
 
 
[UPDATE:  August, 2016—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 photos to enhance the original travelogues.] 

 
Artificial snow amid fleur de lis decorations – “Miracle on Fulton Street” – New Orleans, Louisiana 
 

Ten years ago, well before Hurricane Katrina, Margaret and I drove southward to spend the holidays on the Gulf Coast and in 
New Orleans. Starting just after that we began a series of train trips that would eventually take us all over the country. Ever since our first 
ride on Amtrak, we’d discussed on an off the possibility of heading South on what is likely their best-known train. The City of New Orleans 
follows the mainline of the old Illinois Central Railroad—linking Chicago, Memphis, New Orleans, and dozens of rural towns in the 
Mississippi valley. The train (and its companion the Panama Limited) carried much of the “Great Migration” of black Americans northward 
in the first half of the 20th Century, and it was immortalized in a song that was made famous by Arlo Guthrie: 
 

Riding on the City of New Orleans, 
Illinois Central Monday morning rail, 

Fifteen cars and fifteen restless riders, 
Three conductors and twenty-five sacks of mail, 

All along the southbound odyssey 
The train pulls out at Kankakee 

Rolls along past houses, farms, and fields, 
Passing trains that have no names, 
Freight yards full of old black men 

And graveyards of the rusted automobiles. 
 

Dealing card games with the old men in the club car. 
Penny a point ain't no one keeping score. 
Pass the paper bag that holds the bottle 

Feel the wheels rumbling 'neath the floor. 
And the sons of Pullman porters 

And the sons of engineers 
Ride their father's magic carpets made of steel. 

Mothers with their babes asleep, 
Are rocking to the gentle beat 

And the rhythm of the rails is all they feel. 

 
Nighttime on The City of New Orleans, 

Changing cars in Memphis, Tennessee. 
Half way home, we'll be there by morning 

Through the Mississippi darkness 
Rolling down to the sea. 

And all the towns and people seem 
To fade into a bad dream 

And the steel rails still ain't heard the news. 
The conductor sings his song again, 
The passengers will please refrain 

This train's got the disappearing railroad blues. 
 

CHORUS: 
Good morning, America, how are you? 

Don’t you know me, I’m your native son, 
I’m the train they call the City of New Orleans, 

I’ll be gone five hundred miles when the day is done. 
 

—Steve Goodman (1970) 

 
The combination of history and pop culture and the fact that it connected two cities we both love made Margaret and I want to take this 
train. 



We’d originally planned just to spend a few days in Chicago this Christmas. Then, while talking on the phone one weekend, I 
happened to mention in passing the City of New Orleans trip we’d always been sort of vaguely planning. After a bit of discuss ion we 
decided this was the year for it, and before long we’d booked train tickets. It turned out to be a very enjoyable holiday trip. 

 
[Just a month before I wrote this revision Margaret and I again took the City of New Orleans as part of our trip out to 

California in 2016.  It was a very different experience in summer, but still enjoyable.] 

 

 
 

This was our last day of school before the holidays. I honestly just went through the motions with my classes, as eager as the 
kids were for the bell to ring for our 2:15 early dismissal. [I almost always play bingo with the kids on the day before Christmas, a 
tradition I began decades ago when I taught Spanish.]  I had already packed up my car, so I set off as soon as possible after school. 

 
I couldn’t help but think as I drove what a beautiful day it was. It seems like in recent years whenever I’ve had to drive in winter, 

it’s been bad weather—snowy, icy, windy, or dangerously cold. Last Christmas I’d barely made it down to my brother’s, and I had to 
change my travel plans because of a horrible storm. Most recently I’d battled freezing rain and sleet to get down  to Iowa City this 
Thanksgiving. Today, however, was just a nice day. The temperature was below freezing, but not bitterly cold, and the sky was crystal 
clear. The roads were clear and dry, and driving was a pleasure. 

 
I headed east on highway 18 to Clear Lake, where I made two quick stops. First I bought gas ($2.839) at Casey’s, and then I 

had a late lunch at Arby’s.  [At the time I’d have been willing to bet I’d never see such a good deal on gas again.  For no good 
reason oil prices have tanked in recent years, though, and gas in Clear Lake today is more than a dollar cheaper than it was six 
years ago.]   

 
I turned north on I-35, and then headed east from Albert Lea on I-90. The roads remained good throughout Minnesota. The 

further east I got, though, the more annoying it was to drive. Not only did it start getting dark, but my fellow travelers seemed to be driving 
at every speed imaginable. Many people were driving well below the posted 70 mph speed limit, while others zoomed along as if there 
were no speed limit at all. It’s very hilly in this area, but I was able to maintain a steady speed in my Metro; I have no idea why others 
didn’t do that. 

 
I reached LaCrosse about 5:45. Margaret had made arrangements for us to stay overnight at the Econolodge, an old motel just 

north of downtown and about a mile south of the interstate. I found the place with no problem, though I ended up turning off the highway 
too soon and ended up on a residential street instead of in the motel parking lot. I corrected my mistake, and before long I joined Margaret 
in a modest, but perfectly acceptable double room.   

 
[It’s interesting to have LaCrosse as our destination.  I don’t think I’ve been back there since this trip.  Both Margaret 

and I have essentially boycotted the state because of Governor Scott Walker’s mistreatment of public employees.  When I’ve 
travelled by train lately, I’ve invariably driven to Princeton, Illinois.  While the drive is longer, it’s invariably cheaper to travel out 
of Illinois, since that state provides a heavy subsidy to passenger rail travel.]  

 
We relaxed for quite a while in the room and eventually went out for dinner. We chose to eat at Culver’s, the Wisconsin-based 

fast food chain. Culver’s is horribly overpriced, but they do serve tasty meals. Their LaCrosse location is way south of downtown, five or 
six miles from our motel. On the drive there we had a nice view of the Christmas lights all over the city.    

 
I had an Asian chicken salad for dinner—grilled chicken, cashews, and sesame seeds over tossed greens and vegetables. It 

was strange that the salad came with a choice of dressing, but none of the choices really fit the salad. I’d expected there m ight be a soy-
based dressing or perhaps something sweet and sour, but mostly they had the old stand-bys. I ended up having a raspberry vinaigrette—
most tasty, but not very Asian.  [I’ve had similar experiences at other fast food places.  Even those that do have dressings 

 
Margaret had a barbecued pork sandwich for dinner. We both also honored the holiday by choosing eggnog shakes from their 

ice cream menu. I had been given a gift card to Culver’s as a thank-you for helping with the school’s scrip program. I’m glad I had it, 
because my dinner alone more than used up the $10 card. I remember when you could eat at a “nice” restaurant for ten bucks, but Iguess 
those days are gone. 

 
We called the Amtrak service number (1-800-USA-RAIL), and their automated voice “Julie” told us the Empire Builder that would 

take us to Chicago tomorrow was now running two hours late in eastern Montana. The recording implied that it would be nearly on time 
in LaCrosse, but Margaret and I knew from experience that such an estimate was overly optimistic. 

 
We watched a bit of TV at the motel. In particular we watched Forensic Files and Mythbusters on cable. The latter brought back 

memories from a couple years ago when a marathon of Mythbusters ran while we were at a hotel in Schenectady, New York.  This time 
we watched only a single episode, but it was quite fascinating. The most interesting thing they showed was that it actually was possible 
to literally “slap sense” into someone. They had test subjects perform a variety of mental and physical tasks, first under normal 
circumstances and then when impaired due to hypothermia. In a third round they slapped the impaired subjects and found out that this 
did tend to wake them up and make them perform better—a very interesting investigation.  [I don’t think I’ve ever watched Mythbusters 
at home, but I’ve watched it on many occasions in hotels.  It’s really quite an interesting show.] 



 
 

We slept in fairly late today, since with the delayed train there was no great rush to be on our way. The Econolodge offered a 
rather minimal breakfast [typical for the chain]. They featured do-it-yourself waffles. I usually pass on those, but here they were about 

the only thing that looked even minimally appealing. The alternatives basically amounted to “donettes” (those tiny doughnuts coated with 
chocolate-colored plastic) and toast. I can’t say the waffle was terribly satisfying, but it did put something in my stomach. 

 
After checking out we drove to the station, which is a mile or so away from the motel by the most direct route. We got tickets for 

all the different legs of our journey and then checked on the status of the train. It was no surprise that “Julie”’s prediction that the down-
time would be made up didn’t come to pass. The Empire Builder was now due into LaCrosse at 1:30pm, almost three hours late.   I was 
glad that we’d decided to stay over a couple nights in Chicago, as the delay might have caused problems if we’d been making a connection 
today. 

 
We stopped at a Kwik Trip (the convenience store chain is based in LaCrosse), where I bought gas at $3.049.  This was the first 

time in more than a year I’d paid over three bucks a gallon for gas, and I certainly wasn’t happy about it. I only hope they were just jacking 
prices up for the holidays, rather than a permanent trend.  [I checked GasBuddy while writing this revision, and the current price in 
LaCrosse is $2.099—the same differential in price with Clear Lake that it was in 2011—and more than 30% cheaper both places.] 

 

We made our way to the suburb of Onalaska, where we stopped at the Valley View Mall. This is an enormous shopping center 
for a relatively insignificant city. There are four major department stores—Sears, Penney’s, Macy’s, and Herberger’s—plus just about any 
specialty store you could name. For all its size, it’s really a rather dull mall, though. The only place we spent any significant time was at a 
Barnes & Noble bookstore, and even there we only picked up some calendars. 

 
We had lunch at a Panera near the mall. The place was crowded, and parking was a nightmare. We did manage to get in, 

though, and eventually we were able to order. Both Margaret and I had a soup and sandwich combo that included Greek salad. The two 
of us ordered different soups, though. I remember that because I accidentally picked up Margaret’s order at the counter. I didn’t realize I 
had the wrong order until I got to the table and noticed it was not my name printed on the receipt. The name I saw was “Tricia” (which 
happened to be the name of the cashier), so I took it back to the counter, and we got things straightened out. [I’ve thought MANY times 
that taking customers’ names at restaurants just invites problems; it’s both quicker and more accurate to just print a number 
on the receipt.]  It was a tasty lunch, and it filled a fair amount of time. 

 
On our way back to the station I made one more stop at another Kwik Trip. I’d misplaced my pocket comb, and I didn’t want to 

go through the trip without one. Kwik Trip has surprisingly good prices for a convenience store [true—they’re much better than Casey’s, 
for instance], and I was pleased to pick up a comb for just 79¢. 

 
David Burrow’s Metro and Margaret Sullivan’s Tracker 

Amtrak station – LaCrosse, Wisconain 

 We got back to the station about 12:30. 
Parking was extremely awkward. LSE station dates to 
well before the automobile age, so there’s not really 
enough spaces for holiday crowds. I ended up parking 
in what was probably meant as a turn-around for the 
carts that bring baggage from the train to the station, 
clear at the end. The only other free space in the lot 
had been piled high with plowed snow. 
 
 We found out—not really to anyone’s 
surprise—that the train had been delayed further. It 
was just leaving St. Paul as we arrived, and was now 
not expected in LaCrosse until about 2:15. We’d have 
nearly two hours to kill at the station, but that was a 
short time compared to many of our fellow travelers. 
Several people had obviously not checked the train 
status this morning. They’d been waiting since about 
10am, and they were getting more than a little bit 
antsy.  [Even then Amtrak made it pretty easy to 
check train status, and it just seems weird that 
people wouldn’t do that.] 

 
 Margaret spent much of the wait visiting with 
an  elderly lady who was sitting across  from us in the  

waiting room.  The woman was headed to Glenview, Illinois, to see some relatives. She was thankful that she was only headed there, 
rather than making a transfer. With the delays many other passengers were likely to miss connections in Chicago. Depending on what 
happened then, some of them might not make it to their holiday destinations. 
 

About 2:15 Margaret and I made our way out to the platform. We waited there with a family who looked Hispanic, but I think may 
actually have been Italian. They were also headed to Glenview, where they’d be picked up by relatives who lived in Downer’s Grove. We 
had a nice visit with them and wished each other well in our travels. 



 The Empire Builder finally got into LaCrosse 
about 2:30pm. We were directed to a coach near the 
front of the train (one of the cars that originated in 
Seattle, rather than Portland). The train was packed, 
and we weren’t positive we’d find seats—particularly 
together. It turned out there were exactly two available 
seats in the car. They were at the very front, a pair of 
seats often reserved for the car attendant. Because 
they were at the front, they didn’t have pull-down tray 
tables, and there was continuous noise from people 
going back and forth into the next car. They were 
seats, though, and since ours was a comparatively 
short trip, we were glad to have them. 

 
 Our trip across Wisconsin was mostly 
uneventful. Mostly we just looked out at the snowy 
landscape as we made our way eastward. The most 
interesting stop on the journey is Tomah, a small town 
about an hour east of LaCrosse. The train tracks cross 
Tomah’s main street, which runs right next to the 
station. The platform is also very short, requiring the 
train to make multiple stops (today it was three) to 
accommodate people getting on and off in the 
different  sections of the train.  All  the time the train is  

 
String of cars blocked by the Empire Builder 

Tomah, Wisconsin 

in the station, traffic is blocked on the main drag. By the time we finally left there was a traffic jam at least five blocks long in both directions. 
 

Around Madison Margaret decided to get up and go to the bathroom. I thought nothing of this until about twenty minutes later 
when she came limping back, barely able to walk or sit down. Something had happened with her leg (she still doesn’t know just what) 
that had given her a sudden pain when she got up off the toilet. Amtrak’s restrooms are on the lower level of each coach, and it took all 
of Margaret’s strength to get upstairs and down the aisle to where we were seated. 

 
We all have our aches and pains, of course, and I was less than sympathetic to Margaret’s comp laints at first. It soon became 

clear, though, that this was nothing ordinary. Margaret couldn’t get comfortable in the seat, it took great effort to get up, and it was almost 
impossible for her to walk. I wondered if we’d be wise to just cancel the rest of the trip and indeed wondered if she’d even be able to make 
it down the steps and off the train in Chicago. 

 
I happened to remember that I’d packed a heating pad [something I pretty much always take while traveling]. There was an 

electric plug by our seat (unusual in an Amtrak coach), so I plugged it in and hoped it might help things. I also had a bottle of ibuprofen 
with me, and Margaret took a couple of those. She then called a “dial-a-nurse” number that is associated with her insurance. My insurance 
is through the same company as hers, and I had no clue such a thing existed. She called the number on her cell phone and explained 
the symptoms and a variety of background information to the person on the other end. Eventually someone else called her back and 
discussed things further. The calls filled most of the rest of the trip. 

 
As we neared Chicago the conductor announced what was being done to accommodate those who would be missing 

connections—which included the majority of people on the train. Those headed to the east coast had been re-booked onto the Lake 
Shore Limited, a train that leaves much later than other eastbound traffic. Some of them would need to make a further transfer in New 
York, but they would at least be able to reach their destinations. Short-distance transfers (to Michigan, Indiana, and Missouri) would be 
placed on buses, and the City of New Orleans (which we’d be on if we hadn’t chosen to stay overnight in Chicago) would have i ts 
departure delayed to accommodate transfers from our train. That left only a few people, most of whom were trying to reach destinations 
in southern Ohio and West Virginia. The next train to those destinations wouldn’t be for two days, and no alternative buses were available. 
Amtrak would be putting them up in hotels and providing them with meal money until they could be transported. 

 
We notified the conductor that Margaret would have trouble exiting. He was relieved that we weren’t making a transfer and 

suggested we just take our time and look for a “redcap” (what people called porters a century ago) on the platform. The redcap could 
take Margaret and her luggage in an electric cart anywhere in the station, including to a cab stand. We followed the conductor’s advice 
and were among the last people to exit the train. I took Margaret’s luggage as well as my own. The ibuprofen and heat seemed to have 
helped, and while it was obviously painful for her, Margaret was able to make it down the stairs. 

 
There was a redcap cart near the exit to our car. While it was already nearly full, Margaret managed to squeeze in with three 

other women. I walked behind the cart all the way down the platform and through the station. He let the other ladies off at various 
destinations, and then he asked me to jump in the cart. We had planned to take the ‘L’ to our hotel, but that was out of the question now. 
The redcap took us out a back entrance and down a long driveway to an exit onto Clinton Street. He hailed a cab that was just then 
turning the corner onto Jackson. Margaret tipped him ($2, I think—and I still don’t know if that’s a good tip or a chintzy one), and we soon 
boarded the taxi. 

 
Neither Margaret nor I had ever before taken a cab in America. The one we boarded was a dingy old red midsize car. It was 

labeled “Checker Cab”, but there was nothing checkered about its paint job. The driver was a south Asian man who didn’t appear to 
speak English well but understood my destination (Comfort Suites at Michigan and Wacker) without a problem. He started the meter 



(including a $1 supplement that wasn’t identified, but apparently was for a second passenger), and we were off. The cabbie turned on his 
radio, which played an eclectic mix of Christmas songs as we made our way eastward across the Loop. 

 
Taxi fares in Chicago are not cheap. According to the website for Chicago taxis (which also maintains the phone number 312- 

TAXI-CAB) the initial fare is $2.25 (apparently $3.25 with an additional passenger), and on top of that it’s 20¢ for each ninth of a mile, 
33¢ for each minute stopped at a light or in traffic, plus a 50¢ fuel surcharge. An evening drive from Union Station to the Comfort Suites 
is really quite short, but even that little ride cost $7.25. Extrapolating from that, it’s got to be around sixty bucks to take a cab in from 
O’Hare. They do point out, though, that Chicago’s taxi fares are “average” for the country; if you go to Seattle, Los Angeles, or Miami, 
you can expect to pay half again as much.  [There is no longer a fuel surcharge for Chicago cabs (which makes sense, since gas 
is much cheaper than it was six years ago), but the base fare has gone up to $3.25.  They now charge 25¢ per ninth of a mile 
and 25¢ for each 36 seconds in the cab—whether it’s moving or not.   According to the Chicago cabs website, the estimated 
fare from the Comfort Suites to Union Station today would be $11.36.]  The driver conveniently had no coins available to give in 

change, and he was slow to give Margaret any change at all from the $20 bill she handed him. I believe she ended up tipping $1.75 (the 
coins he had withheld and an additional dollar), which is more than generous for a very short ride. 
 

The driver parked right in front of the Comfort Suites (which is technically not legal, but that didn’t seem to be a problem for him 
[There is a very prominent “no stopping or standing sign” by the hotel entrance.]). Margaret and I got out, and I went back by the 

trunk to get the luggage. The cabbie had helped put the luggage in the trunk, but he didn’t get out to help get it out. At first I thought he 
might drive away with the bags in the trunk, as it seemed to take him forever to pop the door to open the trunk. He eventually did, though, 
and we got our bags and headed inside. 

 
It took a while to check in, mostly because I was paying with scrip cards. Eventually everything got settled, though, and we made 

our way up to the room. The Comfort Suites—Downtown Chicago is a strange, but very nice hotel. Apparently it was built as a women’s 
dormitory for some college (I never figured out which one, and there are dozens in the Loop) and was only recently converted to use as 
a hotel. The building is tall and narrow. It is twenty-six floors high, but there are only about five rooms on each floor. The enormous rooms 
were built as apartments, including full kitchens with stove, full-size refrigerator, microwave, coffeemaker, toaster, dishwasher, and even 
a stacked-up washer and dryer. (I was almost sorry that all my clothes were clean; I’d have liked to try out all the appliances.) There was 
also a huge walk-in closet and more cupboard and shelf space than I have in my own apartment. [This would be an excellent extended-
stay property; surprisingly, they don’t seem to market it much for that purpose.]  Our nineteenth floor room featured full length floor 
to ceiling windows that offered a spectacular view of Michigan Avenue [by far the most memorable feature of the hotel]. I don’t think 

I’ve ever stayed on so high a floor anywhere, and it was fun to look out over the city. This really was a grand place to stay. 
 
In spite of that, it was surprisingly affordable—at least at Christmas. We paid around $100 a night (plus almost 25% tax) for each 

of the two nights we were here (just over a hundred one night and just under the other). That’s really an incredible deal in Chicago. Airport 
hotels would not be much less than that, and even in the distant suburbs we’d be lucky to get anything for less than about $80. Other 
chains were charging a minimum of $150 (and as much as $400) in their downtown locations. This place is somewhat cheaper because 
it’s south of the Chicago River, which is a somewhat less desirable location among tourists (even though it’s just across the river from the 
“Magnificent Mile” that is tourist central). As evidence of that, there’s a Comfort Inn (a sister property to this hotel) located at Ontario and 
Wabash, just off the Mag Mile. It’s not nearly as nice of a hotel, and the rooms appear to have almost no view at all.  Even so, that hotel 
charged $189 Christmas Eve, the same night we paid $98.  [The Comfort Suites was relatively new when we stayed there.  When 
I’ve checked it more recently, it’s almost always been unaffordable.  The most recent time I priced it was when I was passing 
through Chicago on the way to Indiana.  That happened to be during the Lollapalooza music festival, and the event prices at 
the Comfort Suites were $489 a night.]  

 
After settling in, we tried to deal more with Margaret’s leg problem. The telephone nurse had suggested that she visit an urgent 

care facility—not an emergency room, but an after-hours clinic. There are many such facilities in Chicago, so I logged onto my netbook 
computer to try to locate one nearby. There were actually several that weren’t too far away. Unfortunately all were either closed or about 
to close. They may keep longer hours than a standard clinic, but they’re definitely not open round the clock. What’s more, with the holiday 
coming up, most would be closed both tomorrow and Saturday. If medical attention was needed, it looked like the only choice was 
probably going to be an emergency room. 

 
Margaret didn’t seem too thrilled about going to an actual hospital [which I found interesting, since she’s been to her local 

emergency room in Decorah several times], so we did some more investigation. The next step was to research her symptoms on 
various on-line health sites. I don’t think I’ve ever been to one of those before [nor have I since], but Margaret seemed quite familiar with 
them. [I’ve found that women seem to go to such sites a lot, but I don’t know that I’ve ever found a man who admitted to using 
them.]  We looked up everything from muscle strain to various cancers. Nothing fit her symptoms precisely, but it did appear the more 

serious possibilities could be ruled out. In the meantime Margaret had taken more ibuprofen, and she was resting in bed with the heating 
pad. By this point she had convinced herself it wasn’t worth seeing a doctor—at least tonight. 

 
The Panera lunch had been quite a while ago, and by now both of us were getting hungry. Our original plans had been to go out 

to a restaurant in Chicago. Margaret was understandably not up for that, and by now it was getting too late too late (nearly 10pm) to 
consider it even if she had been healthy. I took the elevator downstairs and then went two doors down to a dumpy little Walgreen’s.  This 
one had less of a food selection than many pharmacies do, and they were just about to close when I arrived. I made a quick search and 
ended up buying a couple of microwavable tubs of Chunky soup, some pita chips, some string cheese, and a bottle of pop.  It hardly 
made for an elegant dinner, but it did suffice. 

 
Like too many hotels these days, the Comfort Suites had overly soft “pillow top” beds. I found mine extremely uncomfortable 

and tossed and turned most of the night. Fortunately Margaret was able to sleep, and the rest helped her leg immensely. 
 



 
 
 We were up around 7:00 this morning. It was fun to open up the 
drapes and look out on the city below.  Margaret was still not 100%, but she 
was MUCH better than she’d been yesterday. She said if she’d felt this way 
yesterday, she wouldn’t have called the nurse, and she was now convinced 
there was no need to see a doctor. She nursed her leg and did everything 
slower than normal, but she was able to do pretty much everything she 
needed or wanted to do. 
 
 We went down to breakfast on the first floor. The breakfast room 
was in an addition behind the main part of the hotel and featured a skylight 
that looked out at the surrounding skyscrapers. All Comfort Suites hotels 
feature a full hot breakfast, though the quality varies quite a bit among them. 
This one featured premade cheese omelettes (re-heated after being either 
refrigerated or frozen) and sausage logs.  [I’ve learned that the cheese 
omelettes are often one of the best items on a breakfast buffet.]  I wasn’t 

expecting much, but both were surprisingly good. They also had bagels, 
muffins, biscuits, yogurt, cereal, and various types of fruit. Weak coffee and 
watered down juice were the only real negatives in the spread. 

 
 After breakfast went left the hotel. It was right at freezing outside. It 
had snowed overnight, but that snow was instantly melting into slush and 
puddles. The cheap shoes I’d gotten at K-Mart last summer to go to New 
York quickly got soaked as I walked along. Margaret’s feet fared better, but I 
think she also found things sloppier than she’d like. 

 
View of Tribune Tower and Chicago River 

from Room 1901 at the Comfort Suites 
Chicago, Illinois 

 Each time we set out from our hotel we found one of the chief disadvantages to staying right downtown—beggars. When I’ve 
been to Chicago before I’ve stayed either by one of the airports or out in the suburbs and taken the ‘L’ into the Loop. There are rarely any 
beggars on the edge of the city, and usually none near the ‘L’ stations. Michigan Avenue, however, is prime territory for the homeless. 
Tourists and business people populate the Magnificent Mile, and the beggars know that both of those groups have money.  Adding to 
that, there was a huge underground parking complex about a block south of our hotel. This sheltered garage appears to be a prime 
sleeping area for the homeless, and when they wake up they start begging near where they slept. Each time we left the hotel we 
encountered beggars. Most were fairly innocuous, mumbling something like “Merry Christmas! Help the homeless (meaning, of course, 
them exclusively).” Sometimes they’d get rather aggressive, though. These same beggars were also accosting guests at the $300 a night 
Hard Rock Hotel and at the Executive Plaza, the Hotel 77, and the Park View Suites—all of which were within a couple blocks. 

 
The Hard Rock Hotel was the nicest building in the area. 

The hotel occupies the former Carbon and Carbide Building, an 
art deco masterpiece of terra cotta, black marble, and gilding with 
cobalt and olive decorations. I have no idea what makes it “hard 
rock”, but it’s definitely an elegant looking place. I doubt I’ll ever 
be staying there, but it’s fun to fantasize about the possibility.  [I 
just checked out their rates, and it’s actually surprisingly 
affordable—about the same as what we paid at the Comfort 
Suites.  I just might consider the Hard Rock on a future trip 
to Chicago.] 
 

 Our first destination of the day was the State Street 
Macy’s, the department store formerly known as Marshall Field’s. 
Given that Chicago’s other downtown flagship store (the former 
Carson Piere Scott) is now a mostly empty building housing 
nothing but an Old Navy, I suppose it’s good that this temple of 
commerce is still in business. [The biggest tenant in the former 
Carson’s store is now Target.]  It’s still hard to see the New York 

name on this Midwest tradition, though.  That said, both Margaret 
and I thoroughly enjoyed shopping at Macy’s. The place was 
pleasantly decorated, inside and out, it was well stocked, and all 
the employees were friendly. What’s more, literally everything in 
the store was on sale, some of it at ridiculously low prices. I had 
$50 in Macy’s scrip, and I was able to pick up a nice tie, a pair of 
pants, and a Lenox china Christmas ornament with those. I also 
bought Christmas cards for the coming year, plus another 
ornament. Margaret also shopped in the holiday section, and she  

 
Website picture of Hard Rock Hotel – Chicago 



picked up a variety of good chocolates from the candy department.  [I’ve gotten used to the grand State Street store being a Macy’s, 
and it remains one of the nicest department stores in the world.] 
 

Throughout its history the flagship Marshall Field’s was famous for its animated Christmas windows. Macy’s has kept up the 
tradition—sort of. They’ve limited the display to far fewer windows; not even all the windows along State Street were included in the 
display this year, and none on any of the other three streets the store faces. They were attractively done and told a nice story (Yes, 
Virginia, there is a Santa Claus), but they weren’t really particularly animated. In most there was a single feature that had some movement, 
and that usually was a simple linear back-and-forth motion. That’s a big step down from what the windows used to be, but I will give them 
credit for at least doing something. 

 
Chriskindelmarket at Daley Plaza – Chicago, Illinois 

 We went back to the hotel and 
dumped our purchases. Then we headed out 
again. This time we headed over to Daley 
Plaza, which is the current site of Chicago’s 
Christkindelmarket. This old fashioned 
German Christmas craft fair has become a 
tradition in Chicago. [It’s weird to think that 
we were there for one of the first of the 
markets years ago, and now it really does 
seem like it’s been around forever.]  The 

market used to be in Block 37, across the 
street from Marshall Field’s. A new skyscraper 
has gone up on that location, so the market 
was moved to the public park a block west. 
The candy-striped tents of the craft fair make 
a fascinating contrast to the Picasso sculpture 
that is Daley Plaza’s main feature. The 
enormous city Christmas tree and a crèche 
are also crowded into the space, and 
presumably early in the month there was a 
menorah there as well. 
 
 In addition to holiday crafts, Chris-
kindelmarket has morphed into a winter 
version  of  Taste  of  Chicago.  Nearly half the  

vendors sold food or beverages rather than decorations, and it was clear that the bulk of the visitors were there as much for the food (and 
especially the beer and wine) as for the market. Margaret and I had some overpriced hot apple cider, but we passed on the sausages 
and pastries. We fought the crowds and made our way to a few of the handicraft vendors. I picked up a nice coffee mug that was made 
in Poland. The last thing I need is yet another coffee mug, but this one happened to catch my fancy.  [This remains one of my favorite 
mugs.]  I loved the linen products they had, but the prices were absolutely unbelievable. There were tiny doilies for ten bucks each, and 

some textile items were as much as $400. I’m sure they’re hand sewn by skilled workers, but this is one case where I’d really prefer 
having a cheap Chinese knock-off for sale. 
 

We made our way to the west end of the Loop and caught a pink line ‘L’ train. The pink line is only a few years old. Most of it 
was formerly the Douglas branch of the blue line, which for decades ran two parallel routes on the west side. The Douglas branch was 
one of the oldest parts of the ‘L’, and it received a badly needed renovation about a decade ago. Shortly after that they re-routed they 
detached the route from the blue line and routed it around the loop instead of into the downtown subway. The result was better service 
on both of the west side lines. 

 
The pink line runs west from the Loop to Paullina Street. It turns south there and runs right past the United Center arena (though, 

oddly, there’s no stop there) and on into the medical district. [There is increasing talk of building a station at Madison Street, which 
would serve United Center, as the West Loop area continues to gentrify.]  Past there it runs through Pilsen and Little Village, two 

formerly East European neighborhoods that today are the center of Chicago’s booming Hispanic population. 
 
We got off at Kedzie and Cermak, which is right in the heart of Little Village.  [The station is actually at 20th & Kedzie, a block 

and a half north of Cermak.]  From there we had to walk south for the better part of a mile, and I was impressed at how well Margaret 

managed the walk. Our destination was a place we’d been the first time we were in Chicago at Christmas, a Mexican restaurant called 
Mi Tierra. Several different critics have said Chicago has the best Mexican food in America—more authentic and of better quality than 
what is found in places like Los Angeles and San Antonio. Mi Tierra is a perfect example of that. Their motto is “Mexico in Chicago”, and 
the place really does come across as a nice restaurant that was somehow teleported from Mexico City or Guadalajara straight to the 
Windy City. Everything about the place (the atmosphere, décor, and staff, as well as the menu) is “old school” Mexican. You won’t find 
Tex-Mex or California fusion, but you will find excellent and very authentic Mexican dishes served in a very pleasant setting. 

 
[Many people don’t believe it, but there’s actually a huge Hispanic population in Illinois.  Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and 

Central Americans have been in the Midwest for generations, and their numbers are increasing today.  About a third of 
Chicagoans are of Hispanic origin, which is the highest percentage of any city that’s not in the border area.  Their increasing 
numbers have made the Windy City more diverse and much less segregated.] 

 

The ceiling of Mi Tierra was decorated (either permanently or for the holidays) with “papel picado”, lace decorations cut from 
paper.   These are very traditional Mexican decorations.  In this case the paper had been plasticized, which just made the decorations a  



 
Papel picado at Mi Tierra – Chicago, Illinois 

bit shinier.  There were bells and ornaments 
hanging from every spare bit of ceiling, icicle 
lights adorned the stucco walls, and poinsettias 
covered the tops of the tile room dividers. 
Spanish Christmas music played on the 
loudspeakers, and it all combined to bring a 
festive air to the place. 

 
 Margaret convinced me to go together 
with her and order a parrillada, a mixed grill for 
two that is served fresh from a tableside grill. It 
was a carnivore’s delight—with steak, beef ribs 
(cut differently than either of us had ever seen 
before), sliced pork, chicken, and sausage.  
There was also an assortment of grilled 
vegetables, but those came across more as 
garnish than actual food. This definitely was not 
the healthiest thing on the menu, but it was very 
tasty. 

 
 We enjoyed the grilled main course 
and the obligatory chips and salsa that come 
with any Mexican meal. The waiter then 
brought the dessert menu. Had it not been 
Christmas, we’d likely have passed, but we  

 

decided to continue our splurge. Margaret had 
crepes filled with “cajeta” (a caramel made of 
goat’s milk), while I had fried bananas with 
orange sauce.  Absolutely everything was 
delicious, and we thoroughly stuffed 
ourselves. 

 
 [I was sad to read that the owners 
of Mi Tierra retired and the restaurant had 
closed.  However, apparently it just 
recently re-opened under new ownership.  
I’ll look forward to going back there again 
on a future trip to Chicago—very likely this 
coming Christmas.] 

 
 On our ‘L’ ride back we happened to 
see an amusing sight. The outdoor ‘L’ stations 
all have warming areas, semi-enclosed places 
on the platform where you can press a button 
to turn on an infrared heat lamp. (Many of the 
bus stops in Minneapolis have the same 
heaters.) Pretty much all the ‘L’ stations are 
home to flocks of pigeons that live off the food 
that passengers discard. At one station we 
saw a dozen or more of the pigeons warming  

 
Margaret with the parrillada at Mi Tierra 

themselves under the infrared lamp. Those were some smart birds! 
 

It was snowing fairly heavily by the time we got back to the hotel. It was fun to look out the window on the nineteenth story and 
see snow falling below us.  [This really was cool.  It’s one of the things I most remember from this trip.] 
 

While Margaret’s leg was doing well, she was understandably tired and wanted to rest a bit. So, I went out exploring a bit on my 
own.  I headed north from the hotel to Wacker Drive, the L-shaped street that follows the Chicago River. Just across the river were two 
buildings I remember as symbols of Chicago when I was a child, the Marina Towers. These circular apartment buildings are nearly as old 
as I am, and they’ve aged remarkably well. They’re no longer a major part of the Chicago skyline, but they’re still attractive—even in bad 
weather. 

 
I walked over to State Street and headed down to the only other department store in the Loop (there are several more along the 

Magnificent Mile north of here), Sears on State.  For many years Sears maintained a flagship store in the Loop. They closed it in the ‘70s, 
and for a time there were no Sears stores at all in the city where the company is headquartered.  They’ve since opened a number of 
stores in residential neighborhoods, and they’ve also opened a three-story store in the bottom of an office tower at State and Monroe, 
right in the heart of the Loop. They sell the same stuff you’d find at a Sears in any suburban mall (including power tools and lawn care 
equipment), though it’s all arranged a bit haphazardly. The place was packed on Christmas Eve with people making last-minute holiday 
purchases.  I didn’t buy any gifts at Sears, but I did buy two things for myself. I bought a pair of jeans. I’ve unfortunately gained a bit of 



weight in the past couple years, so a roomier fit was in order. They had exactly what I wanted for $19.99. I also saw a sweater I couldn’t 
resist. I wouldn’t have touched the thing at its original $60 price, but marked down to $16 it was a steal. It took forever to check out, but 
fortunately both the employees and customers were in good spirits. 

 
Marina Towers in snow – Chicago, Illinois 

 I returned to the hotel and spent the late 
afternoon and early evening just lounging around a  

 
Lighted trees on Michigan Avenue – Chicago, Illinois 

bit. My shoes were soaked, so I put them in the in-room dryer. That made a horrible racket, but it did the trick. It was certainly unexpected 
to have a free washer and dryer in a hotel room, but it was definitely convenient. 

 
Around 7pm we took a bus north on Michigan Avenue. The Magnificent Mile is famous throughout the Midwest for its holiday 

decorations. The entire stretch is lined with sidewalk trees.  Every year at Christmas they fill those trees become a fairyland of white 
lights. Many other cities have copied the effect, but Chicago was first and still has the largest such display. It really is quite impressive. 

 
We walked west along Ontario Street to a restaurant Margaret had eaten at when she was in Chicago last summer. Called 

Eggsperience, it’s not hard to figure out this is primarily a breakfast place, though they do serve a dinner menu as well.  We went with 
their specialties. I had a ham and cheese omelette, while Margaret had blueberry crepes. Both our meals were excellent—not necessarily 
traditional for Christmas Eve, but tasty nonetheless. 

 
We went back to the hotel and dawdled a bit more there. I have a personal tradition of rereading Dickens’ A Christmas Carol 

each year. I’d brought the book along and read much of it on the train. The free time now allowed me to finish things right up to “God 
bless us, every one.” I also started reading through The Sagas of the Icelanders, a book I’d picked up as background for a future trip. The 
medieval sagas are perhaps best described as strange, and they’re more than a little repetitive. I must say, though, I’ve never read 
anything else quite like them.  [I never did finish The Sagas of the Icelanders, nor do I really care to.  I thoroughly enjoyed my trip 
to Iceland, but just a brief introduction to the country’s history sufficed.] 

 

Shortly after 10:00 we walked back to Daley Plaza. Our destination was actually across the street from there. We were going to 
a Christmas Eve service at Chicago’s oldest church, the place that can be called either First United Methodist Church or Chicago Temple. 
Both Margaret and I had been to the temple on several previous occasions, including at least two different Christmas Eves in the past. 
It’s one of my favorite churches anywhere. If I lived anywhere remotely close, it’s the church I’d choose to be a member of.   It’s an 
enormous big city church, yet it remains surprisingly intimate and friendly. They also consistently preach a social gospel message, and 
they back their words up with actions. 

 
Chicago Temple is a skyscraper. For most of its history it was the tallest church in the world, though the towers of some newer 

houses of worship have surpassed it. Most of the temple is actually an office building; a good part of their budget comes from leasing 
space to attorneys and brokers. The cross atop the tower across from Daley Plaza lets you know this is a church, though—the only church 
in the traditional confines of the Loop.  [Actually there is a small Catholic parish in the Loop as well, and just recently a mostly 
black evangelical church has opened there.] 

 

The sanctuary occupies most of the first two floors of the building. While the building is modern (1920s), the pointed arches, 
granite, and dark wood of the sanctuary are aggressively gothic. The sanctuary is filled with stained glass “windows”. I use the quotation 
marks, because the windows don’t open to the outside. Instead they are backlit, providing both light and decoration to the sanctuary even 
at night. One of the most interesting windows portrays “the new Jerusalem” as modern-day Chicago, complete with highways and ‘L’ 
trains in the background. The temple itself is the focal point of the window. 

 
We arrived early so we could hear the pre-service music, a concert of Christmas carols on the sanctuary organ. This is an 

outstanding instrument, and it was played masterfully. I think my favorite of the introductory music was a was a version of the French 
carol “Il Est Né, Le Divin Enfant” that sounded like it was being played on an old movie palace Wurlitzer. So many notes were bubbling 



out at once, I’d swear the organist had six hands. Later on he pulled out all the stops (literally) to make “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” 
soar to the heavens. I absolutely adore good organ music, and this was some of the finest I’ve ever heard. 

 
Windows at Chicago Temple 

 The service itself was a pretty basic Christmas Eve affair.  
We heard the prophecy from Isaiah and the gospel from Luke, they  
said a few prayers, there was an appropriate sermon (how Christ 
provides direction for our lives), we sang some carols, we lit candles, 
and we took communion.  One thing I like about communion at 
Chicago Temple is that they allow the option of kneeling at the altar, 
something very few churches  (and almost none that  aren’t Episco-  

palian) do these days. Perhaps it’s my proper British ancestry, but kneeling in prayer just seems the proper thing to do at Christmas.  
 

The main negative in the service was that there was far too much special music. The choir sang multiple anthems. These had 
been composed by the director himself especially for this occasion, much as famous carols like “Silent Night” and “O Little Town of 
Bethlehem” had been written in the past. I don’t picture tonight’s anthems becoming future standards, though. They were mournful dirges 
that would seem more appropriate in Lent than at Christmas. 

 
The other thing I didn’t care for was the benediction. It was essentially a Protestant version of “the mass has ended; go in peace”. 

There’s nothing really wrong with that, but I think the minister missed an opportunity to do more with it. At the very least he  should have 
directed us to love and serve the Lord—what better time than Christmas to do that? I also think he could have done something symbolic 
with a light analogy. Given that we had just put out our candles, he might have said something like “We extinguish our candles, but we 
take the light of Christ into the world.” I’m probably overly conscious of such things because I’ve been writing a lot of prayers for my own 
church the past couple years. I do think it was a missed opportunity, though. 

 
The service ended around 12:30, and we walked back to the hotel. While it was late, again I didn’t sleep at all well. 

  

 
 

It was a short night, because we purposely arranged to get up at 7:30. I made sure everything was packed, and then we went 
down to breakfast. Today they had scrambled eggs to accompany the sausage logs. I really preferred the omelettes, but this was still a 
pretty good breakfast. 

 
We’d gotten up early so we could go to the Christmas day service at Chicago Temple. We’d been to this a few years back and 

very much enjoyed it, so we made a point of going again this year. We left the hotel about 8:30 and walked over to the Loop. We were 
among the first of what turned out to be more than 100 in attendance for the service. 

 
Most of the Christmas morning service alternated Bible readings with popular carols. (Had I gone to the Christmas Eve service 

at my own church, that’s what I’d have encountered there.) The minister asked for volunteers from the congregation to read the Bible 
passages (including all the prophecies and three different versions of the Christmas story), and all of them were read quite well.  There 
was a formal sermon, and it was quite memorable. The long-time senior pastor began by citing two advertising campaigns that were 



omnipresent around Chicago. For the past two years Macy’s has been celebrating the holidays with the one-word tag line “Believe”, and 
this year U.S. Cellular has been promising “the belief project”. The minister said (and it wouldn’t surprise me if it was true) that he had 
been to both Macy’s and U.S. Cellular and asked clerks there exactly what he was supposed to believe in. Belief makes no sense when 
it has no object, he noted, and he went on to point out that Christmas gives us the object of our belief as Christians. 

 
Macy’s “Believe” ad on an ‘L’ platform 

 [Interestingly, the Madison & Wabash ‘L’ platform where the picture above was taken no longer exists.  They completely 
tore it down this spring as part of a renovation project.  They’re expanding the Randolph & Wabash platform just north of there 
and re-building it as part of a “super-station” that will provide a connection to the subway platforms on the red and blue lines 
just west of there.  Macy’s “Believe” campaign has become an annual tradition.  They still don’t say just what you’re supposed 
to believe in.  I assume it’s Santa Claus or perhaps just the magic of the season.  I’m sure they intentionally keep it vague to 
avoid offending anyone.  One way or another, it’s a strange campaign.  U.S. Cellular’s “belief project” was apparently a program 
that eliminated the need for customers to make a long-term commitment for cell service, because the customers would come 
to “believe” that U.S. Cellular’s service was so superior they’d want to continue with it.  The company discontinued that 
promotion not long after this travelogue was first written.] 
 

 After the sermon they basically had a good old-fashioned hymn sing. The organist was at a grand piano today (more appropriate 
for the smaller congregation), and his accompaniment was outstanding. Various people called out numbers, and we sang two verses of 
each carol. Most of the choices were pretty traditional, though they could be absolutely anything. Margaret made the most obscure choice, 
picking a song that was in the supplement to the hymnal (The Faith We Sing). She chose a Caribbean song called “The Virgin Mary Had 
a Baby Boy”. The only time I’d ever heard this before was on a Harry Belefonte Christmas album, and it honestly surprised me that the 
Methodists had it even in their supplement. [I assume it was making a statement about diversity.]  The minister implied he was 

unfamiliar with it, but the accompanist played it with the same confidence he had on “Joy to the World”. 
 

The minister had mentioned in passing a small museum on the second floor of the temple where they now were showing the 
work of a Pulitzer prize-winning Chicago photographer. After the service we browsed through that briefly. Then we went back to the hotel 
and checked out. Margaret was doing much better now, so we dragged our luggage over to the ‘L’ station at Randolph and Wabash. We 
caught a train over to Clinton and then walked about four blocks down the street to Union Station. 

 
The train station was about as empty as I’ve ever seen it—which was really a nice little Christmas gift. We were able to quickly 

check out luggage to New Orleans and stow our carry-on bags in the Metropolitan Lounge. We then walked a couple blocks south to the 
blue line station on Clinton, beneath the Eisenhower Expressway. We took the blue line a couple blocks east to Jackson, where we went 
down to the underground transfer passage. When we’d first come to Chicago back in the ‘90s this was a downright scary connection. 



They’ve remodeled, modernized, and brightened up Jackson station, though, and now the transfer between the blue and red lines is a 
pleasant one. [The pedway connection at Washington is even more pleasant, also much improved from just a few years ago.]  

We paused briefly to listen to a flautist who was playing secular carols on the red line platform. Before long a northbound train came, and 
we took it up to Belmont. 

 
Our destination was another place we’d been on a previous Christmas trip, Ann Sather. This restaurant (whose namesake 

apparently said her name SAY-ther, but whose name most people say with a short A: SATH-er) started out serving Swedish food and 
morphed into a very standard family restaurant. It’s one of the few places in Chicago (outside ethnic neighborhoods) that is open on 
Christmas day. The place was doing a booming business, and we had to wait about twenty minutes to be seated. Once we were, we 
could enjoy a very nice holiday meal. Margaret ordered their Swedish sampler, which included duck breast with lingonberry sauce, a 
meatball, spaetzle, and potatoes. I had a generous portion of baked ham, together with mashed potatoes, and asparagus (which I passed 
on). We each had a tasty chicken soup, walnut pie, assorted bread slices, and one of the restaurant’s signature cinnamon rolls. 

 
The couple seated at the next table was memorable. They were a twenty-something man and woman who I assume were 

intimate but not married. I’m not sure if they were broke or cheap, but between the two of them they ordered a single breakfast combo.  
The order was officially for the girl, but the guy ate all of her hash browns, bread, and cinnamon roll. That left the girl with eggs and French 
toast. She barely picked at those, eating maybe two bites of each and leaving the rest. If they could only afford a single meal, I think it 
would have made more sense to have her boyfriend order something he wanted and have her pick off his plate. 

 
After lunch we took the brown line to the end of the line at Kimball station. Kimball is one of the most multi-ethnic areas of the 

city. Like most of Chicago, it started out with central European immigrants. They were replaced with Koreans, who in turn have been 
joined by Arabs and Hispanics. Something that stood out about the Kimball area was that pretty much everything in the neighborhood 
was open on Christmas day. Restaurants and shops were functioning as if this was just any other Saturday. Of course for Moslems and 
Buddhists it is just another Saturday. Christmas is important to Hispanics, but most of the celebration is done at home on Christmas Eve. 
If I happen to be in Chicago again at Christmas, I’ll definitely remember the Kimball area, and I’ll likely have kabobs or Korean barbecue 
for Christmas dinner. 

 
We took the ‘L’ back south to the Loop and got off at Adams and Wabash. Just west of here is the Palmer House Hilton, a truly 

grand hotel from another era. Margaret and I checked out their lobby, which was lavishly and tastefully decorated for the holidays.  We 
also used their elegant restrooms and then made our way back out. 

 
We caught a train over to Quincy, which is at the west edge of the Loop. I stopped briefly at a Dunkin Donuts, where I spent 

some more scrip I happened to have. I bought coffee, while Margaret had hot chocolate. We also got a box of doughnut holes (technically 
“munchkins”) to snack on during our trip. All of Chicago’s Dunkin Donuts stores appeared to be open on Christmas. They appeared to 
have a skeleton staff, though, and we’d find out that the doughnut holes (and probably all their baked goods) were at least a day old. 

 
We made our way over to Union Station (about three blocks west of Quincy) and into the Metropolitan Lounge. This is a big 

room that is a lot like the frequent flyer lounges the airlines have. On Amtrak these lounges are primarily available to sleeping car 
passengers. In Chicago, especially, it’s almost worth the money for a sleeper just to escape the confusion of the main part of the station 
and have relative sanctuary in the lounge.  [They’ve recently opened a new Metropolitan Lounge in Chicago.  Located in an area 
that was previously in ruins in the old part of the station, the new lounge is enormous and almost indescribably nice.  They 
allow business class passengers to use the lounge now, and it’s well worth the $10 - $15 fare supplement to do so.] 

 

We called our brother Paul from the lounge and had a nice visit with him. The big news in their family was that their son Tim had 
just become engaged. He was understandably excited, as were his parents. [Tim and Jessica have been happily married for several 
years now.]  The whole family seemed to be having a good Christmas, and it was good to talk with them. 

 
The lounge was busy, but not overly so. (We’d see it much busier on our return trip.) The most interesting among our fellow 

passengers was a family from western Mississippi who had traveled to Chicago from Jackson. One of the college-aged daughters had 
spent time working in Alaska, and the parents had vacationed there. Like many Southern women, the matriarch of this family talked 
constantly. She gave us advice on every aspect of our trip, whether we wanted it or not. That was more amusing than anything, and it did 
fill our waiting time. 

 
This family, like most of the people on this train, were very overweight. Neither Margaret nor I is slender, but honestly we felt as 

if we could be models on the City of New Orleans. Pretty much everyone on this train appeared to have spent a lifetime sucking down 
biscuits and grits and washing them down with sweet tea and Coke. It’s no surprise that when they show the percentage of obesity in 
different states, all of Dixie is right at the top.  [That seemed somewhat less true on the trip Margaret and I made on the City of New 
Orleans this summer.] 

 
At 7:15 they called sleeping car passengers to board the City of New Orleans. We made our way to the platform and were 

greeted by a mousy, plump woman about my age named Tina. Tina was also very Southern—in both good and bad ways. She told us in 
excruciating detail about passengers on her trip up to Chicago who had pressed their call button continuously. (We’ve been on trains 
before where that happened, and it is annoying to other passengers.) She also dripped southern charm—and the two-faced insincerity 
that goes with it. When a couple near us asked for extra pillows, the words she said were that it would be no problem whatsoever. The 
tone of voice, however, implied “get your own damn pillows”—and I seriously doubt any were ever delivered. I got used to that difference 
between what was said and what was meant in my time in the South. A Yankee would sound nasty and sarcastic if they tried this kind of 
doubletalk. It’s commonplace in the South, though, particularly among women. Southern belles seem to aspire to cattiness, but they 
camouflage it with that sweet, dripping speech.   

 



The City of New Orleans uses newer cars than most Superliner trains. The sleeper we were in was also configured slightly 
differently than others we’d used. It had slightly more storage and equal sized seats (in most the forward-facing seat is smaller than the 
rear-facing one). I’d find out, though, that there was even less room in the upper bunk than I’d had when we went west on the Empire 
Builder.  [I’m not sure why there are variations in what is theoretically the same equipment, but there are.] 

  
Room 6, Car 5900 on the City of New Orleans 

LEFT: Margaret Sullivan in her chair 
RIGHT: David Burrow in the cramped upper bunk 

Normally they board the sleepers on the southbound City of New Orleans early so that passengers can go straight to dinner in 
the dining car (technically called the Cross-Country Café). Apparently there had been a delay in catering our train today, though, so they 
wouldn’t be opening for dinner until 8:45. We snacked on stale doughnut holes and had a bit of juice from the drink  station in the middle 
of the car. 

 
The train left Union Station promptly at 8pm. Our version of the City of New Orleans was about half the size of the fifteen-car 

train mentioned in the song. After the engine were two sleepers (one of which probably partially used by crew), a diner, a lounge, and 
three coaches—one of which doubled as a baggage car. We also had just one conductor, and—like almost all the employees on this 
particular train—she was female. 

 
The City of New Orleans makes a weird exit from Chicago Union Station. The engine was at the front of the platform when we 

left, so we had to back out of the station through the car yards. Around 18th Street (about 15 blocks south of the station) we backed up 
to the west, as if we were going to go to Joliet or Aurora. Once we were well out of the yards we then pulled forward and cut across the 
near south side to Soldier Field. There we joined the old Illinois Central tracks (now owned by Canadian National), which Chicagoans 
know as the Metra Electric route. We followed the Metra tracks south along the lakefront past the Museum of Science and Industry and 
the old abandoned steel mills on the far south side.  [I’d completely forgotten this odd departure route until it caught me by surprise 
on our trip this summer.]   

 

The first stop was at Homewood, a Metra station near I-80 just outside the city. As the song implied we would, we did pass 
numerous junkyards on our way south—some in Chicagoland, but most south of Memphis. Trains always seem to take the ugliest possible 
route through every city, which makes sense since they’re old and were built for utilitarian reasons. Fortunately, in addition to the factories 
and scrap heaps we also got to see a nice variety of Christmas lights as we made our way through the city and south suburbs. 

 
Because of the delay we had dinner while (as the song goes) “the train pulls out of Kankakee”. The New Orleans-based crew 

actually seemed to say the name of our second stop with just two syllables: KAN-key. (This would be even more pronounced on the 
northbound run.) In the diner we were seated with a father and son from Wisconsin. The father wore a gray jacket and a bright red sweater 
vest, and under that a wrinkled white dress shirt with no tie. The high school aged son wore a plain T-shirt and was most noteworthy for 
his pimply face and greasy hair. I’ve had a number of meals on Amtrak now, and these were some of the most awkward dinner companions 
I’ve had. The boy spent most of the meal texting, and his father barely talked at all. When we tried to make conversation, he would mostly 
respond in one-word answers. We spent most of the meal just staring at each other. 

 
Meals are included (“prepaid” really) in the price of sleepers, so there’s no reason not to choose the most expensive thing on 

the menu. Margaret and I both did that, having New York steak. The steak came with mashed potatoes, and oddly cut beans. The beans 
were a combination of green beans and wax beans, like you might find in a three-bean salad, but cut in long narrow strips almost like 
spaghetti. They were well seasoned and surprisingly flavorful, though. The Wisconsinites had seafood; the father ordered crabcakes, and 
his son had catfish. Neither of them finished their meal. Each of us also had a nice mixed salad with a choice of “Newman’s Own” dressing. 
(I chose balsamic vinaigrette.) Dessert was included as well. The guys across from us had cheesecake, Margaret ordered bread pudding 
(the classic New Orleans dessert), and a delicious cup of raspberry sorbet. 

 
[Republicans in Congress have been hounding Amtrak to cut its food service costs, and we definitely noticed the 

results of that on our trip this summer.  Absolutely nothing is prepared on board on the City of New Orleans anymore.  The only 
options for dinner are cold sandwiches or salad, and the breakfast and lunch options are essentially microwave frozen dinners.  



The food isn’t bad, but it’s certainly nothing that’s going to sell extra tickets.  It’s a lot like what they used to serve on airplanes, 
when it used to be more similar to a nice restaurant.] 

 
Strangely, no one from coach seemed to eat in the diner. I’m still not sure whether they were even offered the chance, though 

I’d think Amtrak would want customers who would pay full price for their meals, rather than just moochers like us. Everyone seemed to 
be from the sleepers, though. 
 

Dinner lasted until 10pm. Tina had made up our beds while we were out. One thing that was awkward, though, was that the 
head of the bed was by the steps I had to use to access it. There is a strap on Amtrak bunks that keeps you from falling out if you 
encounter rough tracks, and it was all I could do to maneuver my legs past that strap and down to the other end of the bed. Once I had 
the sheet and blanket were still tucked in, and I had to really wrestle to get under the covers.  [The upper bunks are notably smaller 
on the City of New Orleans than on other trains.  It was even worse this summer when they actually made up my bunk backwards, 
so the steps were nowhere near where my body needed to go.] 

 
We turned the lights out fairly quickly, but it wasn’t a restful night. It seemed that each time I’d be starting to sleep we’d either 

stop or there would be a sudden jerk, and I’d be back awake again. For the third night in a row I didn’t sleep well. 
 

 
 

All that bouncing also jostled my bladder, to the point that before it was light out I had to go to the bathroom. That was easier 
said than done. Margaret doesn’t like light, and she does like privacy. She had latched the compartment up tight and velcroed the curtains 
shut in many places. It was close to pitch black, so I couldn’t really see to maneuver my legs past the strap and then make my way down 
to the narrow piece of floor between the lower bunk and the door. In the process of going down I twisted my right ankle badly and also 
cut my foot (the little toe on my left foot) on something (I still have no idea what), and it ended up bleeding all over the carpet in the aisle 
and later all over my sheets. I tried to un-do the velcro on the curtains as quietly as possible, and then I struggled with the latch on the 
door. Finally I snuck down to the toilet, and I think I could have filled a river in just a few minutes. I snuck back, and tried to re-trace my 
way upstairs. I missed getting my leg over the strap, though, and made a big bang on the ceiling in the process. Eventually I got back to 
bed, though, and I got another hour or so of rest (if not really sleep) before it was time for breakfast. 

 
I changed clothes and shaved in the tiny restroom down the hall from our roomette. That was extremely awkward, and it amazed 

me that I managed to accomplish it. [I really should have gone to the handicapped restroom or the shower/change room 
downstairs.  I’m not really sure why I didn’t.]  My feet still hurt (though in the “we all have aches and pains” sense I mentioned earlier, 

not in an incapacitating sense), and it was a bit of a struggle to sit on the toilet and lift my feet enough to tie the laces. I did get it done, 
though, and before too long Margaret and I made our way to the diner. 

 
Our breakfast companions today sort of came in shifts. A high school boy was there through the entire meal. His father joined 

him briefly, and later his mother was at the table. As we left his sister also came to breakfast. The family was from Alton, Illinois (suburban 
St. Louis). They were taking Amtrak to New Orleans, where they’d be catching a cruise ship headed to Belize.  The father could have 
been the winning object in a game of “Which of these things doesn’t belong?” Later on I joked with Margaret that Southerners would say, 
“the kids favor their mother”. Mom and the children were all, in the words of our government, “morbidly obese”, while dad had an average 
build. I’m sure these weren’t a family the cruise family uses in their advertisements—but I’m sure they’ll very much enjoy their vacation. 

 
Margaret had oatmeal and grapefruit for breakfast. My choice was not quite so healthy. I had scrambled eggs, bacon, potatoes, 

and a biscuit for breakfast. The meal was good, with everything with everything well seasoned—a problem at many restaurants these 
days with so many people having a phobia over salt. Amtrak’s bacon is sliced almost paper thin. I’ve never seen anything quite like it 
anywhere else. It is pleasantly crispy and very flavorful, though. 

 
As we ate we passed several poverty-stricken towns in the Delta region of northwest Mississippi. A lot of the Delta has gotten 

more prosperous, thanks to a combination of government money pumped in during the Clinton administration and the introduction of 
casino gambling. You don’t see much prosperity from the City of New Orleans, though. We passed shacks and run-down trailer homes 
and dozens of hardscrabble little towns. The boy we ate with noted described them as “ghost towns” and noted they resembled what you 
might see in an old western movie. He said they each town probably has its own tumbleweed that they haul out to blow down the street 
on special occasions. The towns did look like they belonged more in Nevada or Wyoming than in Mississippi. These were towns that 
wouldn’t even boast a Wal-Mart, and where just about every business that might have once existed had long since moved on. 

 
Food service on Amtrak is always leisurely, and today’s breakfast took over an hour. [That’s somewhat intentional, since part 

of the purpose of the meals is to fill time.]  We had passed Greenwood during the meal, and now we were nearing Yazoo City. The 

original City of New Orleans memorialized in the song followed a different schedule from our train. It left Chicago early in the morning and 
got into New Orleans late at night (hence “the Mississippi darkness rolling down to the sea”). The modern train follows the overnight 
schedule of the old Panama Limited, spending the night in the Midwest and the day in the South. (The name Panama Limited, by the 
way, might have been appropriate for our breakfast companions. The original train was designed to connect with ships that would head 
through the newly-opened Panama Canal.) Amtrak preferred the overnight schedule, but they kept the City of New Orleans name mostly 
because of the popularity of the song, which came out right about the time the government took over passenger rail operations. 

 
Tina, the car attendant,  was making up the room across from ours when we got back from breakfast.   She made conversation 



as she worked. She apparently lives in the French Quarter, and she promised to tell us which restaurants we should patronize, since the 
chefs of some of the better-known places were out of town for the holidays. She never did get back and actually say where we should 
eat, however.  [I honestly don’t know that it would matter a lot anyway, since the “chef” rarely does the actual cooking in most 
big restaurants.] 
 

We saw something completely unexpected as we made our way across Mississippi by day. As we looked out the windows we 
at first thought we were seeing cotton residue in the fields.   [I actually wondered if there weren’t cottonwood trees nearby, blowing 
their fibers around.]  We soon realized, though, that what we were seeing was in fact snow. At Yazoo City we noticed flurries in the air, 

and there was snowing fairly heavily (though accumulating only to a dusting) through central Mississippi. We’d continue to see flurries as 
far south as Macomb, just a dozen miles from the Louisiana border. 

  
LEFT: White patches of snow in the fields near Yazoo City, Mississippi 

RIGHT: Snow in the air in Jackson, Mississippi 

I’d been to Jackson many times, but never via the route we came into the city today. Since the previous stop had been Yazoo 
City, we surely had to enter from the northwest. What I saw today was definitely not what I saw from US 49, though. We passed bleak 
residential and industrial districts that looked very Southern, but were nothing I’d specifically associate with the Mississippi capital.  Before 
long, though, we were in the station, which is on a viaduct just south of the downtown area. 

 
 We reached Jackson half an hour 
early, so we had a lengthy stop as we waited 
to leave the station on time.  Margaret went 
out to the platform and visited with Tina, who 
was taking a smoke break. [Almost every 
Amtrak employee smokes, which is 
probably the reason they continue to 
maintain smoke breaks in the schedule.]  

She is apparently one of the longer-term 
Amtrak employees. Railroad pay is good, and 
though she is roughly my age, Tina is just a 
few years away from retirement. She plans to 
retire as soon as her mortgage is paid off. The  

 
View of the City of New Orleans diner, with Tina seated at right 

City of New Orleans crew runs a round trip to Chicago and back. They then have time off (Tina would be off until Thursday) before making 
the run again. 
 

On leaving Jackson the diner attendant came around and rushed anyone who wanted lunch into the diner. She implied that we 
needed to eat now, presumably so they could get things clean and in order before we reached New Orleans. Given our previous meal 
experiences on this train, it was no surprise that after being hurried into the diner, lunch itself seemed to take forever. I had an entrée 
salad, while the rest of the table (Margaret and a couple from Peoria) had cheeseburgers. None of that should have taken very long to 
prepare, but it was about an hour and a half before we were back in our roomette again. 

 
For me the best part of the meal was dessert. I chose bread pudding this time. It had a nice custard base that wasn’t too sweet. 

Bread pudding is almost always one of my favorite desserts, and it’s rarely on the menu up north. It was nice to have a chance to enjoy 
some.  

 
Before long they announced that our next stop would be Hammond, Louisiana. I’ve been past Hammond numerous times when 

I’ve driven down I-55. Located on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain, from the interstate Hammond is about as generic of a suburb as 
you could find anywhere. Condo developments interspersed with shopping strips and office parks could as easily be in New Jersey, 
Indiana, or Nevada as in Louisiana. We saw a very different Hammond from the City of New Orleans. The train tracks run through what 
looks like an old Southern county seat (or “parish center”—this is, after all, Louisiana). It has a small town feel that is very different from 
the modern suburb I remembered from the highway. It’s really a much more pleasant place than I remembered.  

 



South of Hammond we passed through Ponchatoula. Then, quite suddenly, we entered the Manchac Swamp. This area, which 
is the west end of Lake Pontchartrain, also looks very different from the railroad than it does from the interstate. I-55 runs above the 
swamp on one of the world’s longest bridges. The twenty-three mile double ribbon of concrete looks out over the lake and provides the 
feeling of mostly being over water. In contrast, the railroad crosses the swamp right at ground level. We were often over actual land, and 
when we weren’t there was just a low trestle right above the water. On the train we felt like we were actually part of the  swamp, rather 
than far above it. The swamp is honestly not terribly beautiful. It is interesting, though, and certainly different than the snowy landscape 
further north.  [It was fascinating to take this route again in summer—when everything is green and growing—and compare it to 
what we’d seen at Christmas.  It’s almost like a completely different place.] 

 
Interstate 55 bridge from the old Illinois Central tracks – near Manchac, Louisiana 

The swamp ends rather abruptly just past the interchange of I-55 and I-10, the gateway to Jefferson Parish. This area would 
also likely be swamp, but it was drained decades ago to make way for the Crescent City’s major suburbs. While Jefferson Parish has fully 
recovered from Hurricane Katrina, no one will ever pretend there’s anything beautiful about the place. It’s mile after mile of warehouses, 
mini-storage, car dealers, fast food outlets, dollar stores, pawn shops, and “little houses made of ticky-tacky”. The main landmarks are 
the airport (officially Louis Armstrong International), the Lakeside Mall, and the AAA baseball stadium where the New Orleans Zephyrs 
play. I’ve been through suburban Kenner and Metarie (MET-uh-ree) more times than I can count, and I can’t say they look any better 
from the train than they do on streets and highways. 

 
Most of the neighborhoods of New Orleans we went through looked a lot like the western suburbs. Western New Orleans has 

also completely recovered. A lot of it has actually been torn down and rebuilt in the last five years. The area we went through (the Upper 
11th Ward, areas like Broadmoor and Dixon) was never exactly a nice area, though, and it’s nothing special today either. Much of it is 
industrial, with rather bleak apartments making up the bulk of the area’s housing. 

 
Eventually we reached the extreme edge of central New Orleans. Sandwiched here between elevated highways and the 

Superdome is Union Passenger Terminal, New Orleans’ combination train and bus station. We stopped on a side track short of the station 
and then backed in. Tina told us this was because of a pollution ordinance that required the engine to be away from the station entrance. 
They repeatedly told us we’d make a “safety stop” on the platform before the final stop when we could get off the train. 

 
NOUPT is a hulking concrete structure that looks more like a courthouse than a train station. It looks like a WPA project, though 

apparently it actually dates to 1954. The interior is basically a big empty room. There is a small waiting area for Greyhound at one end of 
the room and a larger Amtrak waiting area at the other. Both waiting areas have lines of brown molded plastic chairs from the ‘60s. Above 
the ticket counter and the entrance to the platforms are very modern murals with a jazz theme. Along the opposite wall are offices, a gift 
shop, a Subway sandwich franchise, and the Magnolia room—a tiny and Spartan imitation of Chicago’s Metropolitan Lounge. In recent 
history the station served as a makeshift jail following Hurricane Katrina, providing semi-permanent housing for inmates who had been 
evacuated to the freeway overpass next door. 

 
We were directed into the station. Then, a few minutes later, we went back out to the platform to claim our luggage. A police 

officer was on the platform matching claim checks to the luggage tags. (They always make sure only the owners claim luggage on Amtrak; 



I’ve always wondered why airports never seem to care who takes what from the luggage carousel.) The cop had moved while we were 
claiming our luggage, and as I swung my bag around I bumped him and nearly took him out. I apologized. The officer gave a harrumph 
(very understandable under the circumstances) and ripped the claim check off my bag. Then we made our way back into the station. 

  
Interior and exterior of New Orleans Union Passenger Terminal 

[I’m struck looking at the picture at right by the palm trees.  Palms are everywhere in New Orleans, but they’re definitely 
not something a Midwesterner expects to see at Christmas.] 
 

Our hotel was about half a mile from the station. It took a while to get our orientation as we exited the station, but once we did 
the walk was easy enough. We walked about five blocks south (sort of—directions in New Orleans NEVER make sense) on Howard 
Avenue, turned right at Lee Circle, and then walked under U.S. 90 and about a block west on St. Charles Avenue. The entire way we 
followed a threesome that were also wheeling luggage from the station. It turned out their destination was the exact same hotel.   

 
It may be bad to say, but this area of town has improved quite a bit since the hurricane. Lee Circle used to be one of the seediest 

areas tourists were likely to encounter. There was a housing project along Howard and transient hotels on the other side of the circle. A 
brand new convenience store now occupies the space that was once public housing, and the rooming houses have been transformed 
into condos. From the point of view of a tourist, this gentrification is definitely a positive step. I do wonder just where the displaced poor 
people ended up, though. 

 
Our walk was one of the few times I’ve ever had the experience of having Margaret want to walk faster than me. I mostly tend 

to walk fairly quickly. Today my ankle was hurting, though, so I didn’t want to push things. Margaret’s leg was obviously much better; she 
practically jogged down the street, and it was all I could do to keep up. 

 
Margaret had made reservations at the Maison St. Charles, a Quality Inn located on St. Charles Avenue right at the start of the 

Garden District. We stayed at this hotel when we went south at Christmas in 2000, and I described the place (which is located in several 
antebellum buildings surrounding a courtyard) in my travelogue of that trip. The hotel suffered extensive damage in Hurricane Katrina 
and was closed for more than two years. It has re-opened and today comes across as an ultramodern hotel in a historic setting.  
 

It took a while to check in because, as is far too frequently true at Choice Hotels, the desk clerk wasn’t used to processing gift 
cards. She eventually did, and we got keys and made our way to our room. When we tried those keys, though, the door didn’t open.  Like 
most hotels these days, the Maison St. Charles uses electronic plastic cards rather than metal keys. Normally when you put a card in the 
slot, a green light comes on, and the door unlocks. If you insert the key wrong or try to enter the wrong room, a red light comes on. Here 
neither light illuminated, and the door remained locked. We tried both keys several times, but nothing happened.   

 
Eventually Margaret went back to the desk, while I stayed behind with the bags.  While she was gone a guard noticed me 

loitering on the third floor balcony and asked what was up. I told him our keys wouldn’t work, and he asked if the light came on. I said no, 
and he seemed confused. Margaret soon came back, saying the desk clerk had told her we needed to lift up rather than pushing down 
on the door handle. [This is a quirk of this particular hotel; I had to open the door “backwards” when we were back there again 
this summer.]  We tried the keys again, but again nothing happened.  The guard asked again if the lights lit up. The door wouldn’t unlock, 

so it didn’t matter whether we tried to move the handle up or down. 
 
Eventually the guard came upstairs. He had a pass key. He struggled with it a bit, but did eventually manage to open the door. 

He said the lock was likely dirty, and he called an assistant to clean it. Shortly after we’d settled in, a boy came up to the room.  He took 
an alcohol wipe out of a foil package, It shoved it in and out of the lock a few times and then asked me for a key. Voila!—the door opened 
like a charm. I made a point of also opening it with the other key. While the handle did work upside down from those in most hotel rooms, 
once the lock was cleaned we had no further problems.  

 
We settled in and rested a bit at the hotel. Then, shortly after sunset, we took a streetcar ride down St. Charles to look at the 

lights on the Garden District mansions. We’d done that when we were here in 2000, and it was good to see that things looked much the 
same as then. When we came back here in 2007, St. Charles still looked very rough. The following year when I took kids to New Orleans 
for quiz bowl, the avenue looked better, but there were still a lot of unoccupied homes and empty businesses. Tonight everything along 



St. Charles looked normal. The homes have all been restored and are occupied (though some appear to have been sub-divided since 
Katrina). There are almost no empty storefronts, and a number of new businesses (like a huge Borders bookstore housed in a fake 
antebellum mansion). All the lawns look nicely manicured, and the oak trees seem to be regaining life—though they have yet to regain 
their beards of Spanish moss. 

 
The St. Charles streetcar costs $1.25 per ride, which makes it just about the cheapest public transport there is these days.  You 

pay by dropping coins in a farebox or feeding bills through a reader. Both the coin slot and the bill reader are extremely sensitive, and 
both Margaret and I took quite a while to pay our fares. Margaret had a nickel that the machine didn’t seem to want to accept. The driver 
ended up looking at it to verify it was genuine, and he then fed it through the slot again. Somehow in the process the machine ended up 
crediting the nickel twice. It then issued a magnetic card with 5¢ in value on it—essentially worthless, but in theory she could use it as 
partial payment for a future ride. 

 
The decorations along St. Charles are tasteful, befitting the elegant mansions that display them. The most common decorations 

in New Orleans are wreaths and swags of greenery (sometimes real, sometimes fake). Lights are also often arranged in swags, though 
they can also outline windows or be wrapped around tree trunks. Christmas trees are not displayed as often as at home. Most often they 
are in second-floor windows, and they’re usually fairly small trees in comparison to the enormous houses. 

 
We rode down to Audubon Park (which also looks to be in the best shape it’s been in years) and then caught an inbound car 

back to the hotel. Margaret wasn’t hungry, but I wanted a bite to eat. There was a Wendy’s right next to the Maison St. Charles, so we 
stopped there briefly. The girl at the counter was obviously a trainee. She had trouble doing almost everything. Eventually, though, I got 
one of Wendy’s “half salad combos”, with a small Baja salad (personally I liked their old taco salads better, but this wasn’t too bad) and 
some chili. We both had frosties as well, and then we made our way back to the room. 

 
Back at the hotel we mostly watched TV on the large flat screen on the wall. First we watched The Simpsons, which had a 

strange Christmas show in the spirit of their Halloween specials (definitely not my favorite episode). Then we spent quite a while watching 
an all-news channel that was apparently one of the digital offspring of WWL-TV. The big news in New Orleans was the weather, as they 
were expecting near record cold tonight. It would get below freezing everywhere in Louisiana tonight, and they were expecting a hard 
freeze north of Lake Pontchartrain. Average December temperatures have highs in the 70s and lows in the 50s, so that was way below 
normal. The city had set up warming centers for those who needed to be outdoors or who had no heat in their homes, and they were 
publishing the locations of shelters that could accommodate the homeless. 

 
After the news started to repeat itself, we turned to a station called NOTV. This is operated by the city’s convention and visitor’s 

bureau. They alternate features on points of interest around the city, advertisements for various restaurants and tourist attractions, and 
interviews with different people who work in the tourist industry. I had seen this station before when I was staying at the Spring Hill Suites 
with the quiz bowl kids. It’s amazing just how much content they have. I think you could watch it a full day without seeing the same thing 
twice. 

 
The beds at the Maison St. Charles had duvets (a bedding concept I really don’t much care for [and Margaret absolutely 

despises]), but at least theirs were big enough to drape over the beds rather than barely covering the top like some do. They had exposed 
white sheets (another strange trend in bedding that baffles me [I suppose they think it looks clean and sanitary, but it just seems 
stark to me.]), but there was a small strip of blanket like material in a purple color at the bottom. The strip coordinated with the Mardi 

Gras (green, purple, and gold) colors they had used to decorate the room as a whole. The bed was pleasantly firm, and I was able to get 
a good night’s sleep. 
 

 
 

We were up around 7:00. It seemed to me that Margaret seemed to get ready in slow motion. Perhaps her leg was hurting again, 
but everything seemed to take forever. I don’t care much for dawdling in hotel rooms when I travel, particularly in the morning.  Today it 
took over an hour before we went down to breakfast, and it was all of nine when we finally set out for the day. 

 
The hotel had roughly the same breakfast they’d served at the Comfort Suites in Chicago. The omelettes weren’t as good here, 

though, and the juice seemed watered down. I had my fill, though—and more than enough given that we’d basically spend the whole day 
eating. 

 
We eventually made our way out to St. Charles Avenue, where we caught an inbound streetcar. Today we bought day passes 

($5), since we’d be riding the cars repeatedly. I think we could have actually done things more cheaply by paying cash and using transfers, 
but it was certainly easier to just have a single pass. We took the green St. Charles streetcar down to Canal Street, where we almost 
immediately caught a red car that took us down to the foot of that street next to Harrah’s Casino. We walked around an odd corner by the 
Aquarium of the Americas to reach a stop for the Riverfront car.   
 

The St. Charles streetcars run frequently (every eight minutes or so even at off hours, and often much more frequently). The 
Canal cars are less frequent (every 15 minutes or so during the day, and—we’d unfortunately find out—much less frequent at night).  The 
Riverfront cars are pretty much used only by tourists. Since they don’t serve commuters, there’s no increased service at rush hour and 
generally long intervals all the time. I gather they run two cars back and forth between the two ends of the line, spacing them so the run 
about every twenty minutes. We must have just missed a car, because that’s about how long we waited at the foot of Canal Street. 



I’ve always been amused by the name “Riverfront” streetcar. The St. Charles and Canal cars run down the medians (locally 
called “neutral ground” [according to guide books—I’ve never actually heard anyone use that term]) of their respective boulevards 

and give nice views of the neighborhoods they traverse. The riverfront car runs on an abandoned freight railroad. The line is probably 
less than fifty feet from the Mississippi, but you never catch a single glimpse of the water the whole way. The massive levee (the one that 
didn’t break during Katrina) gives the feeling of being in a trench, and much of the way there’s an actual wall separating the railroad right 
of way from the levee and another wall blocking the view of the French Quarter. There are lovely views from the Moonwalk on top of the 
levee, but you don’t see much of anything from the Riverfront streetcar. 

 
French Marked – New Orleans, Louisiana 

 
 We got off at the end of the line, which 
is at the far end of the French Market, which 
combines a European-style market with a 
bunch of stalls selling tacky tourist junk.  
There’s a lot more souvenirs than groceries for 
sale here, but it is an interesting place to gawk. 

 
 We were reminded of the schedule 
New Orleans keeps by the fact that it was 
almost exactly 10am when we arrived in the 
market, and the place was just opening. This is 
a place that loves the night. That always 
amuses me, because while I’ve been to the Big 
Easy dozens of times, I’ve never once been 
downtown late at night. The party animals start 
celebrating before the sun goes down, and I 
can only imagine how rowdy it gets by 
midnight. In college I always enjoyed New 
Orleans on Sunday mornings (when I’d arrive 
about this same time of day). It was quiet and 
laid back, which made for a very pleasant place 
to stroll. 
 
 The  French  Quarter  goes  all  out  in  

 

decorating for Christmas. If anything the place seemed even more 
decorated than it had when we were here in 2000. The famous 
wrought iron balconies were draped with garlands and light 
strands and hung with wreaths and bows. Several had creative 
displays—running the gamut from traditional crèches to 
cartoonish reindeer. Something I like about New Orleans is that 
all the decorations are unique. Many touristy places either require 
or strongly encourage uniformity in their decorations. It wouldn’t 
surprise me if Savannah or Charleston, for instance, had uniform 
garlands on all of their balconies. I’ve been to suburban 
developments where every single house was outlined in exactly 
the same lights. That’s pretty, but also kind of boring.  [Indeed!  
There are few things I like less than uniform decorations 
throughout a neighborhood.]  In New Orleans, everything is 

different. That gives you a sense of the personalities of the people 
who put them up, and it makes it fun to go around and discover all 
the different displays. 

 
 At the opposite end of the French Market we came to the 
original location of Café du Monde, the old grimy place that’s been 
serving up chicory coffee and beignets since before the Civil War. 
We had considered having a snack there (which we’d both done 
more than once before), but the line at the door was ridiculous. 
Tourism is definitely back in force in New Orleans, and all the 
tourists seemed  to be  having their  breakfast at  Café du Monde.  

 
Reindeer on a balcony in the French Quarter – New Orleans 

We decided it wasn’t worth the wait just for a bit of fried dough, so we continued our walk through the Vieux Carré. 
 

My walk today convinced me that the Quarter is definitely back. When Margaret and I were here in 2007, business was way 
down from what we remembered, and there were still a lot of empty storefronts when I brought the quiz bowl team here in 2008. This 
year everything in the historic district seemed like it should. The stores were all full, some with thriving businesses and some with fly-by-
night operations—just the way it’s always been in New Orleans. The parking lots were full, and the streets were bustling. We’d find that 
the recovery was not as successful everywhere in the city, but downtown it would be hard to tell there’d ever been a Hurricane Katrina.  
[Knowing the city quite well from my college days, it’s been interesting and strangely fun to watch it come back since the 
hurricane.  No place deserves the kind of hit New Orleans took from Katrina, but it did allow for some much needed renovations.  
The end result will be a better, stronger city.] 

 



 
Christmas bows on the lights in Jackson Square – New Orleans, Louisiana 

That was also the case at our next destination, Riverwalk Marketplace. This string of old warehouses along the Mississippi was 
renovated into a display pavilion for the 1984 world’s fair. After the fair it was repurposed into a mall, and when I was in college it was 
one of my favorite places to shop. While it didn’t flood, Riverwalk was almost totally looted in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina (not 
surprising, given that it’s adjacent to the infamous Morial Convention Center). When we were here a year and a half after the hurricane, 
the mall looked to be on its last legs. About half the space was unoccupied then, and there was a creepy feeling walking through empty 
hallways. The hours had been severely reduced, with the stores only open noon to 6pm. Riverwalk looked better when I was there with 
the kids in 2008, and it’s much better today. We only saw a handful of empty shops in the six-block-long enclosed mall. The place is now 
open from 10am to 7pm—still not as long as they were in the ‘90s, but sufficient hours that most people can get there. There were lots of 
tourists at Riverwalk, and a surprising number of locals. (They don’t sell much in the way of practical merchandise, so it’s not a place lots 
of locals go.) Perhaps most noteworthy, the food court was back.  When we were here before there were only a few food stands scattered 
around the enormous mall. Today there are dozens of places to have lunch or dinner—every imaginable cuisine and a choice of fast food 
or sit-down service.  

 
The only restaurant we patronized was the Riverwalk branch of Café du Monde. They were doing a good business, but there 

wasn’t nearly so much of a line as the more famous location in the French Market. The food is the same, though, and we enjoyed some 
rich coffee and puffy beignets choked with powdered sugar. 

 
[Riverwalk has changed yet again since this was written.  The “festival marketplace” that had fought its way back after 

Katrina has given way to an outlet mall.  I personally don’t like the new version of the mall much, but they do seem to do a 
booming business.] 

 
We browsed through a couple stores at Riverwalk and then went to a fascinating addition to the place, the Southern Food and 

Beverage Museum. The SoFaB (the abbreviation of their choosing) occupies an enormous space at the far upriver end of the mall. I’m 
not sure what used to be there (perhaps movie theaters—my memory fails me), but the museum is a great way of filling the space. We 
weren’t specifically planning to go, but since the museum happened to be there, we went in. The place was founded as a non-profit 
project by various New Orleans chefs and restaurateurs, and it was housed in a variety of places before finding a permanent home at 
Riverwalk. The current location is enormous, and the museum is definitely worth its inexpensive admission. 

 
Neither Margaret nor I was expecting much of the place, but it’s really quite an interesting museum. Saying they showcase 

“Southern” cuisine is perhaps stretching it (there’s no mention of the low country dishes of South Carolina or homespun recipes from 
Appalachia, for instance), but they give a very comprehensive treatment of the food and drinks of Louisiana. They highlight the many 
ethnic groups (French, Spanish, English, Acadian, African, Caribbean, etc.) who left their mark on Creole and Cajun food, and they 
describe in detail many of the key ingredients (corn, rice, shrimp, pork, and sugar, for instance) that go into it. They show a variety of 
historic kitchen equipment, and they focus on classic regional dishes. There are displays of historic china and flatware (including dishes 
from the White House), and some furnishings from historic restaurants. SoFaB also houses an interesting museum within a museum, the 
Museum of the American Cocktail. Reasonable argument can be made that cocktails were originally invented in New Orleans, so it’s 
appropriate that they should have a place dedicated to it. 

 



There was an interesting exhibit on the effect of the Gulf oil spill on area seafood and another called the Katrina Deli that jokingly 
recalled the struggles of government and charitable organizations to provide relief after the hurricane. The deli featured a “limited menu” 
(something true of pretty much every restaurant after the hurricane) made up of cleverly named food items that parodied the various 
snafus. They offered a “Bush baloney sandwich” with a “heck of a job brownie” for dessert, for instance. The deli had an imaginary jukebox 
play list with songs that featured flood and wind themes. Margaret asked the gift shop clerk if they had a CD with that music. They didn’t, 
but it would be an interesting compilation to put together.  
 

[With Riverwalk’s re-positioning, the Southern Food and Beverage Museum was forced to relocate.  It’s now just a short 
walk from the Maison St. Charles hotel, in a slowly gentrifying neighborhood centered on Martin Luther King Boulevard.] 

 
 We left the Riverwalk and made our 
way back to Harrah’s Casino, a bunker-like 
building that served as the command center 
during the aftermath of Katrina.  Harrah’s is 
apparently back to being a casino again, 
though neither Margaret nor I were there for 
gambling. Leading off from the rear of 
Harrah’s is Fulton Street, a brick pedestrian 
passageway that is mostly lined with 
expensive cafés.  About a block upriver from 
Harrah’s is Miracle on Fulton Street, a unique 
and fascinating holiday display.  They have a 
ornate white canopy hung with fleurs de lis 
covering the middle of the street, with white 
artificial Christmas trees lining a walkway 
beneath it. At the far end of the canopy is a 
statue of New Orleans jazz greats and behind 
that the city’s public Christmas tree, 
apparently sponsored by Macy’s.  The 
“miracle” in the name is that every hour 
blowers turn on and shower artificial snow 
underneath the canopy. Today the 
temperature was well below freezing, so snow 
was   not   such  an   unexpected   sight,   but 

 
Miracle on Fulton Street – New Orleans, Louisiana 

normally in Crescent City a while Christmas would be quite a miracle indeed. Kids were in awe of the falling flakes (which I think are the 
same stuff that ski resorts use—actual “snow”, just not in a significant quantity), and I must say the adults enjoyed it as well. 
 

We left Fulton and made our way up to Tchoupitoulas (CHOP-uh-TOOL-us) Street. As we walked I saw an amusing sign on a 
dumpster. The garbage disposal company advertised with the slogan “Our business stinks – but it’s picking up.”   

 
Our next stop was at the Wine Institute of New Orleans, which mostly seems to go by the amusing acronym W.I.N.O. This is 

mostly a liquor store, but they have a offer unique do-it-yourself wine tasting sessions. The do a tasting, you purchase a prepaid card that 
looks a lot like a hotel key card. There’s an electronic chip embedded in the card that keeps track of the balance. The entry room at 
W.I.N.O. is set up to be a big vending machine. Dozens of different wine bottles are hooked up to pump mechanisms inside temperature-
controlled cases. You can purchase either a single ounce (a taste), a half-glass, or a glass of any of the wines. To do so you place your 
glass by a dispenser, insert your card in a reader, and push the appropriate size button by the bottle of your choice. The prices were all 
over the place. One-ounce servings ranged from $1.10 to $30.00. We set a $20 budget, so we didn’t even consider the ultra-pricey wines. 
I must say, though, that my favorites were among the cheapest ones they had. There were some particularly tasty cheap wines from 
Chile and New Zealand. I certainly wouldn’t want to go to W.I.N.O. everyday, but it was interesting to experience once. 
 

The lone employee at W.I.N.O. spent most of her time trying to replace empty bottles and hook new ones up to the dispensing 
machine. This was no small task. She first disconnected the old bottle from the dispensing mechanism and rinsed any residue of the old 
wine away. Then she uncorked a new bottle, fitted a hose inside it, sealed it up, and began a siphon process so the wine was ready to 
be dispensed. She could then close up the machine, but the wine was not yet ready to be dispensed. She had to go to a computer and 
enter the pricing information for the bottle she had replaced. The computer was having problems, and I don’t think she ever d id manage 
to completely activate any of the bottles she had replaced. 

 
We made our way over to Canal Street, which separates the historic Vieux Carré (French Quarter) from the modern business 

district (nondescript skyscrapers that mostly house oil companies). Canal is in much better shape than it was when Margaret and I were 
last here. The street has always had the feel of a shopping mall—with the same stores you’d find in the suburbs (Footlocker, The Gap, 
Radio Shack, etc.), but with entrances to the sidewalk. Almost all of these stores suffered both flooding and looting in the wake of Katrina, 
and most were severely underinsured. It took five years to get Canal Street looking like its old self, but today you could barely tell there 
had been a hurricane. They’ve even re-planted the stately palm trees that line the boulevard. Some of the old ones were uprooted, while 
others were damaged by the floods. The new ones, though, look like they’ve been there forever. I must say, though, that palm trees 
seemed a bit out of place on this frigid day. 

 
We were looking for an interesting place for lunch when we happened upon the Palace Café on Canal Street. From the street 

the name “café” seems appropriate; it’s an unpretentious building on a nondescript business block. Inside, though, this is an  enormous 
and really quite elegant restaurant. We found out it was owned by the Brennan family, whose original restaurant we’d eaten at when we  



were here in 2007.  [It’s actually owned by Dickie Brennan, who purposely 
separated from the rest of the Brennan family and started his own restaurant 
empire.]   The Palace Café is not nearly as pricey as Brennan’s, but it’s still a very nice 
restaurant. [Review sites like Zagat give it nearly as high of marks as the original 
Brennan’s or Commander’s Palace.]  The dark wood interior has a surprisingly warm 

feeling, and it looked glorious hung with Christmas greenery. We were seated quickly 
and enjoyed pleasant and efficient service. Both Margaret and I began our meals with 
soup. She had an asparagus bisque, while I enjoyed chicken and andouille gumbo. I 
adored the soup, though my main course was less spectacular. I had pork and white 
beans. They weren’t terrible, but I wouldn’t order them again. The beans were al 
dente—a bit tough to my taste—and the pork struck me as fatty. Margaret’s pulled pork 
pot pie looked much tastier. We passed on dessert. That was wise, since we’d end up 
spending the entire afternoon stuffing ourselves. 
 

We stuffed ourselves because we spent the rest of the afternoon taking a 
formal culinary tour of the French Quarter. This was my Christmas gift to Margaret, and 
it was a most enjoyable way for me to celebrate the holiday as well. The tour was like 
a tapas meal or a progressive dinner; we sampled small dishes at a wide variety of 
places, and together they combined to give us lots of food. 

 
We made our way to St. Louis Street, where we found our guide, a rather 

rough-looking guy named George with a gray ponytail who looked like he was trapped 
forever in 1970. Margaret seemed to like George a lot, but I can’t say I didn’t much care 
for him myself. He repeatedly described himself as a chef, though I got the feeling that  

 
Palace Café – New Orleans 

title was nothing more than self-bestowed. He’s apparently worked in several well-known restaurants, but he told us that as soon as he 
learned the menu in one place he would quit and move onto another. (He had worked in seventeen restaurants in twenty-two years.) I’d 
think a true chef would be able to master a menu and then add to it, either with new items or by giving his own touch to existing dishes. 
 

George began the tour by telling us (and about fifteen others in the group) that his first job was at the family restaurant chain 
Shoney’s. He said he still thinks cooking eggs is one of the toughest jobs in the kitchen. Having been a restaurant cook myself (at a place 
with a better reputation than Shoney’s, but far less than the famous restaurants in the Crescent City), I agree with him. The most expensive 
items on a menu are some of the easiest to prepare. It’s almost impossible to screw up lobster, and steaks are pretty easy as well. The 
sauces and garnishes that make a dish fancy are almost always prepared ahead of time and just sit in a warming tray or squirt bottle. 
Eggs, though, must be prepared to order. They’re very easy to screw up, and (unlike most foods) if they’re ruined, the damage can’t be 
undone or covered up. While they’re the cheapest thing on most restaurant menus, eggs probably also generate the most complaints 
from customers; people want they cooked exactly the way they like. 

 
While I was not all that thrilled with the guide, I really loved the culinary tour. We began at Antoine’s, which is the oldest family-

run restaurant in the United States and one of the oldest restaurants in the world. Open since 1840, Antoine’s serves classic Creole 
food—various stews served over rice with butter-based sauces full or herbs and Mediterranean seasonings. There’s nothing spicy hot 
about Creole cuisine, but it is exceedingly rich. The dish we sampled at Antoine’s was seafood gumbo. I’m not a seafood fan, and while 
I did take a few tastes of Antoine’s offering, I can’t say I cared much for it. I ended up eating more of the rice than the actual stew. The 
chicken and sausage gumbo I had at the Palace Café was far superior. 

 
Website picture of Antoine’s main dining room 

Our group was taken to a side room (the 
Hermes Bar, which was closed at mid-
afternoon) for our sample. That was 
appropriate, since we were served our 
gumbo in styrofoam bowls, and they 
wouldn’t want to detract from the elegant 
experience of the diners who paid full 
price. Antoine’s is an extremely nice 
restaurant. Of the places I’ve been only 
Brennan’s and Peacock Alley at the 
Waldorf=Astoria would be in the same 
league. The main dining room was 
tastefully decorated for Christmas, 
which provided a vaguely festive touch 
to the elegance. 
 

We got a lengthy behind the 
scenes tour at Antoine’s. We looked into 
several of the restaurant’s “krewe 
rooms”. These are used at Mardi Gras 
for the formal banquets of the krewes, 
the service clubs that sponsor parades 
and other Mardi Gras events.  They look 
like the setting for a formal dinner at the 

White House, and they’ve been used to serve such dignitaries as Pope John Paul II. These apparently can be rented out for more humble 
events, though. It would certainly be a nicer place for a wedding reception than the local VFW hall. 



We caught a glimpse of Antoine’s wine “cellar”. Because of the high water table, basements of any kind are not common in New 
Orleans, so all the wine storage is actually above ground in special climate-controlled cabinets. Antoine’s had one of the largest wine 
collections in the world prior to Hurricane Katrina. The restaurant was neither severely damaged nor looted, but the extended loss of 
electricity meant the wine had to endure high temperatures. They chose to sell the entire inventory at auction, and they are in the process 
of gradually re-stocking their supply. 

 
Next we walked through the kitchen at Antoine’s. George made a big deal of the place, but honestly it looked like a restaurant 

kitchen. It’s a very big kitchen, but then it’s a very big restaurant. It was interesting to see the place, but it would have been more interesting 
if we’d seen the cooks doing specific things. 

 
We exited through the main entrance, where we were allowed to take a copy of the restaurant’s holiday menu as a souvenir.  

George urged us to take just one per family, but Margaret and I each picked one up. I’m not sure why they should care. The menu was 
no longer being served in 2010, and I’m sure they’ll be raising the prices next year.  

 
We next went across the street from Antoine’s to a place called Leah’s, the oldest candy store in New Orleans. There are dozens 

of similar confectionary shops in New Orleans. What stood out about Leah’s was that it did appear to be independently owned rather than 
part of a citywide chain. The candy of New Orleans (and pretty much the whole South) is the praline (pronounced in Louisiana as my 
mother said it, PRAH-leen), a combination of caramelized sugar and pecans. I liked my mother’s pralines better than anything they have 
for sale in the Big Easy. Hers had a clearer, darker caramel and a bit of a tang from buttermilk. The “real” candies are cloudy and frankly 
too sweet. I wasn’t going to complain about a free treat, though, and I did enjoy a complementary Leah’s praline.  I didn’t rush back and 
buy a box, though. 

 
Our next stop was up on Bourbon Street. We walked into a bar called Remoulade, which is part of the well-known restaurant 

Arnaud’s. In addition to being the name of a bar, remoulade (REM-you-lodd) is a mayonnaise-based sauce served with Cajun seafood. 
It’s similar to tartar sauce, but usually a rosy color from a heavy dose of paprika and cayenne pepper. [Remoulade also similar to 
Thousand Island dressing, and the “special sauce” at pretty much every fast food place is a variation on it.]  We were offered a 

generous sample of shrimp remoulade (shrimp marinated in the sauce, with more of the sauce available for dipping). I passed completely 
on this dish. As I said before I just don’t like seafood. What’s more, I was told years ago when they discovered I had an allergy to iodine 
that I should avoid large quantities of shellfish, which are rich in that element. (It’s apparently been since shown that allergies associated 
with injected radioactive iodine have no relation at all with iodine in food, but since I don’t like the stuff anyway, it’s convenient that I was 
told not to eat it.) Margaret passed on hers as well, probably due to the spiciness. George ate one of the unclaimed portions himself, and 
he gave another to a couple who happened to be waiting at the bar for a table in the restaurant. 

 
Our next stop was at a restaurant named Desire, which was also on Bourbon Street, across from the Old Absinthe Bar that 

started the Brennan’s restaurant dynasty. At Desire we were served turtle soup. This was on the menu when we had breakfast at 
Brennan’s, and I was honestly afraid to order it. Having now eaten it, turtle soup is something I wouldn’t mind having again. There’s 
actually very little turtle in turtle soup. Most versions, including the one we were served, have at least as much ground beef as reptile 
meat. Turtle soup looks like chili. Its liquid is a combination of sherry and beef broth, which combine to give it a rich and very unique taste.  
The stuff is stewed for hours, and the flavors combine to make a really nice dish. George suggested that we consider adding sherry the 
next time we make chili (something Louisianans apparently call “mock turtle soup”), and it’s something I just might try.  [I never have—
mostly because sherry is something I don’t ever buy.] 

 
Hallway of Christmas trees at a French Quarter hotel 

 

 Walking from restaurant to restaurant we also got a very 
nice walking tour of the Vieux Carré. We detoured to see a 
traditional French Quarter private courtyard (something you can’t 
really see from the street), and we saw the public areas at a 
couple of nice hotels. 
 
 We made our way over to St. Peter Street, which is near 
the rear of St. Louis Cathedral. We stopped here at a new Italian 
café called La Divina. Much of their business comes from coffee 
and pastries, but we didn’t sample either of those. We were given 
a slice of muffuletta, a classic New Orleans sandwich that is 
apparently Italian in origin. Named for the focaccia-like bread on 
which it is based, a muffuletta consists of cold cuts (this one was 
mostly ham), cheese, and (the essential ingredient) olive relish. 
I’d eaten muffulettas before, primarily in the student cafeteria at 
the University of Southern Mississippi, though also at various fast 
food places in the Magnolia State. I don’t think I’d ever had the 
sandwich in New Orleans before. In Mississippi they say the name 
“muff-uh-LET-uh”,  though apparently  in New Orleans  it’s “moo- 

foo-LOT-uh”.  I have no idea where they got that vowel shift from, but we heard several people say it that way. The sandwiches are really 
very good, and the ones at La Divina (which included bread dripping in melted butter) were definitely the best I’ve ever had. 
 

We also had gelato at La Divina, tiny tastes of various flavors. All were good, but my favorite was a combination of berries and 
balsamic vinegar that tasted both fruity and rich. They gave us coupons for a discount on a meal at La Divina, and Margaret and I made 
a note that we might come back here tomorrow. 

 
As we made our way from one place to another, George gave us his opinions on various restaurants and chefs. He was generally 

positive about most of the restaurants in New Orleans. He especially liked Chef Paul Prudhomme and his famous K-Paul’s Louisiana 



Kitchen restaurant, and he even gave a grudging endorsement to the Brennan’s dynasty, one of whose restaurants we had  eaten at for 
lunch. There was one chef, though, that George had no time at all for: Emeril Lagasse. The Food Network icon popularized Louisiana 
cuisine for the masses, but (at least according to George) he’s a pompous bastard who is rarely in town and treats his restaurant staff 
badly. I’m not a huge fan of Emeril myself (mostly I find him loud and annoying on TV), but George’s hatred seemed a bit over the top. I 
wondered if George hadn’t worked at one of the celebrity chef’s restaurants and had a falling out there.  [On our most recent trip to 
New Orleans, Margaret and I ate at Emeril’s Delmonico restaurant.  It was extremely expensive, but both the food and service 
were outstanding.] 

 
Next on the tour was a place called Toujague’s, which is apparently pronounced more like TOO-jack’s (though it is a “G” in the 

second syllable of the name, not a “Q”). This is the city’s second oldest restaurant, dating to 1852. It is located in the old Spanish armory 
across from the French Market on Decatur Street. I’d been past the place many times before, but I never thought it particularly remarkable. 
George seemed to like the fact that Toujague’s didn’t have a printed menu from which patrons order. Instead they offer six set courses 
of the chef’s choosing, which vary from day to day. Too bad for you if you happen to have an allergy or simply don’t like one of the 
selections. 

 
We were served Toujague’s specialty, boiled beef brisket. That doesn’t sound terribly appetizing, but basically it amounts to pot 

roast. Apparently it is literally boiled rather than just braised, and I personally think that odd cooking method reduced its flavor a bit.  You’re 
supposed to eat the stuff with creole mustard, a grainy and extremely powerful sauce (not quite the heat of Chinese restaurant mustard, 
but enough to clear the sinuses). The beef was all right, but I really didn’t care much for the sauce. I also didn’t find a lot of character at 
Toujague’s, which came across more like a run-down bar than a nice restaurant. 

 
The main thing we saw at Toujague’s was in fact their bar, though we were required to eat our beef chunks in a back hallway.  

That was because our group included a variety of ages, and minors weren’t permitted in the bar. It wasn’t the alcohol that was the problem. 
(If that were the case, minors wouldn’t be permitted anywhere in the state of Louisiana.) The issue was that the bar had video gaming 
devices, the same sort of poker machines you see at every convenience store in South Dakota. Apparently Louisiana has no problem 
with minors being around booze, but they don’t want the young folks corrupted by gambling. 

 
We walked to a back street in the French Quarter and entered another hidden courtyard. Here we got a cooking demonstration 

from an elegant black woman that George described as “my mama”. George was white, but he noted “any Southern boy who says he 
wasn’t raised by a black woman is either a hick or a liar.” The woman we saw was not much older than George himself;  and—as they 
used to say—she was definitely better preserved. I actually think she was not a nanny, but rather George’s culinary mentor.   

 
Website view showing the four basic stages of roux 

 
“Mama” was obviously an 

excellent cook, and she gave us a very 
nice cooking demonstration. She first 
explained how a roux is made. Roux 
(flour and fat whisked together over 
heat) is the basic ingredient in every 
French sauce, providing both thickening 
and flavor. It was so cold outside that 
she really couldn’t get her roux going on 
the portable stove she had set up, so 
she gave up and showed us pictures of 
the various stages to which roux can be 
cooked: white, blonde, chocolate, and 
brick. She made a strange comparison 
between the amount of flavor in different 
roux shades and how buzzed people 
were after drinking different amounts of 
wine.  The darker a roux is, the less it 
will thicken, but the more flavor it 
provides.  A dark roux was most likely 
the key flavor component in the chicken 
and andouille gumbo I’d eaten for lunch, 
she noted. 

 
Another part of our lesson 

involved  the  “holy trinity”,  the  sautéed 

vegetables that begin almost every Louisiana dish. Trinity is a variation on the French mirepoix (carrots, celery, and onions), substituting 
green bell pepper for the carrots. The name “trinity” comes from the Catholic origins of Louisiana, and both George and Mama agreed 
that in New Orleans pretty much everyone is Catholic, but no one is very religious. 
 

We had one more local food to sample, red beans and rice. It was appropriate that today was Monday, because red beans and 
rice is the Monday dish in this part of the country. It was the main dinner option in the USM cafeteria every Monday when I was in grad 
school, and restaurants always have it as their daily special on Mondays. The dish is exactly what its name says—stewed kidney beans 
and white rice. Supposedly the dish (which is Caribbean in origin) became a Monday staple because of its simplicity. Women were busy 
doing the wash on Mondays, and they could just let a pot of beans simmer on the stove all day with little attention. (It is assumed, by the 
way, that anyone in Louisiana can cook rice in their sleep, though that’s what I would find the tricky part of the dish.)  Traditionally red 
beans also used the leftover ham scraps from Sunday’s dinner for flavoring. That’s how “mama” made them (and the way I personally 



prefer them), though most restaurants these days would use a spicy sausage instead. Good red beans create their own sauce. The starch 
in the beans combines with plain water (and a few spices) to make a thick gravy. In fact, sometimes the beans can be so broken down 
that you’re left with pink sauce on rice. The ones we were served today hadn’t cooked nearly that long, but they were pretty good. 

 
 We were conveniently dismissed 
from the tour at a gift shop, which I think was 
owned by “mama”. My main purchase was a 
bag of candied pecans—like pralines, but 
without the extra candy. With a higher nut to 
sugar ratio, they weren’t as sickeningly sweet 
as New Orleans pralines often are, and I’ve 
been enjoying snacking on them since getting 
back. 
 
 We made our way back to Canal 
Street at the edge of the French Quarter and 
waited there for a streetcar. We waited … and 
waited … and waited some more. A black 
family that was headed to the same 
destination we were waited there also, and we 
all got rather restless. A local artist who was 
also headed the same way explained that on 
the Canal Street line two out of three cars 
head to the “Cemeteries” terminal. In addition 
to their namesake, this car serves heavily 
populated residential neighborhoods near the 
Jefferson Parish border. The third in a series 
of  cars goes to  a  twin destination,  City Park/ 

 
Tardy “Museum” streetcar on Canal Street – downtown New Orleans 

Museum, which was the one we wanted. We had apparently just missed a “Museum” car, because we waited more than half an hour for 
the next one.  [Apparently New Orleans recently joined the 21st Century and added a GPS-based transit tracker.  As seldom as 
many of their lines run, this is a much needed improvement.] 

 
In my notes about this trip, I wrote that we took the streetcar through a developing area. Re-developing might be more accurate. 

Upper Canal Street has come a long way since Margaret and I were here in 2007, but it is nowhere near as far back as downtown, St. 
Charles Avenue, or the western suburbs. This area was severely flooded following Katrina, and mold damage followed the water. Before 
the homes along here can be inhabited, they must be completely gutted and cleaned. Then they must also be “elevated”—that is the 
entire building needs to be lifted off the ground and set on a raised foundation of cement blocks. The new base is a foot or two higher 
than the old one, a level that should withstand most flooding, but would be far below the levels sustained in Katrina. 

 
It appears that pretty much all the homes in this area will eventually be occupied, but they are currently in a wide variety of 

different conditions. There’s nothing here in a shambles, and we didn’t see any of the FEMA trailers we saw in 2007. It does appear, 
though, that many of the homes are still in the process of being repaired. Far too many were unlit at night, and a lack of details like 
curtains gave away the fact that others were empty. People do live in many of these homes, though. I’d estimate that better than half are 
currently occupied. Businesses are there to serve the residents, too. Many of the businesses are in brand new buildings. They obviously 
just bulldozed the old locations and started fresh. 

 
Upper Canal was the least developed area we saw in New Orleans on this trip. It would be interesting to see what, if anything, 

has become of New Orleans East. That area was virtually destroyed by Katrina. There was almost nothing there in 2007 and very little 
even in 2008. I’ll be returning to New Orleans this coming summer for another quiz bowl trip, and it will be interesting to see if there’s any 
more development there.  [New Orleans East is pretty much back today, although a few things—like the abandoned Six Flags 
amusement park—have yet to be renewed.  It’s almost all very cheap construction—a combination of public housing and 
working class private developments.  It’s definitely not a nice area, but being brand new it’s not run down either.] 

 
Our streetcar ran away from the river (roughly west, though New Orleans is officially on the east bank of the Mississippi) in the 

median of Canal Street for about three miles. We then turned right onto Carrollton Street and traveled another mile or so. When we 
stopped I could see City Park to the left, but it was not entirely clear that we were actually at the end of the line. Since the stop was 
lengthy, I decided Margaret and I might as well exit, and we found out we were in fact at the terminal. Apparently after we left the driver 
yelled at other passengers for staying on the streetcar. She had made no announcements the whole way, though, and she never 
announced we had reached the end. 

 
The final stop on this branch of the Canal streetcar is called City Park/Museum. It’s actually across the street from City Park, 

though, and it’s a fair hike from the New Orleans Museum of Art (NOMA). Our destination was beyond the museum, a mile or better from 
the streetcar stop. Signage was horrible in the park, and we had a long, confusing walk. It was as much through luck as anything that we 
finally made it where we wanted to go. 

 
Where we wanted to go was Celebration in the Oaks. We had read that this was a festival of lights set among the grand live oak 

trees in City Park. While the display is much reduced from its pre-Katrina days, everything we had read said it was the place to go at 
Christmas in New Orleans. We eventually found the entrance, paid our $7 admission, and made our way inside. 
 



 
View from the kiddie train at Celebration in the Oaks 

 

 Celebration in the Oaks was really quite different than we had 
imagined and been led to believe. I remembered the live oaks we had 
seen along the Mississippi coast in 2000, hung with enormous lighted 
ornaments, and I imagined a spread of acres of similar threes. If not that, 
then I expected something like the Zoo Lights or grotto displays we’d 
seen in Portland. There were some things like both of those, but really 
the Christmas decorations seemed almost secondary, and we’d have to 
wait to see most of them. The area near the entrance is a carnival. The 
rides were all lit up, but no differently than they would be at the county 
fair in anyone’s hometown. In fact, Celebration in the Oaks as a whole 
came   across  more  as  a  fair   than    a  Christmas  light  show.    The  

 
Lighted vegetables at Celebration in the Oaks 

temperature was right at freezing, so it was hardly a surprise that most of the rides were unoccupied tonight. 
 

The artist who had waited with us for the streetcar suggested we should “take the kiddie train” to fully experience Celebration in 
the Oaks. That was good advice. The open-car train (more than a bit chilly this evening) runs through parts of the park that are otherwise 
inaccessible. This is where most of the decorations are. The train ride was definitely the most interesting thing we did in City Park, but I 
definitely won’t be rushing back there again just for that. 

 
We train raced a police car all through the park. Each time we reached a crossing, the cop parked there with his lights on to 

warn cars that the train was coming. That seems unnecessary, and it made me wonder if they’d had an accident in the past. 
 
There were some other strange features at Celebration in the Oaks. They had a garden of enormous lighted-up vegetables 

(Santa’s garden) that was supposed to teach children to eat healthy foods. There was also a fun display of model trains running through 
what was supposed to be a miniature replica of all the different New Orleans neighborhoods. I must confess I didn’t recognize much of 
anything in the miniature city, but the toy trains were fun to watch. They also had a craft fair (though there didn’t seem to be much that 
was interesting there), a barn featuring a truly hideous life-sized Nativity scene, and an area for children featuring scenes from various 
stories (the most brightly lit place in the park). They also had food stands. We got some flavorless hot cider at one of them, and the other 
offerings didn’t seem much better. 

 
Celebration in the Oaks really did seem ridiculously over-hyped. The locals really seem to like it, though. I assume for them it’s 

one of those nostalgic things that’s always been around. Adults remember it from when they were a kid, so they continue to take their 
children there pretty much just because it’s there. It’s like a church children’s program that’s really not that good, but that people remember 
fondly. Not being from New Orleans, I was more amused than anything, and my advice to other tourists is don’t bother making the trip 
from downtown. 

 
We essentially re-traced our steps back to the streetcar. Somehow, though, the walk back seemed even more confusing than it 

was getting there. They desperately need better signage in City Park. It’s got to be at least as awkward for cars as it is for pedestrians. 
 
There was some event going on at the museum as we passed it on our way back to Carrollton. It must have been an elegant 

affair, because the main drive in the park was lined with nice cars, and the people who got out of them were clad in tuxedos and formal 
dresses. Almost no one wore an overcoat, and all these wealthy people were shivering as they made their way to the party. Monday night 
strikes me as an odd time for a black tie affair, and I do wonder just what was going on. 

 
There was no streetcar at the stop when we got there. Quite a crowd was waiting, though, which we figured was a good sign.  

Among those at the stop was the same black family who had ridden out with us. They also found it confusing to get to Celebration in the 
Oaks, and they saw even less than we had. The black family had already been waiting more than fifteen minutes when we showed up. 
We would wait with them for another fifteen minutes … and then another … and then another. One of the other people who was  waiting 



thought that perhaps their might be a disruption in service. He called the RTA customer service number, only to reach a recording that 
told him to call back during business hours. No one in New Orleans (local or tourist) expects truly cold weather, so no one was dressed 
for the chill we had tonight (which honestly felt colder than it had been in Chicago). We all just stood there and shivered. 

 
The streetcar terminal is in a busy area. Carrollton is one of the busiest streets in the city, and it intersects another major street 

at Beauregard Circle, just outside the entrance to City Park. Countless cars passed as we waited. There were even some cabs delivering 
wealthy people to the event at the museum, but none of them seemed interested in picking up anyone from the streetcar stop. In any 
other city, I’d have expected there might be busses along one or both of the busy streets. New Orleans has a very skeletal transit system, 
though. We didn’t see a single bus anywhere nearby as we waited. Apparently the Canal streetcar is the only route that comes even 
vaguely close to here.  [There actually is a bus route along Carrollton, but its runs only once an hour.] 

 
We saw a couple of interesting sights as we waited. At one point a young man in a tuxedo walked down from the museum and 

spent quite a while trying to hail a cab on the street. He eventually succeeded, but I did wonder just what he was doing there. The party 
was obviously nowhere near over, and it seemed unlikely to me that he had come on his own. The other interesting sight was a woman 
passing by on the street who stopped her BMW in the left lane as she reached Beauregard Circle. She got out, revealing the fact that she 
was wearing a fur coat, went up to the car stopped behind her, and asked if her car was smoking. The answer to that question was 
obvious (she wouldn’t have asked it if there weren’t a reason to do so); she was definitely having some mechanical problem. Stopping in 
the left lane on a busy street seemed like an odd way to deal with it, though. After confirming that there was a problem, she just got back 
into her car and sped off in a fog of exhaust. I have no idea if she ever did anything about the car. 

 
Eventually a college aged Asian couple showed up at the stop. The girl had apparently checked the schedule on her I-phone, 

and she assured us the car would be here in about ten minutes. She also noted that it came ridiculously seldom after dark. The girl was 
right. In just a couple minutes a car pulled up, and the driver let us board. She actually rushed us aboard the streetcar, though it was a 
good ten minutes before we set out. That was all right, though. The Canal cars are heated, so at least we were out of the cold. 

 
Statue of General Beauregard in a traffic circle at the entrance to City Park – New Orleans, Louisiana 

We had an uneventful ride downtown and transferred almost immediately to a St. Charles car. That car was not heated, but it 
was a fairly quick ride back to the hotel. It was nearly 10pm when we finally got back, more than two hours after we’d left Celebration in 
the Oaks. 

 
I checked the RTA website and was appalled to find the streetcar had indeed been right on schedule. The City Park branch of 

the Canal line has bad service even at rush hour and ridiculously little service after dark. In the early evening the interval between cars is 
a full 75 minutes. It would only take about 45 minutes to make a round-trip between the terminals, and I don’t know why they can’t just 
run a single car doing that. (My bet is they schedule break time for the driver at the downtown terminal.) In Chicago even the “night owl” 
buses run hourly at a minimum, and at 8:30pm (the time we wanted to catch a streetcar) the wait would likely be fifteen minutes at most. 
Even cities with “bad” transit typically run at half hour intervals well into the evening. I suppose I should have checked a schedule in 
advance like the Asian couple, but I never imagined they’d have such pathetic service. 

 
[I checked while writing this, and I found that RTA has greatly improved service on the Canal streetcar.  City 

Park/Museum cars now run every twenty minutes all the way up until midnight.  They’ve actually reduced service outside of 
rush hours on the Cemeteries car, but there’s now a third branch that turns off Canal and runs down Loyola Avenue to Union 
Station.  That makes the overall service significantly better than it was in 2010.] 

 
We spent some time re-packing our bags, read some more of the Icelandic sagas, and also watched a bit of TV. It wasn’t long 

before we were both asleep. 



 
 

We were up at 7:00, but again this morning we seemed to start things off in slow motion, dawdling around the room for quite 
some time. Eventually we went down to breakfast. The breakfast room was very crowded, and the attendant had trouble keeping things 
stocked. We had a few bites, but left quickly to leave some room for others. 

 
As we finished packing our bags, we watched the local news on TV. The big story was a deadly fire that happened overnight.  

The fire was in an abandoned house east of downtown New Orleans that was being used by several homeless people. The squatters 
had built a fire in an oil drum for heat—indoors. It’s not really a surprise that such a fire would spread and set the building aflame.  While 
it was not directly said, I gathered from the reports that it was not at all unusual for the homeless to make their home in places that were 
abandoned by former residents of the city. It made me wonder if any of the dark houses we’d passed on Canal Street had  unofficial 
occupants. 

 
We checked out of the hotel and then wheeled our bags back to Union Station. Near Lee Circle we passed a couple of interesting 

characters en route. One was a city scruffy city worker who was dealing with an extreme quantity of trash that was overflowing a litter 
basket near a streetcar stop. While we hadn’t asked him, he gave us directions to Union Station—loud enough that the entire 
neighborhood could hear. The person of note was a homeless man who trudged down the street carrying all his worldly possessions on 
his back. Those possessions stood out, because among them was a mattress. You don’t see many people carrying mattresses as they 
walk down the street, but I’m sure it would make things more comfortable for someone who had to sleep on the street. 
 

There are a lot of homeless people in New Orleans. There always have been, and I don’t know that the percentage is any 
different than it was in the past. The homeless may have stood out more on this trip because of the bitter weather. Normally it’s anything 
but cold in New Orleans, and I have notably less sympathy for those on the street when it’s warm out. There are plenty of shelters and 
aid organizations in New Orleans, just as there are in almost every American city. A woman who was in the house that burned told a TV 
reporter she felt the shelters were unsafe, but I can’t imagine they’d be worse than being on one’s own in the elements. 

 
While the number of homeless people is about the same as it was before Katrina, something that has definitely changed is the 

racial make-up of New Orleans. Even a brief look at the shots from the Superdome or convention center would convince anyone that 
New Orleans in 2005 was a very black city. [There were even controversial remarks by the mayor at the time referring to a 
“chocolate” city.]  The city at that time was about 80% black, with the metro area split about 50 – 50 black and white. There are notably 

fewer black people today. I imagine many of them lived in neighborhoods that have yet to be renovated.  They scattered around the 
country after the hurricane and stayed wherever they ended up. Many still can’t afford to return, even five years later. Also noticeable are 
a lot more Asian and Hispanic people than there used to be. Most of the Hispanics came as temporary workers hired to do construction 
work. Many still are employed rebuilding the city, and others have gone on to service jobs (maids, janitors, garbage collectors, gardeners, 
cooks, waiters, etc.)—work done almost exclusively by black people before Katrina. Asians have lived in rural areas of Louisiana for 
decades, working in the seafood industry. I wonder (though I have no proof of it) if some may have come to the city in the wake of the oil 
spill, which has devastated fishing on the Coast. 

 
We made it to Union Station and checked our luggage through to LaCrosse. We asked the clerk if we could leave our carry-ons 

in the Magnolia Room while we went out exploring. He said we could, but it would be at our own risk. Unlike the Metropolitan Lounge in 
Chicago, the room is unattended so they take no responsibility for bags left there. I chose to take out my blood pressure prescriptions 
and have Margaret put them in her purse, but otherwise we had no problem leaving things. They require sleeping car passengers to enter 
a code to enter the Magnolia Room, so even though it’s unattended it’s not like just anyone can go in there. It’s also not like either 
Margaret or I had anything irreplaceable or of great value; if anything had been taken, it would hardly be a tragedy. 

 
The train would not be leaving until 1:45pm, so we had plenty of time to kill. We walked back down to Lee Circle and soon caught 

an inbound streetcar. We got off at Canal (the end of the St. Charles line) and took a leisurely walk through the French Quarter. We 
stopped near the far end of Royal Street at the Community Coffee House. Community is the coffee of Louisiana (though they will try to 
sell you more expensive brands in all the tourist stores). They started out in small coffee houses like this and grew into a mostly package 
business, selling bags of coffee in supermarkets around the South. I’m pretty sure Community has been in the historic building we went 
to for decades, but their café has definitely changed over the years. Inside this place might as well have been a Starbuck’s. They served 
traditional chicory coffee, but they definitely pushed foamy coffee drinks at much higher prices. They also sold elegant pastries, and they 
offered free internet access. They also had bags of their own coffee for sale on a rack, though amusingly the one variety they didn’t have 
was “New Orleans blend”, the dark roasted chicory blend that is the definitive New Orleans coffee. 

 
Margaret ordered for the two of us. I had standard black coffee (New Orleans blend), while she had café au lait. Both are quite 

traditional in New Orleans, and both have likely been served in this coffee house since its beginning. Margaret was amused that the 
cashier was able to get my black coffee herself from an enormous urn behind the counter, but it required the service of a barista to pour 
milk into a cup and squirt coffee from that same urn on top of the milk. 

 
As most such places do, they had a stack of free alternative newspapers at the Community Coffee House. New Orleans’ 

alternative paper is called Gambit, which is apparently celebrating their thirtieth anniversary in 2010. It was interesting to look through 
their recollection, since it was roughly the same length as my own adult life and my own knowledge of New Orleans. Gambit is locally 
owned (which—surprisingly—is rather unique in the alternative press [It’s weird just how much of the alternative media is actually 
owned by major corporations like Gannett or the Tronc, the new name for the Tribune Company.]), and it’s one of few free papers 



that doesn’t seem to have a political agenda. That’s refreshing, but not particularly surprising in New Orleans—a city that’s about as 
apolitical as you can get. New Orleans is tolerant of just about everything, but its residents are generally quite conservative in their own 
lives. That’s pretty much where my own beliefs fall, and it’s probably why I’ve always felt comfortable in the Big Easy.  [Across the South 

 
Pelican street cleaner in the Pelican State 
French Quarter – New Orleans, Louisiana 

New Orleans has a reputation for being sin 
personified.  That’s reflected in one of its 
most common nicknames, “Gomorrah”.  It 
is true that pretty much anything goes for 
tourists in New Orleans, but the locals are 
much more discreet and private about 
things.  While I don’t know it for a fact, I 
suspect the same is probably true of Las 
Vegas. 
 
 Politically New Orleans is quite a 
bit more liberal than the rest of Louisiana.  
The Pelican State as a whole is reliably red, 
but Orleans Parish most often votes for 
Democratic candidates.  Part of that is the 
Catholic background in New Orleans, 
compared to the Southern Baptist 
influence elsewhere in the state.  New 
Orleans is also more racially diverse than 
most of Louisiana, and it has the highest 
percentage of gay residents of any city in 
the South.] 
 

 Once we finished our coffee we set 
out walking again. We walked through the 
mostly residential east end of the Vieux Carré 

all the way to Esplanade Avenue, the far boundary of the Quarter—about a mile and a half downriver from Canal. We walked down 
Esplanade to the Old Mint and turned there onto Decatur. We were amused by a car we saw parked by the French Market along Decatur. 
A bumper sticker beside the car’s Texas plate noted the owners were “PROUD PARENTS OF A ROLLER DERBY GIRL”. I must say 
that’s one sticker I’ve never seen before. 
 

We made our way back to Jackson Square. As much on a whim as anything we stopped into the Louisiana State Museum next 
door to St. Louis Cathedral. I’d been to the museum once when I was in graduate school and found the place deadly dull. Now,  though, 
they were advertising a just opened exhibit on Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath, and we thought that might be interesting to see. The 
museum was extremely crowded, likely another sign of improving tourism. I’m not sure the exhibit taught me anything I didn’t already 
know, but it was interesting. Assuming it’s still going, I may make a point of taking the quiz bowl kids to see it next summer.  [I didn’t.  
There’s just too many other things to do in New Orleans.] 

 
We had thought of having lunch at La Divina, the Italian place we’d been to on the culinary tour. The appeared to be closed on 

Tuesdays, though. That seems an odd choice of closing days (Monday is more standard in the restaurant industry), but I suppose they 
can make whatever schedule they wish.  [When I looked up the Southern Food and Beverage Museum, I was surprised to find that 
they’re also closed on Tuesdays.]  We searched around for quite a while trying to find a place for lunch. I’d have been happy with 

something quick and easy, but Margaret seemed to want something nicer. We never really did find anything that truly appealed to both 
of us. 

 
We settled on a place called Daisy Duke’s that we happened to have passed a couple of times previously in our walks. It’s on 

Royal Street, just east of Canal. Aside from the cute name, there’s not much to recommend the place—and having eaten there once, I 
certainly feel no need to go back. It’s a rather dumpy café and bar—with both breakfast and booze served around the clock. Margaret 
had an omelette, while I ordered a Mediterranean salad. The salad consisted of finely chopped vegetables (more onion and green pepper 
than anything else) in a vinaigrette. There was so much dressing that it seemed more like a soup than a salad—a pool of vinegar with 
little chunks of green and white floating in it. The salad tasted of little other than vinegar. I almost forced myself to eat it and didn’t finish 
the thing. This was easily the worst meal I’ve eaten in New Orleans. 

 
My notes for this trip say “we had a LEISURELY dinner at Daisy Duke’s”. That’s extreme understatement. The place didn’t seem 

extraordinarily busy, but they were severely understaffed. There was apparently a group event in a side room, and the kitchen staff chose 
to serve them before the standard dining room patrons. That wasn’t a problem for the table next to us, where a foursome downed bloody 
Mary after bloody Mary. We were not in any particular hurry when we arrived, but as more and more time passed, the time for our train 
to board drew closer and closer. The waiter apologized repeatedly, but there seemed to be little he could do to speed up the kitchen. 
Margaret eventually told him that we had a train to catch (which was, of course, literally true). He passed this on, and finally our food was 
delivered. We had to gobble it down quickly, which only added to my bad impression of Daisy Duke’s. 

 
We almost literally ran to the station. We considered taking the streetcar for part of the distance, but the car we saw was jam 

packed, and we were progressing nearly as fast as it was. [That’s actually typical in New Orleans.  The streetcar isn’t much faster 
than walking, but it’s sheltered and doesn’t require effort.]  It was a good twenty blocks from Daisy Duke’s to Union Station, and we 

didn’t rest the whole way. My twisted ankle definitely hurt, but we had little choice but to rush. 
 



 

 We arrived at the 
station almost literally just in 
time. Margaret checked at the 
desk and found that they would 
be boarding sleeping car 
passengers five minutes after 
we arrived. We made our way 
to the Magnolia Room, which 
was now very crowded. Most 
prominent among those 
waiting there was the same 
father and son from Wisconsin 
who had traveled down to New 
Orleans with us. The father 
was still wearing the same red 
sweater and sports jacket 
without a tie, but the son was 
now in a nice sports shirt that 
I’d bet was one of the 
Christmas gifts he’d recently 
received. It was amusing to 
see them again. 
 

 Arriving five minutes 
before  boarding  is  one of the  

LEFT: Christmas tree with poinsettia base and fleur de lis topper 
RIGHT: Poster advertising the City of New Orleans 

Union Passenger Terminal – New Orleans, Louisiana 

joys of train travel. There’s no formal check-in and no security, so it’s possible to show up right before departure. I’ve spent far too much 
time waiting in airports over the years, and it was nice not to be doing that today. 
 

Our carry-on bags were exactly where we had left them and entirely untouched. I put my medicine in the bag and then made my 
way to the restroom. I’d used the bathroom at Union Station this morning and was impressed that the marble fixtures were absolutely 
immaculate. The place had obviously just been cleaned, and it rapidly deteriorated through the day. This afternoon the men’s room was 
both littered and filthy. It was hard to believe just how much grime had accumulated in only a few hours.  

 
We made our way to the platform and were greeted by our car attendant, an impossibly young man named Ryan. Our roomette 

(#2) was across the hall from the attendant’s, so we’d see a lot of Ryan during this trip. Whenever he spoke, he was hesitant and almost 
apologetic—quite the opposite of Tina, our attendant on the way down. He was almost too helpful. He pointed out that he had put cans 
of pop and boxes of juice at the drink station. He noted that coffee was not yet available, but said he’d be making it as soon as we were 
on our way. Not long after we got going he put cases on a dozen or so pillows that he stored on the top bunk of his room. I couldn’t help 
but think of the people who had asked Tina for extra pillows and got an earful in response. Ryan may have been young, but he did his 
job very well. 

 
Our roomette was almost identical to the one we’d come down in. While certainly not brand new, it was quite a bit newer than 

the other Amtrak sleeping accommodations we’d been in. Everything was decorated in cobalt blue, a much nicer color scheme than the 
orange and avocado we had going to Oregon. Ryan had placed copies of the City of New Orleans schedule in the roomettes.  While it 
would have been nicer to have the route guide (a full description of the places we passed through), this was definitely better than what 
we’d had on the way down. On that trip we had a route guide for the Texas Eagle, a completely different train.  

 
The toilets in our car had been nicely cleaned, and Ryan had used an interesting method to keep them smelling fresh throughout 

the trip. He’d placed a filter bag of coffee grounds in each of the car’s bathrooms. The coffee seemed to absorb unpleasant odors without 
the harsh smell of artificial air freshener. It really is a clever idea, the sort of thing you might read about in Hints from Heloise—if that 
column is still around these days.   

 
[I actually checked while writing this revision, and apparently Hints from Heloise does indeed still exist.  The syndicated 

column is now written by the daughter of the original Heloise.  She also writes a column for Good Housekeeping, she does 
radio and TV features, and she maintains a very comprehensive website.  Interestingly, her formal training is as a math teacher.  
I couldn’t find any references to using coffee as an deodorizer from Heloise, but I did find a Readers’ Digest article called “13 
Surprising Uses for Coffee” that recommended using coffee grounds instead of air freshener in your car.  I might just throw 
one of those hotel packets of coffee in my car for that purpose.] 

 
By my watch we left New Orleans about five minutes early. As we made our way through the western suburbs, Ryan made a 

variety of calls on his cell phone. It surprised me that he was a family man, since he seemed very young to be married. I could overhear 
him making arrangements to have his wife’s car repaired, though, and also arranging for delivery of what I think was baby furniture to his 
home. When he wasn’t talking on his cell phone, Ryan spent a lot of time texting (another thing that betrayed his young age). He also 
spent quite a while just staring out the window at the view. When we reached the interchange of I-55 and I-10, Ryan said we should look 
for an eagle’s nest at the side of the tracks. He’d noticed it on earlier trips and was pleased to spot it again. I must say I couldn’t see the 
thing (particularly craning my neck to see out the opposite window), but it was interesting to have him point it out. 



The first part of our northward ride was uneventful. We crossed the Manchac Swamp and reached Hammond about five minutes 
late. We definitely made up time past there, though, because we got to Jackson way early. Our room was on the side of the car that faced 
away from downtown Jackson, so there wasn’t much to see during our layover there. Mostly we looked out at a Sleep Inn motel, a fairly 
nice place but definitely on the “wrong side of the tracks”. 

 
It got dark around five, and about that time Christina, the dining attendant, came around to take dinner reservations. We said 

we’d like reservations for the 8:15 seating, but she pointed out that by then they’d likely be sold out of many items on the menu.  Following 
her advice we opted for the 6:45 seating instead. Christina, by the way, appeared to be the only female employee on this train. The 
southbound run had been dominated by women, but the opposite was true in this direction. 

 
We’d reached Jackson early, and we spent nearly an hour there waiting for our scheduled departure. When the time came to 

depart, we were delayed because a freight train was pulling out at exactly the same time we were scheduled. We ended up leaving 
Jackson about ten minutes late. 

 
At dinner we happened to be seated with the same father and son who had been our dinner companions on the way down.  The 

conversation was somewhat better than it had been on the southbound trip, though still a bit forced. It was obvious the kid’s favorite thing 
in New Orleans had been the Aquarium of the Americas. I’d been there with the quiz bowl kids, and it is a nice (if severely overpriced) 
attraction. On the way down the father was looking forward to eating at Commander’s Palace, a well-known restaurant run by the Brennan 
family. They apparently never did get there, but they like we had some nice meals. 

 
All the adults at our table ordered steak for dinner. I really wish I’d joined the kid in ordering the vegetarian pasta. I’d considered 

that, but passed because one of its main components was mushrooms. They were easy to pick out, though (which the boy had done), 
and the pasta and sauce looked really good. My steak, on the other hand, was tough and flavorless, and I followed it up with a grainy 
(probably thawed and re-frozen) cheesecake. The best part of this rather disappointing meal was a nondescript side salad. 

 
The tracks that the northbound City of New Orleans runs on are BAD! That isn’t really a surprise given that the old Illinois Central 

Railroad is now owned by Canadian National, and this section is just about as far from Canada as you can get. We were jostled so badly 
as we sped along on the rough tracks that I think everyone was surprised we didn’t derail. At one point during dinner we hit a bad bump, 
and I was literally knocked out of the booth where I was sitting and onto the floor of the dining car. Nothing was hurt but my pride, but it 
certainly woke me up. 
 

They only used half the dining car on the City of New Orleans. We had to walk through the empty half to be seated in the rear.  
It would have been more comfortable if they’d spread people out, with just two per booth rather than four. Instead they crammed us in, 
using as few booths as possible. We were reminded of a comment George had made during the culinary tour. He noted that guests often 
ask to be seated in empty parts of restaurants, and pointed out that there are two reasons the staff will only grudgingly do so.  One is that 
they don’t want to have to clean those areas (which was likely the reason for restricting us to the back of the diner), while the other is that 
they try to assign equal numbers of customers to all the different waiters. 

 
Greenwood, Mississippi was supposed to be a smoke break on this train. These days it’s illegal to smoke on trains (something 

that has changed just in the past decade). To accommodate the smokers—many of whom are Amtrak employees—they schedule longer 
stops about every three hours or so. They warn that smokers should not leave the platform (though in most cases you could go into the 
station with no problem), but they stop long enough that they can get their fix before proceeding. While Greenwood was a designated 
smoke stop, for some reason they just made a quick stop there. The conductor apologized repeatedly that they hadn’t stopped longer, 
blaming it on unspecified “miscommunication”. He noted there would be a smoke break at Memphis—with a silent, but strongly implied 
“come hell or high water” in his voice. 

 
We reached Memphis right on time at 10pm. Ryan had made up our beds earlier, and we’d been reading through much of the 

evening. Memphis seemed a good place to finally turn out the lights. Before we could, Margaret asked Ryan for assistance in getting the 
door to our roomette closed. Somehow the sliding door had come off its track, and she couldn’t get it to fully close. I personally wouldn’t 
have cared (and would actually have preferred the fresh air an open door would have provided), but she definitely wanted the door closed 
and locked overnight. Ryan wrestled with it but couldn’t get it closed. A conductor happened by, though, and he obviously knew exactly 
what to do. He jerked the door a bit, and it was back the way it was supposed to be.  [I don’t know if it’s a difference in our sexes or 
what, but Margaret always wants the door tightly shut and locked overnight.  Then she’ll turn around and complain because it’s 
hot and stuffy.  Security has never struck me as an issue on Amtrak, particularly in the sleepers.  If I ever were to travel by 
myself in a sleeper (which is extremely unlikely), I’d probably just draw the curtains but leave the door open.  It’s certainly not 
anything worth arguing about, though.] 

 
About the time we settled in for the night the conductor made an announcement of the upcoming night stops: Dyersburg, Fulton, 

Carbondale, Effingham, Mattoon, and Champaign (“the bubbly city”, the conductor said). Shortly after that the lounge attendant informed 
us that the toilet in the lounge car was broken (how, I have no clue). [Toilets on Amtrak actually seem to break quite frequently.  I 
suppose people probably throw things they shouldn’t in them, and they also just get a lot of use.]  Finally there was the most 

amusing announcement I’ve heard on Amtrak—an announcement of the end of announcements for the night.  In spite of the rough track 
I slept reasonably well tonight. I wouldn’t claim I had a good night’s sleep, but I did get more rest than I had on the way down—and much 
more than I’d have gotten in coach. 
 



 
 

As on the way down, the shaking of the tracks meant I desperately needed to use the restroom before daybreak. I tossed in bed 
from about 5 – 6am, and finally decided I had no choice but to get up. One nice thing about the northbound roomette was that the strap 
that held me in the top bunk was easy to unlatch. With it down I could fairly easily get downstairs. It was still a chore to remove the velcro 
on the curtains and unlock the door, but eventually I managed to get out. 

  

 

 The coach cars on 
Amtrak have handicapped 
restrooms that are fairly roomy. 
Unfortunately in the sleepers 
there is a dedicated handicapped 
room, and it has its own toilet. 
That means the restrooms 
available to roomette passengers 
are very cramped. I struggled to 
change in the tiny space, and it 
was no small challenge—
particularly with the train in 
motion. The hardest part was 
putting on my shoes and socks. I 
sat on the stool and put my bag 
on top of the sink. Even so, there 
really wasn’t enough room to lift 
my legs off the floor. It was even 
more of a challenge since my 
ankle and foot still hurt from the 
injuries that had happened on the 
way down. I did eventually 
manage to get my shoes on, but I 
never was able to tie the laces 
tightly.  [Actually many sleepers Restroom in Car 5800 on the City of New Orleans 

DO have handicapped restrooms.  Those that don’t usually have a changing room adjacent to the shower, which was almost 
certainly the case in this car.  I’m not sure why I didn’t want to go downstairs to change.] 
 

When we showed up at breakfast Margaret and I were seated by ourselves at a booth for four. Eventually the man from 
Wisconsin came into the diner (still dressed in the same jacket and red sweater vest). I had French toast for breakfast. It was decent, if 
not exceptional. The food service on the City of New Orleans seems weak compared with other Amtrak trains. I’m not sure why things 
aren’t more consistent from train to train. Breakfast is probably the best value meal on the train. While our meal was free with the sleeper, 
the coach price of $7.50 isn’t that bad, and the price includes juice and coffee. A side of bacon (which was free for us) would be extra, 
but it’s still a better value than lunch or dinner. 

 
 We reached Champaign during 
breakfast, just a little behind schedule. We 
hadn’t been given a newspaper on the way 
down, but Ryan had a pile of copies of the 
Champaign/Urbana News—Gazette stacked 

next to the beverage station when we got back 
from breakfast. [They’ve since eliminated 
the complimentary newspapers that had 
been supplied to sleeper passengers, 
another of those Congressionally 
mandated cuts.  On trains that have wi-fi 
they provide complimentary access to a 
variety of online media sites, but there is 
no wi-fi on most long-distance trains.]  Not 

much was happening in central Illinois, but 
there was plenty of coverage of the big 
national story—the huge post-Christmas 
snowstorm that had crippled the East Coast. 
All the big eastern airports were closed, 
stranding thousands of passengers. Even 
Amtrak (which normally just gets delayed by 
weather) was affected, cancelling all service 
between Washington and Boston. It was a 
beautiful day  in Illinois  today,  and I was very  

 
David Burrow in Room 2 of Car 5800 n the northbound City of New Orleans 



glad we hadn’t chosen to head east this Christmas.  [At least two other “blizzards of the century” have hit the east coast in the past 
six years, and there have been countless “300-year” floods all across the country.  Still an amazing number of people still say 
that climate change is a hoax.] 
 

One interesting article in the paper involved one of the athletes who was featured in the documentary Hoop Dreams. It’s hard to 
believe that movie (which remains one of the best films I’ve ever seen) came out sixteen years ago. It followed two boys from the projects 
who had been recruited to play basketball at a suburban high school. The kids dreamed of playing college and eventually NBA ball. 
Neither ever did play professionally, and while the film improved their circumstances, both still live in the inner city. The article revolved 
around William Gates (not the software billionaire, obviously), who played basketball for and graduated from Marquette University in 
Milwaukee. He is now the senior pastor of a fundamentalist church near Cabrini Green. Gates’ son, who I believe was born in the course 
of the film, was the real reason for the article. The son is now playing basketball for the same suburban high school (St. Joseph’s in 
Westchester, Illinois) where his father played. It would be interesting to see how the younger Gates’ “hoop dreams” play out.   

 
[The Gates family moved to San Antonio shortly after this was originally written.  The son played for a public high 

school there in 2012 and received a full-ride scholarship to Furman University, a Division I school in South Carolina.  He then 
transferred after his sophomore year to Houston Baptist University.  William Gates, Sr. had moved his family to Texas to escape 
the violence in inner-city Chicago, following the murder of his brother.  The father of the other main figure in Hoop Dreams, 
Arthur Agee, was also murdered.  Agee still lives in Chicago, though he credits the movie with allowing him to move from the 
West Garfield projects to a better neighborhood.  Today he works as a motivational speaker.  He says the real success story is 
his mother, who finished nursing school with the top GPA in her class, got herself off welfare, and move to the suburbs.] 

 
We got further and further behind due to signal problems that forced us to proceed at a minimal speed. By the time we reached 

Kankakee we were an hour behind schedule. I called “Julie” at Amtrak’s customer service number (1-800-USA-RAIL). Earlier the recorded 
voice had said we’d be arriving in Chicago early, but now the estimate was that we’d be thirty-three minutes late.  Fortunately we didn’t 
have a tight connection. 

 
With only a couple hours left to go on this train, we began re-packing our carry-ons. The most annoying part of doing this was 

that I’d brought along a collection of Christmas music tapes and Margaret had brought a tape player. When we took the train to Oregon 
in 2004 we spent quite a bit of time listening to holiday music. This was a shorter trip, though, and it didn’t seem to lend itself to listening. 
The bulky tapes and tape player went unused the whole time. 

 
We paralleled Interstate 57 from Kankakee northward, and increasingly heavy traffic let us know we were nearing Chicagoland. 

Before long we passed the University Park and Olympia Fields Metra stations, and then we made a long stop at Homewood—our last 
stop before Chicago. We made another strange three-point turn and backed into Union Station, finally arriving right at 9:30, half an hour 
late. 

 
We had a fairly lengthy layover in Chicago, so we dropped our bags in the Metropolitan Lounge and then went out to explore 

the city. Somehow on the train I’d misplaced the comb I’d bought in LaCrosse, so my first stop was at a Walgreen’s just east of the station 
where I could get another one. While the Kwik Trip comb had cost less than a dollar, Walgreen’s charged $2.59 for essentially the same 
thing. This comb was theoretically a name brand (Ace), but I can’t say I care what brand of comb I use.  

 
We continued east on Jackson Street, walking all the way to Michigan Avenue and the north end of Millennium Park. We turned 

north on Michigan and made our way up to the neighborhood near the Comfort Suites where we had stayed a few days ago.  We stopped 
briefly at a gift shop near the hotel Margaret had noticed some interesting Christmas ornaments in their window when we were here 
before, and she was interested in picking one up. While she was doing that, I also picked up a calendar with scenes of Chicago. 

 
Stone from the Alamo embedded in Tribune Tower façade – Chicago, Illinois 

 
 

Our ultimate destination was Tribune Tower, 
which is just north of the Chicago River on 
Michigan Avenue. Margaret had read that 
displayed around the base of the building 
were stones from historic buildings and 
structures around the world. I’ve been to 
Chicago many times, but I had no clue the 
stones were there. The collection was 
apparently started by Chicago Tribune 
founder Colonel Robert McCormick, who 
requested that the newspaper’s staff around 
the world send back significant stones. Many 
were gifts from dignitaries in their respective 
countries, but others were acquired in more 
dubious ways. The collection continues to 
grow and now includes more than 120 stones 
from all fifty states, various countries around 
the world, and even from the moon.  The 
outdoor display is free, and it really is quite 
interesting. 
 

We made a brief stop at the Tribune Tower gift shop.  Margaret picked up a book that included the history of the stones.  I wasn’t intending 



to buy anything, but I couldn’t resist a toy ‘L’ car they happened to have at the check-out. It’s intended for ages six and up, but I suppose 
I qualify as “and up”. 

 
Margie’s Candies – Chicago, Illinois 

 We walked west through the same 
neighborhood where we’d had dinner 
Christmas Eve and eventually made our way 
to the red line subway. We caught a 
southbound train and transferred at Jackson to 
the blue line. We raced through the subway, 
but once the train became elevated, we slowed 
to a crawl. We found out when we stopped that 
they were doing construction on the elevated 
structure, and presumably the train had to go 
slowly past the workers. 
 

 We got off at Western Avenue. Just 
north of the station there is one of my favorite 
places in Chicago, Margie’s Candies. This old-
time classic combines a candy store, an ice 
cream parlor, and a café. Margaret and I had 
both been here several times before, and we 
decided to have lunch at Margie’s today. 
 

 Margie’s is an extremely crowded 
store. In addition to shelves of candy and 
booths for lunch and ice cream patrons, the 
place houses countless memorabilia from the 
nine decades the store has been going. Some 
of  the most  famous junk  they have on display  

commemorates the Beatles, who stopped by in 1965 and enjoyed the Atomic sundaes that are still on the menu forty-five years later. (Al 
Capone also ate here, but he isn’t featured as prominently as the Fab Four.) The place was even more cluttered at Christmas, with holiday 
decorations vying for space among the clutter. 
 
 Not a lot of people eat anything but ice cream at Margie’s, but we had a very nice lunch. I ordered a ham sandwich (rye bread 
piled with slices of thickly sliced real ham), while Margaret had tuna salad. Both sandwiches came with soup (a semi-homemade chicken 
noodle, with spaghetti in lieu of flat noodles) and potato chips. There was also lettuce and tomato on the side. Those were probably 
intended to go on the sandwiches, but both Margaret and I ate them as salad. It would be silly to eat at Margie’s without having dessert, 
and both Margaret and I stuffed ourselves with ice cream. Margaret ordered a raspberry sundae, while I had the Bucktown special (a hot 
fudge sundae with banana, named after the neighborhood around Western and Milwaukee). Margie’s sundaes are generous, but not 
impossibly large (two large scoops of ice cream). They are served in shell-shaped dishes from another era, and the hot fudge comes in 
its own silver gravy boat. They are topped with whipped cream and a classic cherry, and every sundae is garnished with a ladyfinger 
vanilla wafer. 
 

We each bought some candy at Margie’s. Then we made our way back to the ‘L’ and caught an inbound train. We took the blue 
line to Clinton and then walked a couple blocks north to Union Station. We claimed our carry-on bags and then attempted to find a seat 
in the extremely crowded Metropolitan Lounge. A family sitting at the far end consolidated their stuff to make some space for us, for which 
we were very grateful. That family (a grandmother, mother, and toddler, I think) stood out because the mother was repeatedly singing a 
strange song to her child. It was to the tune of “Frère Jacques” , but the English words were not anything I had ever heard before. “Morning 
bells are ringing” had been abandoned for “How are you this morning? Very well, I thank you. Let’s go play.” I wondered if it wasn’t from 
Barney or some similar show. The song was cute the first time through, but it rapidly got rather annoying. 

 
A couple of Amtrak’s afternoon trains were called for boarding. Then they announced that the conductor for the Empire Builder 

was at the front counter taking tickets. A long line formed almost immediately in the Metropolitan Lounge, and I could only imagine the 
chaos of the equivalent line in the main part of the station. While we were traveling in coach on the last leg of our journey, we were 
allowed to use the lounge because we’d come in on a sleeper. It was almost worth the extra cost just for access to the lounge. Here the 
line did move efficiently, and before long I swapped our tickets for a seat check that said “712 – LSE X2”: (two passengers for LaCrosse 
in Car #712). 

 
Amtrak’s website and various signs in the station imply that they are now checking IDs for all passengers, and in LaCrosse the 

station manager did ask us for identification. No one did that in New Orleans, though, nor did the conductor who took the tickets this 
afternoon. The IDs are supposed to be an anti-terrorism measure, though I’m not sure there’d be much point to them for that purpose.  
It’s easy enough for teenagers to obtain false identification, so I’d think that would be no problem for a dedicated criminal. 

 
The Metropolitan Lounge has free internet access, so I got out my computer and did some work for the Iowa CORE Curriculum 

project. (CORE is for some reason in all capitals, though I have no clue what the acronym is supposed to stand for.) The big requirement 
this year is alignment; we’re supposed to see how well the things we teach are aligned with the “ideal” curriculum the state is requiring. 
The tool they’ve come up with to do this is an almost endless online form. Teachers have to go through five different checklists for each 
class they teach (that’s thirty checklists for me). Each checklist shows all the possible topics (called “benchmarks” in education-speak) 
that the gurus deemed worthy of being taught, and teachers are supposed to check off those that are covered in each class. (Ideally all 
of them should be taught somewhere, and eventually that will be required to happen.) It’s all completely subjective, and the data it 
generates is pretty much useless. (I may, in fact, use it in my Statistics class as a good example of junk data.) The process isn’t really 



very hard, but with thousands and thousands of possible checkmarks to make, it’s incredibly tedious. There’s also no way listing out all 
this stuff will actually improve education; it’s basically a way for politicians in Des Moines and Washington to make it look like they’re 
doing something. We have to do it, though, and waiting for a train provided a chance to get some of it done. 

 
Shortly after the conductor took our tickets a rather bored woman with a nasal voice rattled off the following announcement:  

“This is not a boarding announcement. This is an informational message for passengers on Trains 7, 27, and 807, the Empire Bu ilder, 
serving Milwaukee, Minneapolis, and all intermediate stops to Seattle and Portland. There will be a delay. The delay is due to mechanical. 
The extent of the delay will be thirty minutes. Amtrak thanks you for your patience.” It was clear from her tone that she could make this 
announcement in her sleep. It had all the charm and inflection of a bad recording. In fact, just a few minutes earlier she had made a 
similar announcement for passengers on the California Zephyr, announcing a forty-five minute delay for them. The only difference 
between the announcements was the train number and the length of the delay. The overly vague and ungrammatical phrase “due to 
mechanical” was the reason given for both delays.   

 
The announcement of a forty-five minute delay for the California Zephyr was accurate. The announcement for the Empire Builder, 

however, kept getting repeated with slight variations, and the delay kept being extended. The amount they announced was never more 
than thirty or forty-five minutes, but that was in addition to whatever delay had already occurred. I got plenty of CORE curriculum work 
done, but for some reason the internet cut out in the lounge after we’d been delayed about an hour. After that I read through some 
newspapers, wrote a letter to my brother Steve, and did some people watching. 

 
For many of the passengers waiting in the lounge, this was not their first delay. Trains coming in from the East yesterday were 

delayed due to weather. Several people had missed connections from those trains to yesterday’s westbound trains. While they would be 
late reaching their destinations, most of these people weren’t really complaining, because they’d been treated very well. Amtrak had re-
booked those who had missed yesterday’s Empire Builder onto today’s train. They had put those people (or at least those with  sleeper 
tickets) up in nice hotels for the night and given them $60 cash for meals. By contrast the airline passengers whose flights had been 
cancelled were left to fend for themselves, with no compensation at all. 

 
The people who were complaining the most were those headed to relatively short destinations—places like LaCrosse, for 

instance. Train passengers tend to expect significant delays on long distances, but it’s annoying when you a relatively short trip is 
extended into a long one—especially when the local weather is good. In Illinois, short-distance passengers have fewer worries because 
there are lots of in-state trains that allow multiple options to reach destinations. The high-speed rail project that was part of the economic 
stimulus package would have provided similar options in Wisconsin and Minnesota. Unfortunately after the funding had already been 
approved, Scott Walker, Wisconsin’s new Republican governor chose to refuse any money for his state. I’m sure he thinks he’s somehow 
saving the government money, but that’s not the case. What’s happening is that the money that would have gone to Wisconsin is being 
re-allocated to other states around the country—while a single train a day will continue to cross the Badger state.  By refusing the high 
speed rail funding, the governor also lost a number of jobs for his state, since the train cars that would have been used for the new service 
were planned to be built in Wisconsin. 

 
They finally called the Empire Builder for boarding at 4:45, and we made our way out to the platform. One advantage of boarding 

from the Metropolitan Lounge was that even though we were traveling in coach we were able to beat the bulk of passengers out to the 
train. We managed to find two seats together toward the middle of the car, a better location than we’d had on the way to Chicago. 

 
I turned on my computer to finish my letter to Steve and was amused to find that the wireless detector had connected to the 

internet. I was apparently picking up a signal from Rivers Restaurant, which I assume is located in the building over the platform. It was 
one of the strongest signals I’d gotten through the trip, and their internet access was free. I checked my e-mail and did a bit more work 
on the CORE curriculum courtesy of the restaurant. I couldn’t stay connected too long, though, since this car (unlike the one we’d come 
to Chicago on) had no power outlets. 

 
 Having brought up the computer, I’ll 
mention one other thing about it—the thing 
Margaret found most noteworthy.  Partly 
because I hate using touch pads and partly 
because the one on my netbook doesn’t work 
well, I always use a mouse with my computer. 
For most of the time since I’ve had the netbook 
I’ve just used a standard computer mouse. 
Recently, though, I traded that for a “designer” 
one.  One of the prizes we gave away to kids 
in our magazine drive was a computer mouse 
shaped like a sports car with little LED 
headlights and taillights. We had four of them 
to give away—one lucky winner in each 
class—but it turned out no freshman qualified 
to win the mouse. I thought the thing was cute, 
and since it matched  the red color of my net- 

 
Close-up of David Burrow’s sports car mouse 

book, I reimbursed the school for the wholesale value and bought it. It is an amusing little thing.  [The red netbook and the sports car 
mouse were stolen when the school suburban was broken into on a quiz bowl trip a year after this.  I now have a black netbook, 
but the mouse that accompanies it is a plain one.] 
 

The Empire Builder left Union Station at 5:05pm, two hours and fifty minutes late. We were given no explanation for the specifics  



of the delay, nor really any apology for it. “Due to mechanical” could mean almost anything, and it would have been nice to at 
least have a few of the details. At least we were finally on our way, though. 

 
Our dinner tonight consisted of cheese and crackers and cinnamon rolls from the lounge car. With the delay we could have 

eaten in the diner. Since we were traveling in coach, we would have had to pay full price, though, so the lounge snacks provided better 
value. At $3.75 the cheese and cracker trays really are the best deal on the train, and they made a pleasant meal. 

 
Across the aisle from us were a mother and her elementary-aged son, who were also headed to LaCrosse. The mother kept her 

son busy all through the trip with activities that were both interesting and educational. Her son was one of the best behaved kids I’ve ever 
seen on any mode of transportation. I wish more parents kept their kids so well controlled. 

 
Our car was mostly occupied by short-distance passengers, people whose destination was somewhere between Milwaukee and 

Minneapolis. When possible Amtrak tries to assign its coaches that way so that long-distance passengers aren’t being constantly 
disturbed by people who are boarding and de-training. With all the people who had missed yesterday’s train, though, they had to seat 
people wherever they could. That meant we also had a few passengers in our car who were headed all the way to Seattle. In the row 
behind us was a black family with “SEA” on their seat tags. This was apparently their first time on the train. They weren’t crazy about the 
delays, but they seemed to take everything in stride. 

 
A few rows behind the black family was another Seattle passenger, one of the most annoying people I’ve ever encountered on 

Amtrak. He had apparently come from Boston and was one of the people who had missed yesterday’s connection. He told the passenger 
next to him (someone ticketed to Winona, who seemed to respond “uh huh” to everything he said) about his experiences in excruciating 
detail. What’s more, he spoke so loudly that everyone in the car could hear every word he said. Once he got done describing his trip, he 
proceeded to go into a long, dull discussion of every trivial detail of railroad operation. He seemed to be an expert on every conceivable 
aspect of railroads—just ask him. The guy’s monologue just went on and on. I’m sure the gentleman next to him was glad he didn’t have 
to sit there all the way to Seattle. I feel sorry for whoever boarded in Winona to take his place. 

 
I used the handicapped restroom downstairs while we were stopped in Milwaukee. The standard Superliner facilities are even 

smaller than an airline toilet, while the accessible bathrooms are probably three times the size you’d get on a plane. While I’m not disabled, 
it was nice not to be cramped as I did my business. 

 
Milwaukee is the first smoke stop on the westbound Empire Builder, so of course many people made their way out to platform 

while we were there. Strangely, during that break the dining car attendant called a seating for dinner. She seemed upset when not 
everyone who had made reservations for that seating showed up and made another call in a rather nasty tone of voice—while we were 
still stopped for the same smoke break. If she’d waited just a couple minutes more, she could have avoided a lot of problems. 

 
I filled some of the ride by reading a newspaper. The big news was still the storm out east, and that certainly made our travel 

inconveniences seem minor. One article that caught my attention told of a group of passengers who were stranded all night shivering on 
a crippled New York subway train on an elevated section that was blocked by snow and ice. Most of the passengers were on the train 
because their flights at JFK Airport had been cancelled and the airport was completely closed. The article reported the station where it 
was stranded incorrectly as Howard Beach. If it had been that station, which is next to JFK, the passengers could have easily sought 
refuge in the surrounding neighborhood. There’s a fire station at Howard Beach that is visible from the station, plus a number of 
neighborhood bars that are likely open even in bad weather. Instead the train was stuck at Aqueduct Racetrack (just north of Howard 
Beach), a station that is officially closed in winter since the surrounding area is entirely vacant except during racing season. I had quite a 
bit more sympathy for the group when I found out they really were trapped in the middle of nowhere. 

 
“Julie”, the phone recording, had estimated that we’d make up some of our delay leaving Chicago, but we knew from experience 

that was unlikely. Our suspicions were confirmed when, around Madison, the conductor announced the estimated time of arrival for all 
the stops through Minneapolis. We were now about three hours behind schedule, and he estimated we’d maintain that delay through the 
Twin Cities. Beyond there, he hoped they might be able to make up a bit of time on the overnight run. 

 
It turned out the conductor was overly optimistic.  [That’s not really surprising.  While most trains do have some padding 

built into their schedule, especially in bad weather it wouldn’t be enough to overcome a lengthy delay at the start of the trip.]  

We reached LaCrosse at 10:20, three hours and six minutes late. I kept checking the online status to see what happened the rest of the 
run. The train was 3:20 late leaving Winona, and three and a half at Minneapolis. It didn’t lose too much more time west of there, but it 
didn’t make up anything either. It ran about four hours late through North Dakota and Montana. For some reason, though, this particular 
train never did make it to the West Coast. The train was taken out of service in Spokane, and people were bussed from there to Seattle 
and Portland. That could be due to the unspecified “mechanical” that delayed our departure, or it might have been due to weather in the 
Cascades. Yet another possibility is that they turned the train around at Spokane to keep the corresponding eastbound trip from getting 
ridiculously off schedule.   

 
We claimed our luggage quickly in LaCrosse and got it to our cars without a problem. It hadn’t gotten particularly cold while we 

were gone, so it was no surprise that both vehicles started right up. I paused before leaving the parking lot in the hope that Margaret 
would lead the way back to the motel. She was obviously waiting for me to go, though, so I did eventually pull out. I wasn’t absolutely 
positive of the route to the Econolodge and I’m pretty sure I took a very round-about route. We did make it there okay, however. 

 
Margaret was redeeming points for our hotel stay tonight. This probably isn’t a place where many redemptions take place, and 

the clerk was a bit confused about the progress. We eventually got checked in, though, and we made our way to the room. Most 
noteworthy among the other guests at the hotel was a sports team (hockey I think) that occupied several rooms at the far end of the hall. 
They were surprisingly quiet, and we managed to get a good night’s sleep. 



 

 
 

We slept quite late this morning, not getting up until after 8am. We soon made our way to the breakfast room, where a young 
couple was eating with some rather loud children. The toddlers weren’t really all that bratty, but they definitely weren’t what I wanted to 
deal with early in the morning. Fortunately the family finished their breakfast fairly soon, and we were left in peace. 

 
Website photo of Interstate 90 in fog 

Driving home today was not fun. The temperature was well above freezing (and had stayed there overnight), which created 
dense fog all through southern Minnesota and northern Iowa. There was also a surprising amount of wind, and that created slippery spots 
where snow had blown across the road. I wasn’t so stupid as to take a picture while trying to drive in bad conditions, but I did locate the 
picture above. Except that there was less traffic than what is shown here (I-90 is normally very lightly traveled in Minnesota), it looked 
almost identical to what I saw today. 

 
I drove straight through without stopping. I got to Algona around 12:30 and quickly unpacked. When I dug to the bottom of my 

bags, I was amused to find both of the combs I thought I had lost, so I now have three perfectly good and nearly identical combs on hand. 
Hopefully it will be a while before I buy another. 

 
I had just a couple days to rest up before school began again. This was a very nice trip, and it made a lovely break in the middle 

of a busy year. 


