for another bus to arri ve from
Fargo. Five passengers on that bus needed to make connections with ours, and we waited for them to do it. Because of that we didn‘t
get going until 1:45pm.
This was definitely the loudest of the bus rides. The bus itself was perfectly quiet, but many of my fellow passengers were
annoyingly loud. That was true even though the bus was half empty. ―Colorful‖ is the polite way to describe these people, and with any
luck I‘ll never be under their rainbow again.
One person who made himself known sat on the opposite side one row behind me. He was a young man who would have fit
in well at Lollapalooza. In fact he was headed to Denver, where he was going to a rave concert. (I‘m not really sure just what‘s
involved with that, but I gather it‘s a lot of drinking, drugs, and music—which is pretty much what Lollapalooza was.) He makes his
living as a tattoo artist, and he spent much of the ride going around the bus showing everyone pictures of the tattoos he has given. I‘ve
never been into tattoos myself, and I certainly don‘t care to see a picture of one on the rear end of someone I don‘t know. When the
guy wasn‘t passing around pictures, he was slathering ointment on his own tattoos. At least his were in more presentable places than
the ones in the pictures.
Tattoo man was far overshadowed by the woman who sat in front of him, though. She was loud and obnoxious, and she
basically didn‘t shut up the whole trip. The woman was headed to Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri (though she just called it Ft. Leonard)
to see her son graduate from some special military program. This was the first time she‘d ever taken a bus. ―I fly,‖ she said over and
over again. The reason she didn‘t fly this time was that she‘d have had to rent a car once she got to Missouri. The woman had recently
had her license revoked after receiving her fourth OWI citation. (One of her remarks made me think she might have even committed
manslaughter, though I‘ll give her the benefit of a doubt on that one.) She‘d actually lucked out, since in Minnesota you‘re supposed to
go to prison after even three OWIs. Her lawyer managed to get her off with the revocation, a stiff fine, and having her car impounded. I
gather from her other remarks that the citations and loss of license haven‘t changed her drinking habits in any way, but at least she‘s
not driving these days. She also smokes like a chimney and was constantly whining that we weren‘t stopping often enough for cigarette
breaks. When she wasn‘t talking, the woman sang along with a CD player she‘d brought with her. She summed it all up in one of her
comments, which she made to no one in particular. ―I know I‘m annoying,‖ she said, ―but it‘s all good.‖ I personally would have to say it
was all bad.
A woman who sat behind me commiserated with the drunk driver. She was a born-again Christian, and she had the soft,
bland voice and detached gaze of a brainwashed true believer. In response to everything anybody on the bus said, she calmly rattled
off some chapter and verse she felt was appropriate. She felt Jeremiah 45 and 47 were particularly appropriate for drunk driving. I just
checked those (it may be the first time I‘ve looked at Jeremiah in my life), and I can‘t say I saw much of anything relevant there. [I
often wonder if those who constantly mention verse numbers from the Bible don‘t just make up their citations.]

The fourth loud person near me sat behind the Christian lady. He was a truck driver who talked as if his name were Bubba.
Any time we‘d go over a bump or the driver would even tap the brakes gently, the guy would go on about how he had a CDL, and he‘d
be happy to take over the wheel ―so we can have a ‗real‘ driver‖.
I found out quite a bit about the man who actually was the ―real‖ driver because Sam Walton‘s friend sat up front and talked
with him the whole way. He was rather pleasant a retired man from Burnsville who had driven buses daily for thirty years. Now he fills
in whenever Jefferson Lines needs an extra driver, and he loves being able to say ―no‖ when he doesn‘t want to drive.
The trip from Minneapolis to Mason City takes about two hours in a car. On Jefferson Stages it‘s a couple hours shy of
forever. That‘s because we seemed to do more stopping than going in the bus. Ten minutes after leaving downtown we stopped at the
University of Minnesota. The ―station‖ there is just a city bus stop, and the driver didn‘t even open the bus door. He did pause for about
two minutes to confirm no one wanted to board, though.
At 2:08 (almost twenty-five minutes after we‘d left) we pulled into the dumpy St. Paul station. All those annoying people I
described earlier saw a sea of people waiting in St. Paul and quickly sprawled across two seats to make it difficult for anyone to sit next
to them. I found that downright rude. Whether on a bus or train, I always try to be polite to my fellow travelers. I generally sit by the
window, leaving the aisle seat available if someone needs it. As it turned out, most of the people in St. Paul were actually waiting for
other buses. Only four people boarded ours, and they found empty seats further back.
Both at St. Paul and at every stop there was a long pause after people boarded before we actually started out again.
Apparently the driver has to do some sort of paperwork at each station, and that takes needless time. We didn‘t leave St. Paul until
2:21.
We headed south on I-35E and turned west on Minnesota highway 5. This is the route city bus #54 takes in the Twin Cities
when it runs express between St. Paul and Mall of America. I‘d taken that bus once before when I stayed in Bloomington and went to a
play in St. Paul. Our destination now was the airport, the third stop in rapid succession on this bus.
At the approach to MSP Airport there‘s an LED sign first flashed ―ALERT LEVEL – ORANGE‖ and then changed to
―SUSPICOUS ACTIVITY – CALL 911‖. The meaning of the sign, of course, is that if you see anything suspicious you should notify the
authorities. The drunk driving lady, though, interpreted it differently. She thought it was like those signs that flash your speed as you
approach a construction zone and thought the ―suspicious activity‖ must refer to something on our bus. I just sort of rolled my eyes and
pretended to listen to my audiobook. I‘d actually turned it off (since I couldn‘t really hear anything over the din in the bus), but it made
for good cover.
We reached the airport transit center at 2:35. No one boarded or got off, but we still spent five minutes there. Then at 2:53
(the times are exact, because there was a digital clock right in front of my seat) we stopped again in Burnsville. No one boarded or
departed there either, but we didn‘t leave until 2:58.
The bus had left Minneapolis 45 minutes late, and I was getting more than a little annoyed by all these pointless stops. [They
were, of course, scheduled stops, but they were annoying nonetheless.] Compounding this was that I had a meeting at my
church this evening, and if we were more than an hour late, there would be no way I‘d make it there on time. I could feel my blood
pressure rise when we entered a construction zone south of Lakeville. We hit the brakes (prompting another snotty comment from the
truck driver), and it was stop and go for another ten minutes.
Our next stop was Northfield at 3:30. Thank goodness the stop wasn‘t actually in Northfield itself, as the town is about ten
miles off the interstate. Instead we stopped at a Sunoco truck stop right beside I-35. There was a man waiting for a bus in Northfield,
but it was the northbound bus (also late) he wanted.
As we waited to re-enter the interstate at Northfield, I saw a car with writing painted on its back windows—the sort of thing
people do when an athlete goes to state. This one was different, though. It said ―RIP RANDY FEIDT 6—25—08‖. When I got home I
did a quick internet search on the name, and I found Randy‘s obituary. He was twenty-three years old and worked at the Malt-O-Meal
plant in Northfield. He enjoyed hunting, fishing, four-wheeling, hockey, football, and ―spending time up north at Grandpa and
Grandma‘s cabin‖. The service was at a funeral home, and he was survived by a son. Randy died at home, but no cause of death was
given. For someone so young, that really does make you wonder. I certainly wish his family well, and I join the driver in praying that
Randy rests in peace.
We stopped in Faribault at 3:50pm. We seemed to drive through town forever before finally stopping at a grocery store. That
was the bus stop. Fairbault was a smoke break, and about two-thirds of the passengers filed out to the sidewalk to light up. The bus
reeked when they all re-entered. It was, however, a fairly quick break, and we were on our way again at 4:00.
The driver had trouble with the sunshade, so he stopped on the shoulder to fix it. We then set off again, only to stop at 4:24 in
Owatonna. Faribault and Owatonna are something like fifteen miles apart, and there‘s really no reason one stop (perhaps at the outlet
mall between the two) couldn‘t serve both towns. No one asked me, though, so we pulled up beside the Oakdale Motel and stopped.
Two people had gotten on at Faribault, and at that point every pair of seats was occupied by a single person—thus making the
bus half full. At Owatonna an elderly couple entered. Since all the seats were singletons, there was nowhere for them to sit together.

The wife made her way toward the back, but her husband had some handicap and couldn‘t‘ walk back more than a couple of rows.
Sitting in row #2 with an empty seat next to me, that made me his seat mate. The man was quite obese, so I was scrunched qui te
badly as he alone took up about a seat and a half. Neither of us said much of anything, and I was glad there was just an hour or so left
in the journey.
The driver went back to use the toilet before we left Owatonna, and we finally were on our way again right at 4:30. I was
supposed to be in Mason City at 4:40, but it was pretty obvious that wasn‘t going to happen. I hoped I‘d make it by 5:45, because that
was about the only way I‘d make my meeting. [I‘m actually kind of curious just what a meeting at church on a Tuesday night was
about. Tuesday just isn‘t a night there‘s ever anything happening at church. Apparently this was important, though—if not
memorable.]
Our final Minnesota stop was at Albert Lea. We drove all the way into town and stopped at a Shell station where all the signs
were in Spanish. No one boarded or got off, though apparently there were some people waiting for the eastbound bus on I-90.
South of Albert Lea there are repeated signs for Mason City, which the driver and most of the passengers thought were the
distance to the bus station. The Mason City station is actually in Clear Lake, though. It‘s just a mile east of I-35, while the downtown
area (which those signs give the mileage to) is nine miles away. Because of that it surprised the driver when we quickly got to highway
18, and he almost missed the exit. Again the truck driver made some smart-ass remark, though he had also thought the distance signs
were correct.
We got to Mason City at 5:40pm. Mason is the dinner stop for this bus. The driver is apparently required to take a half-hour
break at this point whether the bus is running late or not. The only option for dinner is the MCW airport café. That‘s not much for
cuisine, but hopefully the other passengers found something they liked.
Thankfully I was leaving at this point. I surprised the driver by requesting my checked bag. I think he thought any passengers
getting off would eat first and then leave. He did dig it out, though, and before long I was in my car and on my way.
The air conditioning on the bus had been functioning far too well. I was shivering most of the way. My car has no air
conditioning, and it had been sitting in the sun all day. That was actually kind of nice, though. I basked in the warmth as I drove home.
I got home, emptied my bags and brought in my mail. Then I went out again and had about five minutes to make it to my meeting. I
made it just in time, too, so I guess I can‘t be too upset at the late bus.

Did you like traveling by bus? Would you do it again?
―Not particularly‖ and ―maybe‖. Of the different ways I‘ve traveled, bus is close to my least favorite. I‘d probably prefer it to
boat, since I‘ve literally gotten sick on the water, but not much else. Buses are cramped and uncomfortable, they‘re slow and tedious,
and they force you to sit for hours with people you don‘t really want to be with. Their stops are in inconvenient and often questionable
parts of town, and their customer service people seem to have minimal skills in dealing with the public. A bus dictates how and when
you move. You have no freedom to break up your trip or take side trips. Once you reach your destination, it‘s up to you to figure out
any onward transportation—which often doesn‘t connect well with the inter-city bus. On top of everything, their ticketing system doesn‘t
actually assure you the itinerary you book. That‘s a lot of negatives, and there aren‘t many positives to cancel them out.
[Mentioning questionable parts of town brings me back to the fact that I discovered in doing the revision for this
travelogue that the Des Moines bus station had relocated. The old stop (and most of the surrounding neighborhood) has
been destroyed as part of a gentrification effort for the gateway to downtown. Jefferson Lines bought an abandoned Phillips
nd
66 station in a different sketchy neighborhood, on 2 Avenue, a few blocks north of University. That now serves as the
gateway to Iowa‘s capital for Jefferson, Trailways, and Greyhound buses—something that gives me even less incentive to use
that mode of transport.]
The big reason most people take buses is that they‘re perceived to be cheap. Even that‘s not really true, though. Buses are
less expensive than flying these days (at least over moderate distances), but they‘re definitely not cheap. Trains almost always cost
less than buses. That‘s probably because of Amtrak‘s government subsidy, but it‘s still a fact. When multiple passengers are traveling,
it would almost always be cheaper to drive than to take a bus, and in a small car that‘s likely to be true even for one person. [Buses
seem especially pricey over short distances. The bus lines have reasonable prices between major cities (like Des Moines—
Chicago, where they compete with Megabus), but in rural areas the prices are exhorbitant. I priced a round-trip from Des
Moines to Mason City, for instance, and it was $71. It‘s only about a hundred miles between those places, so that‘s about 35¢
a mile for bus fare. I traveled similar distances on Amtrak several times, and the round-trip train fares are typically $20 - $30.
Even in business class it would be less than $71. I‘ve kept careful records on the expenses for my car for as long as I‘ve
owned it, and even including the initial cost of the vehicle I‘ve paid less than 10¢ a mile. I can‘t imagine why anyone would
want to pay 35¢ a mile to be crammed in with unpleasant fellow passengers.]

The other positive I‘d cite about bus travel goes back to those old Greyhound commercials from my youth. On a bus, you can
―leave the driving to us‖. When I‘ve driven to or from Chicago, I almost always arrive tired after spending a whole day driving—often in
bad traffic. Even though I got in at night in both directions on this trip, I wasn‘t tired when I got there. That‘s true with any form of public
transportation, though. It‘s not something unique to the bus.
While I didn‘t really care for taking the bus, I‘m not going to absolutely rule out taking it again. I could easily see using it as a
way of doing a side trip once I flew or took the train to a major destination. It‘s also possible I might take a bus to reach a place that‘s
not served by Amtrak and is too expensive to fly to. It‘s possible that some Thanksgiving, when I‘m already down in Iowa City, I might
take the bus on the short jaunt from there over to Chicago. Finally, I might go back to one of the ideas I‘d thought of when planning this
trip—combining train and bus. It wouldn‘t be too hard to take a bus to a place like Mt. Pleasant, Galesburg, or LaCrosse and then catch
Amtrak for the rest of a trip. [Changes to the schedule in Mason City have made this less likely. It‘s pretty much impossible to
get anywhere now without spending a night in either Des Moines or Minneapolis before transferring. The only alternative
would be to board a bus that leaves Clear Lake at 2:10am and gets into Des Moines at 4:00. I don‘t plan on doing that any
time soon.] Galesburg in particular is a likely destination, because they have frequent and fairly reliable train service rather than the
once daily service in other Midwestern communities. So it‘s possible I might take a bus again, but it‘s unlikely Greyhound, Trailways, or
Jefferson Lines would be the only (or even main) form of transportation I take on a future trip.
[Something else that‘s kind of annoying is that it‘s very difficult to check bus schedules. All the bus companies use
the same booking system, which asks you to enter a pair of cities and a date in an online form. Unless a direct route or a
connection with a short transfer time is available, it comes up with an error. If you have a previous idea of when and where
routes run, you can break the trip into segments and find schedules for each segment to see if there‘s a reasonable
connection that might be longer than the computer‘s default. Unless you know a route exists, though, you‘re unlikely to
stumble upon it. There appears to be no universal timetable nor even a route map available either online or in print. That
makes booking a bus far less convenient than dealing with either Amtrak or an airline.]
What would you do differently if you took the bus again?
The #1 thing is that I‘d take a wheeled flight bag as my checked luggage. Because I thought the checking process worked as
it does on planes and trains, inviting the possibility of loss or delay at every transfer, I tried to pack to avoid checking anything.
Checking luggage on a bus is more like the ―courtesy check‖ process small planes use for oversized carry-ons. You surrender your
bag right before boarding, and you claim it beside the bus immediately on departure. You make all the transfers yourself, and only in a
big city would there be even a minimal delay. With that in mind, I‘d pack stuff that‘s convenient to get around with at my final
destination—most likely a small flight bag and something like the canvas bag I did take on this trip. That‘s pretty much what I do pack
when I either fly or take the train, and it‘s what I should have done for the bus as well.
On another bus trip, I‘d try to minimize transfers and big city stations. I can think of nothing that would be more annoying than
having to switch buses in Chicago—something thousands of people do all the time. Union Station is bad enough, but the bus terminal
was even more annoying. If I did this again, I‘d probably do a Mason City—Naperville round trip [a connection that is now
impossible because of the revised schedule]. The five bucks it costs to take Metra out to Naperville would be worth not having the
hassle of getting on the bus downtown. I might also consider getting a ticket to Cumberland.
I‘d likely try to do as much of any future bus trip on Trailways as possible and use Jefferson Lines as little as I could. Avoiding
Jefferson is kind of like trying to avoid Northwest when flying in this part of the country or avoiding Wal-Mart when shopping in most
small towns. Jefferson is the bus service in northwest Iowa, so if I‘m going by bus, I pretty much have no choice but to take it on at
least one leg. I would try to minimize traveling with Jefferson, though. Their buses were the most cramped (even when empty) and the
least clean. They also schedule far too many stops. The Trailways bus down I-80 moved quickly (particularly the express run from
Moline to Naperville) and was mostly pleasant.
Finally, I will check to see whether Greyhound continues with a program they‘re experimenting with this summer. Called
―priority seating‖, it allows people who board at major terminals (like Chicago and Minneapolis) to pay an extra $5 for a special ticket.
They then get to select specific seats (which they are guaranteed to get) and board before other passengers. You have to apply for
priority seating at the terminals now, but the next logical step would be to have e-tickets and online seat selection, just like the airlines
do. If they go to that, I‘d almost certainly take advantage of the service.
… And so ends the second Chicago adventure of the summer. It may be a while before I do another getaway in the Windy
City, since both gas prices and transportation fares may make it more of a luxury than I can afford. I‘m glad to have worked in these
trips, though—and, sooner or later, I‘ll be back to Chicago again. [I‘ve actually been back several times since, most recently just a
month ago. Chicago remains one of my favorite places in the country, and I‘ll definitely be back again.]

