[UPDATE: May, 2018—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.
Last summer I made a couple of short trips around Illinois and Missouri.
I’d scheduled a third trip over Independence Day weekend, but car trouble forced
me to call an early end to that trip. With a full two weeks of Christmas vacation
this year [something I’m looking forward to again this coming year], I had
time to revisit part of that trip. My sister Margaret joined me, and we had a very
nice little getaway.

Today was a very cold day, one of those times when the weather service
uses adverbs like “brutally” and “dangerously” to describe just how frigid the temperatures are. It was 14 below in Algona this morning,
and the high this afternoon was expected to be below zero. On days like this I always remember my father, who died during an extreme
cold snap shortly before Christmas thirty years ago. I’ve always been just a bit scared of winter weather [something that’s only gotten
more true as road maintenance has declined], and I’m certainly glad that for the past few years I’ve been able to keep my car in a
garage next to the building where my apartment is located. The car started up easily, but even after I drove for a couple hours, it never
did get truly warm inside.
I ran a few errands this morning, most notably taking the recording of my church’s sermon out to KLGA, the radio station located
three miles west of town. That was the furthest I’d driven my car since Thanksgiving, and a safe run out there convinced me it should
make it through this trip all right. [KLGA has since relocated to downtown Algona, so I generally walk there.]
I packed up my car and left town right at 11am. I drove southward and made my first stop at Hardees in Humboldt. I used the
remnants of a scrip card plus a couple more dollars to buy a ham and cheese sandwich, curly fries, and a chocolate shake. The shake
was an unfortunate selection. Like many fast food places, Hardees has “upgraded” their shakes. They brag about using “hand-dipped”
ice cream and real milk, and they mix them on the sort of equipment you might see in an old diner. They charge nearly four bucks for a
“premium” product that’s thinner and seems to have less real flavor than the soft-serve shakes they used to make. Serving the shake in
a disposable plastic cup hardly has a premium feel, either, and it just struck me as incredibly overpriced. [A lot of fast food places have
“upgraded” their shakes, which is something I really don’t care for. I actually liked those old miracles of chemicals and
stabilizers that were silky smooth and had a consistency just slightly looser than soft-serve.]
My trip southward was uneventful. Traffic was light, and the roads were clear. While my car never really heated up, in a heavy
coat I was comfortable. I ended up making it to my brother Paul’s house in Rippey right at 1pm. Almost immediately Margaret arrived
as well. Paul had to lead a Bible study in the afternoon, but Margaret and I had a nice visit with each other and with Paul’s wife Nancy
and their daughter Rachel.
Nancy and Rachel made sloppy joes for dinner, and we also stuffed ourselves with numerous candies and baked goods they
had on hand. I’m not sure whether it’s a joy or a curse (perhaps both), but as a minister Paul gets showered with food at Christmas. It’s
probably good that they were hosting family, because it seemed more than they could possibly have eaten on their own.
Margaret and I left around 7:30pm, and she followed me down to Perry. On the way out of town I stopped at Rippey’s main
intersection by a convenience store at the edge of town. I let off my brakes, but then re-considered when I saw headlights coming on the
highway. Margaret apparently reacted to the first part of what I did, but not the second. Her car surged forward and bumped the rear
end of mine. No real damage was done (and I’m not sure it could be as old as my car is), but the little jolt certainly woke me up.

We had a reservation to stay at the Hotel Pattee, a restored boutique hotel that is easily the nicest place to stay in Perry. It’s a
handsome brick building from the turn of the last century. The place has gone through several owners since its restoration. It had gone
into receivership, and a couple from St. Louis just recently re-opened it. I had considered staying here two years ago when Paul hosted
Christmas, but at that time the cost was prohibitive (close to $200 a night, I think). The new owners have more reasonable rates, so
staying here was just a few bucks more than it would have cost at the local Super 8. [The rates have crept up again. I always check
the Hotel Pattee when I go down to see Paul, but I invariably end up either at the Super 8 or at one of many much cheaper places
in nearby Des Moines or Ames.]
The Hotel Pattee’s public areas are wood and brass and look much as they did in the place’s heyday. It truly gives the feeling
of a grand old hotel, easily the rival of the classic inns in major cities. The place was even more beautiful at the holidays, with everything
decked out in evergreen garlands and red velour ribbons. Whoever designed the décor really had quite an eye. It could easily have
seemed pretentious, but instead it’s both elegant and welcoming.
Each guest room at the Hotel Pattee is unique and
designed around a theme. Some are named after and
decorated in the style of vaguely famous local people, while
others salute Midwestern crafts or history (needlework and
one-room schools, for instance) or more modern Iowa themes
(like marching bands and RAGBRAI). The remainder are
decorated to honor the numerous immigrant groups that have
come to central Iowa over the years. These include every
corner of Europe (the Welsh Room, the Russian Room, and
the Bohemian Room, for instance), as well as parts of the rest
of the world.
Margaret and I ended up in the African Room (#312),
one of the few rooms in the hotel with two beds. [I think they
market mostly to romantic weekenders, which is why they
haven’t merged more of the rooms to accommodate more
guests.] A sign near the door noted most of the designs were
from Sudan, Somalia, and Zimbabwe and honored some of
Perry’s most recent immigrants, many of whom are employees
at the IBP meat packing plant. The room featured the orange
and green colors I associate with Kwanzaa, with heavy wood
The African Room
furnishings and numerous pieces of authentic African artwork.
(from the Hotel Pattee’s website)
An interesting feature was decorative canopies over the heads
of beds that resembled mosquito netting. Reviews of the Hotel Pattee have noted that it gives the feeling of staying in a museum, and
there is some truth to that. It’s still very comfortable, though, and it made for a most pleasant stay.
The lighting in this room was weird. A switch by the door turned on lights hidden by the crown molding that just put a small glow
around the ceiling. [People on those house-buying shows on TV always ooh and ah over this feature, but I find it weird and
pointless.] The rest of the room’s light was provided by a half dozen lamps, which were operated by a strange combination of wall
switches and switches on the lamps themselves. Once everything was turned on, it was actually quite a bright room. It took quite a while
to figure out how to make that happen, though.
One of the nicest features in the room was the bathroom. It was enormous, and while it featured modern fixtures, it had the feel
of old-time décor. The toilet was sectioned off in its own private demi-room, which made it seem almost like a public restroom. There
was an enormous tub that featured a shower with excellent pressure, and they offered high-end toiletries and excellent in-room coffee.
Both the walls and floors were covered in black and white tile that was probably institutional in its day but now has the elegant look of a
tuxedo.
We settled in and relaxed a bit. I did a bit of work on the computer, researching things we’d do once our actual trip began. We
got to sleep fairly early and had a good night’s rest.

It was cold today! In fact the temperature bottomed out between -20 and -25, and it stayed below zero all day long. While our
hotel room was heated, it wasn’t overly warm there. I was particularly aware of this because I often sleep with a heating pad, both to
soothe minor aches and pains and help prevent congestion. For no reason I can figure out, my heating pad suddenly died last night.
While different colors of lights on the switch would come on when I pressed it repeatedly, the device didn’t actually heat up at all. That
struck me as both useless and potentially dangerous, so after hacking some phlegm out of my throat, I threw the heating pad into the
wastebasket. I was thankful for a steamy shower with good pressure, which did the trick and got me ready for the day.

Chairs in the African Room at the Hotel Pattee – Perry, Iowa
Knock on wood—my car has done very well in winter over the years, but I still elected to drive separately from Margaret to give
the engine a chance to run. Margaret took a direct out to Rippey, but I made a detour so I could replace the broken heating pad. I figured
I’d stop in at Perry’s Alco store, which is just a few blocks south of downtown. Unfortunately it wouldn’t open until 9:30. It was a good
hour before that, so instead I headed over to ShopKo (formerly Pamida), which is in a modern shopping center complex at the south edge
of town. ShopKo had extended their hours in the days leading up to Christmas and had apparently been open since 5:00 this morning.
They had absolutely no customers when I walked in (and it would surprise me if much of anyone was there earlier), but the doors were
unlocked. [As I write this revision, the entire ShopKo chain is going out of business. That leaves many towns, including Perry,
without a full-sized department or discount store.]
My car ran in the parking lot while I scoured the store. Finding a heating pad took longer than I’d imagined. These are generally
considered “medical devices” and are invariably found somewhere in the pharmacy or health and beauty section. I went through that
department three full times before asking one of the two employees in the store for assistance. It turned out they’d put them in the same
aisle as birth control and feminine hygiene. I certainly wasn’t expecting them to be sandwiched between condoms and yeast infection
remedies, but there they were. Perhaps I should have been more embarrassed making my purchase.
I chose the cheapest of five different models, and made it back out to my car. The temperature dial hadn’t yet risen a millimeter.
I stopped for coffee at the Perry McDonalds and again let the engine run as I headed inside. By the time I returned the air in the vent
was finally lukewarm rather than frosty.
This was mostly a day of visiting. Margaret, Rachel, Paul, Nancy, and I spent the morning chatting and then enjoyed French dip
sandwiches Nancy had made for lunch. I had my sandwich “deconstructed”, since I’ve never been a fan of soggy bread. All the
ingredients (and especially the meat) were excellent, though. Rachel had also put together a relish tray that she was constantly
replenishing, so we certainly didn’t go hungry.
John and Janet showed up shortly after lunch, and we all had a nice visit with them. John had recently gotten an I-Pad. I’d
never really seen one up close before, and it was interesting to see how it worked. We spent much of the afternoon going through a quiz
he’d come across online that attempted to predict what region of the country people were from based on the words they used for different
things. Some were quite obvious and well-known regionalisms (like “pop” vs. “soda” [Iowa is “pop” country; soda to me is an ice

cream drink.]), while others seemed more obscure. One question, for instance asked what you call a sale where people put used items
in their driveway or lawn. We had quite a discussion over that one, since “yard sale”, “garage sale”, and “rummage sale” all fit the bill.
Another that stood out was what you call the strip of grass between the street and sidewalk. I distinctly remember having a discussion
about that very concept in a linguistics class I took at college. I’ve never called that strip by any word in particular; it’s just the edge of
the yard. In Cedar Falls they told us the “correct” word was “parking”, though not much of anyone in my class had heard that term.
Strangely, though, here in Algona that is precisely what most people do call it. Apparently it’s a regionalism that is heavily used in
Minnesota and also spreads into northern Iowa.
Being a minister, Paul of course had certain duties to fulfill on Christmas Eve. He was doing two services tonight—a late
afternoon service at Fairview, a country church out in the middle of nowhere, and an evening service at the Methodist church in Rippey.
The family had decided to go to Fairview, mostly so we’d have the evening free. However John’s quiz went on and on, and the service
time grew ever closer. [Just this morning as I write this, I came across what I thought would be a brief quiz on history. It turned
out to have 108 questions.] Eventually Janet literally ordered John to put down the I-Pad, and Margaret and I piled into their car. None
of us was absolutely certain how to get to Fairview (though I’d been there a couple times before). John and Janet have a GPS system
in their car, though, and John programmed it to give directions. The system gave directions in a robotic female voice that John and Janet
called “Marcia”, apparently after the eldest daughter on The Brady Bunch. The GPS got us there; however, it took us almost into Perry
before bringing us back north. Most likely it was set to avoid gravel as much as possible, so it went out of the way to stay on paved roads.
It was about twice as long as necessary, though. We did get to church, but we ended up arriving literally just seconds before the opening
hymn.
While I must say I find 4pm a strange time for a Christmas Eve service, this one was nice. [We’ve done 4:00 services on
Christmas Eve at my home church, because it’s convenient for the organist and a lot of the elderly people like finishing early.
I’m almost never at home over Christmas, though, so it’s not a concept I’m really very familiar with.] Paul did a nice sermon, and
they had a teenaged lector who read very well. My only real complaint was that there was too much music. In addition to the standard
hymns, there was special music and also two different hymns to light the Advent candles. The candle-lighting songs in particular seemed
to go on and on, with verse after verse of bad children’s music. Working in a Catholic school, one thing I’ve come to appreciate about
Catholics is their willingness to pare down hymns to just a couple of verses, rather than feeling compelled to sing everything just because
it’s there. The endless music didn’t detract much, though. The congregation was genuinely friendly, and the service made a nice way to
celebrate the holidays.
We made our way back to Rippey, following a much more direct route than the GPS had indicated. Nancy had made various
soups, which we enjoyed for dinner. [Soup has been a holiday tradition in our family as long as I can remember.] Early in the
evening Paul, Nancy, and Rachel left for the church service at Rippey. Paul would preach the same sermon there that he had at Fairview,
while Nancy and Rachel would sing with the choir. Margaret, John, Janet, and I stayed behind at the house. Before long Paul’s son Tim
and his wife Jessica arrived, and we all had a nice visit. It was clear Jess was feeling more comfortable with the family than she had the
last time she was here; she definitely held her own in conversation.
Before too long Paul’s family got back from church, and we all visited some more. Eventually Margaret, John, Janet, and I
returned to the Hotel Pattee in Perry. John and Janet had checked in today, and it was interesting to see how their room (the Italian
Room) was different from ours.
Margaret and I settled into our room and spent quite a while flipping through TV channels. Most notably we watched Chopped,
one of the competition shows on Food Network. The competitors were supposedly celebrities, but neither Margaret nor I had ever heard
of any of them. [The older I get, the less familiar I am with “celebrities”.]
On a much lighter note, we also followed Santa through his journey on our computers with the NORAD Santa Tracker. This is
a modern tradition we began the last time Paul hosted Christmas, a modern version of watching the weathermen talking about the DEW
Line sighting the sleigh on their radar back when we were kids.

The mercury this
morning was still negative,
but it felt positively balmy
compared to yesterday.
Nonetheless, it was a cold,
crisp Christmas day. We
began the
day with
breakfast.
Normally the
Hotel
Pattee
charges
guests if they choose to eat
breakfast
in
their
restaurant. [One of my pet
peeves is that “nice”
hotels always charge for
amenities, while they’re
free at “cheap” places.
The restaurant was closed
for Christmas day, so
instead they provided a free
continental breakfast in the
hotel bar. It included a lot
of the same things found on
the buffets at chain hotels:
LEFT: Impossibly many gifts surrounding the Christmas tree at Paul Burrow’s house
danishes, bagels, muffins,
RIGHT: David Burrow in a “cracker crown” – Christmas morning, 2014
and the like. The big
difference, though, was that here everything was freshly baked rather than being brought out from a freezer. It really was an excellent
meal.
The new owner of the hotel was manning the breakfast buffet. Paul had specifically told us to say hello for him, since he
frequently has lunches with church groups at the hotel. The manager has apparently referred to him as “the luckiest man alive”, because
he frequently is the lone man in a group of women. The owner laughed when we mentioned that and obviously did know who Paul was.
Since it was a bit warmer today, Margaret and I went together in one car to Rippey. We had a marvelous Christmas, with all the
family traditions. In our family everyone has always given gifts to everyone else. As the group grows larger, that means ever more
presents crammed under the tree. None of us needs a thing, of course, but it’s fun to open all the packages. Most of he gifts are quite
thoughtful, too. I think everyone enjoyed what they got; I certainly know I did, and I thank everyone in my family for their generosity. [For
better or worse, the tradition of exchanging gifts among the whole family stopped after my sister Margaret’s death. While it
certainly makes the holidays MUCH cheaper for a single guy like me, I actually do miss the gift exchange a bit.] We also enjoyed
snapping British Christmas crackers and decking ourselves out in tissue crowns while reading silly jokes.
Each year our family also enjoys more stocking stuffers than could possibly fit in any stocking. This year my contribution to that
was money—sort of. We’d had a quiz bowl question a while back that asked about the highest denomination of currency ever printed
That happens to be a $100
trillion dollar bill printed in
Zimbabwe in the midst of
hyper-inflation. While it was
worth nearly US$1000 when
originally issued, just a few
months later the bill was worth
less than one U.S. dollar.
Since then Zimbabwe has
stopped printing currency all
together, with foreign money
(U.S. dollars, euros, and South
African rands) used for every
transaction in the country.

Zimbabwe $100,000,000,000,000 bill

Today the high value
Zimbabwean money is a
novelty. When I happened to
see the bills for sale on
Amazon (with the shipping cost

higher than the actual price
they wanted), I figured it would
make a fun little Christmas gift.
The blue and maroon bills
have a striking design and look
very African.
They’re a
conversation
piece,
but
basically hold no value
whatsoever.
[I checked
online,
and
from
a
collector’s perspective the
notes
have
actually
increased in value a bit since
I bought them. When the
Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe
phased
out
the
local
currency, they exchanged
them
at
a
rate
of
$100,000,000,000,000 = 40
U.S. cents. I paid under a
dollar for each bill I bought. Today (2019) the hundred trillion dollar bills sell for six bucks each. It’s too bad I didn’t buy more
of them as an investment.]
My brother Steve called while we were opening gifts, and we had a good visit with him. Then we had a formal lunch with ham
and turkey and assorted trimmings. [Ham is always the essential food at the Burrow Christmas.] Then we played various board
games, something typical at Burrow gatherings. We all had a wonderful time, and it was really a very nice Christmas—a warm and
friendly time with family.
We left fairly early in the evening and made our way back to the Hotel Pattee. I bought gas at the Perry Casey’s and also added
oil to my car (a fairly frequent occurrence as the miles pile up). Then Margaret and I packed things up for the main part of our trip. While
doing so we watched a bit of TV. Much of our time was spent on EWTN, the conservative Catholic network. We kept the dial there at
first because they has a very nice holiday concert that had been held earlier in the month at the Basilica of the Immaculate Conception
in Washington, D.C. It was excellent music in a gorgeous setting. That was much more enjoyable than what followed, which we kept on
mostly because it was so bizarre. They aired a most uninspiring religious service they called “the Solemn Mass of the Nativity of Our
Lord” that had been held in the EWTN chapel in Birmingham, Alabama. “Solemn” was almost too upbeat of a word for an event that
seemed more like an old lady’s funeral than one of the most joyous celebrations in Christianity. I honestly wondered if they hadn’t mixed
up Christmas with Lent, and I was certainly glad Paul’s service was more joyful.
[Technically all the big holy days in Catholicism are “solemnities”. They are supposed to be considered times of
respect, but they don’t at all have to be solemn. A lot of conservative clergy do seem to find anything joyful to be disrespectful,
though. I’ve been in Catholic churches where the atmosphere at Easter was mournful.]

We had breakfast this morning in the hotel restaurant. At the time we ate we were the only customers in the place (though
hopefully a few more showed up later), so of course the service was good. The food was also excellent—standard diner fare, but quite
well done.
We left Perry around 9:00. At first Margaret and I drove in tandem, but Margaret got ahead of me when I had to stop at a red
light in Grimes. I caught up with her near the Iowa Speedway in Newton, but I decided to pull off there for a cup of coffee. She obviously
stopped somewhere as well, because I ended up getting to Coralville before she did.
We stopped in Coralville to see my Aunt Alaire. Alaire lives in a senior apartment building just east of the sea of commercial
development at the west end of the Iowa City area. The building recently changed management, and with that came a number of other
changes, many of which were not well received by residents [particularly long-time residents like Alaire]. The biggest change is with
the entry door. This has always been a secure building. Traditionally residents and those they trusted had keys, and infrequent visitors
could use an intercom system to be “buzzed” in through the door. They’ve done away with the traditional keys, replacing them with
electronic fobs similar to what you might find on a modern car. [They’ve replaced our keys at school with similar fobs.] They took
out the old intercom, too. Now visitors have to call residents on a telephone. The resident then presses a code on their phone keypad
that unlocks the door. That creates a major problem for Alaire (and likely many others among the senior citizens in the building), because
she is extremely hard of hearing. She had no telephone at all when the system was installed (she’s since gotten a vibrating cell phone),
so there was no way for visitors to notify her that they needed in. She had to sit down in the lobby awaiting our arrival. I’m thankful she
did, but it’s unfortunate that she had to do that.

Alaire let us in, and we made our way up to her apartment. We had a nice visit and enjoyed coffee and some very tasty
shortbread cookies while we chatted.
We all went for lunch at a place called Exotic India, which is in a minimall behind Walgreens on the Highway 6 strip. I had been
here for dinner last spring when visiting Alaire, and I really enjoyed the food. Today we had their lunch buffet, and unfortunately I can’t
say I cared as much for that. It was variations on leftovers in curry sauce, and I got the feeling it had been sitting there a bit longer than
it should have. It wasn’t really bad, but I didn’t like it nearly as well as the dinner I’d had here.
We left Coralville about 1:15pm. We headed east on I-80 and made our only stop of the afternoon at Walcott, the collection of
truck stops just west of the Quad Cities. We bought gas there, and also got some coffee at a McDonalds. Then we drove on into Illinois.
As we drove we listened to Christmas carols I’d downloaded as .mp3 files on my Kindle. I’d discovered back around
Thanksgiving that the Kindle would serve as an .mp3 player, though its tinny speaker provides far from the best quality. John and Janet
gave me a much nicer .mp3 player for Christmas [one that hooked up to external speakers], but I hadn’t yet figured out how to use it.
We picked up I-74 at the east end of the Quad Cities and followed that southeastward past Galesburg and on to Peoria. There
was some fairly nasty construction at the east end of Peoria, and westbound traffic was backed up badly. Fortunately we just slowed a
bit eastbound, and we made it through without much problem.
We turned south on I-155, one of numerous freeways to nowhere in Illinois. The Prairie State is quite literally at the crossroads
of America, and they legitimately have interstates that fan out in all directions. It’s hardly a surprise that Illinois got more than its share of
highway funds, though, and in addition to all the main routes, there are interstates you’ve never heard of that connect all the state’s
second-rate cities. I-155 runs from Morton (just east of Peoria) to Lincoln. On the way south the largest thing it passes is Delevan—
which has a Casey’s, but not much more. It provides a shortcut from the Peoria and the Quad Cities to points south, but not much more.
There was basically no traffic the whole way.
Traffic picked up when we joined Interstate 55 at Lincoln. This is the main route between Chicago and St. Louis, and for much
of its length (including near Lincoln) it’s six lanes wide. Traffic moved right along on the wide expressway.
It takes about half an hour to get from Lincoln to Springfield. The sun set as we made our way southward. Strangely, while I55 is six lanes wide through the corn fields north of Springfield, it narrows to four when it reaches the state capital. It was right at rush
hour, and traffic congested badly. Fortunately we exited fairly quickly.
We exited onto Clearlake (one word) Avenue, which is officially Illinois route 97, though the street is signed far better than the
highway. Clearlake is an ancient business strip that connects the interstate with downtown Springfield. The strangest feature is where
the road splits into two one-way streets just east of downtown. Instead of following logic and having westbound traffic keep right and take
the more northerly street, traffic weaves through each other so that westbound traffic ends up a block south of eastbound traffic. It’s
certainly not the most efficient traffic pattern, but Margaret made it through
without a problem.
We made our way through one of the dumpiest downtown areas in
America. Our destination was at the southwest edge of downtown Springfield,
quite close to the state capitol building. It was right at 5pm when we turned
into a parking lot at the corner of 2nd and Adams, got out our luggage, and
made our way into the lobby of the State House Inn.
Like the Hotel Patee, the State House Inn claims to be a historic
property and a boutique hotel. While that’s not untrue, it would be hard to find
two more different hotels than the places we stayed on this trip. The State
House Inn is the newest historic landmark in Springfield. It’s exactly my age
(built in 1962), and on the outside the place looks more like a college dorm or
a public housing project than a “landmark”. It’s one of those ‘60s buildings
that’s a big box of glass and metal, with solid concrete on the sides. It reminds
State House Inn – Springfield
me a lot of the Quality Inn in downtown Des Moines [now a Comfort inn]—a place I enjoy staying, but not a building anyone would
celebrate for its architectural beauty.
Inside the State House Inn is much nicer. It’s been restored to the mid-century modern look it had when it opened. All that glass
makes it bright and inviting, The public areas are filled with aggressively modern furnishings (blond wood and glass in geometric shapes)
that look like they belong in a museum. It’s really very striking.
I had booked an extremely cheap prepaid rate (just $55 a night, which is about as low as any hotel gets these days). Shortly
after booking, I’d realized the reservation was for one guest rather than two, and I hoped that wouldn’t cause a problem when we arrived.
In fact, check-in couldn’t have been easier. The desk clerk noted that the room was prepaid, and she didn’t even ask for a credit card for
incidentals. It literally took just a few seconds to get our two keys, and then we made our way to the elevator.
[At the time the State House Inn was a Choice Hotels “Ascend” property. It’s apparently changed affiliations, though.
Today it’s part of Red Roof Inns, listed as a “Red Collection” property. The rates they currently charge are nearly double what
we paid six years ago.]

Public areas of the State House Inn – Springfield, Illinois

Our room was tiny, but efficient. The basic design
reminded me a lot of the place where Margaret and I stayed in
Toronto a couple years ago. It also featured mid-century décor,
most notably in the form of wooden box beds. The mattress
wasn’t just on a platform, but literally inside a box, with the top of
the mattress level with the sides of the box. When I’ve seen these
before, they’ve been in children’s rooms (usually with storage for
toys underneath), and I don’t know what advantage they’re
supposed to have. I’d noted before coming here that the beds
were the source of most negative reviews of the hotel, and they
were honestly a bit awkward. The sheets didn’t’ seem to fit the
mattresses quite right, and it had to be difficult for the maids to
reach inside the boxes to change them. There was also a hard
edge on all sides of the bed, instead of just a soft mattress. I got
used to the bed (and it certainly did look cool), but it wasn’t
something I’d ever choose. [From the pictures they show on
their website today, it appears that the State House Inn has
switched to standard modern beds.]
Another unique feature of the room was a sliding door

that served both the bathroom and the closet. The door was designed so that at
any given time it covered either the closet or the bathroom, but not both. I rather
liked that, but Margaret didn’t care for it. [I’ve encountered that sliding door
design at some SpringHill Suites hotels I’ve stayed at as well.] Otherwise the
glass, blond wood, and curvilinear shapes that dominated the room brought me
back to my childhood.
After settling in we drove about a mile south to South Grand Avenue.
(Strangely, there’s a completely different street in Springfield called North Grand
Avenue—and both run east/west.) At the corner of South Grand and 2nd is a local
fast food place called Taco Gringo. I’d come across their website while
researching Springfield, and given the silly name I thought it might be fun to eat
there. While Margaret (who can be very picky about Mexican food) had
surprisingly good comments about the place, I really didn’t care much for it. I
thought my food (an enormous taco salad and cinnamon chips) was extremely
greasy and rather flavorless.
Back at the hotel we mostly watched TV. The most interesting thing on
was a public TV feature about the farm crisis of the 1980s. They explored the
causes of the economic collapse in rural America and traced families who had
been through the crisis. Having lived through that era (when Garrigan lost half our
students in about five years), I found the show fascinating.

Taco Gringo

Amid all the ‘60s décor in our room, I couldn’t help but notice a few items that were out of place. One was the television. It
might be described as dated, but it certainly wasn’t “retro”. It was the same big hunk of black plastic that’s been in every hotel since the
‘80s. I’ve got essentially the same TV (though smaller) in my living room at home. It serves the purpose fine, but no one will ever pretend
it has any sort of style. Other electronic items were also too modern. Most noticeable was the phone. Among the classics of mid-century
design are the various telephone handsets of the era. It would have been fun to have a princess phone in the room, or even the classic
Western Electric desk phone. Instead we had a boring almond colored box that likely dated to the ‘90s.

[I’ve recently read reviews of the new hotel at JFK Airport that was built by restoring the old TWA terminal. They have
gone out of their way with period details, like working phones from the era when I was born. I think it would be really fun to
stay there, though if I were to go to New York, I don’t know that I could justify paying $200 or more a night for a room in Queens.]
I sometimes wonder why they even put phones in hotel rooms these days. Pretty much everyone carries a cell phone while
traveling, and given that most hotels (including this one) charge a premium for calls, it would be silly to use the room phone. [Phone
charges at hotels are one of the few things that have gotten cheaper in recent years. Even a lot of luxury hotels offer free local
calls these days, and many budget hotels offer free long-distance calls.] About the only reason I’ve ever used one is to call the
desk. It’s just assumed that a hotel room will have a phone, though.
I can’t say I slept particularly well tonight. The odd beds didn’t help, but a bigger problem was the room’s climate control system.
Probably to compensate for the uninsulated glass and metal, the heat seemed to pump out at full blast, regardless of where it was set. I
generally like the room quite a bit warmer than Margaret, so you know that if I’m complaining, the place was hot.

We were up around 7:30 this morning. We’d had very nice coffee at the Hotel Patee, and noticing the same brand here, I was
expecting the in-room coffee to be equally good. The brand was Seattle’s Best, but here it seemed more like Seattle’s Worst. It was
that odd combination of weak and bitter—really nasty indeed.
Fortunately breakfast was free at the State House Inn, so we soon made our way downstairs. Their coffee was also nothing
special, but they had a nice variety of juices that made up for that. Breakfast was served in one of their meeting rooms, which was also
adorned with ‘60s furnishings. In this case the most noteworthy items were art prints in “go-go colors” (shocking pink, turquoise, and
orange) and curved fiberglass chairs that might have been included in a dinette set on The Price Is Right when I was a kid. The chairs
were oddly shaped, but they were surprisingly comfortable. [That was something that was almost universally true in ‘60s
furnishings. Sadly far too much furniture today has neither form nor function.]
The breakfast buffet was quite a spread. The best offering was paper thin and very crispy bacon [an item I recently enjoyed
again at the Quality Inn in Decorah], sausage (which I didn’t sample), potato chunks, and scrambled eggs that looked on the slimy side
in their chafing dish but were perfectly fine on the plate. I also had fruit cocktail, and had I wanted, I could have chosen waffles with
strawberry compote, yogurt, and a variety of bagels. Both Margaret and I stuffed ourselves, which allowed us to skip lunch.
Some of the online reviews of the State House Inn had criticized the
staff in the breakfast room. There was certainly nothing we could fault,
though. The attendant today was a middle aged black woman (almost all the
hotel staff were black) who greeted us pleasantly and was constantly busy
mopping up spills and replenishing all the offerings.
When we went back upstairs we found that the maid was already
doing our room. She was very pleasant, but we certainly didn’t want to bother
or delay her. So we just gathered a few things and set out for the day.
Unfortunately in my haste I found that I forgot my camera and sunglasses.
I’d have a bit of free time later when I could get pictures of the outside of
places we visited, but I wasn’t able to get anything inside. What’s more it
was a very bright day, and all day long I missed my sunglasses.
We made our way downstairs and past the hotel bar. This was also
decorated in a ‘60s theme. I find my way back to Springfield again, I’ll almost
certainly stay at this same hotel. If I do, I think it would be fun to visit the bar.
It’s the sort of place I could imagine James Bond sipping cocktails or Jackie
Kennedy hosting a party.

Looking for Lincoln

We walked eastward from the hotel on largely deserted downtown
streets. Every block or so we paused to read a “Looking for Lincoln” sign.
Springfield is littered with these signs, which commemorate various trivial
aspects of the former President’s life. Most only mark the locations where
events happened; the actual buildings were long ago torn down. For
instance, a sign by a parking lot just east of our hotel marked a tavern Honest
Abe was known to frequent. I can’t say I really learned much from the signs,
but they did fill the time as we walked along.

Another interesting feature we saw while walking around downtown Springfield was the city’s Christmas decorations. Except
for the state capitol and one central plaza, the city itself didn’t seem to put up much of any decorations. However they appeared to have
some sort of a contest among service clubs, school groups, and businesses to decorate planters and trash receptacles all over the

downtown area. Some had a theme relevant to the group that sponsored them, but most with most it appeared people had just had fun
making things look festive. The little displays added a touch of whimsy and a bit of color in a rather grim looking city.
…
And
make no mistake,
Springfield is not a
beautiful city. It may
have
been
a
handsome
capital
city in Lincoln’s time,
but no one will wax
poetic
about
its
beauty these days.
While
I
actually
rather
liked
Springfield,
the
attraction definitely
wasn’t
from
its
beauty. About half
the buildings here
Springfield’s Christmas decorations
date from the 1800s. A few of them have been lovingly restored, but others are in
various states of disrepair. The rest of downtown is urban renewal projects from the
1960s and ‘70s—utilitarian concrete and metal, of which our hotel was one of the most
attractive examples. I’d noted when I was through here on the train that Springfield
seemed to be overwhelmed with parking ramps. Indeed they seem to have more
parking than people, and they’re some of the ugliest ramps around.
It certainly doesn’t help matters that Springfield has one of the deadest downtowns anywhere—especially in winter. This was
low season for tourism and the state legislature wasn’t in session, so there wasn’t much happening downtown. The last of the “real”
businesses closed up decades ago, leaving a handful of restaurants, lots and lots of souvenir shops, offices of lobbyists, and scads of
empty buildings.
In a larger urban center those empty buildings would likely be converted to loft apartments. Cities everywhere have been
struggling with revitalizing their downtowns. What seems to work better than anything else is building decent housing right in the core
area. That’s probably Chicago’s best feature, and it’s something places like Des Moines and Minneapolis have made a big push for in
recent years. In Springfield it’s only marginal people who live downtown, though; virtually everyone lives and does their shopping on the
outskirts.
We made our way past Old Capitol Plaza, which is the heart of downtown Springfield. This is a pedestrian mall that I’m sure
was put in as urban renewal. While there’s not much to attract people there, it’s still a fairly pleasant urban space. It’s obviously the
focus of the local Christmas celebrations, with the community tree and Santa’s house.
We turned just east of the plaza and walked south to the National Park Service’s Abraham Lincoln National Historic Site. This
consists of a very modern visitors center and the remnants of the neighborhood where Lincoln lived in Springfield. We timed our arrival
well. We arrived at the information desk just moments before a tour of Lincoln’s home was scheduled to leave. We got free tickets and
joined the tour, which left immediately.
I vaguely remember visiting the
Lincoln home back when I was a kid and we
lived in Mt. Pleasant. That was probably forty
years ago, and I doubt that as an adult I’d have
been able to pick the place out from any other
old Victorian home. It did look somewhat
familiar when I saw the place, though, so
perhaps there was a faint glimmer of memory
left from my childhood.
The tour we had was outstanding.
Margaret had been here a few years ago with
a group of senior citizens. That bus tour was
during peak tourist season, and she remarked
over and over again at how few people were
here in December. With the group she’d been
herded through the house so quickly that it
was difficult to see things. This time there
were only about half a dozen people on the
tour. We got to see things up close, and the
guide helped us to really appreciate what we were seeing.
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We started with a glimpse of the overall area. The park service has bought up four square blocks of the area around Lincoln’s
home. The buildings that were not original to the mid 1800s were torn down, while the originals are in various states of restoration. The
exteriors on all of them look much as they did when Lincoln lived here, though the guard pointed out that because they’ve gotten rid of
newer buildings, the neighborhood is not as dense as it was then.
The home Lincoln originally bought was much
smaller and looked much smaller than it did when he died.
Our guide pointed out one of the neighboring houses that
was one floor and T-shaped, and he noted that originally
Lincoln’s home was essentially that same design. The
back was enlarged, and a second floor was later added.
The additions essentially turned a cozy bungalow
(purchased by a fairly wild young man) into a handsome
two-story house (owned by a more genteel politician).
The Lincolns, of course, lived at a time of
numerous industrial improvements, and several of those
are reflected in their home. Most noteworthy among these
was their heating system, where fireplaces were filled in
and replaced by much more efficient coal stoves.
Photography was also developed in the mid 1800s, and
the Lincolns had a large number of photographs in their
home.
For all the improvements, one thing the home
Website image of the Sprigg House,
lacked was modern plumbing. I was glad they didn’t hide
which is similar to the original dimensions of the Lincoln house
the chamber pots (one of which was an original used by
Mrs. Lincoln) or the outhouse. The outhouse was particularly interesting, because the place where one would sit while doing one’s
business was cone-shaped rather than the flat-topped toilets I’ve used in remote campgrounds or rest areas. The guide explained that
the reason for this was so the ladies could more easily use the facilities without soiling their hoopskirts and petticoats. [I really liked that
the restoration had included the outhouse. Far too many historic homes don’t even allude to such “unmentionable” business.]
It was particularly interesting to visit
the Lincoln home in December, because they
had the place decorated for Christmas much
as the Lincolns might have done. The guide
noted that people often ask why there is no
Christmas tree; they were just beginning to be
introduced in England in Lincoln’s era, and
their debut in America was decades away.
Instead most of the decorations involved
evergreen garlands, ribbons, and fruit.
Most of the furnishings and
accessories in the Lincoln home are not
original artifacts owned or used by the
Lincolns. The family maintained ownership of
their possessions after President Lincoln’s
death, and many items were discarded over
time. Complicating things further was the fact
that Mary Lincoln was committed to an asylum
by her son Robert, leaving the house
unoccupied for a time. (Mary was thought
insane by some, though others believe her
eccentricities were easily explained by her
grief in losing her three other sons and her
Dining table with holiday decorations
husband.) The guide made a point of showing
(from the National Park Service website)
us all the articles that actually did belong to the Lincolns. The rest of the items are almost all authentic to the era; they just weren’t actually
found in this house.
After seeing the Lincoln home we walked around the rest of the neighborhood. Two of the surrounding houses are open to the
public, though there’s not much to see in either of them. Basically they serve as annexes to the visitors center, with small displays on
what life was like in Springfield back in Lincoln’s day. The other old houses are either empty or house park service offices. It’s pleasant
to walk through the area, though, and I had fun imagining what things were like a century and a half ago.
We made our way back to the visitors center just as their orientation film was starting. I can’t say the film was particularly
memorable, but there was nothing negative about it either. Then we gave the gift shop a quick once over, and we were on our way again.

We walked back north and made our next stop at the Lincoln—Herndon Law Office, an old commercial building that doesn’t look
particularly different from those that surround the square in my old hometown of Mt. Pleasant. The handsome Greek revival brick
structure is one of the oldest in Springfield. In the mid 19th Century locals knew it mostly as a dry goods store that happened to house
the local post office. Like most downtown buildings of its day, it also housed offices on the upper floors, and most of the top floor was
rented to a young lawyer who would go on to become a Congressman and eventually the President. Lincoln himself was rarely in this
office, since when he was a practicing attorney he was on the road most of the time travelling to more than a dozen courts all over
downstate Illinois. His junior partner (William Herndon, who would go on to become mayor of Springfield) maintained the office in Lincoln’s
absence and continued practicing there into the 1880s, long after the founder’s assassination.
The Lincoln—Herndon Law Office is now maintained as an Illinois State Historic Site. We’d visit several such sites on this trip,
and we’d find that all of them had a “suggested donation” (typically $4) rather than a formal admission. The donations are generally just
placed in plastic receptacles rather than paid at a cash register, so it would be very easy to underpay or not pay at all. It’s an interesting
way to handle the money, and I doubt the state takes in much on their historic sites.
At this building a guide greeted us and began our tour before we were even
able to put anything in the plastic bin. He noted that we’d timed our visit well, because
at the start of 2014 the place would be closed for major renovations. In particular
they’re restoring the old general store, though it will no doubt sell tourist sundries rather
than authentic period goods.
The guide explained that there is exactly one original artifact at the historic
site. That is a desk that belonged to President Lincoln and on which he composed his
inaugural address. These days, of course, no President writes his own speeches, and
it would be interesting to know who the last one that did write for himself was. [A
Google search reveals some dispute over that question, but the most likely
answer is Woodrow Wilson.] The desk itself was fairly nondescript, but it was still
interesting to see.
The desk is displayed on the first floor of the building, to make it easy for all
visitors to see. After the guide showed it to us, were free to go upstairs on our own.
It’s a long hike up some rather steep stairs to get to the Lincoln—Herndon suite. The
climb reminded me of going to the dentist as a child. Like President Lincoln, Dr. Coles
had his office on the top floor of a Victorian retail building, and I always felt I got a
workout when I went in to have my teeth checked. In retrospect, it amazes me that my
mother (who had severe arthritis for most of my life) managed to make it up there.
Lincoln—Herndon Law Office

The law office itself was rather spartan in appearance. This winter the pastor
search committee at my church has been meeting at a local law office (the workplace
of our chairman), and
I couldn’t help but
think how much more
luxurious
the
Buchanan offices in
Algona were than the
Lincoln
office
in
Springfield.
There
was a bit of déjà vu
here, since I vaguely
remembered being
here on that trip to
Springfield when I
was a kid. Mostly,
though, it just seemed
like the sort of place
Scrooge and Marley
would have worked.

Website view of the interior of Lincoln’s law office
were all that interesting.

There’s
a
private gift shop next
door that I don’t think
is actually part of the
historic site, but does
have direct indoor
access from it. We
made a quick round
of it, though I can’t
say their offerings

Our next stop was more or less
on a whim, but it was among my
favorites of the places we visited. In the
middle of Old Capitol Plaza (just a
couple doors down from the law office)
is a simple building from the ‘40s or ‘50s
that I’d bet once housed a dime store.
Today it is officially called the Denis J.
Healy Freedom Center, and it houses
the Korean War National Museum. The
museum was endowed by the founder of
Turtle Wax, for whom its building is
named. The car care company is
headquartered in Chicago, and it’s not
really clear why they chose to put the
museum in Springfield rather than the
Windy City. Apparently there are plans
to re-locate to New York City in 2015. It
would be interesting to visit the new
location once they do, since I’m sure it
will be much glitzier than the present
one. This is a rather “old school”
museum, with lots of reading and little
that’s interactive. Nonetheless, I really
liked the place.
[The New York
museum never opened. The Korean
War museum in Springfield closed in
Korean War National Museum
2017, and apparently its artifacts have been moved to the Harry Truman Library in Missouri.]
Most of my previous knowledge of the Korean War came from watching M*A*S*H (which they point out here was based as much
on Vietnam as Korea), so I certainly learned a lot at this museum. They trace the history of the war, highlighting the many battles, and
they point out that the end result was that the border between north and south essentially the same as what it was beforehand (basically
a straight line changed into a squiggle). They display uniforms, weapons, and personal items from all the military forces involved, and
they also show what life was like for the Korean people during the war. They also noted how the weather and geography of Korea
affected the course of the war. They don’t really glorify things, but they do show what an important part of history this largely forgotten
war was. While we’d just come across the place while browsing through the Visit Springfield website, I’m very glad we decided to go
there. It was certainly well worth the time we spent.
Our next stop was right across the street from the Korean War
museum. Illinois’ old state capitol is another state historic site. The outside
is plain and honestly not very attractive (though neither is its replacement),
but the inside has been carefully restored to look much as it would have
when Lincoln was in town. Today part of the capitol serves as a state of
Illinois visitors center (mostly filled with racks of brochures about other
regions of the state. The rest is a museum that visitors can walk through
at their leisure.
It’s truly amazing to think that in Lincoln’s day each of the
departments of state government occupied a small suite of offices. For
most there was a large office that was basically a reception area and a
small office where the secretary in charge of that department worked. The
set-up reminded me of what you’d find at a county courthouse. (In fact this
building served as the Sangamon County Courthouse from 1876, when the
new capitol opened, until 1966.) Today, of course, most of the government
offices for any state aren’t actually in the capitol building. In Illinois (which
is proud to have one of the largest bureaucracies in the country) there are
blocks and blocks of state office buildings that surround the new capitol,
just south of our hotel—not to mention regional offices across the state. In
Lincoln’s day, though, the whole state government fit in a single building
that was big for its era, but far from enormous.
Part of the reason Abraham Lincoln located his office across the
street was to be convenient to the capitol. He argued many cases before
the Illinois Supreme Court, and it was interesting to see that chamber in
particular.
It’s interesting that the old capitol was entirely re-built in the 1960s
and ‘70s. Having served as county offices for almost a century, it had been
extensively altered over the years. They literally tore the building down and
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rebuilt it stone by stone. The goal was to make the place appear exactly as it did the last time Lincoln saw it before heading to Washington.
That had to have cost a fortune, but I’m glad the historic site is there today.
I must say as an Iowan that our Old Capitol is quite a bit more attractive than the red-domed one in Illinois. (The same could
definitely be said of our new capitol and theirs.) It’s been decades since I’ve been inside the Iowa City landmark, and seeing the historic
building in Springfield made me want to go back there. I’ll probably check out the Pentacrest in Iowa City again sometime in the coming
months. [I never have been back to Old Capitol, but it would be nice to visit again someday.]
Our next destination was the most hyped tourist attraction in Springfield. We visited the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Museum.
This opened to much fanfare just a few years back, in conjunction with the Lincoln bicentennial. It received rave reviews, with all the
critics gushing about how it was a model for what modern museums should be.
I beg to differ. I’ve been to many other Presidential museums, and mostly I’ve enjoyed them. Lincoln’s was the exception,
though. They charge a steep admission ($15 a head), but it definitely wasn’t worth the price. [Interestingly, the price hasn’t changed
in the past six years.] There’s lots of “gee whiz” technological effects, but very little content. I expect to learn things in museums, but
Both Margaret and I agreed there was almost nothing here that we didn’t already know. It was all just pretentious and superficial.
Though it seemed fairly crowded to me, this was another place where Margaret commented at how empty the place was
compared to when she’d been here on a group tour. I can only imagine how horrible that experience must have been. Today we could
at least see the exhibits; she said that on that trip the crowd was so thick that she couldn’t even get up close to things.
Our bad impression began when we went up to the ticket counter. There was no line there, but a woman stopped us before we
could actually reach the counter itself and gave us a lengthy spiel trying to get us to buy memberships in the museum. When we passed
she detained us even longer, asking us to fill out an evaluation of her presentation for her supervisor. Finally she released us to the
empty ticket counter and we could pay our admission.
The museum struck me as extremely overstaffed. Everywhere we looked there seemed to be employees hovering. Perhaps
they were necessary with the crowds Margaret had experienced earlier, but today they were just in the way. It struck me that they could
probably cut their admission in half if they’d pare their staff down to what they actually need.
We began by walking through a simulated log cabin where a lanky animatronic teenaged Lincoln was reading by fake firelight
as recorded voices that recollected the future President’s boyhood days played in the background. This was the focal point of “Journey
One: The Pre-Presidential Years”. The journey continued to a mock-up of Lincoln’s store in New Salem and then a display of TV sets
where modern day newscasters were pretending to give live coverage from “Election 1860”. That last exhibit bothered me more than
almost anything else in the museum, because I could easily see today’s kids thinking there might have actually been TV coverage of a
19th Century election. The TV display is one of many allegedly “interactive” exhibits, but in fact it just runs on a continuous loop.

Scenes from “Journey One: The Pre-Presidential Years”
LEFT: A young Lincoln reading before a fire
RIGHT: Fake TV coverage of the 1860 election campaign
(from the website of the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Museum)
We next saw a bizarre presentation that looked like a cross between a movie and a live stage presentation. (Supposedly it’s a
proprietary holographic technology.) Called “Ghosts of History”, it attempted to show us the sort of research and preservation work that
is done in the Presidential library as opposed to the public museum. They over-did all the effects, though, and had basically no content
at all.
We also saw a second film called “Lincoln’s Eyes” that was shown on various bizarrely shaped screens. It was presented as a
reminiscence of what the great President’s eyes might have seen—though then never did get around to saying or showing us what that
might have been.
Near the theatre exit was the “Treasures” gallery, which displays various artifacts that either belonged to or were associated with
Abraham Lincoln. I’d seen most of these (the most noteworthy of which is his famous stovepipe hat) several years ago as part of a
special exhibit at the Chicago History Museum. I remember thinking there, and I thought again here that there were surprisingly few
items on display. There’s at least as many artifacts at Ford’s Theatre in Washington, and I found the museum there quite a bit more
interesting.

We finally ended up in “Journey Two: The Presidential Years”. The entrance to this gallery features a collection of reproductions
of Mary Todd Lincoln’s many formal gowns. This is supposedly one of the highlights of the museum, but they basically just seemed to fill
space. [Again, the real problem was that there was no context or explanation given.] The gallery attempts to illustrate the many
challenges Lincoln faced in his Presidency. Most of those ideas are presented through life-size dioramas of various places with those
same recorded voices we’d heard in the log cabin emoting in the background. There’s almost no information written down, which made
me wonder how a deaf person would react to the place.
We finished the circle of the place and made our way through their gift shop, where my main purchase was a coffee mug with a
stovepipe hat logo and Lincoln’s signature (which is, by the way, the basis for the font used for the title and daily headers in this
travelogue). Then we made our way to the door.

President Lincoln’s standard signature,
as rendered in a font for Windows
Just across the street from the Presidential Museum is
the old Springfield Union Station, a handsome old train station that
no longer serves trains. (Amtrak stops a few blocks west of
here—quite near our hotel—at a different historic depot.) The
Looking for Lincoln signs implied that this was the place from
which Lincoln left for Washington when he was elected President.
It may have been the place, but reading a bit further shows this
wasn’t it wasn’t actually this station. Union Station wasn’t even
built until the 1890s. I’m not sure what the depot looked like thirty
years before that, but it was likely much simpler. The interior of
the building is closed for renovations, but it was interesting to see
the outside. Even if it doesn’t date back to Lincoln, it’s still a grand
old station.
We walked back to the hotel and relaxed for a short
while. Then we got in the car and drove north of downtown. Our
destination was the Oak Ridge Cemetery, where President
Lincoln’s tomb is located. The tomb was another in the long line
Union Station – Springfield, Illinois
of things that were closed for renovations, so we couldn’t see
We were able to see the monument, though, and it was quite impressive. I’m not sure just what more there would have been to see if we
could have gone in. I should also mention that the cemetery as a whole is worth a visit for those who happen to be in Springfield. It’s a
lovely old cemetery with gorgeous trees. Even if the tomb were not there, the cemetery itself would make an interesting side-trip.
At the base of the tomb there is a small display that shows Lincoln’s family tree and notes that he has no direct living descendants.
The last one, a great-grandson named Robert Lincoln Beckwith, died in 1985 with no children. In doing a bit of research, I was intrigued
to find that there was actually some dispute as to whether Mr. Beckwith was in fact childless. He divorced his second wife on grounds of
adultery when he found she was pregnant several years after he had undergone a vasectomy. The wife said the child was his. The
divorce court ordered blood tests for her and the son. When she refused, the court ruled Beckwith was not the father and granted the
divorce. The court left a clause allowing his son to claim the right of an heir in the future. When Beckwith died, his estate went to various
non-profit organizations. (The largest share, in fact, went to Iowa Wesleyan College in Mt. Pleasant, which has a long association with
the Lincoln family.) The consortium of non-profits, however, set up a trust for the son on the condition that he surrender any future claim
as an heir. So it is likely to remain forever unknown whether Timothy Lincoln Beckwith was a post-vasectomy accident or the result of
Annemarie Beckwith Hoffman’s indiscretion. The younger Beckwith is now living in Palm Beach, Florida, where he serves as a state’s
attorney. He is 45, childless, and apparently single, so there’s a good chance that even if he was a legitimate heir he will be the last one.
We left the cemetery and headed westward, with the bright sun glaring through the car window. Our destination was a strip mall
on the outskirts of the city. We were headed to find a restaurant I’d heard about that was certainly unexpected in a small Midwestern city:
K & S Hawaiian Barbecue. The place is owned by a Thai woman who came to Illinois via Hawaii. They have a collection of Thai dishes,
but mostly they serve a sit-down version of classic Hawaiian box lunches—marinated meat accompanied by “two scoop rice” and bland
macaroni salad. . We’d enjoyed similar meals in the Aloha state, and it was certainly fun to have an island dinner in central Illinois. [I’ve
had Hawaiian food on a couple of other occasions. I honestly don’t really like it all that well, since it’s bland and starchy. It
always makes an amusing meal, though.]
We were early for dinner, and there was almost no one in the place. Gradually a family showed up (arriving in at least three
groups) and sat at a big table in the center of the dining room. Besides them we were the only customers in the place. I had what they
called barbecue chicken (basically sweet and sour), while Margaret had island steak. The portions were more than generous, and we
thoroughly stuffed ourselves.
After dinner we went to a Walgreens in the same complex as the Hawaiian restaurant. We used an ATM in the parking lot there
and then did a bit of shopping. I bought some Christmas cards that I’ll likely send next year, plus some juice and a bag of multigrain
tortilla chips. The chips were an impulse buy, but they were really quite good. If I see them elsewhere I’ll likely pick them up again.

We made our way back to the hotel, and I bought some newspapers and a Klondike bar in the lobby. We then spent the evening
just lazing around the room. I can’t say it was terribly exciting, but it was restful.

I was up around 6:40 this morning and quickly showered and was ready for the day. In retirement Margaret has gotten used to
sleeping in a bit later, so it was no surprise that she was a bit slower getting up today. I watched the local morning show on TV while she
was in the bathroom. It’s interesting that Springfield shares a TV market with Decatur and Champaign—Urbana. All of those are fairly
large places, but none of them dominates the others. The station I was watching appeared to be located in Champaign. It’s also
interesting that of the broadcast networks, only CBS appears to have traditionally been on a VHF channel. (In the digital age all TV
stations are UHF, but Central Illinois’ CBS affiliate calls itself “Channel 3”, as opposed to 17 for NBC, 20 for ABC, and 55 for Fox.) There
are major markets fairly close in St. Louis, Indianapolis, and Chicago, and I suppose those exhaust the available channels. On the other
hand, the minor TV market I grew up with (Hannibal—Quincy—Kirksville—Ottumwa) had all VHF channels, even though stations in the
Quad Cities, Cedar Rapids, Des Moines, and St. Louis weren’t that far away.
Eventually we went downstairs and had breakfast. Then we walked a few blocks to the south end of the capitol complex. Our
destination was the Illinois State Museum. We were the first visitors of the day, and the attendant at the desk seemed a bit surprised to
see us. He greeted us warmly, though, and he explained the location of the various exhibits. This was another place with an optional
admission, and here they just had a bin in the middle of the room where donations could be placed as visitors pleased—certainly not high
pressure.
We got off to a bit of a bad start at the museum, because we ended up stuck in an elevator. We planned to see the exhibits
upstairs first and then work our way back down. So we got in the elevator and hit the “2” button. When we got to the second floor, we
could hear the door clunking like it was trying to open, but the doors never did actually come apart. Then the elevator kept going up and
down and up and down, shuttling between floors 1 and 2 without the doors opening. It would stop on each floor and attempt to open the
doors, but for some reason they wouldn’t open. Margaret used the emergency phone to report the problem. A very pleasant woman
from the central office for the state capitol complex answered. She quickly deduced that it wasn’t an emergency, but it was a real problem,
and she assured us someone form the elevator company would be coming. She noted that might take a while, though, and meanwhile
we continued to shuttle up and down and up and down. [I’d completely forgotten about this experience; it really was rather comical.]
Finally a janitor called the elevator to the third floor. This is an employees only level, and not one that can normally be reached
by the public. When the door opened there, the janitor was rather upset when we tried to get off. When we explained the problem,
though, he did let us out, and then we all took a freight elevator back down to ground level. The workers there explained that the elevator
had undergone maintenance just yesterday. Apparently they’d flipped a switch to prevent the doors opening during the repairs, but then
they never flipped it back to normal operations. There was another public elevator that appeared to be working, but we felt it was more
prudent to take an escalator that also led to the upstairs exhibits. At least if that stopped, we could use the thing as steps.
Once we finally got to see the exhibits, the museum was delightful. We began by looking through a series of life-sized dioramas
showing how the ancient native people of Illinois lived. Located where it is, Illinois was home to a wide variety of Indians: Eastern
woodland dwellers, Mississippian mound builders, and plains people. The differences between them were really quite interesting.
Next we saw a large exhibit of paintings and sculptures by Illinois artists. The art supposedly revolved around the theme of “the
human form”, though much of it was quite abstract. A lot of it was very nice artwork, and it was very well displayed. I can’t say there was
anything particularly memorable, though.
By far the most interesting exhibit upstairs was one that detailed the history of domestic life in Illinois. They looked at the homes
and lifestyles of “typical” Illinoisans from pre-history through the 1990s. (I must say it’s a bit disconcerting to think of the 1990s as “history”,
but children especially would notice some key differences in how people lived twenty years ago and how they do today.) This was
interactive in the sort of way I enjoy. They presented written scenarios about specific people and asked visitors to make decisions those
people faced in their lives. (For instance, if a family in the ‘50s came across a windfall of cash, what piece of furniture or appliance should
they buy?) I correctly answered almost all the questions. Most were a bit more important than buying a TV (which is, of course what the
‘50s family would have done), and it was fascinating reading through the scenarios and drawing appropriate conclusions. I found this far
more engaging than the “gee whiz” effects at the Lincoln museum, but I suppose I’m an old fashioned guy.
The final exhibit, which covered most of the first floor, was called Change. It explored the science of change and looked at how
organisms and the environment have changed over time, both through natural and man-made means. I commented to Margaret that it
was refreshing that Illinois is a place where they could get away with putting such a display in the state museum; there are a lot of places
where the politicians pretend that neither evolution nor climate change exist. This was an extremely detailed exhibit, and I went through
it fairly quickly. I was glad to have seen it, though.
We walked back to the hotel and then headed off in Margaret’s car. It was lunchtime, and we attempted to get a bite at one of
Springfield’s most famous establishments, Cozy Dog. This old business along an old strip south of downtown could easily be described
as seedy, but is more often called historic. It’s one of the few original businesses that remain along old Route 66, and its claim to fame

is being the birthplace of the corndog. It would have been fun to catch a bite at Cozy Dog, but unfortunately they were closed until after
New Year’s. They missed out on more business that us. As we were turning around in their parking lot a car from Oklahoma pulled in.

Lincoln’s New Salem State Park – Petersburg, Illinois
We drove around the beltway and then headed about half an hour northwest from Springfield. Our destination was the historic
town of New Salem, which is now a state park located just outside the modern-day town of Petersburg, Illinois. New Salem was the first
place Abraham Lincoln settled as an adult. He came here at age 22 after working as a riverboat pilot. He became familiar with the town
when his boat became stranded on a mill dam near there, and he returned there after finishing the boat’s trip. Lincoln did various odd
jobs (surveyor, cooper’s assistant, farm worker, and rail splitter among others), and eventually he became co-owner of an unsuccessful
store. He was later appointed postmaster for the town and after detailed but informal studies in law he was admitted to the Illinois state
bar. After a stint of military service he returned and ran for the state legislature, which started his career in politics.
New Salem was founded in 1827. The town was rapidly declining when Lincoln moved to Springfield in 1837, and it was
completely abandoned by 1840. During the Great Depression the Civilian Conservation Corps rebuilt New Salem to appear much as it
was in Lincoln’s day. The CCC buildings have been reinforced, but they are largely unchanged to this day. I had been to New Salem
when I was a child, but I remembered almost nothing from that visit.
New Salem is a state park, and most of it is the same as any other state park in Illinois. That is to say it’s an island of forest in
the middle of a sea of farmland. Much of Illinois was native forest, particularly near the rivers. When we drove through the park entrance
and into the trees I could imagine what the area looked like 180 years ago.
The most interesting part of New Salem was their museum. Housed in a very modern building, this gives a detailed history of
the era when Lincoln lived here. This was another place I found more interesting and informative than the much better publicized
Presidential museum. [“Interactive” is the big buzzword in museums today, but what I really care about is how informative a
place is. I look for museums to teach me new things and to reinforce what I already know. I also like being able to choose how
long I want to spend in a museum, rather than having to follow the pace of an audiovisual presentation.]
I can’t say I cared that much about the actual village. In summer they do “living history” here, but in winter it’s just a bunch of
log buildings scattered in the forest. They’d do well to have one or two of them unlocked so visitors can at least see what’s inside.
Everything was locked up tight, though, so all we could do was peer at the outside of everything. [It really did seem odd to me that
they didn’t allow visitors to go inside any of the buildings. It wouldn’t be that hard to rope off things we weren’t supposed to
get close to.] The signs are all badly weathered, so in many cases we couldn’t even learn much by reading. It was at least a beautiful
day for our visit. The sky was clear, and temperatures were in the 50s. We had a pleasant hike, even if we didn’t see that much.
We made our way back to the visitor’s center and watched their orientation film. Then we headed back to Springfield. We
attempted to see a couple of other minor attractions: a museum of surveying and a black history museum. Both had very limited hours,
though, and they were closed Saturday afternoon. So we spent about an hour and a half just walking around the downtown area. In
addition to re-visiting the places we saw yesterday, we checked out a couple of other sights. One of the most interesting of these was
the local convention center. The blocks around this urban renewal project are decorated with stone tablets engraved with quotations
from obscure sources. They were surprisingly fascinating to read.

More historically significant is Springfield’s First
Presbyterian Church. The church maintains the internet domain
“lincolnschurch.org”, and an earlier building that housed this
congregation was indeed the church of convenience where the
President and his family occasionally worshipped. (Like most of the
founding fathers, President Lincoln seems to have cared about as
much for formal religion as our current President. [This was written
at the time when Obama was President, but his allegedly
“Christian” successor seems far more religious than he was.]
First Presbyterian was organized by his wife’s family, though, and
he did pay rent to maintain a private pew there.)
The very liberal congregation that meets here today would
likely be unrecognizable to the stoic worshippers of the mid 1800s,
though I’d like to think President Lincoln would feel at home among
them. They make a point of welcoming all people—regardless of
race, creed, or sexual preference—and they have a special mission
to fighting poverty.
We didn’t go inside the church to see the Tiffany windows
or the Lincoln pew that now sits in the lobby. We did visit their
interfaith meditation garden, though, and it was pleasant to see
even in winter.
We also made a bit of a self-guided tour around downtown
Springfield, making our way from one “Looking for Lincoln” sign to
another. Almost all of these mark locations that are no longer
standing, but they’re still interesting to see. Among the places we
saw were the site of Lincoln’s first law office (now a parking ramp)
and an alley where the President’s sons played a game similar to
handball.
One of many interesting quotations displayed near
the Prairie Capital Convention Center –
Springfield, Illinois

We stopped for a snack at a popcorn and ice cream shop
just a few doors down from the Lincoln—Herndon Law Office. The
place seemed overstaffed, but the teenaged workers were far from
competent. It took forever to get a scoop of ice cream.

We made our way back to the hotel. Margaret rested a while I went out walking again. I walked past the Capitol and then
through a neighborhood known as Aristocracy Hill. As the name implies, it was once the best area in the city and it still sports many
enormous Victorian mansions. Most are no longer single-family homes. Many have been subdivided into apartments, while others house
offices for lawyers and lobby groups that thrive in the capital city.
I made my way south to South Grand, where the Mexican fast food place we’d stopped at before was located. I kept on walking
and stopped in at a nearby Walgreen’s. I picked up some juice and a couple of newspapers, and then headed back north. One of the
strangest things I saw was a Lutheran church whose marquee announced that this week’s sermon title was “We Are Nearing the Gates
of Hell”. I gather they’re a bit more conservative than the congregation at First Presbyterian.
For dinner tonight we headed out of town. We
drove east on Interstate 72 to Mechanicsburg, a town
whose elevation (586 feet) is about a hundred more than
its population. When I’d looked online at restaurants in the
Springfield area, a place called Abe’s Hideout happened
to be alphabetically first. It was also very well reviewed, so
it seemed like an interesting place to have dinner.
Abe’s appears to have no relationship
whatsoever to the area’s favorite son, though it is located
in a handsome 19th Century building with exposed brick
walls and tin ceilings. It’s one of those small town taverns
whose food draws people from miles around. The place
was crowded at 6:00, and by the time we left they were
taking a waiting list at the door. They were surprised that
tourists had made the trip out there, but they obviously
expect residents of Springfield to come on a regular basis.
Abe’s mostly serves unpretentious Midwestern
food. Margaret had gotten a whiff of their smoked prime
Abe’s Hideout – Mechanicsburg, Illinois
rib special while we walked from our car to the entrance,
so that’s what she ordered. She said it was delicious, but the portion was so enormous she couldn’t even come close to finishing it. I
decided to order a classic Springfield dish called a horseshoe. That consists of Texas toast topped by meat (in my case ham), topped

by fries, topped by cheese sauce. It’s honestly not something I’d order again (too much food and excessively salty), but it was interesting
to check the thing out. [I occasionally see the horseshoe featured on various Food Network shows, and it definitely looks better
than it actually is.] Much better was a cup of beer and cheese soup I ordered as an appetizer. The flavor was absolutely amazing.
We drove back to the hotel and settled in for the night. I spent much of the evening doing work on the school website, something
that doesn’t take a holiday even at the holidays. I also got a shower tonight, because we’d have to be up early tomorrow morning. We
watched the evening news on TV, but went to bed about the time it was over.

We were up around 5:30 this morning and left the hotel promptly at 6:00. Downtown was virtually abandoned as we made our
way about three blocks north and east to Springfield’s Amtrak station. Passenger service in Springfield is served by the Chicago and
Alton Depot, another historic station that stands on the site of an even older one. The current depot dates to 1895, and it replaced the
building where the funeral train let off President Lincoln’s body following his assassination. While it may not be as historic as its site, it is
a lovely old station.
Springfield is served by Amtrak’s Lincoln Service, one of the most frequent trains outside the Northeast Corridor. Lincoln trains
run between Chicago and St. Louis four times daily in each direction, with additional service provided by the long-distance Texas Eagle.
That provides a lot of options and makes the train a viable choice compared to other forms of transportation. [The big issue with rail
service in America is frequency, not speed.]
We were on the first northbound train of the day. It is designed to get people to Chicago in time to spend most of the business
day there. The schedule is incredibly inconvenient for passengers at the south end of the line, leaving St. Louis at 4:35am. Because of
that, it’s no surprise that it was nearly empty when it got to Springfield. Several dozen people joined us in boarding there, and it continued
to fill up as we made our way north. The train was supposedly sold out, though enough people came and went that there were always
available seats. That was good, since several people were rude and hogged a pair of seats to themselves. Even after a conductor
scolded a woman across the aisle from us, she refused to move her coat to make room for another passenger. [I’ll be traveling on
Canada’s VIA Rail this summer. Something I really like about VIA is that all their seats are reserved. You know ahead of time
what seat you’re supposed to be in, so you don’t have to fight people who want to hog empty seats.]
We left Springfield right on time at 6:32am. The route north was familiar from my journey last summer, if far from exciting. We
paralleled I-55 up to the city of Lincoln and from there on to Bloomington—Normal. The tracks draw slightly east of the interstate from
Bloomington to Pontiac, instead following old route 66. From Pontiac to Dwight there’s a short stretch of true high speed rail, and beyond
there we passed industrial and housing developments in the extreme southwest suburbs of Chicagoland, beyond Joliet. We stopped
next to a ballpark in downtown Joliet and then crawled along so-called Heritage Corridor next to the Illinois and Michigan Canal. The
tourist authorities claim the corridor is “scenic”, but in fact it’s lined with run down heavy industry almost the whole way from Joliet to
Chicago. Our penultimate stop was at Summit, just outside the Chicago city limits near Midway airport. From there we paralleled the
orange line ‘L’ tracks most of the way downtown.
There’s a huge amount of padding built into the end of the schedule. They schedule over an hour for that part of the trip. That’s
about what it takes on the Metra trains, which stop every couple of miles along the way. Going straight through shortens the trip. We
were almost half an hour behind schedule at Joliet, but we ended up getting into Chicago’s Union Station early.
We walked through the station and down to the Clinton CTA station.
We made our way down to the subway, where our first challenge was paying
our fare.
CTA recently changed their fare payment system. The old system
required passengers to insert flexible plastic farecards in a turnstile. The
machine read the magnetic strip on the card, spit it out, and opened the
turnstile. Chicago’s farecards worked better than those in almost any other
city I’m familiar with. [It helped that the turnstiles automatically
processed the cards, rather than having customers manually swipe
them, like they do in New York.] So, of course, they felt compelled to get
rid of them. The farecards have been replaced with a system called Ventra
that uses hard plastic cards with a computer chip inside them.

Sample Ventra card (from the CTA website)

Apparently two factors caused the switch. Frist the supplier no
longer makes parts to repair the old turnstiles, which were becoming harder
and harder to keep in proper working order. Secondly, the state legislature
mandated that by 2015 all the transit systems in the Chicago area (CTA,
Metra commuter trains, and Pace suburban buses) would use a uniform
payment system instead of the incompatible systems they previously had.

[Even in 2019, you still can’t use Ventra cards on Metra. What they’ve done to get around the state requirement is to
introduce a Ventra phone app that does allow Metra ticketing. You can use value on a Metra card to buy tickets through that
app (though it’s actually easier to just use a credit card), and the tickets come up as a QR code display on the phone. While it’s
not really what the legislature had in mind (and doesn’t work at all unless you have a smartphone), this method is actually easier
than how many other cities do commuter rail ticketing, which requires tapping a smart card both at the start and end of each
trip.]
Ventra cards bear the Mastercard logo, and they can be loaded with prepaid value and used as debit cards (though doing so is
both awkward and incurs a variety of fees). [The debit card feature was supposed to be a service to poorer Chicagoans who lacked
bank accounts. Few people used it, though, and lots of people criticized the steep fees. They discontinued the debit feature
when the cards when the original cards reached their expiration dates, and the replacement cards do not bear a Mastercard
logo.] Three things make them look different than an ordinary credit card. First the card isn’t embossed; the account number and
customer name are just printed flush on the front of the card, rather than being raised, so a merchant couldn’t make an imprint of the card
on one of those old-fashioned slider machines. [Since pretty much no business uses the old-fashioned processing method these
days, more and more credit cards have eliminated the embossing.] Second the front of the card is printed in portrait rather than
landscape format; that is, the numbers go across the short side of the card. Finally there’s a strange little logo that is supposed to indicate
that this is a chip-enabled card (similar to the ones used in Canada and Europe). The chip emits a radio frequency signal, and I think the
logo is supposed to show that signal broadcasting from the card. [All American credit cards have chips these days. The big
difference between our system and the one used overseas is that our credit cards don’t require a PIN number, meaning they’re
still very vulnerable to theft and fraud.]
I had bought two Ventra cards before this trip, and registered them online (which refunds the deposit you pay when you initially
get the card), and placed one-day passes on them. The Ventra website is incredibly complicated. I suppose it has to be since they’re
essentially dealing with banking as well as transit fares. It was complicated enough, though, that I wasn’t entirely certain the passes had
gotten credited. Because of that the first thing we did when we entered the subway station was to check at fare machines to make sure
they had valid passes. The machine said the passes were “pending”, which I can’t say sparked my confidence. We cautiously made our
way to the turnstiles and hoped they would open. They did, though only after some effort.
The Ventra turnstiles are quite a bit more touchy than their predecessors. While theoretically the radio signal should be sensed
without making contact with anything (it’s the same technology that sets off shoplifting detectors at store exits), in fact you have to touch
the card to a rubber pad in precisely the right way and then wait for the computer to search its database to make sure everything is correct
with the account. Only then does the turnstile unlock. We did always get our Ventra cards to work, but they were quite a bit more
frustrating and time consuming to use than the old farecards. I’ve read that the overall reaction to Ventra has been overwhelmingly
negative, and I’d certainly hate to be in line at rush hour when a hundreds of people are trying to pass through the turnstiles at once.
[They have improved the Ventra website, though “pending” still means a pass has been added to a card but not yet
used. They’ve also improved the turnstiles, so that they sense the cards almost instantly. The main issue with Ventra cards
these days is when you use them on buses. The train station turnstiles are hard-wired, but on buses they use cell phone
transmissions to communicate with the central computer. That always takes a bit of time, which can be a problem if there’s a
line at the door.]
We quickly caught a train and rode north to Clark & Lake. While we were going up the escalator, it stopped for some reason.
That nearly knocked us down, but we got our balance and proceeded to walk up the escalator like stairs.
We checked the status of the Ventra cards again at the exit, and this time the machine said the passes were valid and gave their
expiration time. Apparently they show as “pending” until they are actually activated. That makes sense, but it would have been nice to
know that ahead of time.
We’d planned our day assuming Amtrak would be late arriving in Chicago. Since we were early, we had a bit of time to kill. We
filled much of that time by having coffee at a nearby Dunkin’ Donuts. Then we gawked at the big community Christmas tree in Daley
Plaza.
We’d taken the early train so we could get to Chicago in
time to go to church. We made our way across Daley Plaza to a
destination we’d been to numerous times before, Chicago Temple.
I’ve said before that this is just about my favorite church anywhere,
and while today’s service was less than spectacular, nothing about
it changed my overall opinion. [They have a new minister at
Chicago Temple now. I was there last Easter, and honestly I
didn’t care for the service much. It had much more of a
“megachurch” feel. I don’t know that I’ll be rushing back any
time soon.]
This was definitely second string day at Chicago Temple,
as the varsity was all gone for the holidays. An associate minister
who referred to herself as “Pastor Wendy” gave the sermon. It was rather stream of consciousness, but I think her point was that we
shouldn’t just dream, but actually do things. Most of the rest of the service was done by their Hispanic minister. He did the prayers in
English, but was difficult to understand. The organist was gone as well, so they had a piano player filling in. I can’t say it was an especially
inspiring service, but the Sunday after Christmas rarely is.

The most memorable thing for me in the service was also a bit disturbing.
A family was seated in front of me that included a young couple and two kids. The
mother and the girl weren’t especially memorable, but the father drew attention to
himself. He spent most of the service fondling his son in a way that seemed frankly
inappropriate to me. The kid didn’t seem to object, and perhaps they’re just a
touchy—feely family. It was a lot more affection than I care to see in public, though.
After church we took the train out to the Kedzie stop on the brown line. Just
south of there was another restaurant in a strip mall I’d read about. This one was a
Middle Eastern place called Salaam. They serve halal Lebanese food to a very
eclectic clientele. About half the women were in hijabs (Moslem head scarves),
though the place seemed quite popular with the after-church crowd as well.
The restaurant itself was an interesting cross between a glorified diner and
a fun little ethnic restaurant. The walls were adorned with mural-sized photos of
tourist attractions in Lebanon. Margaret knew what they were, though I can’t say I
was familiar with any of them. The pictures did help make the place seem less like
a strip mall property, though.
Our waitress was certainly memorable. She was a middle aged Arab
woman who tried to conceal a dumpy appearance in thick, almost theatrical makeup. She was clad in very tight clothes that did nothing to flatter her slightly overweight
figure. She looked like she should be a character in a play—a retired belly dancer,
perhaps, or maybe a gypsy fortune teller.

Chicago Christmas Tree
Daley Plaza

Margaret seemed to really like her lunch, but I can’t say I cared a lot for
mine. I ordered chicken shawarma, a dish I’d enjoyed a couple years ago at a
Lebanese place in Canada. Something wasn’t right with the chicken here, though.
It had an off taste, and I’d end up spending most of the night on the toilet getting rid
of it. While Margaret’s beef seemed better, I doubt I’ll head to Salaam the next time
I’m in Chicago.

The portions were more than generous. They began by serving us a dish of olives and pickled turnips as an appetizer. The
main course was accompanied by what seemed like an entire pot of rice per person, plus a Jerusalem salad (which seemed essentially
the same as Greek salad to me). It tells you something that I didn’t finish my meal, since I pretty much never leave food on my plate.
[That is something my parents trained me well on. I hate food waste, and I almost never leave anything more than tiny crumbs
on a plate in a restaurant.]
While I won’t be rushing back to Salaam, I just might stop in at
that same strip mall sometime in the future. Next door to Salaam is a
bakery called Nazareth Sweets that looked interesting. We were far too
stuffed with shawarma to contemplate dessert, but it might be interesting
to go there another time. [I actually might go there this summer when
I have a day to kill in Chicago on my way back from Canada.]
We took the brown line a couple stops east to Damen and
waited near the station for a northbound bus. The bus stop was outside
a hole-in-the-wall restaurant whose sign said it was a brewery, and the
lone worker there had parked his bike on the sidewalk and chained it to
a lamppost. It was drizzling, and the drizzle had frozen on the bike. Half
accidentally and half out of boredom, I bumped against the bike and
knocked a bit of the ice that had formed onto the sidewalk. The guy was
obviously paying very close attention to his bike. He eyed me very
suspiciously and came out to ask me what I was doing. It was convenient
that the bus arrived almost exactly then, so I was able to just ignore him
and climb aboard. It wasn’t a particularly valuable bike (and of course I
didn’t damage it in any way), but obviously it was precious to its owner.
I’d think he could have found a better place to park it, though. Right at
the bus stop I’m sure I was far from the only person to bump against it.
We took bus #50 northward. Partway through the trip we
changed bus drivers. It always seems odd to me when they change
drivers in the middle of a route, but that seems to be quite common. An
elderly woman with a walker got on shortly before the change. She was
out of breath when she boarded, and she didn’t recover quickly even
after sitting down. The woman was very worried about missing her stop,
and—to their credit—when the drivers changed, the one who left passed
on what that stop was and told the new driver to “keep an eye on this
lovely young lady”.

Website photo of Swedish— American Museum

We got out at Foster and Ashland, which is near the north end of the line. A sheet of ice had formed on the sidewalk, so we
stepped very carefully as we made our way to along. Our destination was about a block east at Clark and Foster, the Swedish—American
Museum. This is a nice little museum that mostly traces what the immigrant experience is like. Margaret, who lives in the heavily
Norwegian community of Decorah, was fascinated by how different the experiences of Swedish and Norwegian immigrants were. They
were different from most Eastern and Southern European immigrants as well. The Swedes came later, and they were generally quite a
bit wealthier than their predecessors. A higher percentage of them were successful farmers and business owners than among other
immigrant groups.
In addition to describing the immigrant experience, they had decorated their displays for the holidays. They showed various
Scandinavian Christmas traditions, as well as other winter customs—most notably the celebration of St. Lucy’s feast day (December 13)
by having girls wear wreaths filled with lighted candles on their heads.
Since we didn’t want to walk too far on the slippery sidewalks, we went to a bus stop right across the street from the museum.
We soon caught bus #22, an extra-long articulated “bendy-bus” that runs along Clark Street. Strangely the stop where we got on was
where they changed drivers on this route, so we ended up with a different driver than the one who was there when we boarded. While
it’s commercial and very active, Clark Street has a very rough feel to it. The far north side is one of the trendiest areas in Chicago, but I
have to say it’s one of my least favorite parts of the city. [I’ve since been in this area a couple of times to see plays at the Raven
Theatre. I like the theatre, but the surrounding area—especially at night—is less than inviting.]
We took the bus south past Wrigley Field and on to the Belmont ‘L” station. We boarded the red line there and ended up sitting
across the aisle from a young Hispanic man and his son. The boy seemed curious about absolutely everything, and his dad was doing
a good job of keeping him entertained throughout the trip.
We got off at Lake Street downtown and made our way to the State Street Macy’s, the former Marshall Field’s flagship store.
We browsed a while, and I ended up buying a pair of pants. I was actually looking for calendars, since I always have page-a-day trivia
calendars in my classroom at school, and I wanted to replace the old ones with 2014 calendars. The Macy’s book section has dwindled
to almost nothing, and they had no calendars I cared to buy. We next went to the downtown Target (the former Carson Pirie Scott flagship
store) They seemed to have no calendars at all there, and neither Margaret nor I bought a thing. As much on a whim as anything we
went into the Block 37 mall, across the street from Macy’s. This is one of the most pathetic malls anywhere, but surprisingly they did
have a seasonal calendar store. Everything was 50% off, and I managed to pick up three calendars for the coming year. [Block 37 is
one of the few malls where business seems to actually be increasing. There are notably more stores open there today than
there were six years ago.]
We caught the blue line and rode back to Clinton. We had a bit more time to kill, so we made our way to another Dunkin’ Donuts.
This one didn’t look like it was even open. Their sign wasn’t lit (though it was now after sunset), and there didn’t appear to be anyone in
the place. A sign on the door said it was still during their opening hours, though, and the door was unlocked. We started a trend with our
donuts and coffee, and there were quite a few people in the place by the time we left.
We made our way back to Union Station and were greeted by a huge crowd in the great hall that was waiting for a train to
Michigan. We made our way past them and on to the main Amtrak waiting room. It was also crowded, though not quite as much a zoo
as it sometimes is. Several announcements were made while we waited. One train was late due to equipment problems, while another
was waiting for a fresh crew. Fortunately ours was not among those that was delayed.
It’s standard at Union Station for Amtrak to make a call for “special” passengers well before general boarding begins. This
includes business class, people with disabilities, and families with small children. It also includes senior citizens, and it was convenient
that Margaret was in that group. That allowed us to move forward to a much quieter waiting area, away from most of the riff-raff.
Glass doors lead from the waiting room to the platform area at Union Station. There’s a separate glass door for each of the
main platforms. Unfortunately the one for our train’s platform was broken. They tried in vain to get it to work and ended up routing us
over to the next door and then back to the platform where our train was.
We left Chicago right on time, and our trip south was mostly uneventful. Most noteworthy was a family (mom and two kids)
across the aisle from us. The mother spent the entire trip texting. I expect teenagers to do that these days, but it seemed very strange
for a woman old enough to have two children to be so addicted to her cell phone. Her daughter was one of those pre-teens who dresses
like a lady of the evening. She had bright pink skin-tight pants that looked utterly obscene. The son had obviously gotten a new tablet
computer for Christmas. He spent the whole trip playing a video soccer game on it. The game was either incredibly easy, or the kid had
purposely adjusted it to its simplest possible setting. It seemed like every minute the screen lit up with fireworks and the word “G – O –
O – O – O – O – O – O – O – O – O – O – O – O – O – A – L” scrolled across in giant letters.
Also noteworthy among our fellow passengers was an elderly black couple. The wife just seemed bored through the whole rip,
but the husband spent the ride playing electronic solitaire on a laptop computer. I don’t care much for solitaire even with real cards, and
the video version has always struck me as the most pointless thing ever. [Margaret would often fill time with computer solitaire, but
I never understood the appeal of that game.] To each his own, though.
I read through the free papers I’d picked up in Chicago and then read in my Kindle. I was in the midst of a biography of Jeff
Bezos, the founder of Amazon.com. Bezos’ vision is for Amazon to be “the everything store” (which is the title of the book), and that’s
certainly the way I see it. I shop less and less at “real” stores these days, but I’ve spent a boatload of money on Amazon. There is almost
nothing you can’t buy through their website; if it’s legal to sell, they probably have it. It’s a pleasant shopping experience, with no crowds
or rude clerks to deal with. You can read detailed descriptions and see numerous pictures of every item, and there are customer reviews

to help you compare things. The prices are good, and they’ll deliver anything in a week or less, with no shipping charges at all. Amazon
is just about the oldest e-commerce site there is, and it was fascinating to read about how it evolved over the years. It was also fascinating
to read that their target customer is essentially me; they seem to have succeeded in reaching that target.
[It’s interesting that the only stock I own, aside from the mutual funds that form my school retirement account, is a
single share of Amazon. I bought it decades ago at a price of $1 through a website that specialized in ultra-cheap stocks. Today
that one share is worth almost $2,000, so I guess it was a better investment than Zimbabwean currency. While I’m hardly a
major shareholder, each spring I receive their annual report and a proxy card to vote on issues at their annual meeting. Amazon
has been rightly blamed for killing off a lot of old-fashioned businesses. You can’t blame them for giving consumers what they
want, though.]

Amtrak train 307 on an icy platform in Springfield, Illinois
I’d wondered with the weather if
the train might not be delayed, but we
ended up getting into Springfield seven
minutes ahead of schedule, closer to
10:15 than 10:30. We quickly exited and
found ourselves on a very cold platform.
A front had passed, and it was around 0 o
outside.
The platform was to the east side
of the train, and we had to get to the west
side to get to our hotel. Since the train
was blocking our path, we had to walk all
the way to the front of it to cross.
Fortunately they’d salted the platform
heavily, so there was a good walking path
along it. The train had to wait until the
scheduled departure time before it could
leave, so as it turned out we were back at
the hotel parking lot when they finally
sounded the whistle and pulled away.
This had been a very long day,
but mostly an enjoyable one. We got to
bed early, but I can’t say it was a
particularly restful night. That shawarma
didn’t agree with me at all, and I was back
and forth to the toilet all night long until I
finally got it out of my system.

State capitol decorated to look like a Christmas tree
Springfield, Illinois

We were up fairly early, had breakfast, and checked out of the hotel routinely. It was bitterly cold, but we had an uneventful ride
back to Coralville—stopping again at Walcott en route. We had another visit with Alaire, but I was eager to get going quickly.
It had just begun to snow as I pulled out of the parking lot by Alaire’s, and it rapidly grew into more and more of a storm. The
stretch of I-380 between Cedar Rapids and Waterloo was downright awful. Because of the weather I decided to follow U.S. 20 west from
Waterloo. While that’s not a route I take often, I knew it was both straighter and not as heavily travelled as Avenue of the Saints. The
choice proved to be a wise one. While the road wasn’t good, it was notably better than 380 had been, and with less traffic I could go
slower without feeling that I was holding people up.
I stopped in Ft. Dodge, as much to just take a break as anything. I’d been clutching the steering wheel with both hands the
whole way, and it was just good to let go and stretch. I decided to pull into Aldi, where I picked up a bunch of frozen blueberries. They
had bags of them for just $2.29, which is downright cheap these days. I bought as many as I could fit in my freezer, and I’ve still got
several bags left more than two months later. [Frozen blueberries are one of my favorite treats. I still stock up on them whenever
the price is remotely affordable.]
The very last stretch of my drive was the least enjoyable part. Between Humboldt and Algona, U.S. 169 runs through a swamp
on what is essentially a causeway. It’s a narrow highway with steep drop-offs on either side. The road was completely covered with
snow, so I could see neither the center line nor the edge. It was also right at rush hour, and a lot of people commute (both ways) between
Algona and Ft. Dodge. That meant heavy traffic the whole way. I was extremely grateful when I finally saw the lights of Algona ahead.
This was a nice trip, and it gave a sense of completion to what I’d planned last summer. There’s really only one place I’d planned
to go on that trip that I hadn’t yet—the town of Pontiac with its Route 66 Museum. I’m actually planning to go there as part of a getaway
at Easter (just over a month away as I write this), and –who knows?—I just might write a little summary of that trip as well. [I did, but
following tradition, I won’t be revising that until next year.]

