My plans for the summer of 2016 included one major trip (heading to Los Angeles with my sister Margaret) and another trip with
the quiz bowl team. In addition, though, I planned a number of short getaways that weren’t really big enough to be called vacations, but
which added up to a lot of travel. This will be a summary of those trips.

NOT QUITE SUMMER IN CHICAGO
This trip happened two weeks before school was out for the summer. That was close enough, though, that I consider it part of
the sequence of summer getaways.
Well before Christmas I got an e-mail from Ticketmaster noting that Food Network personality Alton Brown would be appearing
in a show called Eat Your Science at the Cadillac Palace Theatre in Chicago. I’m a huge fan of Brown’s food science show Good Eats,
and I thought that seeing him live would be both fun and informative. We’re allotted one personal day each year at school, and I decided
to take it on Friday, May 6, so I could take a long weekend in Chicago to see the Alton Brown show.
My plans changed repeatedly between initially booking the Eat Your Science ticket and taking the actual trip. I ended up
cramming quite a lot into just a couple of days. It was quite a fun time—though I’m sorry to say Alton Brown was just about the least
enjoyable part of the weekend.

Thursday, May 5
Algona, Iowa to Eldridge, Iowa
I drove to school today and set out on the road almost the second the bell rang at 3:15. Normally teachers are supposed to stay
until 3:30, but so long as we get our work done and let the office know if we’re gone, there’s no problem with taking off when the kids do
on occasion. I headed eastward on highway 18 to Clear Lake and then followed Avenue of the Saints southeastward. It was an ugly
drive past bare fields (typical for spring), but uneventful.
I almost always listen to audiobooks when I drive. On this trip I listened to The Closer, the autobiography of longtime Yankees
relief pitcher Mariano Rivera. The book traces his life from a poor fishing village in Panama to a two-decade Major League career during
which he set the all-time record for saves. Rivera’s wife is an evangelical pastor, so in addition to baseball there’s a lot of Christian
testimony in the book. It’s non-judgmental and sort of a “take it or leave it” approach, though, which I don’t mind.
The worst part of the audiobook was the reader. While Rivera has learned English, his skills do bring back memories of the old
Saturday Night Live sketch—“baseball been berry, berry good to me”, so it’s understandable that he did not read the book aloud. They
might have at least gotten someone Latino, though. Instead the reader was Michael Kay, who apparently does play-by-play for the
Yankees. He had a vaguely Southern accent, and he overused the sportscaster’s affectation of shouting to create fake excitement. It
was annoying enough that it was almost a chore to listen to what otherwise would have been an enjoyable book.
I drove straight through to Cedar Rapids before making a stop. I had dinner at the Panera on Collins Road, which was
surprisingly busy for going on 7:00 at night. I chose a Pick 2 combo with a Thai salad and tomato basil soup. Unfortunately they were
out of the dressing for the Thai salad, so I had an Asian salad instead. I’m not really sure what the difference between Thai and Asian is,
but the salad I ended up with was quite tasty.
I don’t think there’s ever been a time I’ve had an easy drive between Cedar Rapids and Iowa City. I-380 seems to be full of
traffic twenty-four hours a day, and that was certainly the case this evening. It’s only about twenty miles, but it was by far the most
annoying part of the trip. Fortunately I-80 is now six lanes through Johnson County, so when I turned onto that highway the traffic flowed
along smoothly again.

It’s less than an hour from Iowa City over to the Quad Cities. I exited at U.S. 61 and drove north about five miles to Eldridge, a
former small town that is rapidly becoming the Ankeny of eastern Iowa. I stopped at a Casey’s there and bought gas, which with a
discount from Hy-Vee fuel saver points was about $1.75 a gallon. I was particularly pleased that I got right at 30mpg. While that’s not
nearly as good as what I used to get with the Metro, it’s just about the best mileage the Eclipse has gotten.
My ultimate destination tonight was the Quality
Inn—Davenport North, which is across a county road from
the Eldridge Casey’s. I’d purposely chosen a Quality Inn
to take advantage of a promotion Choice Hotels was doing
that ended today. For every two stays during the
promotion period customers earned 8,000 points, which is
sufficient for a free night at some (though fewer and fewer)
Choice properties. I’d accumulated an odd number of
nights prior to this stay, so the Quality Inn in Eldridge would
make the number even and give me another 8,000 points.

Website photo of Quality Inn—Davenport North — Eldridge, Iowa

This Quality Inn is really a very pleasant hotel, but
it’s cheaper than most because it’s out of the way
compared to most places people in the Quad Cities
actually want to go. I’d booked a prepaid rate of about $55,
which is a steal anywhere these days. Their guests mostly
seem to be construction workers. The rooms are large and
immaculate, though, and the furnishings are comfortable.

Check-in was the easiest thing ever. The desk clerk (who I think was actually the owner) saw me get out of my car. I was
probably the only person with a reservation who had yet to check in, because she greeted me by name when I entered the lobby. Because
it was prepaid, she said I didn’t even need to show a credit card, and she even gave me a free bag of microwave popcorn and a sixounce bottle of water as a welcome gift for being a Choice Privileges member.
I did a little bit of work for school but mostly just watched TV all evening. It was around midnight when I settled into bed, and
compared to many nights I’ve spent in hotels, I got a fairly good night’s sleep.

Friday, May 6
Eldridge, Iowa to Chicago, Illinois
I was up around 6:00 and quickly showered and re-packed my stuff. They had a surprisingly good breakfast at the Quality Inn.
In addition to the usual stuff they had scrambled eggs and sausage logs. I was particularly impressed that they had hash browns. It
surprises me more hotels don’t offer those. They’re one of the cheapest foods there is, and it makes a breakfast feel more complete.
I actually sort of had one and a half breakfasts. There was a Hardees right next door to the hotel, and ever since I was a kid
I’ve loved Hardees biscuits. So after enjoying the Quality Inn’s breakfast buffet, I picked up a ham, egg, and cheese biscuit from the
smiling star. The counter girl found it odd that I just wanted a biscuit—not hash browns or coffee. She was perfectly willing to serve me,
though, and the biscuit was delicious.
It took quite a bit longer to check out
than it had to check in. The main problem was
that just before I’d arrived at the desk the clerk
had gone outside for a smoke. Once he
returned, it seemed to take him quite a while to
figure out how to print a receipt. He tried to get
me to just accept an e-mail receipt. I always
insist on having one printed, though, as on a
couple of occasions I’ve had odd things happen
with hotel bills.
I drove down to Interstate 80 and
headed east into Illinois. Almost immediately it
became apparent that pretty much the whole
state of Illinois is under construction this year.
Most of the road work wasn’t currently active,
but they had coned off long stretches leaving
just one lane open to traffic. Theoretically the
speed limit was 55mph most of the way. Fortunately, except in a couple of spots where workers were actually doing stuff, most people drove about 60.
I drove east to Exit 58 and turned off to the town of Princeton. The worst construction was actually in Princeton itself. They’re

resurfacing the north—south highway through there, and they’d basically entirely torn up the existing road. There was a long wait while
a flagman sent cars through a rough trail by the workers. I’d left in time that I should have arrived about half an hour before my train
departed, but with all the construction I ended up making it to the station with only about ten minutes to spare.
My train, Amtrak’s Illinois Zephyr, left Princeton right on time at 8:31am. I’d actually changed trains from my original reservation.
I’d first booked on the Southwest Chief, which is scheduled to leave Princeton around noon. I’d noticed, though, that that train had been
quite inconsistent in its on-time performance. Some days it would arrive roughly at the scheduled time, while other times it would be as
much as four hours late. It seemed a safer bet to take the short-distance train. That turned out to be a wise choice. The Chief was an
hour late leaving Kansas City, and it’s unlikely it would make up any of that time. Most likely it would have been late afternoon by the
time I got to Chicago had I kept my original reservation.
Today’s train was quite full. Many of my fellow passengers on the Illinois Zephyr were baseball fans who were making a day
trip to see an afternoon Cubs game. I’ve never seen Amtrak market to Cubs fans, but they seem to attract a lot of them, some of whom
come from far downstate. At least one family was actually from Missouri. They’d boarded in Quincy shortly after 6:00 this morning, and
after seeing the game and going back on the evening train they’d be getting back around 10:30 tonight. That’s a long day just to see a
baseball game.
My ticket today was in business class. Illinois heavily subsidizes its trains, and while business class costs almost twice as much
as coach, even the “luxury” ticket from Princeton to Chicago is just over $20. Among the perks of business class are extra-large leather
seats and complimentary non-alcoholic drinks. It’s also comparatively quiet in business class, though today I heard a number of the Cubs
fans in the lounge who were already getting drunk at 9:00 in the morning.
A couple years ago they began installing wi-fi on Amtrak’s short-distance trains. They’ve apparently upgraded that recently,
because today I got a strong, steady signal. I really wish they’d install wi-fi on the long distance trains, but at least having it on short hops
is an improvement.
It intrigued me that crops were already beginning to emerge in the fields in Illinois. A lot of the fields were still unplanted back
home, but today I saw sprouts of green. They seem to have gotten less rain in Illinois, which combined with being just a bit further south
has brought things along quicker. I must say I liked seeing the green. Few things are uglier than bare plowed land.
The trip into Chicago was uneventful. One of the most interesting things I noticed was when we passed through Aurora. In the
downtown area of that rather forlorn city was a homeless shelter with a sign giving the name “Mission Possible”. I kind of like that
message, and if I should be called on to give a sermon again at my church, I might just use that for the title.
We got into Union Station at 10:20, about fifteen minutes early. From my point of view the biggest perk of traveling in business
class was that my ticket allowed me to use the Metropolitan Lounge, which is mostly intended for long-distance sleeping car passengers.
The woman in charge of the lounge was a bit surprised that Chicago was my final destination, since most of the people who use the
facility are transferring. She was pleasant and efficient, though, and there was no problem in my gaining access. I left my bag in the
checkroom there and grabbed a free cinnamon roll and a cup of coffee—getting back some more value from the business class
supplement.
They have a bank of CTA vending machines at Union Station, and I
stopped at one and bought a day pass. Most CTA fares these days are paid
with Ventra cards, hard plastic prepaid debit smart cards with a Mastercard
logo, While I have a Ventra card, I’d left it at home, so I had to instead get my
pass on a Ventra ticket, a little piece of cardboard with a computer circuit
embedded inside it. (You can see the wires if you hold the card up to a light.)
I wasn’t sure just how the ticket would work, but it actually was very easy to
use. It works exactly the same way as a Ventra card; you touch it to a pad at
the front of the turnstile or by a bus farebox. When you touch it, the pad lights
up in green and says “Go”, and the turnstile unlocks. It’s really easier to use
than the old magnetic farecards, and it also seems to work better than the
plastic Ventra cards (perhaps because the cardboard is thinner than the plastic,
so the machine senses the computer circuit more easily. The cards also work
much better than similar cards in other cities like Washington, D.C. and
Minneapolis. I had no problems at all with my Ventra ticket.
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I walked north to the ‘L’ station at Clinton and Lake and soon caught a green line train. My first destination was an ‘L’ station
that’s been open for just over a year. Cermak—McCormick Place is south of downtown on the green line between State and Wabash at
Cermak Road (22nd Street). While named after the main Chicago Convention Center, the station is really only vaguely near there. It’s
also somewhat close to the Soldier Field football stadium. There’s probably a lot of workers at both McCormick Place and the stadium
that use the station, but I doubt very many conventioneers or sports fans take advantage of it.
Cermak—McCormick Place is a weird station because it’s elevated, but fully enclosed. They basically built a big steel tube
around the tracks with a skylight at the top. The platform and tracks are entirely contained inside that tube. Because of that it feels more
like a subway station than an elevated one. It’s probably very nice in winter, but it just seemed strange in spring.
A new improvement that has now been installed in all the CTA stations is video boards that tell when the next trains will arrive.
These seem to be quite accurate, and they really are very helpful. The same signs also provide status updated on all the lines in the

Exterior and interior views of Cermak—McCormick Place station
(Next train signs are above the platform in the picture at right.)
system, weather information, and news
headlines. I’m truly amazed at just how much
better the ‘L’ is today than when I first rode it
back in the ‘90s. It’s far more user friendly
than it used to be, and it’s really one of the best
transit systems anywhere.
There’s not much of interest that’s
near the new station. I stopped briefly at what
turned out to be an extremely tiny old White
Castle. The place has no indoor seating, but
there are a couple of picnic tables outside. It
brought back memories of when I was a small
child, when we used to stop at an old
McDonalds that had no indoor seating while
traveling to my grandparents’ home.
Across the street from the current
White Castle is a much smaller and much
older building that obviously used to be a
White Castle. I did some research and found
that the old building was built in 1930 and was
the sixteenth restaurant built by the burger
chain. The building (which, like all the chain’s
“Selfie” at Cermak—McCormick Place Station
original buildings, was loosely modeled on the
old Chicago Water Tower) is considered one of the best examples of commercial architecture from that era and was declared a national
historic landmark. The current restaurant dates to the mid ’60s, though it has been modified with such features as a drive-through window.
The opening of the new ‘L’ station has apparently spurred White Castle to submit plans for a brand new suburban-style building which
they hope to open in 2017.

Old and older: 1960s and 1930s White Castles – Cermak & Wabash, Chicago
After a quick snack at White Castle, I next went to 35 th & Archer, a stop on the orange line. Just outside the station there is a
place that I’ve been to a couple of times before called Unique Thrift Store. Located in what was probably a former grocery store in a
rough neighborhood that isn’t even close to gentrifying, Unique doesn’t look like much outside or inside. They’ve got a wide range of
good quality used merchandise though, and it’s all at rock bottom prices. The base prices are cheap to begin with, and each day of the
week they have a special where a different color of tag is further discounted by 50 or 75%. The place is mostly frequented by Hispanic
women who are clothing their families and furnishing their homes. Browsing the place is always entertaining for this small-town white

guy, though, and there are a lot of good bargains to be found,
too. Today I picked up two different “like new” shirts, a snack
plate, and a ceramic mug shaped like a baseball. The whole
mess was about ten bucks, and the Izod polo shirt alone would
have been nearly $50 new (and I wouldn’t even have considered
it at that price).
I also bought a cloth shopping bag at the thrift store.
Last year Chicago outlawed flimsy plastic bags. Food stores
(which are broadly defined) are allowed to give out thick plastic
bags, but only paper or cloth are allowed at other types of stores.
Unique didn’t give away any bags. They would sell paper sacks
with flimsy handles for 10¢ each, and they sold enormous red
cloth bags for 79¢. The cloth bag fit not only my purchases, but
also my jacket. That was good, since the temperature rose well
into the 80s by afternoon.

Google Street View image of Unique Thrift Store
(The view is from winter, but the place looks pretty much
identical year-round.)
I saw some fascinating people on the ‘L’. One was a panhandler (technically illegal, but very common in Chicago) who first told
us he had sent out twenty different résumés looking for work (though he didn’t really look like he’d be applying for jobs that required a
résumé). He said he needed money to buy a CTA pass so he could look for work (an interesting concept for someone who was already
on the train). What kind of gave him away as a fraud was when suddenly we heard some loud rap music and he got out his phone. It
was an expensive i-phone, probably worth close to $500, plus whatever the service plan might cost. You could buy several months of
CTA passes for that. Another panhandler was on the sidewalk outside a station playing a guitar and looking rather stoned. He had a
sign that said “Good karma – $1”. That was certainly one of the more memorable street people I’ve seen.
I next made my way north to Diversey (on the brown line, a little ways south of Wrigley Field). The Cubs game was rather
obviously at 1:00, and when a jam-packed red line train passed us on the inner track, I was very glad I’d opted for the brown line.

Chicken katsu plate from Aloha Eats -- Chicago

I walked through gentrification
central (which much of Chicago’s north
side is) and ended up at my lunch
destination, Aloha Eats. As the name
implies, this little hole in the wall café
specializes in Hawaiian cuisine. It’s very
authentic, though really I was there for
the entertainment value rather than the
food. I had a chicken katsu plate lunch.
Chicken katsu (which I’d not heard of
before) is supposedly the place’s
specialty. It’s skinned and boned meat
(mostly dark meat) that has been
pounded thin, breaded, and deep
fried—sort of like dark meat chicken
fingers. The chicken is served with a
bizarrely sweet dipping sauce (which is
VERY Hawaiian). The essential Pacific
side dishes (two scoops of white rice
and an absolutely flavorless macaroni
salad) accompany every plate. (It never
ceases to amaze me just how flavorless
Hawaiian macaroni salad is.) I was
amused by the food and surprised by
what a diverse clientele the place had. I
doubt I’ll be heading back there, though.

I took a bus down to Clark and Division, where I scoped out a hotel where Margaret and I will likely be staying next Christmas.
We booked the Hotel Indigo—Gold Coast because it had a rate much cheaper than anything else in the city. It appears to be a very nice
boutique hotel, though, and I’m sure we’ll have a good time staying there.
Next I caught the red line and made my way back downtown, where my main stop was to use a public restroom in the pedway
that connects the red and blue lines. I then returned to Union Station, where I got some orange juice and pretzels in the lounge. (I think
I got the full value of the business class ticket just in food and drink.) I reclaimed my bag (with a tip to the checkroom clerk quite a bit
cheaper than renting a locker) and then walked about a mile east to the Palmer House Hotel.
I’d originally booked a hotel out by O’Hare, but I got an e-mail come-on that offered rooms at the Palmer House (a historic
downtown Hilton) at almost exactly the same rate. After booking there I got another e-mail offering a discount upgrade to a room in their
executive tower. While the final cost wasn’t cheap (more than double what I paid in Eldridge—plus Chicago’s high tax), it did make for a
most enjoyable stay.

While I’d technically checked in online, I still had to wait in a long
line at the front desk to get my room key. That smartcard key allowed me
to access the private elevators that whisk guests up to the executive
floors. I arrived in the middle of the VIP lounge on the 23 rd floor (where
they had complimentary fruit and snack mix set out in the afternoon), and
my room (#23258) was just a short walk from there.
Something cool (if basically irrelevant) was that in addition to the
plastic keys, the Palmer House also allows guests to use smartphones as
keys. Of course I had to try out that feature, and it actually did work. I
really don’t know what advantage there is to using the phone, but as
attached as some people are to their phones today, I suppose they’ve got
to offer it.
My room was small, though it had a fairly large bathroom. It
featured lovely mahogany furnishings and highly polished brass fixtures.
Palmer House Executive Lounge
Something I’ve enjoyed on the two occasions I stayed at the Palmer
House in the past was marble floors and counters in the bathrooms. Unfortunately this room had been “updated” to dark granite—more
modern perhaps, but less elegant.
A feature they’ve finally gotten
around to adding at Hilton’s upscale brands is
free wi-fi. Cheap hotels have been giving wi-fi
away for years, but they’ve always charged for
it at “better” places. Now Hilton offers free wifi across all its brands—though apparently
only to members of HHonors, their frequent
stay program. They’d really, really like you to
pay extra to get “premium” wi-fi for $18.95 a
night, but the regular worked just fine for me.
Another electronic gizmo they have
is a tablet computer in the room that acts as a
virtual concierge, with information on the hotel
and community. You can also do things like
order room service with it, though I didn’t even
consider doing that. I’ve never been good with
touch screens, and I found the tablet quite a
chore to use. It was simple, though, compared
to a high tech alarm clock/radio/.mp3 player
that was one of the most complicated things
I’ve ever seen. I never did figure out how to
just turn the radio on.
Room #23258 at the Palmer House Hilton – Chicago, Illinois
Unlike many of the rooms at the Palmer House, this one sort of had a view. I say “sort of” because it wasn’t a view of much. I
looked across a courtyard and Wabash Avenue to a rather ugly office building from the ‘60s, but I could also see some of the terracotta
seals that highlight the brick façade of the hotel itself. While the loop ‘L’ was right below me, being on such a high floor made it really
quiet.
I left briefly to go to the downtown Target that is located in the former Carson Pirie Scott flagship on the next block. When I got
back my room key didn’t work. I suspect that programming the digital key in the phone may de-program the plastic key. Whatever the
reason, I had to go back downstairs and wait in another long line at the desk. This time I requested two keys, and fortunately both of
them continued to work through the rest of my stay.
Around 5:30 I left for the evening. I first walked to the south edge of the Loop, where I had dinner at a place called Cafecito.
This is apparently a local chain that specializes in Cuban food. I had the same thing I had many years ago at the Miami airport: a Cuban
sandwich (ham, roast pork, white cheese, pickle, and mustard on hard bread pressed thin) and Cuban coffee (which is what the word
“cafecito” refers to—overly sweetened espresso). I’m not really a fan of sweet coffee, but it almost works in espresso, and I had to go
with the ethnic mix.
Cafecito is located in a building that primarily houses HI—Chicago, the local accommodation of Hosteling International. I’ve
never stayed at a hostel, but this one looks very modern and pleasant. The hostel primarily offers shared accommodation, with ten people
of the same sex sharing a room filled with bunks and an adjacent bathroom and kitchenette. If you’re willing to spend that much time with
strangers, the price is certainly right—$34 per person per night, even in summer. They also offer “premium” rooms (where just eight
people of the same sex share accommodations) at $38. There is also a limited number of private double rooms with shared bathroom,
though those really wouldn’t be a good option for most people. Most of the year it’s not hard to find a hotel in Chicago (like the Palmer
House) with rooms for less than the $119 the private rooms at the hostel go for. I’m not sure why a couple or family would opt for the
hostel when you can get a room at a “real” hotel for less.

I caught an orange line train and rode around the loop to Washington and Wells. Just after exiting the station I tripped on an
uneven drainage grate and had a nasty spill. I twisted my ankle, one of countless times I’ve done that. I broke my right ankle when I was
in high school, and ever since then it’s been weak and just a bit wobbly. I also ripped my pants and bloodied my left knee and shin. While
I ended up hobbling a bit throughout the rest of the trip, it was more embarrassing than anything.
The strange thing is I’d noticed going around the city how many people seemed to go through life just staring at their phones all
day, without looking at anything. It would be those people I’d expect to trip, but instead it was I—who had purposely left my phone in the
hotel room—who took a spill. … Oh, well.
Fortunately I was headed to
the theatre. While I felt like I was
almost literally dressed in rags when I
entered, once I got a program I was
able to use it to disguise the rip in my
pants and my bloody knee. Soon the
lights dimmed and I was just another
person in the audience.

Promotional photo for The King and I – Lyric Theatre of Chicago

The show was presented by
the Lyric Opera of Chicago, though it
was actually a Broadway musical
rather than a true opera. The show I
saw was Rodgers & Hammerstein’s
The King and I. I don’t think I’d ever
seen that show in its entirety before.
In fact, I think I may have even fastforwarded through the movie rather
than watching it from start to finish. It’s
a very long show (three full hours,
including a lengthy intermission), and
honestly it could have used some
judicious editing.

I liked the production, though, if not the show itself. The sets were elaborate, and the costuming (apparently created for a
production of the show in Paris) was some of the nicest I’ve ever seen. They also had outstanding choreography. I can’t say I’m a great
fan of the vocal music in the show (it’s a bit too operatic for my taste), but the cast sang it well. What really stood out was the instrumental
music. They had a thirty-eight member orchestra, while most musical theatre gets by with six or eight and some even use a recording.
They played superbly, and the acoustics of the theatre highlighted how well they did.
The Lyric Opera performs in one of the few theatres that has yet to sell corporate naming rights. The building is called the Civic
Opera House, and it is owned by the city of Chicago. It was apparently built in 1929, and it’s a gorgeous collection of gilding inside. The
most negative feature of the place was the carpet, which looked like it’s been trampled on again and again—going back to the Great
Depression. It was clean, but matted down and thread-bare. It clearly needs replacement. My church is currently considering replacing
the carpet in our sanctuary, and just that much carpet would cost around $10,000. Given the sea of matted red in this theatre, the
replacement cost has to be in the hundreds of thousands of dollars.
I walked back to the Palmer House and was surprised to find the executive lounge was busy late at night. They serve drinks in
the evening, though it was unclear whether they were complimentary or at a charge. They also had pizza available for guests, but I’d
had plenty to eat already and passed on that. I made my way to my room and was asleep fairly quickly.

Saturday, May 7
Chicago & Park Ridge, Illinois
I basically had two breakfasts this morning. They serve a free breakfast in the executive lounge, and it’s a fairly nice spread.
There’s no meat, but they do have eggs, oatmeal, yogurt, and a wide variety of pastries and fruit. I had scrambled eggs, French toast,
and a muffin and croissant. They also had excellent coffee and a wide variety of fresh juices. It’s not as nice as the carving stations and
made-to-order omelettes they offer in the restaurant downstairs, but I didn’t have to pay $18.95 for it either. It is similar to what most
medium price hotels offer for free, and it’s unusual to get free food at all in a ritzy place.
After having breakfast #1 I set out to have breakfast #2 at a diner I’d read about. I made my way two blocks west from the hotel
to Monroe station on the blue line. My ankle made me go a bit slower than usual, but it wasn’t a major problem.
I caught a surprisingly crowded outbound train, which continued to fill as we headed northwest. One of the passengers was
particularly unpleasant. A twenty-ish black man, he kept muttering to himself in vulgar rhymes that I think he thought was a rap. It made
things very uncomfortable for the other passengers, and I ended up getting off at the Irving Park station and just waiting on the platform
for the next train. No one of interest was on that train, which made for a much more pleasant ride.

I ended up riding out to Cumberland, about a 40-minute trip from downtown. The hotel I’d originally planned to stay at is near
that stop, so I’d checked out places in the vicinity. I went to a place called Mac’s Restaurant, which just outside the station (a relative
term, since Cumberland station spans an enormous area) on the north side of I-90 in the suburb of Park Ridge. Park Ridge is where
Hillary Clinton grew up. The restaurant (which is at the edge of a strip mall with minimal parking outside) was built in 195 9, when the
Presidential candidate would have been 12. While it’s surprisingly well maintained, the restaurant looks like it really hasn’t been updated
since. It seems to be caught in a time warp. They do a booming business on Saturday mornings, and everyone on the staff seemed to
be in constant motion.

“Yelp” review site photos of Mac’s Restaurant
Park Ridge, Illinois
I ordered a ham and cheese skillet (homemade hash browns topped with grated cheese and ham bits and then topped by eggs).
It was excellent. Less enjoyable was the watered down coffee that accompanied it. The price was right, though—about half of what
dinner at the hotel restaurant would have cost. I doubt I’ll be going there from downtown again, but if I happen to be in the O’Hare area,
I may have breakfast at Mac’s in the future.
Since I was two stops away, I took the train all the way out to O’Hare. Mostly I checked out how the station related to the actual
airport, since Margaret and I will likely be using it a couple months from now when we fly back from California. It’s actually convenient
that we’re flying Delta, because the station is right below that airline’s baggage claim. We’ll just take an escalator down, and we can
immediately board the train. If we were on United or American (the main carriers at O’Hare), we’d have to take people movers from their
exclusive terminals.
I caught an inbound train and got off at Division. I was planning to go to a play near there this afternoon, so I scoped out exactly
where the theatre was. I was glad to have done that, since the storefront location would be easy to miss.
While I was walking along Division I saw a big group of long-haired middle aged men on motorcycles cruising down the street.
I wondered if there wasn’t a military funeral, because they seemed like the sort of escorts you see when Vietnam vets die.
When I’d finished checking the place out, it was 24 hours since I’d arrived in Chicago, so I had to buy another day pass. Next I
returned downtown, where I attempted to transfer at Clark and Lake station. That was easier said than done, because apparently there
were lots of delays because they’d opened the drawbridges over the Chicago River. That screwed up the green and pink lines and left
tons of people waiting on the platforms. I ended up catching an orange line train, which I just took around the top of the Loop to the
former Marshall Field’s that is now Macy’s. I didn’t buy a thing there, but it’s always fun to browse through the place.
I went back to the hotel and was pleased to find my room was already made up. I relaxed a bit and wrote on a letter to my
brother Steve that would become the basis for much of this travelogue. Then around noon I set out again.
I had an interesting experience just as I left the hotel. I exited the hotel to State Street, only to find the street was blocked off for
the Polish Day Parade. I almost felt like Ferris Bueller as I watched the floats, dancers in traditional garb, and all the other participants
go by. It turned out that the motorcyclists I’d seen earlier were actually heading downtown to be part of this parade. I saw them again
on State Street performing stunts on their motorcycles. Another group I saw was the National Brotherhood of Polish—American
Policemen, which included a long line of cop cars representing pretty much every suburb of Chicago, as well as the city itself. They all
had their sirens blaring, seemingly competing with each other to up the noise level. I took refuge in the subway and used the underground
passage at Jackson to make my way to the west end of the Loop.
The place I was headed was Books-a-Million, which appears to be the lone remaining bookstore in downtown Chicago. That
chain bought out the former Borders in Ames, and the store there is large and pleasant. The Chicago location is large, but sparsely filled.
The selection is more like a Waldenbooks than a Barnes & Noble. I found absolutely nothing I wanted to buy and left.
I took a pink line train west to Morgan and had a walk through a neighborhood I’ve not been in before. This is the edge of the
west loop, a formerly derelict area that now has some of the most expensive condos in the city. Two-bedroom apartments sell for half a
million dollars, and on the rental side they had “studio lofts” priced at $2,000 a month. Pretty much everything here is housed in old brick
factory buildings that have been gutted and completely transformed into new apartments. It made for an interesting walk.

A young Hispanic woman asked me for directions while I was walking down Morgan Street. Unfortunately the directions I gave
her were wrong. She wanted to find Sangamon Street. While I’d passed that street before in other parts of the city, I wasn’t entirely sure
where it was. It turns out it’s a block east of Morgan, but I headed the poor girl in the wrong direction. I do hope she found where she
needed to go.
I ended up going back to Macy’s, where I just picked up some socks and underwear. They were having a one-day sale in that
department where all the clearance items were $3 or $5 and everything else was buy one, get one free. I spent about $35 at Macy’s,
which was WAY less than a gay couple from California who were in line at the cash register in front of me. They had apparently found a
specific type of underwear they really liked, and they essentially bought out the store—spending $243 on discounted undergarments.
I lounged at the hotel a bit more, and then it was time to go to the afternoon show. The
play I was seeing was called Adding Machine: A Musical. I’d come across it while searching for
what was on in the city this weekend and had gotten a discounted ticket for $12. I had no clue
what to expect, but I figured even if I hated it, I could claim it was “an experience”.
I actually enjoyed the show a lot. In fact, it was my favorite of the things I did this
weekend. That said, Adding Machine is a VERY strange show. It’s essentially an opera, with
very little true dialogue and lots of interpretive music. It was performed in the round in a tiny
theatre that was about half full (probably seventy or so in attendance). A band of three (piano,
synthesizer, and percussion) accompanied the cast. The show was very tightly directed, with
the goal in many cases to replicate mechanical motion. It traces the life of a hopeless man who
is replaced at his job by an adding machine, murders his boss, is sentenced to death, goes to
the afterlife, and eventually is reincarnated to an even worse existence—all set to music. The
play was apparently written by a graduate student at Northwestern. It was first performed in
Evanston, and then went to New York where it won a number of awards. It was really quite well
done, and honestly I liked it better than The King and I. I’ll certainly check out what this theatre
is doing in the future, and I’ll very likely be back.
After the play I went to Margie’s Candies, where I bought myself a box of English toffee
in Mother’s Day wrappings. On the ‘L’ ride back downtown there were some more interesting
characters. One guy was carrying around a big stick with an animal skeleton on top of it that
looked like it should be part of a voodoo rite. I think he was just headed to a night club like most of the other people on the train, though.
Another was apparently starting his clubbing early. He had an enormous can of beer (a liter, I think) that he poured into a plastic cup with
a flexible straw so he could sip it during his ride. That’s expressly forbidden on the CTA, but it’s one of those things that’s only illegal if
you get caught. I was particularly amused, because last week when I was on the phone with Margaret I’d come across a notice on the
website of the Pantages Theatre we’re going to in Los Angeles that noted that all their liquor is sold in “sippy cups” so it can be taken into
the theatre. I can sort of see drinking a mixed drink that way, but drinking beer through a straw just seems weird.
I was able to give two other people accurate directions this afternoon, so hopefully that will make up for the wrong directions I
gave earlier. Both of these were asking how to get to specific destinations on the ‘L’. That I know very well. I could give directions to
almost anywhere, even to people who—like both of these—had limited English skills.
It was soon time for supper, and tonight I went to one of several recently-opened Chicago locations of Nando’s. This is a South
African restaurant chain that Margaret and I have eaten at in London and Calgary. It’s kind of an odd concept by American standards,
because it’s a nice sit-down restaurant, but one where you order at a counter before taking your seat. That makes it less expensive than
some places, and the American version of Nando’s struck me as more affordable than its Canadian and British counterparts. Entrees
were $8 - $10, which is about what we paid in London eleven years ago.
I ordered a dinner salad (oddly one of the most expensive
entrees), with their spicy chicken on top of a lovely mix of greens, corn,
garbanzos, and peppers. It was one of the best salads I’ve ever eaten,
and I’d definitely order it again. It was also an easy place to eat as a
party of one, which means I’ll very likely be heading back there on future
trips to the city.
Unfortunately dinner was much nicer than my main evening
activity, which was the primary reason I’d taken this trip to begin with.
I was really disappointed in the Alton Brown show. It was called “Eat
Your Science”, and I assumed it would be similar to the Good Eats TV
show Brown did for many years, where he explained the science behind
various aspects of food in an entertaining way. The live show was
really dumbed down, though. It was much more about entertainment
than either science or food, almost like a stand-up comedy routine.
Really the only food science he explained was how popcorn pops. He
also spent nearly forty minutes talking about cocktails. His only real
point was that most were a mix of three flavors, though he never did
give any scientific reason for that. The show as a whole was funny, but
I really didn’t learn much of anything. Probably the most interesting part
was that he took audience questions via Twitter, and one of those that

was selected came from a family (dad and two kids) that were sitting right next to me in the very back row of the theatre. I was glad to
have a very cheap ticket ($25); if I’d paid much more than that, I think I’d have been very disappointed.
While writing this I came
across an interview Brown gave to Bon
Appetit magazine promoting the tour’. I
actually learned more from that
interview that from his performance,
mostly because of some well-crafted
questions that brought thoughtful
answers. I think Brown could do an
interesting and educational live show,
but Eat Your Science isn’t it.
I found it strange that there was
no Playbill or other program provided at
the show. They didn’t even have one for
sale. In fact, nothing they did have for
sale was anything I’d care to buy. There
were overpriced T-shirts, coffee mugs,
and keychains, but not even Brown’s books or DVDs. Again it just seemed like everything was dumbed down—which is very strange for
something that endeavors to feature science.
The show was supposed to run two hours, but it actually was right at three. It was about 11:15 when I got back to the hotel. I
wrote a bit more on my letter to Steve and then packed up my stuff so I could leave quickly in the morning. Then I settled into bed and
got a good night’s rest.

Sunday, May 8
Chicago, Illinois to Algona, Iowa
I was up around 5:45 and quickly showered. The breakfast bar in the executive lounge opened at 6:00, and I also caught a
quick bite there. Then I checked out and walked over to Union Station. The walk is about a mile, and I was delighted that there was
basically no pain at all in my ankle. That’s faster than it’s healed other times I’ve twisted it, so hopefully it’s a good sign.
While I was in business class again today, there really was no point in going to the Metropolitan Lounge. At best I’d have just
grabbed a cup of coffee before heading out again. So I checked the TVs to see that my train would be leaving from Gate D and made
my way to the South Departure area. Union Station is much more laid back in the morning than in the afternoon, so it wasn’t even too
chaotic of a place to wait.
I did a double-take when I sat down in the departure lounge and looked across at the facing gate. A woman there looked almost
exactly like Margaret did before she cut her hair. That certainly was interesting to see.
Before long they called business class passengers for pre-boarding, and I advanced to the special waiting area they set aside
for that. That was nice, because it was quite hot in the main lounge and about 20 o cooler once I moved into the new room. After about
ten minutes they let us board the actual train. The train (called the Carl Sandburg in this direction) departed promptly at 7:35, and we
were on time the whole way. The trip was uneventful, though for some reason the westbound track seems rougher than it had eastbound.
I spent most of the trip to Princeton working on the final for my Math for Liberal Arts class at the college. While the course was
nearly identical to the last time I taught it, I actually had to do a lot of original writing for the final. That’s because my old computer died
in the interim, and the only draft of the final was on that machine. Fortunately I did manage to get most of the test written in the two hour
trip southward.
We got to Princeton right on schedule at 10:21. As I was leaving the lounge attendant asked me if I wanted my complimentary
beverage, and I took a cranberry juice to go. I made it to my car quickly and was backing out of the parking space just as the train pulled
out of the station.
They’d finished much of the construction in Princeton, so I was able to leave town quickly. My first stop was at the Hardees in
Geneseo. They had a special on bacon and egg biscuits, so that’s what I had. Hardees was horribly swamped. The dining room was
full, and the drive-through was backed up around the building. The girl at the counter seemed surprised by that, though Sunday morning
is a busy time at every Hardees I know. Just while I was there, it was obvious a number of after-church people were pulling in.
I drove from Geneseo up to Waterloo, where I had lunch at Panera. I had a discount for a beverage on my card there that
expired tomorrow, so I figured I should probably use it. I ended up getting a salad and some lemonade. While in Waterloo I also stopped
at Shoe Carnival. My “good” black shoes were never particularly good and were on their last legs on this trip to Chicago, so I replaced
them. As they pretty much always do at Shoe Carnival, they offered a second pair at a discount, so I also got some basketball shoes
that I’ll be teaching in next fall. I also made a brief stop at a Walgreen’s and then again headed north.

My final stop was at the Kwik Star in Clear Lake, which has become familiar though it’s still fairly new. Gas is $1.888 a gallon
there now. That’s up substantially from what it’s been, but still almost 20¢ cheaper than in Algona.
It was overcast in Chicago and cold and rainy in Princeton, but it cleared off as I drove and rapidly became quite warm. In Clear
Lake it was sunny and 84o. Air conditioning is definitely not the best feature of my car, and it certainly doesn’t help to have the sun blaring
on a solid black surface. On the other hand, I suppose it’s better to have some air conditioning than none—which is what I had in my two
previous cars.
I got home in the middle of the afternoon and got to work preparing for the rest of the year at school. With just two weeks to go
(one for the seniors), I’d need to use my time wisely to get in everything I needed to. The getaway had been good, though, and I returned
home relaxed.

WHAT’S HIDING BEHIND THOSE
BILLBOARDS? (SOUTH DAKOTA)
A couple years ago on our way back from Calgary Margaret and I spent a couple hours exploring the Badlands. On our way out
of the park we saw a sign for Minuteman Missile National Historic Site. We didn’t have time to go there on that trip, but ever since then
I’ve been fascinated by the place. In 2016 this child of the Cold War would finally meet up with the weapons that had dotted the Great
Plains for pretty much my entire life. I’d also see a bunch of other stuff on this fun little getaway.

Sunday, May 29
Algona, Iowa to Wall, South Dakota
It was not really surprising that I was really antsy at church this morning. I read a couple of prayers and some god-awful passage
from I Kings. I remember the music positively (particularly the hymn “Sent Forth by God’s Blessing”, which is among my favorites), but I
couldn’t tell you a thing about the sermon (“The Faith of an Outsider”) if you paid me. The thing that stood out most was that three black
women (and the toddler daughter of one of them) were in attendance. My little church doesn’t get many visitors, and people of color are
rare in Algona, so having these women in church was memorable. Apparently the women were new in town, and of course any church
they’d choose here would be predominantly white. They’d certainly be welcome at First Congregational if they’d like to attend regularly.
I left immediately after church and set off west from Algona on McGregor Road. I turned onto highway 15 and drove up to
Fairmont, Minnesota, where I caught Interstate 90. There were a number of construction zones on the interstate in Minnesota, but I still
made decent time as I continued west.
My first stop was in Luverne, Minnesota, twelve miles from the South Dakota border. I had lunch there at a place that is owned
by the father of a friend of my brother Steve’s. J.J.’s Tasty Drive-In doesn’t look like much on the outside and likely hasn’t seen much
beyond the most basic maintenance since the 1960s. They serve good food, though, and they appear to do a booming business. I
arrived around 1:30pm, and they were still busy with the lunch rush.
I ordered a bacon cheeseburger. Unlike the over-dressed burgers most places are featuring these days, this one was
unpretentious but very flavorful. I had read an online review that recommended the cheese curds, so I had those in lieu of fries. The
portion seemed a bit skimpy, but they had a unique seasoned batter that made them very flavorful. I also had a butterscotch shake. It’s
been a long time since I’d had one of those anywhere, and it was excellent. J.J.’s has excellent online reviews, and having tasted their
food, I can understand why.
I needed to use the restroom when I stopped for lunch, but the drive-in didn’t appear to have a public restroom. A little kid did
sneak back into the storeroom to use what I assume were employee facilities, but I didn’t feel comfortable asking about that myself. So
I got the food to go and continued further west. I ended up stopping fifty miles into South Dakota at a rest area near the town of Salem.
The place featured an information center with a far too helpful attendant who prodded all the visitors with questions. She was just being
friendly, of course, but it came across as overkill.
My next stop was for gas. I chose the town of Chamberlain for that purpose because with a population of 2,400 it’s just about
the biggest thing between Sioux Falls and Rapid City. I figured a base of local people might mean lower gas prices. I was definitely
wrong, and I ended up with some of the most expensive gas in South Dakota. The sign out front of the Cenex station saidf $2.399, but I
actually paid $2.449, because the posted price was only for cash purchases, and I’d slid my credit card before realizing that. I comforted
myself in the thought that even this price was a buck a gallon cheaper than I’d paid a year ago. It’s also true that even with filling my tank
full the cost was only about $3.50 more than it would have been at the cheapest station I’d seen. I remember my dad driving miles out
of the way to save a couple cents a gallon on gas. Doing the math as an adult, I think even then that would have been false economy.

The interstate speed limit in South Dakota these days is 80mph, and most vehicles seem to go that speed but not much more.
I pondered as I drove the first trip I made out to the Badlands on my own, almost thirty years ago. Speed limits were just starting to go
up after the nationwide 55mph limit imposed during the energy crisis, and at the time it seemed to take forever to cross the vast prairie.
At 80mph the miles really peel off fast. Traffic was light, and until the last hour or so of my trip there was no construction. Even when I
did reach a work zone, the speed limit was 65mph, so we sailed right along in two-way traffic.
I passed a Chevy Metro as I drove westward, which made me very happy to be driving the vehicle I was. I took my old Metro
out to the Badlands once. At that point the speed limit was 75 in South Dakota. The Metro struggled to keep up, and it shook unmercifully
as I made my way down the interstate. The Metro’s speedometer topped at 85, and I don’t think it would have done 80 if I’d tried. (The
fact that I passed the one I saw today as if it were standing still would tend to confirm that.) My Eclipse, on the other hand, has a
speedometer that goes up to 160. I’ve never been anywhere close to that, but it’s never had any problem doing whatever speed I wanted
to go. The mileage isn’t particularly good at 80, but it will easily do that and more.
Another nice thing about the Eclipse is that it was air-conditioned. While it wasn’t oppressive today, the temperature was in the
upper 70s, and with a clear sky the sun definitely made itself known. The effectiveness of the air conditioning in the Mitsubishi actually
seems tied to the speed, and at 80mph things were very comfortable indeed.
I drove straight through from
Chamberlain to Wall, the town at the
northwest edge of the badlands. There’s not
much between those towns.
Murdo
(population 500) is the biggest town, and
there’s an enormous sign when you switch to
the Mountain Time Zone. Mostly, though,
there’s a lot of nothing. I could tell, though,
that they’d gotten a lot of rain in South
Dakota. While virtually everything I passed
was grazing land, it was all brilliant green, not
the washed-out yellowish color I expected.

Website photo of a typical Wall Drug billboard
(The landscape is also typical for most of South Dakota.)

Something anyone who visits South
Dakota can’t help but notice are all the
billboards. All the way from Minnesota to
Wyoming I-90 is lined with advertisements,
mostly for Wall Drug, but also for the dubious
private attractions in the Black Hills and the
various motels and gas stations in all the little
towns along the way. I couldn’t begin to
count how many billboards there are in South
Dakota. It was all those signs, combined with
the missile site I’d be visiting tomorrow that
gave me the title for this section.

I got to Wall around 4:30 MDT, which
is well ahead of what I’d estimated. I’d made
a point redemption reservation at the
Econolodge there. Econolodges vary a lot in
quality, and I was pleased to find when I turned
off the interstate that this one appeared to be
one of the better ones.
A rather confused college-aged black
girl was working at the desk when I arrived.
My bet is she was hired to work during the
summer tourist season, had just arrived, and
hadn’t yet figured out how to make her
computer work. An elderly couple was trying
to check in when I showed up, and there was
David Burrow’s Mitsubishi Eclipse parked outside the Econolodge
a complication because they didn’t want the
Wall, South Dakota
room they’d originally reserved. The woman
had recently had knee surgery, so they wanted a room on the first floor to accommodate her. The only rooms the clerk could find that
didn’t involve steps were smoking rooms, and the couple seemed to find smoke worse than going upstairs. (I noticed later that there
actually was an elevator at the motel, but I’m not sure if the desk clerk was aware of that.) There was also a dispute over how much they
should pay, since any change in room would bring a higher cost than what they’d reserved. They went round and round without really
getting anything accomplished.
Eventually the manager noticed that I was waiting patiently, and she came out of the office to serve me. When I said I had a
point redemption reservation she was able to quickly locate everything. As she gave me my keys she asked if I was the only one in my
party. When I said yes, she laughed and said, “You’ll be lost in that room all by yourself.”

She didn’t lie. Since the point redemption qualified for any room type at the motel, I’d purposely chosen what otherwise would
be their most expensive room, a place they referred to as a “family suite”. Numbered as Room 28, I think this was converted from what
were once three standard rooms. It was one of the largest suites I’ve ever been in at any hotel. I had two completely separate bedrooms,
each with a queen bed and its own TV, dresser, closet, end tables, and air conditioner. Between the two bedrooms was a standard
bathroom and a second sink and counter between the two rooms. (Oddly, though, neither the bathroom nor the extra sink had any
electrical plug-ins—awkward for a guy who uses an electric razor.) In front of all that was an enormous living/sitting room that included
a big pull-out couch, two desks, and an even larger TV than was found in the bedrooms. There was also a full-sized refrigerator and a
microwave. All the furnishings were the cheap, do-it-yourself stuff you’d expect at an Econolodge (the same thing most of my apartment
is furnished with), but there was almost unimaginably much space. I’d traveled light on this trip (not even a real suitcase, just one small
bag and my laptop computer), so I really was lost in the vast accommodation. For a 10,000 point redemption (toward the low end,
especially in a tourist area), this was very good value indeed.
One strange thing about the family suite was that there was only a single chair in the entire place. There would be space in the
bedrooms and at the desks for chairs, but the only one they provided was a large chair across from the couch. I moved it to one of the
desks so I could use the computer comfortably. That wasn’t a problem, but it did strike me as very odd.
The room also didn’t have much of a view. The entrance to the room was beneath the outdoor stairs that the couple was trying
to avoid (though the elevator was just on the other side of the room), and the bedroom windows were the high semi-basement kind I’m
used to seeing on the first floor of a Super 8. They looked out at an alley and the back yard of the neighbors. On a positive note there
were overhead lights in all the rooms, which made the place brighter than many motel rooms are.
After settling in, I walked over to the main attraction in the area, Wall Drug. It had been
literally decades since I’d been to this ultimate tourist attraction, and once every twenty-five years
or so is probably good. It was amusing that signs advised that the actual pharmacy at Wall Drug
was closed for the holiday weekend. Everything else, though, had extended summer hours.
It’s hard to describe just what Wall Drug actually is. Essentially it’s a tourist attraction
that’s famous for being famous. What started as a small-town pharmacy has grown into what is
comes across as the world’s largest souvenir shop. The place covers an entire city block, and it
stocks just about anything you could possibly want—and a lot of junk I can’t imagine anyone
wanting.
I did pick up a couple of trinkets at Wall Drug. The largest and most expensive was a fake
antique tin sign that I’ll be adding to my collection of Pepsi memorabilia. This one particularly stood
out because of a huge “5¢” in a lovely gold color that dominates the background. Pepsi hasn’t cost
five cents in my lifetime, and it was likely priced closer to two bucks when this sign was made. I
like the sign, though, and it will make a nice addition to the collection.
Tin Pepsi sign from Wall Drug
The other thing I bought was a toy reproduction
of the military’s blackbird airplane. (You’ll notice neither
of these things really has anything to do with Wall, the
Badlands, or South Dakota in general. That seems to be
true of most of Wall Drug’s merchandise.) In my room at
school I keep a collection of objects that illustrate the
concept of “similar”, that is things that are the same shape
but different sizes. Those objects will become more
important next year when I’m again teaching Geometry.
We use the objects for educational purposes once or twice
a year, and the rest of the time kids play with them when
they’re bored (and high school kids can get into playing
Miniature blackbird airplane from Wall Drug
with things like miniature airplanes just as much as kids of the recommended age). It’s mostly made of metal rather than plastic, and for
a modern toy this one is surprisingly heavy and sturdy. Honestly, though, I got it just because I thought it was fun.
As I walked back to the Econolodge, I was amused by a sign at a Super 8 motel I passed on the way. It advised, “YOU ARE
GETTING VERRRRRRY SLEEPY!” the way a hypnotist might. I wonder if that sign generates any business for them.
I had a bite of supper at a Subway that was together with a convenience store right next to the Econolodge. Often stores and
restaurants in tourist areas jack up their prices. Surprisingly that was not the case in Wall. I bought a six-inch ham sub for $3.50, which
is exactly what they charge in Algona. Unlike some Subways they weren’t stingy on the vegetables, either. They piled on the toppings,
providing very good value for my dinner.
Back at the hotel, I entertained myself by pretending to be a politician—with all the different TVs on at the same time. There
was no point to that, of course, but it was fun to try everything out.
It’s not uncommon when I stay at a hotel alone for me to shower twice, both at night and in the morning, and I planned to do that
at the Econolodge. I soon found that a serious fatal flaw of the family suite’s design was that there was no vent of any sort in the bathroom.
Steam rapidly built up, and when I opened the bathroom door, it set off the smoke detector. I’ve had that happen once before at a hotel.

It’s silly that the things are so sensitive, but I suppose it’s a regulation. I turned on the air conditioning to clear up the steam, and after
pressing the reset button on the alarm about ten times I finally got it to turn off. No one bothered to come and investigate, so I gather this
is not an uncommon occurrence.
I watched a bit more TV but then turned in fairly early. While what I mostly did was drive, this was a surprisingly enjoyable day.

Monday, May 30
Wall, South Dakota to Sioux Falls, South Dakota
I was up shortly after 6:00 this morning. By running the air conditioning at full blast (even though it was less than 60 o outside) I
managed to shower without setting off the alarm again. I watched a bit of the local news on TV as I dressed. I was amused to recognize
the third-string weatherman who was working on the holiday. I’d actually seen him on one of those house-buying shows on HGTV, where
he and his wife were looking at fixer-uppers in the Rapid City suburbs. He was memorable because he’s bald, which is unusual for people
who work in television. The forecast was for a clear morning, but possible thundershowers in the afternoon. With that in mind, I resolved
to do most of my sightseeing before midday.
This Econolodge had a surprisingly good breakfast, quite a bit nicer than the one I’ve stayed at in Princeton, Illinois a number of
times. The best part were microwaveable cheese omelettes. I ended up having two of those. By far the worst part of breakfast was the
coffee, which was some of the weakest I’ve ever had. It reminded me of a remark Charles Kuralt made in his autobiography A Life on
the Road. He said the weakest coffee in America was in South Dakota. He proposed that the reason might be that the pioneers kept
reusing grounds as they made their way west, and their descendants grew up liking it that way. The coffee in Wall certainly confirmed
that. It was barely stronger than dishwater, and I ended up throwing out three-fourths of my cup.
The going rate for gas in Wall was $2.259, or 19¢ cheaper than I’d paid yesterday. I didn’t really need gas, but I chose to fill up
anyway before setting out for the day. It intrigued me that the two main choices were a Conoco station and a Phillips 66 station. That
stood out because the same company, Conoco—Phillips, owns both of those brands. I chose Phillips (which was right next door to the
motel), but presumably I’d have gotten the exact same gas across the street.
I got on I-90 and drove twenty-one miles east from Wall (just a fifteen-minute drive at 80mph) to the east entrance of the
Badlands. Just north of the interstate at Exit 131 is the brand new visitors center for Minuteman Missile National Historic Site. The place
opens at 8am, and I arrived about five minutes before that. There was already a fairly long line at the front door, though, so I was glad I
hadn’t dawdled. The line was there to get timed tickets to tour the underground command facility. Admission to the confined area is
limited, and it’s first come first served. Throughout the summer they often have to turn away people who come later in the day.
It was convenient that I was a party of one. Only six people are allowed on each tour, but as a singleton I could join a group on
the 9:00 tour that already had five others. A party of four directly behind me in line had to wait until 1:30 for their tour.
I gave the museum a quick once-over and picked up a couple things at the museum store. Then I went across the interstate to
the Badlands Trading Post, a convenience store just outside the entrance to the much better-known national park. I was glad I’d bought
gas in Wall, because the Badlands store was charging $2.589 a gallon. Fortunately coffee wasn’t too expensive, and while it was still on
the weak side, it was quite a bit better than what they had at the motel.

Google Street View image of Exit 127 on Interstate 90 in South Dakota
After getting coffee I drove west to Exit 127, which I was instructed to do on my tour ticket. Most interstate exits include a
highway number or a street name and the names of nearby towns you can get to from the exit. That’s not the case with Exit 127. A mile
in advance there’s a sign that says “EXIT 127 – 1 MILE”. Then just before the ramp there’s a sign that says “EXIT 127” with an arrow.
I’ve seen similar exits to nowhere all over the West, and I’ve always assumed they’re there so the local ranchers can access their land.
In many cases that is what they’re for. Here, though, the exit was built primarily to provide access to the missile control center that I was
about to tour. This section of the interstate between Rapid City and Kadoka was completed in 1960, which happens to be exactly when
the Minuteman Missile silos were placed all over the area. Exit 127 is one of many unmarked exits that were primarily intended to serve
the military.

After crossing a cattle guard I
reached a building that looked like an
oversized ranch-style home with some
communications towers behind and a large
fence around it. It looks fairly similar to the
local radio station in Algona, which is located
in the middle of nowhere west of town. It
doesn’t stand out at all from the interstate, and
I couldn’t help but thinking how many times I’d
passed it while driving across the plains
without even knowing it was there.
I and the others on the tour were
greeted by a guide named Dale, who was a
volunteer with the National Park Service. Dale
grew up on a farm near Grand Forks, North
Dakota, and he noted that he had grown up
with a nuclear missile literally in his back yard.
He said that his father wasn’t particularly
concerned about the weapon, but he was very

Tour ticket for the missile command center
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annoyed that the military had taken over what had been the most productive part of his land. Like the weapons near Wall, the missile on
Dale’s farm was decommissioned in the ‘90s. The weapons were removed, and the land was given back to the original owners. The
farmers could even make a bit of money by selling the underground cable that connected the missiles with the command centers for
metal scrap.
It’s interesting that the missile silos and command centers were not at all secret. While the exits on the interstate may not have
been clearly marked, the local residents knew exactly what was going on. Dale noted, for instance, that it was fairly common for people
who were stuck in the snow or who had car breakdowns to make their way to one of secure fences surrounding a missile site. They’d
then shake the fence, knowing it would set off an alarm and bring someone who could help them.
Back in the ‘60s and ‘70s the Pentagon even hired magazine and TV reporters to come out to South Dakota and report on the
place. Part of the point of that propaganda was to make Americans feel they were being well defended, but the news coverage also
served to make the Soviets aware of the extent and capabilities of our missiles.
I was vaguely aware that there were weapons in the Dakotas when I was a kid. When I was in college I remember some of my
more political friends going out to South Dakota for a protest. I didn’t join them, but I suppose they ended up somewhere very similar to
the sites I saw today.
Dale gave us a very detailed tour of this fascinating facility, which is officially called Delta-1. The D-1 command center was
occupied from 1961 until 1993. Part of the START negotiations that did away with Minuteman II missiles provided that both the U.S. and
Russia could maintain one non-operative site for historic purposes, They knew when D-1 was decommissioned that it would become a
historic site, so they left things exactly as they were the day the air force left. The guide pointed out such features as a copy of People

magazine that was highlighting Hillary Clinton’s first hundred days as first lady, the board game Battleship set up on one of the tables,
and a boxy VCR with a collection of tapes from movies of the era.
The combination of 1960s décor and 1990s amenities was more than a little strange. The kitchen, for example, features blue—
green enamel cupboards and white tile countertops, but the appliances were that almond color that was popular at the end of the 20th
Century.
While we were in the kitchen the guide pointed out that the refrigerator and cupboards all had locks on them. This was because
the only person who could access the food was the cook. The security was to prevent possible poisoning of the personnel, which might
in turn allow unauthorized access to the underground bunker. This was one of MANY security features (some expected, others not) that
were incorporated into the facility.
A menu board was posted by the kitchen, again left exactly as it was in 1993. A woman on the tour noted the selections (omelets
or bacon and eggs with hash browns for breakfast, ham sandwiches or hot dogs for lunch, and burritos with Spanish rice or turkey and
mashed potatoes for dinner) and expressed shock at how unhealthy the options were. The guide noted that this was pretty similar to
what he had eaten in the military and noted that in there wasn’t quite the obsession with fresh, farm-to-table ingredients in the ‘90s.
Delta 1 oversaw ten missiles. During most of the cold war there were 150 Minuteman missiles in South Dakota, and more were
located in North Dakota, Missouri, and Kansas. Each of the dozens of different command centers was designed with an identical layout,
right down to the location of the bunks in the bedrooms and the toilets and sinks in the restrooms. The idea was that personnel might be
transferred between sites, and they wanted to make sure they knew exactly where everything was—even in the middle of the night.
Dale pointed out that most of the furnishings and even the artwork on the wall had been produced by Unicor, the industrial
branch of the federal prison system. A former military man himself, he noted that this is very common at military facilities. He pointed to
one particularly ugly picture on the living room wall and noted he’d seen it in literally dozens of different facilities.
Dale also pointed out a “secret” code that is apparently standard on military bases. In
three different locations at D-1 we saw orange diamonds on doors with the number “4” on them.
This is apparently a standard indication of a place where weapons (that is firearms, not bombs)
are stored. There was a “4” closet near the sleeping area, another at the security station that
protected the entrance to the underground area, and a third in the command center itself.
The above ground facility primarily served as a barracks for the support crew at D-1.
These were enlisted personnel from a nearby air force base who stayed here a few weeks at a
time. They periodically performed routine maintenance on the missiles, but their main job was
security. Understandably each of the missile silos was highly secure, and there were direct
communication lines between the command center and the out-sites that immediately informed
them if anything was disturbed. Alarms went off almost literally all the time. They all had to be
Weapons storage room at Delta 1 taken seriously, even though most of them were set off by such things as animals scratching
themselves on the fence or local kids throwing rocks inside the secure area. There were also those cases of distressed motorists shaking
the fences that I noted earlier, and a few peace
protestors were arrested after attempting to
breach the fence at one of the sites. In five
decades there were no real security issues,
though. While I don’t know it, I’d assume that
the weapons sites that continue to exist today
are even more secure than the Delta sites in
South Dakota, because these days we’re
much more aware of the possible threat that
terrorists (as opposed to foreign governments)
might get their hands on a nuclear weapon.
After seeing the upstairs area we
went through a very solid door that led to a
hallway that housed the entrance to a small
cage elevator. The reason tour groups are
limited to six is that that’s the most that can
possibly cram into the elevator at one time.
The buttons on the elevator are labeled “U”
and “D” (presumably up and down). Dale
pressed “D”, and we slowly descended. I have
no idea how far below ground the bunker was,
but it’s a long ways. It took the better part of a
minute to get to the lower landing. While we
went down the guide told us about the security
Dining and living area at Delta 1
procedures that were in place to ensure that
only authorized personnel went below ground. In addition to the launch commanders, basically the only other person who ever went to
the bunker was the cook. Even he couldn’t actually go into the bunker, though. Instead he left the food in a no man’s land between the

elevator and the command center entrance (which was always closed). Once the cook was back upstairs, the security post called down
to tell the commanders they could now get their meal.
That no man’s land is decorated with murals done by the
servicemen that reflect some rather dark humor. One shows a Minuteman
missile piercing through the Soviet flag. Another, which is also reproduced
in the museum, is a play on the old Domino’s pizza ads with their guarantee
of thirty minute delivery. In thirty minutes a Minuteman missile can reach
literally any destination on earth (it would be about twenty minutes to from
South Dakota to Moscow), so the idea is that a missile would arrive at the
same time as a pizza. Fortunately they never had to make good on that
guarantee.
We made our way through a tunnel with thick doors at either end
and into the bunker itself. The bulk of this area is taken over by an old
mainframe computer. It’s been in the news lately that to this day the military
controls nuclear weapons with programs that run on eight-inch floppy disks,
the same sort of thing Mt. Pleasant High School though was state of the art
in the ‘70s. Reporters have implied that this is horrible, but Dale pointed out
that there’s a very good reason they haven’t switched to more modern
computer media. Because it’s not in any way “online”, it can’t be accessed
from outside computers. That makes the so-called “legacy system” all but
impossible to hack. There are movies that show kids with cell phones or
laptops getting past firewalls and hacking computers that control bombs. By
keeping with obsolete technology, though, that kind of an attack just isn’t
possible.

“Domino’s ad” in the Minuteman bunker

Two-man (and toward the end two-woman) crews worked twentyfour hour shifts in the bunker, and it was set up to make things as comfortable
as possible in a very confined space. A lot of the amenities reminded me of
what you’d find in a roomette on Amtrak (which likely dates to the same era).
There’s a single bed along one wall that was very similar to a train bunk. A
curtain could shield the bed from the bright
fluorescent lights in the main part of the room.
One crew member at a time was allowed to
rest, while the other remained at the main
command console.
The bunker also
contained a metal toilet and sink (again similar
to what I’ve seen on trains). These were
exposed to the room, though presumably one
crew member did his business while the other
was in bed. Above one of the consoles was a
black and white television monitor that played
whatever was on the TV in the living room
upstairs. There was also an automobile tape
deck mounted on one of the walls that the
crew could use for entertainment. There was
also the same kind of teletype machine they
used to have at radio stations with an AP news
feed on it.

The command crews mostly sat
around bored, which is a very good thing
considering the alternative. Many apparently
studied correspondence courses, and some
even earned master’s degrees entirely
Our guide Dale inside the command bunker at Delta 1
through work done in the underground
Minute Missile National Historic Site
bunkers. At least once per shift (and at varied
Times) a warbling tone called them to action. (They played the sound in the museum, and it really is very disturbing.) Both crew members
had to go to their consoles to practice the procedures that would happen in the event of an emergency. They were given a code to enter
that if authenticated would have empowered them to launch the weapons.
Fortunately every code the crews entered over fifty years was for practice only. If it had been authenticated as a real launch
command, the crews would have been instructed to open the red box you can see in the picture above the console to the left of our guide.
The box was secured with two padlocks. Each crew member had his own padlock that only he knew the combination to. At each shift
change one of the outgoing crew members would remove his lock and one of the replacements would put his on. Then the other member
leaving his post would remove his lock and the new person would put his on. With that procedure the box was never actually opened in
the three decades the facility was in operation.

Inside the red box were two keys
similar to old-fashioned car keys (the kind we
used before everything became electronic).
At each of the consoles there was what looked
like the ignition on a car dashboard. If a
launch command had occurred, the two crew
members would have sat at consoles that
were purposely placed twelve feet apart (so
one person could not possibly work both keys
at once), and they would have to turn their
keys at the same time to enact a possible
launch. Even that wouldn’t actually launch
anything, though. A second command center
at a nearby base would also have to turn two
keys before an actual launch could occur, so
four different people would have to concur
before an actual launch could occur. This was
one of many checks to see that nothing was
launched accidentally.
Another feature Dale pointed out to
us was that the bunker was also designed to
allow for long-term survival in the event of an
actual war. Food and water was stored
Where the key would have been placed to launch a nuclear missile
beneath the floor, and ventilation with filtered
air would continue with an underground generator. After several months supplies would run out, and at that point the crew members
were instructed to remove a thick orange metal cover at one end of the bunker. They could then dig their way through about ten feet of
dirt which would lead them to an escape hatch (still well underground) that would eventually lead to the surface.

After touring the launch facility I drove a few miles west to another unmarked exit (#116) where a gravel road led about a mile
off the interstate to an actual decommissioned missile silo (the Delta 9 site). This is also fully visible from I-90, though it’s unlikely most
motorists would have a clue what it was. It could as easily be an electrical or telephone substation or some pumping facility. The place
might have been more recognizable before cell phone towers started popping up everywhere, but today it really looks like nothing in
particular. All the billboards in South Dakota are far more noticeable than the missiles would have been.

National Park Service brochure, showing what the Delta-9 site looks like
There’s honestly not a lot to see at D-9. When it was active the actual missile would have been covered by a thick metal shield
that weighed several tons. Today a glass viewing area overlooks the rocket that presumably has had its nuclear warhead removed. If
you look through the glass there is indeed a rocket there, but it really looks no different than what you’d see at a NASA facility. They
have a cell phone tour that explains what all the support equipment did. It also answers a lot of questions they get from visitors. Many
want to know, for instance, why the missiles were located in South Dakota. There are a number of reasons (the big one they didn’t
mention was the state’s conservative politics), but the biggest were that the plains made for comparatively easy construction and the
missiles could be fairly easily aimed for a short, direct flight to targets in the Soviet Union.

After seeing the missile site I drove back west to Wall (at the extremely well marked Exit #110). I turned south there and soon
entered Badlands National Park. Everything I saw and did at Minuteman Missile National Historic Site was free, but it cost $15 just to
enter the Badlands. As I forked over my money I felt very jealous of Margaret, whose senior pass allows her to enter every national park
free of charge.
I drove the loop road, stopping at a
few viewpoints, a couple of short trails, and the
visitors center. On the way I actually saw
some wildlife—a whole family of deer that
were nonchalantly crossing the road.
I
stopped for them, of course, and then
proceeded once they were across. Someone
heading the other direction made a long stop
and apparently was shooting pictures or
perhaps a movie of the deer, all while parked
in the middle of the road. There ended up
being a long line behind him, going back to
where there was a turn in the road. I was
reminded of when Margaret’s late husband
Brian rear-ended someone who was stopped
to admire an elk in Canada. It’s good to see
wildlife, but it’s silly to put yourself in danger in
the process.
One of the places I stopped to hike
was an area I don’t think I’d ever been to
before. It’s called the Badlands oasis, and
that’s quite literally what it is. For some reason
this area is surprisingly well watered, and it’s
“Selfie” at the Badlands oasis
home to full-sized trees as well as marshland
plants. In the background I saw the same eroded rock formations that are found throughout the park, but the immediate scenery was
very different.
While the oasis was unique, all of the
Badlands were surprisingly green. They’ve
obviously gotten sufficient rain this spring
throughout South Dakota.
Usually the
scrubby vegetation that grows in the Badlands
is yellow to brown, but this spring it was a
brilliant green. It was very different than I
remember seeing it before and really quite
pretty.
The loop road led back to the
Minuteman Missile visitors center. I’d gone
through fairly quickly when I was there earlier,
so I spent a bit more time now. They have
some fascinating displays, including the
recollections of the people who worked there.
One of the most interesting shows the various
dates in history when we came perilously
close to nuclear war. Sometimes (like during
Green grass at a trailhead in Badlands National Park
the Cuban Missile Crisis) that was a reaction
to military threats, but more often it was accidents of various sorts that could have led to an over-reaction. At one point, for instance, an
unidentified blip showed up on Soviet radar. It turned out that it was the launch of a weather satellite from Finland. According to Soviet
protocol, this should have been taken as a threat, and the commander in charge of Soviet missiles should have acted on it. The
commander reasoned, correctly, that the United States would never launch just a single missile; any American launch would be several
missiles launched at once. The commander chose not to respond. The Soviets discharged him for insubordination, but his decision may
have literally saved the world. Surprisingly many situations like that have happened over the years, and it’s almost surprising that we
haven’t brought about Armageddon by accident.
The Minuteman missiles are gone from South Dakota now, but our country does still have nuclear warheads. So do several
other world powers, which means dealing with nuclear threats isn’t just a bilateral negotiation these days. America’s weapons of choice
today are Minuteman III missiles. They are under the control of an air force base in Minot, North Dakota and are scattered across that
state and also Wyoming and Montana. It’s a little bit scary to me that we’re now storing our weapons in an area that’s increasingly prone
to earthquakes because of oil fracking.
I really enjoyed my visit to Minuteman Missile National Historic Site. They do an excellent job of representing all sides of a very
complex issue. I’d strongly encourage anyone else who happens to be passing through the Badlands area to stop there.

I left Exit 131 at 1:15pm and drove straight through to Sioux Falls. The very fact that I could do that tells you how much further
you can drive at 80mph than at 65. Traffic was much heavier today, presumably with people heading home from the holiday weekend.
It was also annoying that a lot of South Dakotans seem to plant themselves in the left lane with their cruise control on. Some of them
slowed down significantly on hills, which created moving traffic hazards. I made my way safely, though, and I got to Sioux Falls at about
4:45 Central Time.
My destination was a hotel called the Quality Inn—Airport, though the place isn’t particularly close to the airport or anything else
for that matter. The view from my room was of the interchange of Interstates 90 and 29. To actually get to the hotel I had to go south
one exit, then east about half a mile and north another three quarters of a mile. I think the plan for the area around the hotel is to
eventually build an industrial park, but at the moment the only thing that’s vaguely close by is a Flying J truckstop about half a mile to the
south. They have paved streets and traffic circles all through the area, but those roads appear to basically go nowhere. All the surrounding
land is just overgrown with weeds.
That said, the hotel was a perfectly nice place to stay. Though not nearly so large as the suite I was in the previous night, this
was a large room with two queen beds and all the appropriate amenities. The furniture was in excellent condition, and it looked like it
was either a brand new hotel or had been renovated quite recently. I was paying for this night rather than getting it free, but the rate ($76)
was fairly reasonable by today’s standards.
I’d read about a restaurant called Zoup! online, and I thought it might be an interesting place to have dinner. The restaurant was
located down by the Empire Mall, about five miles south of my hotel. I found it with no problem, but when I got there I found out they
were apparently closed for the holiday. That was particularly annoying, since I’d just checked their website, and there was no indication
of anything other than usual hours there. There happened to be a Walgreen’s just a block down, so I popped in there for a minute. Mostly
I bought orange juice, which was on sale at Walgreen’s and saved me from buying pop or juice at the hotel’s exorbitant prices.
I drove around a while and eventually decided to have dinner at Taco Bell. That’s actually one of my favorite places to eat,
because their dollar menu provides some incredible values. I had two tostadas, a chicken quesadilla, and some Cinnabon doughnut
holes—all for just four bucks. There are entrees on the Taco Bell menu that cost more than $4 for one item, but I was able to fill myself
up easily for that amount. It was probably quite a bit less than I’d have paid if I’d have gone to the soup place, too.
I spent much of the evening watching Antiques Roadshow on TV. This particular show was filmed in Louisiana, and it was
interesting to see people from a number of places I knew well bringing stuff in. It does amaze me just how much some of that junk is
worth, too.

Tuesday, May 31
Sioux Falls, South Dakota to Algona, Iowa
The bed at the Quality Inn was not much to my liking. I like firm beds, and this was one of those pillow-top things. I’m sure they
paid extra for it, but I found it way too soft. I tossed and turned more than I slept, but I did manage to close my eyes a bit.
I got up in slow motion this morning, watching a bit of the Today show while getting ready for the day. The big story was about
a child in Cincinnati who had fallen into the gorilla confine at a zoo. The zoo ended up killing the gorilla to get the child, and now animal
rights groups were going berserk over the incident. There were also people blaming the mother for not constantly supervising her toddler.
Honestly, I think most people supervise their kids too closely these days, and it’s not anyone’s business to criticize either the parent or
the zoo when they weren’t even there to know the circumstances.
I had a fairly leisurely breakfast at the hotel. I actually made one of the do-it-yourself waffles, though it was kind of annoying
that they only had rock hard butter to spread on it. I took a strange pre-formed egg and a sausage patty. The egg was weird, but tasted
all right. The sausage, though, was just nasty. I couldn’t finish it and instead grabbed a tub of yogurt.
I wanted to kill a bit of time in Sioux Falls before I left, and this small city (about the size of Cedar Rapids) isn’t exactly the most
exciting place for tourists. I’d thought about going to the Great Plains Zoo. I’d been there decades ago, and my memories of the place
were less than spectacular. I checked their website and noticed there was a $12 admission and decided that was a bit steep for what
the place is.
Instead I went to a free attraction, Falls Park. This is located right downtown and is the falls on the Big Sioux River for which
the place is named. It’s not particularly easy to find the park, and I got thoroughly lost in a not particularly pleasant industrial area trying.
It ended up being a true quest, though, and eventually I did get there.
The falls themselves are far from spectacular, but they are attractive and interesting. There’s one fairly major cataract, plus a
large area where the river flows over red rocks that would probably better be named a rapid. I hiked all around the area and spent about
half an hour there. One thing that surprised me was that the Big Sioux River flows due north past downtown Sioux Falls. I knew the river
formed most of the border between Iowa and South Dakota, and that it flowed roughly southward to join the Missouri at Sioux City.
There’s a fairly major bend at Sioux Falls, though. It makes a “U” through the city and then heads east to the town of Brandon. It’s there
that it continues south to form the border.

School was still on in South Dakota,
though it’s that time of year when teachers
occupy their kids’ time with field trips. While I
was at the falls two different busses dropped
off groups of kids. I was amazed at how
young the teachers seemed. While quite a bit
older than the elementary students, they had
to just barely be out of college. At one point I
was that age, of course, but it does seem long
ago now.
I drove out through the east side of
Sioux Falls. This is a comparatively multiethnic area (though most of the city is really
very white), and it’s generally considered the
undesirable side of town. There’s nothing at
all wrong with it, though, and the only thing
“bad” about the area is that the buildings are
older than they are further west.
I stopped at a Hardees before
leaving Sioux Falls. As is so often the case,
this appears to be the place the local men go
for coffee. At this particular Hardees, though,
they don’t really congregate, but rather sip
their coffee alone. I found that interesting.

Falls Park – Sioux Falls, South Dakota

I followed South Dakota highway 42 east from Sioux Falls. This is a major throughway in the city, but it rapidly peters out into
what looks like a bad county road. The surrounding area is surprisingly hilly and forested, with junky homes and businesses buried in
the woods. It reminded me more of the South than of South Dakota.
A bit of trivia that not many people know—there are actually two states that border Iowa to the north. Everyone knows that
Minnesota is our northern neighbor, but not many know that there is also about a five-mile stretch of South Dakota that lies east of the
Big Sioux River but north of Iowa’s northern state line. Highway 42 turns due south along this stretch and crosses the border to become
Iowa highway 9.
The Iowa border could not be more obvious. It looks a lot like the California—Nevada border. Just beyond the state line is the
Grand Falls Casino and Resort, one of the largest temples to gambling I’ve seen anywhere. I don’t really have a lot of feelings one way
or another on gambling, but it does bother me to be one of those places people flock to because sins are legal.
While a weekday morning probably isn’t the time to judge, the place really didn’t seem to be doing much of a business. They
had an enormous parking lot, but it was almost entirely empty. I assume they market mostly to people in Sioux Falls and the surrounding
area. There’s only a couple hundred thousand people within an easy drive, though, and I’d bet most of them would be more attracted to
such places as the new Hard Rock Casino in Sioux City. Presumably someone felt they could make a go of it, but I wonder if we’re not
getting toward the maximum number of casinos we can sustain.
I continued east on highway 9 passing through Larchwood and Rock Rapids, both of which are some of the dumpiest places
I’ve seen in Iowa. I really wondered if I wasn’t in Missouri instead of the Hawkeye state.
Far northwest Iowa is an extremely conservative Republican area, so it was no surprise to see field after field displaying
enormous signs hailing western Iowa’s racist and xenophobic Congressman, Steve King. Unfortunately King is my Congressman as
well, though he’s much less popular the farther east in the district you go. I took to making nasty gestures each time I passed one of the
signs.
The fields those posters were in had obviously seen more than their share of water. Most of the crops were emerging, but there
was ponding in a lot of the fields, and the yields will probably be reduced significantly. It surprised me just how much flooding there had
been here. We’ve gotten more rain than usual in north central Iowa, but it’s been nowhere near flood levels. Either they’ve had more
rain further west or the drainage isn’t as good, though.
I continued east to Spirit Lake and then turned south on highway 71. It dripped rain most of the way—not enough to slow down
traffic, but just enough to be annoying. I had the wipers on intermittent and was forever adjusting the timing on them. My car was hit with
road spray the whole way and looked dreadful by the time I stopped.
My destination this morning was the Iowa Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and museum, which is in Arnolds Park. Six years ago my
cousin Denny Hemingson was honored by that institution. Denny is a very successful professional musician who is best known as a
longtime member of Tim McGraw’s band, the Dancehall Doctors. While it’s debatable whether a country musician who moved to Nashville
from Hawaii should receive an award from an organization with “Iowa” and “rock and roll” in its name, the group did see fit to honor Denny
(whose Iowa connection is that he grew up in Sioux City). I’ve wanted to get to the museum ever since Denny was inducted into the hall
of fame. The museum is not much over an hour from my home. As is so often the case, though, I’m almost more likely to see things that

are far away than those that are in my own back yard.
Dakota, because finally I had an excuse to stop there.

I was glad that the museum was more or less on the way home from South

Finding the museum was easier said
than done. I knew the address was 91 Lake
Street, and I’d scoped out online maps to see
just where that was in relation to the highway.
It
seemed
straightforward
enough.
Unfortunately Arnolds Park doesn’t seem to
maintain their street signs well. There is
nothing indicating the intersection of Lake
Street and highway 71.
I went well past
where the corner had to be and then turned
back north again. I got nearly back to Spirit
Lake and then slowly made my way back
south. I saw a sign with an arrow for “Iowa
Rock and Roll Museum” that I’d missed the
first time past. There was still no Lake Street
sign, but that was obviously where I was
supposed to turn. The turn-off ended up being
the entrance to the old amusement park for
which Arnolds Park is named. I drove a block
past the parking lot for the amusement park,
and there the street turned into a pedestrian
plaza. I pulled into the lot (which I was
surprised to find offered free parking) and then
bumbled around the pedestrian area. I saw
Lake Okoboji – Arnolds Park, Iowa
the pier that juts out into Lake Okoboji and got a good view of the amusement park. The park was basically empty, which was not
surprising given the weather.
The museum turned out to be in among a line of souvenir shops that I think were originally part of the amusement park. The
building itself is not in good repair, which was attested to by numerous wastebaskets they had set up to catch water from a leaky roof.
I made my way through the squeaky door
and was the first visitor of the day. The
place was presided over by two collegeaged girls who are apparently working as
interns for the summer. They were a bit
too helpful and chatty, but pleasant
nonetheless. They were surprised that I
was essentially from the area and even
more surprised that I had a connection
(however tenuous) to someone in the hall
of fame.
I found Denny’s plaque fairly
easily in the vast array of inductees on
the wall. They induct honor about a
dozen people each year, and the hall of
fame has been going since the late ‘90s,

Official pictures from the induction of Denny
Hemingson (from the website of the Iowa Rock
and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum)
so that gives you some idea of just how many honorees there are.
They’re organized by year and then alphabetically, so Denny’s was
toward the middle of the 2010 group. I attempted to get a close-up
on his plaque, but of course the picture didn’t come out. A handful
are nationally famous, but most are barely known even locally.
(Denny’s is probably about the middle of that spectrum.) I made a
quick scan through all the other plaques but made a point of noticing
only one other. That was the one for Bob Dorr. He was the leader
of the Blue Band, a group based in Cedar Falls that played gigs
(mostly in bars) all over eastern Iowa when I was in college. I spent
far more time than I probably should have in college listening to the
Blue Band in a seedy bar named Steb’s on College Hill. Steb’s was
long ago torn down, but the last I knew the Blue Band was still going
strong. In fact they’ve moved on to playing larger venues like the
Iowa State Fair.

Plaques at Iowa Rock and Roll Hall of Fame

Besides the plaques the museum has a lot of rock and roll
memorabilia. What’s on display is either from the most recent hall
of fame inductees or from the best-known people with tenuous Iowa

connections (like Buddy Holly, whose only real connection with the state is dying here). There’s
also a lot of old recording and DJ equipment and a beautiful old Wurlitzer jukebox that still
works perfectly. The only memento related to Denny is a guitar that he and all the other 2010
inductees signed as a group. Of course I had to photograph it as well, though I still haven’t
located exactly where Denny’s autograph is.
The interns would have chatted forever, so it was convenient that another patron
entered to draw their attention away from me. I made my way back to the car and headed
south on highway 71 to Spencer.
I had an Arby’s gift card, so that’s where I stopped for lunch. I ended up ordering two
ham and cheese sliders (tiny sandwiches that use dinner rolls instead of buns) and what they
called loaded curly fries (potatoes topped with cheese, bacon, chives, and ranch dressing).
The fries probably had ten times the calories of both sandwiches together, but the whole meal
was quite tasty.
I got home around 1:15. As I unpacked my car I realized I’d left my Kindle e-book
reader at the hotel in Sioux Falls. While it was pricey when it was new, the thing is basically
worthless today. It is, however, full of books I’ve downloaded as well as personal material like
all the travelogues I’ve written over the years. I definitely didn’t want to lose it. Fortunately
when I went inside there was a message on my answering machine from the hotel. They said
that housekeeping had found my Kindle, and I should call them to let them know how to return
it to me. I agreed to pay postage for them to mail it to me, and it should be here in a couple of
days.
This was a quick little trip, but a very enjoyable one. I especially enjoyed Minuteman
Missile National Historic Site (which was the main thing I’d planned to see all along), but I also
like the many smaller things I saw along the way.
When I first moved to Algona I went to South Dakota not infrequently. The way the
roads were then, Sioux Falls was one of the closest “big” places for shopping. Today it’s really
easier to get to Minneapolis and Des Moines, both of which have more to offer than Sioux Falls
does. I was glad to get back to South Dakota, though. It’s a nice place, and it was good to
check things out again.

2010 inductee guitar

LIVE THEATRE IN A DEAD TOWN
On many occasions over the years I’ve made trips to see former students
playing sports. Not long ago I found out about a former student who was part of a
summer-stock theatre in Nebraska, and I thought it would be kind of fun to catch a
show there. So this getaway mostly involved a visit to the Brownville Village Theatre.

Friday, June 24
Algona, Iowa to Rock Port, Missouri
I left home about a quarter to ten this morning but stopped before I even got
out of town. I bought gas at Casey’s ($2.259) and then headed south on highway 169.
My next stop was at the Hardees in Humboldt, where I picked up a bacon, egg, and
cheese biscuit. It often takes forever to get served there, but I was in and out in
practically no time this morning
From Humboldt I drove straight through for about four hours. I followed highway 20 from Ft. Dodge over to Early. That’s a
boring drive, but it goes quickly since it’s all four-lanes now. I turned south at Early and followed highways 71, 175, and 39 down to
Denison.

The drive down to Denison took me
past the town of Kiron, the home of
Congressman Steve King. While I don’t care
at all for his politics and I’m pleased to tell you
that an internet search for “stupid things Steve
King said” brings up more than 15 million
results, I must admit that he lives in one of the
most beautiful areas of the Midwest. The
heavily wooded rugged hills look remarkably
like the Appalachian Mountains and really
seem a world apart from most of Iowa. It really
is gorgeous, and it was fun driving through the
area.

State highway 39 north of Denison, Iowa
more than his much more heralded partner at Apple, entrepreneur Steve Jobs.

As I drove on this trip I listened to
iWoz, the autobiography of Steve Wozniak,
the engineer who invented the Apple I and
Apple II computers (and a number of
completely unrelated things like the universal
remote control). I’d bought that audiobook
years ago and had listened to it once right
after I got it. That was long enough ago,
though, that it seemed almost entirely new
when I heard it on this trip. I’ve always rather
admired Wozniak and liked him quite a bit

The drive through Kiron, Denison, and Harlan was pleasant, but that rapidly changed when I turned onto Interstate 80. I
practically had to fight my way on, driving on the shoulder for about a quarter of a mile beyond the entrance ramp. Once I finally was on
the highway, I clutched the steering wheel and gritted my teeth for the next fifty miles or so. The interstate was jam-packed with traffic.
There was a line of trucks in the right lane, and with the hilly terrain they couldn’t keep a constant speed. Most of the cars were in the left
lane, where speed demons were forever tailgating and trying to rush past people. It was like bad urban driving in the middle of nowhere.
I took a brief break at a rest area a little ways east of Council Bluffs. That calmed my nerves a bit, but then I had to force my
way onto the freeway again just as if I were in a major city. Then there was major construction in Council Bluffs itself. Fortunately I’d
picked the correct lane, but countless people tried to merge at the last possible second, which created a bottleneck for everyone.
I exited onto Interstate 29, which also had major construction. Even once it had ended there was surprisingly much traffic on
that highway. Most of the time when I’ve been on I-29 it’s been fairly empty, but there were tons of trucks and RVs today.
I think I’ve only driven the stretch between Council Bluffs and Kansas City in winter before, and on those trips I was too worried
about the road surface to notice the surrounding scenery. Extreme southwest Iowa is really very pretty. The Loess Hills that line the
Missouri River look almost like mountains rising up from the floodplain. I think of eastern Iowa as being the scenic part of the state, but
there’s a lot of nice views all over.
I made a major stop at Exit 10, which is technically part of Percival, Iowa, but is essentially the business strip for Nebraska City
across the river. Signs at this exit direct visitors to the Arbor Day Farm. I knew Nebraska was the home of Arbor Day, and it might be
interesting to check out where the tree-planting holiday got its start. That was not to be on this trip, though.
I pulled into the Nebraska City Wendy’s (which is actually in Iowa), a place that was surprisingly busy at 2:30pm. I had a bit of
money remaining on a Wendy’s gift card, so I used that and 6¢ to get a junior bacon cheeseburger, some chili, and a small Frosty. I think
this may have been the first time I’d ever actually gotten a burger at Wendy’s, and it was surprisingly good. I’ll have to keep the junior
bacon cheeseburger in mind as something cheap and tasty that I can order in the future.
What wasn’t so good was the chili, the item I almost always order at Wendy’s. The problem this time was that they topped the
bowl with literally half a cup of diced raw red onions. I tolerate onions much better than my father or brothers, and I rather enjoy them
sautéed or cooked into a stew. A heaping portion of raw onions just isn’t my thing, though. I scraped off about three-fourths of them, but
honestly what remained was still more than I really cared for.
After having lunch I went next door to a Sapp Brothers truck stop to buy gas. The price was $2.139 a gallon, which made it one
of the cheapest places I’ve seen this summer. I also picked up some orange juice there. The juice was not at all cheap ($2.99 for a half
gallon), but it was less than they’d have charged me for a tiny bottle in the hotel vending machine.
From Percival it was just a short hop down to Rock Port, Missouri, the first place of significance south of the Iowa—Missouri
border on I-29. I was glad I’d filled up in Iowa, because this was one of the rare times gas was not cheaper in the Show-Me State. The
price in Rock Port was $2.2299, and the stations at the exit didn’t really look like places I’d want to patronize at any rate.
Exit 110 in Missouri looks almost like a parody of a border town. In addition to the run-down gas stations, there are no less than
four places that call themselves fireworks superstores. There was also a Stuckey’s (a business I haven’t even thought of in decades), a

steel frame building that advertised the “cheapest beer and cigarettes in four states” (Kansas is just a stone’s throw from here as well), a
junk yard, and a pawn shop.
My destination was the one other business at this exit, the “beautiful” Super 8—Rock Port. This was the cheapest hotel I’ve
stayed at in quite a while, and it definitely showed. I’m not sure you could even say this hotel was nice in its day, and if you could, I can
assure you that day has long since passed. It was the old style of Super 8 that used to have a half-timbered look of wood over stucco.
They’ve painted the wood to match the stucco, but that appears to be about the only updating they’ve done on the place. The public
areas are not air-conditioned, there are gnats all over, and the whole place just seems run-down.
I parked and walked into an empty lobby. A sign on the desk directed me to dial “0” for service. I did, and eventually a mousy
woman with fake blonde hair and a smoker’s cough came to the desk. It appeared that I was the first check-in of the day, and she was
almost too helpful in giving me choices. She asked if I wanted upstairs or downstairs and one bed or two, and she seemed a bit perturbed
when I expressed no particular preference. Since she forced me to make a decision, I ended up asking for an upstairs room with two
queens. Upstairs rooms tend to be quieter, and I often find it convenient to put my bag on the second bed. Interestingly, I’d already been
pre-assigned to a first-floor room, so she had to cross out Room 124 on my pre-printed folio and write in 224, the room she was now
sending me to. She gave me a key to that room and vague directions on how to get there.
The directions were far too vague, and it certainly didn’t help that there are no directional signs at the top of the stairs telling you
which way to turn for various room numbers. The hotel has three wings, and I explored all of them before happening upon Room 224.
Given the age of the hotel, I wasn’t exactly surprised to find that even though there was a “no smoking” sign on the door, the
room reeked of smoke. What was more surprising was that there were ash trays in the room, and they weren’t even turned upside down
with non-smoking logos on them, like the ones you used to see at Motel 6. I’m not a fan of smoke, but I can live with it, and I figured I’d
just laugh it off as another of the hotel’s peculiarities.
I went down to get my bag and computer from the back of my car. When I came back in the desk clerk apologized profusely for
giving me a smoking room, and she said “I’ll help you move to another room”. I hadn’t even settled into Room 224 yet, so it would be no
trouble moving, but she insisted on helping me. I ended up in Room 200, which was indeed non-smoking—no ash trays and no smell.
No one will ever accuse this hotel of going overboard on the amenities. There was a TV set and a refrigerator in the room
(though it barely cooled), but that was about it. They also provided a single bar of soap and a bottle of conditioner—but no shampoo to
go with it. Most annoying, there were almost no plug-ins, and largely because of that almost no light in the room. In fact there was a floor
lamp in the corner with its cord wrapped around the base. There was literally nowhere to plug the lamp in. There was also nowhere
convenient that I could use my computer or recharge my electric shaver. I ended up unplugging the alarm clock and putting the computer
on the night table between the beds. When I was done using that, I put the razor in the same outlet.
I will say that what was probably the most important amenity was there and worked well. That was the air conditioning. It was
well into the 90s this afternoon, but the room was pleasantly cool. There did appear to be some gnats that got past the filter and into the
room, but that was better than sweltering in the heat.
I spent most of the late afternoon working on my computer. I did some work on the websites for school and for my church, and
I began a letter to Steve. I also scouted out a couple of places I’d be heading tomorrow and read up some more on Brownville, where
the theatre I was going to was located.
Around 7:00 I changed into nicer clothes and set out for the evening. I turned right out of the Super 8 parking lot and headed
west on U.S. highway 136. I passed some amazingly high corn that practically looked ready for harvesting and an enormous place that
called itself a recycling center but looked like nothing more than a stockpile of old tires. Eventually I crossed a narrow bridge and entered
the Cornhusker State.
The most prominent sign at the end
of the bridge directs people to the Cooper
Nuclear Power Plant Another tells the way to
“historic downtown Brownville”.
Having
checked things out ahead of time, I knew I
wanted neither of those. I continued ahead a
quarter mile or so to Water Street and turned
right there. Almost immediately I turned right
and went down a steep hill into the parking lot
for the Brownville Village Theatre.
The Brownville Village Theatre is
located in a late 19th Century building that was
built as the Christian Church of Brownville.
The church moved to a new location in the
early 1960s, and the theatre took over the
space shortly thereafter.

Brownville Village Theatre – Brownville, Nebraska

Brownville is a summer stock
company, which is different from most
theatres with which I’m familiar. It strikes me

as one level up from community theatre, but not really at the level of even small, non-union professional theatres. The company is made
up mostly of college students (or—as in the case of my former student—a recent college graduate), with a couple of high school teachers
and a college professor thrown in for good measure. They do a repertory schedule, with five alternating plays. They do four shows each
weekend (Friday night, two shows Saturday, and a Sunday matinee) throughout the summer.
I made my way up a ramp that had rather obviously been added in front of the building. The box office is located in a tiny space
between the outside door and the old sanctuary of the former church. I had purchased a ticket online, but an usher told me I had to
exchange that at the box office. Even though the ticket I’d printed out said “general admission”, the woman gave me a piece of tagboard
with a specific seat number. I presented that to the usher, and he called out the seat number to a costumed cast member who was
standing on the other side of the door. She directed me to the very end of the first row.
I killed time before the show started by reading through the program, which has information on all the shows they are doing this
season. I’d bought tickets without having any clue what shows my former student was in, so I was pleased to find that Philip Detrick (that
student) was playing the role of Mortimer in Arsenic and Old Lace, the show I was here to see tonight. I also noticed that the other show
I’d gotten tickets for (The Marvelous Wonderettes) appeared to be an all-female cast and was apparently a revue of girl group songs from
the ‘60s. I decided that unless Philip was appearing in the chorus or something similar, I’d probably skip that show.
The 7:30 curtain time came and went (a pet peeve of mine; I think start times should be prompt), but around 7:40 the old geezer
who manages the theatre came up front. I was expecting the usual “turn off your cell phones” spiel, but he never did say that. Instead
he rambled on and on and on about the shows that were coming up this season and made a request for donations that would be used to
re-carpet the “theatre house”, a residence where all those college kids stay for the summer. Finally about a quarter to eight the guy finally
shut up so the show could begin.
On the whole I liked the show a lot. Arsenic and Old Lace is an old chestnut of a piece, and I’ve seen it done both well and
badly. With only a couple of exceptions this was definitely one of the better productions.
One of the things I didn’t care about in the show was the make-up, which fortunately had nothing to do with my former student.
The theatre seats about a hundred people (though it was barely half full tonight), so it’s a very intimate space. Whoever the make-up
mistress was really over-did things for that small of a venue. It was plastered on like what you might see in a high school production
where they’re trying to make teenagers look old. Most professional theatres are much more subtle about make-up.
The other issue was that they apparently had too few men in their company, though there were men appearing in other shows
who weren’t in this one. For that or whatever other reason they’d cast women in male rolls—again the sort of thing I expect in a high
school show, but something that looks silly at this level. In particular they had two women playing police officers (one a beat cop and the
other a desk supervisor), and in the 1940s that just wouldn’t have happened. The third mis-cast role was that they’d made the head of
the mental hospital female. Again in that era it would be very unlikely that a woman would have had that job—unless she was a nun, at
any rate. Making that role female also created an issue, since that character is killed off by the little old ladies at the end of the show.
Every other person they’ve poisoned has been a lonely elderly man, so it really doesn’t fit the pattern to have them go after a professional
woman. I’m not a fan of casting that calls attention to itself, and this did.
The acting was really quite good, and I was particularly glad that Philip (who was sometimes a bit over-the-top in comedy roles
in high school) did very well in what is mostly a straight man role. Philip had also designed the set, and he did an excellent job with it.
The last time I’d seen Arsenic and Old Lace was on an enormous stage at the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis, where they had the space
and resources to create a full-sized mansion. The stage in Brownville is the former chancel area of a small church, and being so close
every part of the set is in clear view of the audience. They had a very elaborate set, though, and it provided the same feeling they’d had
at the Guthrie. All the vital elements were there, and all the less important ones were alluded to. They also managed to place a fairly
large cast and a lot of furniture in a small space without it feeling cramped. While I’m praising things, I’ll also mention the costuming,
properties, and hairstyles—all of which were appropriate to the era.
The show was performed in the style of its era with two brief intermissions instead of one long one. Most of the audience stayed
seated during the intermissions, and only a couple went out to use the restroom or get a drink. Both of those, by the way, involve literally
going out. To get to the restrooms you have to go outside and down to back entrance to the basement of the church. They have a pop
machine set up outside the restrooms, which is the only refreshments they offer.
I had not told Philip ahead of time I was coming. He had obviously figured it out during the show, and at the curtain call he
turned to me and gave me a “thumbs up”. They had a brief reception outdoors after the show, and of course I made a point of talking
with Philip. He was shocked, but obviously very glad to see me. It definitely made me feel glad I’d made the trip down there.
We talked a while about what it’s like being an intern in Brownville. Pretty much no one likes that the theatre is almost literally
in the middle of nowhere, but they do like that they get experience in all aspects of theatre work. In addition to acting and set design, for
instance, Philip was running lights for The Marvelous Wonderettes. It’s also interns who serve as stage managers, man the box office,
run their website, and do pretty much everything else that keeps the theatre going. While I didn’t directly ask, I got the feeling the company
doesn’t receive any cash reimbursement. They do get free room and board, though, and it wouldn’t surprise me if there’s some sort of
college credit arrangement as well.
This is apparently Philip’s third summer in Brownville. Now that he’s graduated, he’s planning to move to Chicago, where he
hopes to break into truly professional theatre. That’s nearly as big a challenge as becoming a professional athlete, but I certainly wish
him well.

Philip had to leave and help the rest of the company strike the set from Arsenic and put up the set for Marvelettes. We said our
goodbyes, and I headed back across the river to Missouri. I made it back to the hotel right at 11pm.

Saturday, June 25
Rock Port, Missouri to Algona, Iowa via Beatrice
I was up around 6:00 this morning, but I spent quite a bit of time getting ready for the day. The shower at the Super 8 barely
dripped, but it was far more powerful than the sink. I couldn’t rinse toothpaste out of my brush to save my soul. I ended up taking the
toothbrush to the bathtub and running the hottest water I could on it in there.
It was no surprise at all that the Super 8 had just about the most minimal breakfast bar I’ve seen in quite a while, so I passed on
everything but coffee. I will say their coffee was actually pretty decent, and I filled a large travel mug full of it. Then I was on my way
about 7:30.
I crossed back into Nebraska and
spent quite a while driving around Brownville,
a place that’s not quite like anywhere else I’ve
been. Brownville is a fascinating, albeit rather
forlorn little town. It was founded in 1854 and
claims to be the oldest town in Nebraska
(though Bellevue and Nebraska City also
make that boast—and Bellevue does appear
to have actually been settled earlier).
Brownville thrived in the era of steamboats
and grew to more than 1,300 people by the
end of the Civil War. Unfortunately the railroad
bypassed Brownville, and it’s been declining
steadily ever since. The 2010 population was
132, less than one-tenth what it was in the 19th
Century.
Shortly before I went on this trip I
Brownville’s Main Street looks like a Western movie set.
read the short story “A Resurrection” by Willa
Cather, who is well known for her writings on Nebraska. Cather owned a home in Brownville, and this story is set there. Even in the
1890s she wrote snidely of the town, which she called a home for the down and out and a place where people only move out but no one
ever moves in. The same appears to be true today.
The place would really, really like to be a tourist destination. The theatre is part of that, and there’s also a couple of bed and
breakfast places and a business that does dinner cruises on the river. There doesn’t really appear to be a recreational draw that would
make anyone stay longer than overnight, though.
The few businesses there are in Brownville appear to be exclusively for tourists. There’s no gas station in Brownville, nor a
grocery store, nor a grain elevator. There are a couple of galleries and stores that sell antiques and junk. All are open strange and very
limited hours. I got the feeling they’re open whenever the proprietors want to show up. I didn’t expect anything to be open before 8:00,
but it surprised me to see hours like 11 – 2 or noon – 4, and at that often only certain days of the week. Pretty much nothing in Brownville
opens before 10am, and the only thing that stays open after 4:00 in the afternoon is the theatre.

I snapped a few pictures and then headed west on U.S.
highway 136, which is signed as the Nebraska Heritage Scenic
Byway. This actually is a surprisingly scenic road, gently rolling
hills that alternate between cropland and stands of forest. Traffic
was light, which made for a fun little drive.
I stopped for breakfast in Auburn, which a century ago took
Brownville’s place as the seat of Nemaha County. Auburn is also a
dying town. Like most of the Midwest, though, it’s only been going
downhill since about 1970. Today it’s 18½ times as large as
Brownville. That makes it about the size of Emmetsburg or
Cresco—not a city, but big enough to be a substantial town. I got
the feeling there was more going on at 8am in Auburn than happens
in Brownville at high noon.

Welcome sign on highway 136

The place I stopped for breakfast was called Amigos/Kings
Classic. This is a small chain based in Lincoln that appears to
operate some of the dumpiest fast food places around. They
combine bad American-style Mexican food with “freshly made”
burgers at lunch. Their breakfast menu features a choice of
sausage and egg or bacon and egg on a choice of a tortilla, biscuit,
or muffin. I should have chosen the English muffin, but instead I
opted for bacon and egg on a biscuit. It wasn’t one of the buttery,
flaky biscuits they have at Hardees, but rather one of those hockey
pucks you might find accompanied by lumpy gravy on a bad hotel
breakfast bar. I managed to get the thing down, but I certainly won’t
be rushing to try out Amigos/Kings Classic again.

I continued west to Beatrice and made it there around 9am. Beatrice is a really handsome town. Everything is tidy and wellkept, and there’s a nice mix of old and new. It reminds me of Spencer, which I always think is the nicest looking place around here. Nebraska is not a place where I ever plan to live,
but if I had to move there, it would likely be to
Beatrice.
My
ultimate
destination
was
Homestead National Monument, which is just
west of Beatrice at the site of the first
homestead claim in the West. (Interestingly,
Daniel Freeman filed that claim at the land
office in Brownville.) In addition to preserving
the claim and some 19th Century buildings, the
monument preserves a large stand of restored
tallgrass prairie and a nice forest area along a
creek. I spent about an hour and a half hiking
around. They’ve expanded the trails quite a
bit since the last time I was here, and they’ve
also added a number of additional interpretive
signs that explain how the land changed due
to homesteading and the eventual coming of
the railroad, the highway, and modern farms.
I went back to their bizarrely modern
visitors center and gave the museum a quick
once-over. It hadn’t changed since my last
visit, so I just soaked it in quickly and left.
“Selfie” at Homestead National Monument – Beatrice, Nebraska
From Beatrice I drove north on U.S. 77 to Lincoln, where I joined Interstate 80. I was pleasantly surprised to find that the
interstate is now six lanes wide all the way from Lincoln to Omaha. That meant even though it was raining fairly heavily and there was a
lot of truck traffic, I still moved right along.
I had lunch in western Omaha at a chain I’d heard about but had never been to before: Raising Cane’s. This chain is based in
Baton Rouge and appears to be rapidly expanding to college towns and suburban strips all over the country. This is one of those places
that attempts to create a fake “urban” atmosphere in a building with a drive-through. They almost manage to pull it off, though.

One review I read said, “Raising Cane’s does one
thing, but they manage to do it extremely well—chicken
fingers.” Indeed every single time an order comes up, the
counter clerk announced “fresh fried chicken fingers for
__(name)__”.
Occasionally they’ll mix it up and say
something like “juicy tender chicken fingers for
__(name)__”, but literally every meal is chicken fingers.
The reviewer was right, too; it’s some of the best chicken
(fingers or otherwise) I’ve ever had. They use fresh
chicken, hand-bread it, and fry it to order. It comes out
deliciously crispy on the outside and delightfully juicy on
the inside. You’re supposed to dip the chicken in what they
call Cane’s sauce (a standard Louisiana remoulade or
spicy mayonnaise-based sauce), but I found them better
just on their own. My meal (the “box combo”) also came
with Texas toast, coleslaw, and surprisingly tasty fries. For
a drink I had fresh-squeezed lemonade, and I refilled the
cup with iced tea to drink as I drove. It was almost too
much to eat, but really very tasty. Unlike Amigos/King’s
Classic, I’ll definitely be stopping at Raising Cane’s when I
see them again. (I know they have locations in the Twin
Cities, and I’m more likely to head there than stopping in
Omaha again.)
Website photo of exactly what I ordered (except for the drink)
I followed I-680 around Omaha and back into Iowa. The road has a horrible surface in the Hawkeye State, but fortunately there’s
basically no traffic at all on it. Before long, though, I merged onto I-80, which was once again practically bumper-to-bumper. The beautiful
wide highway in Nebraska made me realize just how badly we need to six-lane I-80—really all the way across the state.
My plan was to exit onto U.S. 71, but
for some reason that highway was detoured.
So instead I followed state highway 173 up to
Elk Horn and Kimballton. These towns have
a Danish heritage, and they play up their
ethnic roots to the hilt. As I passed through I
snapped a picture of an old European-style
windmill. You see modern wind turbines all
over the Midwest these days, but an old-style
windmill really does look kind of cool.
I bought gas in Audubon, which at
$2.129 was even cheaper than what I’d gotten
yesterday. Then I drove through Carroll and
Lake View (where they were lining up for a
community parade) before re-joining highway
20 at Rockwell City. I ended up getting home
about a quarter to five. I was very glad I’d
skipped the play this afternoon, since if I’d
gone I’d likely just be leaving Nebraska at the
time I made it back to Algona.
Windmill – Elk Horn, Iowa
When I got home I had a strange message on my answering machine that made me think back to my trip out to South Dakota.
The caller identified herself as “Bonnie, here at the Super 8 in Rock Port, muh-ZURR-uh”. She went on to say, “If you lost your license,
we have it here.” I immediately checked my wallet and confirmed that I did indeed have my driver’s license. I did; indeed it had never
left my wallet during this trip. I also went out and looked at my car to be sure the license plates were still on it. They were. I also doublechecked to be sure I had my credit cards and any other personal effects that might have been misplaced. Everything was there. I emailed the hotel at the address that was on my folio, suggesting that the confusion might have been because I had been reassigned to a
different room. Perhaps someone who had been in Room 124 or 224 had left something, and they should be contacting that person. I
haven’t heard back from the hotel, and I suspect that confirms I was right. They must not have had their records in order.

TRAILS WEST: NEBRASKA
When I was a kid I always used to go through the atlas and find places I thought it would be cool to go. Many of those I’ve
managed to get to at one time or another as an adult, but a number of places continue to beckon me. One of those was Scottsbluff, at

the extreme western edge of the Nebraska panhandle. It’s not on an interstate, so it’s not a place you can really go to on the way to
somewhere else. This summer I’d get there, though—and I’d see a lot of other places besides.

Sunday, July 24
Algona, Iowa to Columbus, Nebraska
We had a lot of visitors in church this morning, nearly as many as regular members. Fortunately it was a fairly good service
(with a decent sermon on the Lord’s Prayer), so hopefully we left a good impression on the visitors.
I left right after church and headed west. As when I went to South Dakota earlier in the summer, I followed McGregor Road
west to Whittemore and then took U.S. 18 west from there. I went around Spencer on a county road bypass and headed over to Sheldon,
where I turned southwest on state highway 60. I pondered how different things looked than they had at the start of the summer. The
corn was towering and tasseled now, and everything was bright green.
My first stop was in LeMars, two and a half hours west of Algona.
The Wells Dairy, which is best known for Blue Bunny ice cream is
headquartered in LeMars, and they have a visitors center and ice cream
parlor there. I just stopped briefly to get a waffle cone with butter pecan ice
cream and was on my way again.

Blue Bunny ice cream parlor – LeMars, Iowa

I continued south to Sioux City and soon crossed the Missouri River
into Nebraska. I turned off onto U.S. highway 77 and followed that
southward. This is a very pretty drive as it winds through the Winnebago and
Omaha Indian Reservations. It was interesting that just this morning in
church we’d said a special prayer for the natives here. One of our members
has done ongoing mission work on the Omaha Reservation, with our
congregation as the major sponsor. He was there for a special summer
celebration on the reservation this weekend.
The speed limit on most two-lane
roads in Nebraska is 65mph. That was the
speed limit on highway 77, but most of the time
I didn’t go that fast. Traffic was heavy, and I
ended up stuck behind a trailer that was going
closer to 55 most of the way. I couldn’t see
around to pass, so I had little choice but to drive
the same speed. This was an absolutely
enormous trailer. I sometimes watch shows on
HGTV that talk about the trend toward “tiny
homes”, and this was easily twice or three times
as large as the houses they feature. I finally
managed to pass the trailer when the road
widened to four lanes near Fremont.
I exited onto U.S. 30 at Fremont, and
soon after that I stopped for gas in the town of
North Bend. I stopped at a Casey’s where the
pump price was $1.999, and I saved a dime off
that with Hy-Vee fuel saver points. I thought
that was a good deal, but I’d find that almost
every town west of there for quite a ways was
cheaper. Oh, well!

After staring at a map, I decided to
make a detour off of highway 30 so I could visit
David City. I figured it would be fun to see just
what my namesake was like. It’s a pleasant
and fairly prosperous little town. The place was
David Burrow’s Mitsubishi Ecipse – David City, Nebraska
founded in 1873 and is one of the older places
in the Cornhusker State. It has some lovely brick downtown buildings. However, unlike much of the state, it’s actually continuing to grow
in the 21st Century. It has about 2,900 people today, compared to 2,300 back in 1970. It’s about an hour’s drive to both Lincoln and
Omaha, and I’d bet there are people who commute to both of those places from David City.
I had dinner in David City at a Runza restaurant, Nebraska’s biggest local fast food chain. Most Runzas are freestanding
buildings located on highway strips, but the David City location is in a century old downtown building with a sidewalk entrance and a drive-

through in the alley behind. It has the feel of an urban fast food place, which is very strange in a small county seat town. Runza is named
after their specialty item, which is basically an East European empanada—bread stuffed with ground beef and cabbage. I had one of
those years ago and hated it. Fortunately the place also offers the same stuff you can find at every other fast food place. Today I had
an Asian salad, and it was quite good.
I also stopped at a Family Dollar store in David City, where I picked up some juice. (My goal is always to avoid paying vending
machine prices at hotels.) As I was leaving the parking lot, I had to wait for a number of fire trucks to go by on their way to the local
county fair parade.
From David City it was a short drive on to Columbus, Nebraska, my destination for the night. I arrived at the Sleep Inn—
Columbus right at 5pm. The hotel was surprisingly busy for a Sunday night. The bulk of the guests appeared to be railroad workers, who
I got the feeling had weekly or even monthly rates. I don’t think I saw a single woman in the hotel other than the person working the front
desk. Another odd thing was that the room I was assigned to was designed for handicapped people. It had extra-low light switches and
an enormous bathroom that featured a hand-held shower. It was a perfectly pleasant room, just kind of strange.
I did pretty much nothing at the hotel, which was really kind of nice. I had a relaxing evening and got to sleep fairly early.

Monday, July 27
Columbus, Nebraska to Scottsbluff, Nebraska
I was up quite early and was one of the first people to breakfast after they opened at 6am. It was far from the best hotel breakfast
I’ve had, but I did manage to fill up. I also filled my big travel mug with coffee, which kept me going through the morning.
Eastern Nebraska is farm country. It looks a lot like Iowa, with corn and bean fields lining the road. The route I followed
(highways 22 and 70) paralleled the North Loup River, which meant it was lined with trees most of the way. There was a lot of construction,
some of it rather nasty, and the road kept turning off every few miles. Eventually I made it through.
My first stop of the day was in the town of Broken Bow, which is almost exactly at the geographic center of Nebraska. I bought
gas there ($2.029), and then headed northwest on state highway 2. Broken Bow is almost exactly at the geographic center of Nebraska,
and it also roughly marks the division between farm and ranch country. There were almost no crops west of Broken Bow, just miles and
miles of rangeland. I got a feel for what it must have been like when the pioneers headed across the prairie—though of course there was
no modern highway for the covered wagons to follow.

Landscape along Nebraska highway 2
Highway 2 is a lonely road. It’s twenty miles or so between towns, and most of them are little more than wide spots in the road.
Beyond Broken Bow (population 3,500) the next place of significance is Alliance, and that’s 180 miles away. The whole way highway 2
parallels the Burlington Northern Railroad, and I’m pretty sure I saw more rail cars today (mostly hauling coal) than I did automobiles.
Actually, what traffic there was on the highway was also mostly railroad related. I probably saw two dozen Burlington Northern trucks
that were headed out to different points along the tracks to make repairs.
The morning drive actually went fairly quickly. An hour or so west of Broken Bow I passed through Nebraska National Forest,
which broke up the monotony of the grassland. Beyond there was the start of the sand hill county. While this is also grassland, the
rugged terrain (essentially foothills of the mountains to the west) makes it more interesting.
As I neared Alliance I was suddenly back into farm country. The land levels out by Alliance, and apparently the soil is better.
It’s all irrigated, but they do grow crops here. I’d see more corn, and also some wheat and oats. It was kind of strange to be back into
crop fields so far west.

My next stop was just outside
Alliance. Carhenge is exactly what its
name implies.
It’s an exact scale
recreation of Stonehenge, crafted from
old automobiles. They even do solstice
celebrations here every summer. It’s a
completely free attraction (though they
do, of course, have a gift shop), and it
stopping to see the place broke up the
day nicely. It was just slightly out of my
way, but it was fun to see.
I bought gas again in Alliance,
and I’m glad I did—since at $2.079 it was
quite a bit cheaper than what I’d see
further west. I also stopped at a Taco
Carhenge – Alliance, Nebraska
John’s there. They had a special on street-style tacos, which were surprisingly authentic—quite unusual for the Wyoming-based chain.
It made a very tasty lunch.
I continued northwest from Alliance on highway 2. There was more farm country here, though here it was wheat fields that had
just recently been harvested. Traveling through here reminded me of one of my students, Cameron Langerman. Cam graduated last
May, and he spent much of his summer basically doing migrant work—following the wheat harvest north across the plains. I have no
idea if he came through this area or not, but I could certainly picture the kind of work he did.
I headed north to the town of Crawford and then turned west on U.S.
20. Nebraska calls highway 20 the “Bridges to Buttes Scenic Byway”, and
out here “buttes” is the appropriate descriptor. The area is essentially the
southern end of the Black Hills, and it’s really quite pretty.
I traveled west to Harrison (population 251), which happens to be
the one and only town in Sioux County, Nebraska. (The county has about
the same area as Kossuth County, Iowa, where I live, but with just over 1,000
people, its population is one tenth the size of our county.) It wasn’t exactly a
US Highway 20 – Northwest Nebraska
surprise that a sheriff’s truck was creating a speed trap in Harrison, and I’m glad I didn’t get caught.
I turned south at Harrison and followed Nebraska highway 29. If you look at a map, you’ll notice that I went out of my way here.
That’s because the roads are few and far between in northwest Nebraska. There was one route that was more direct, but it would have
required driving twenty-five miles on gravel. I probably added forty miles by staying on pavement, but I think it was worth it.
My main destination of the day was about twenty-five miles south of Harrison: Agate Fossil Beds National Monument. I hadn’t
originally planned to come here, but I happened to see it on a map when I was looking at far western Nebraska. It turned out to be my
favorite of all the places I went on this trip.
The name Agate Fossil Beds comes from the Agate Springs Ranch,
which was in turn named for agate stones that were found there when it was
originally settled by Captain James Cook, a Kalamazoo native who was not
related to the great explorer of the same name. Not long after settling there,
Cook discovered fossils that he thought were the bones of horses. He contacted
scientists from the University of Nebraska and from the Carnegie Institute and
the Smithsonian, who found they were instead fossils of much older animals—
mammals that lived in the Miocene Epoch, which was between 5 and 23 million
years ago. That’s well after dinosaur times but far before the human era. The
animals died here for much the same reasons mass deaths occur in the African
savannah today. In times of drought they ate all the vegetation around a water
hole and then died of starvation. Later floods then preserved their bones with a
layer of mud.
There’s an interesting visitors’ center at Agate Fossil Beds that shows
a very informative film and has displays and a diorama of skeletons of the various
animals that once roamed the region. I almost didn’t get into the visitors’ center,
though, because there was a rattle snake blocking the sidewalk between the
parking lot and the front door. I slowly retreated to my car, and before terribly
long the snake slithered away. That’s the closest I’ve ever been to a rattlesnake,
and hopefully I won’t be seeing another one any time soon.

David Burrow
at Agate Fossil Beds National Monument

The snake at the visitors’ center made me wonder if I really wanted to hike on the trails at Agate Fossil Beds, but I figured I

probably wouldn’t be getting back here any time in the foreseeable future, so I should see
everything I could. There are two main trails in the park, and I hiked both of them in their
entirety. The Fossil Hills Trail goes to the excavation sites where the fossils were dug up. The
paleontology is interesting, but it’s almost more interesting to just hike through the grassland,
feeling like those who first made their way west across the plains. The other trail is called the
Daemonelix or “Devil’s Corkscrew” Trail. It is named for rock formations that are actually the
sand-filled burrows of an ancient animal called the palaeocastor, which was similar to the
modern prairie dog.
I spent about an hour and a half hiking through the national monument, and then I
headed south again. Highway 29 was absolutely empty. Indeed at one point I went fifteen
miles between seeing cars. The land here is a combination of rangeland and irrigated fields.
Without the irrigation it’s very dry. That surprised me a bit. We’ve had an unusually wet summer
in Iowa, and it was quite green in eastern Nebraska. Here, though, it looked drier than what
we’d seen on our train trip through Texas and Arizona earlier this summer.
After about forty-five minutes I reached the town of Mitchell, which is the start of the
Scottsbluff “metropolitan” area. For about twenty miles from Mitchell eastward the rural land
turns to one of the junkiest small cities in America. It reminded me of Grants, New Mexico, near
where my brother Steve used to live. Everything takes up about three times as much space as
it needs to, which makes the town stretch on forever. It’s also all cheap construction—pre-fab
metal buildings on slabs mostly—which means a landscape that could be kind of pretty is
marred by an ugly foreground.
As is usually the case, while I was driving I listened to audiobooks. Yesterday, in honor
of the Olympics coming up, I listened to Michael Phelps’ autobiography. It passed the time, but
was far from the most interesting thing ever. Today I dug out two audiobooks I’ve had for many
years and listened to them again. It was sort of a World War II theme. The first was My War,
Andy Rooney’s recollection of working for the Stars and Stripes in England and France. The
other was Doris Kearns-Goodwin’s No Ordinary Time, a biography of Franklin and Eleanor
Roosevelt. Both of those are among my favorite books, and it was good to listen to them again.
My destination this evening was the Super 8 in Scottsbluff. Overall this was a nicer
Palaeocastor burrow
place than the Sleep Inn—Columbus, but it had some strange quirks. For instance, throughout he hallways and also in the guest rooms
they’d stenciled various quotations and passages. Some were religious, but most were just vaguely inspirational. I didn’t dislike that, but
they were kind of weird.
I had dinner tonight at a place called Shari’s Restaurant and Pies, which is apparently the easternmost outpost of a chain based
in Portland, Oregon, It’s basically Perkin’s with various northwestern touches to the menu. (You can get grilled salmon, for instance.) I
had aham and cheese omelet and a blueberry, sour cream, and lemon curd pie. The dessert was out of this world, and the main course
wasn’t bad either.
It was kind of strange that most of the “local” TV stations at the hotel came from Rapid City, South Dakota. Scottsbluff is about
200 miles south of Rapid City. It’s actually closer to both Casper and Cheyenne, Wyoming, and it’s a fair sized place in its own right.
Apparently they do have a local NBC station, but it and the Wyoming stations are buried high among the cable channels. The low
numbers give “local” news from the Black Hills.
I watched a bit of the Democratic convention on TV and flipped through some shows on Food Network and HGTV. Then I settled
into bed and slept fairly well.

Tuesday, July 28
Scottsbluff, Nebraska to Lincoln, Nebraska
I slept in fairly late this morning and spent some time in the hotel breakfast room. As is true so many places, their “enhanced”
breakfast amounted to biscuits and gravy. I’d have had a biscuit on its own, but there wasn’t even butter to put on it. I did have a banana
and some watered-down orange juice, but that was about it.
I checked out around 7:40 and drove south through Gering, a dumpy little town that claims to be Scottsbluff’s “twin city”. 8,500
people live here, and I think half of them are in mobile homes. They all seem to drive beat-up pick-up trucks, and they all wear cowboy
hats and don flannel shirts in summer. The nice stores are things like Dollar General, and the motels look like they should rent by the
hour. It’s like a caricature of a grungy western town.
I had to go through Gering to get to Scottsbluff National Monument, which was my destination for the morning. I arrived promptly
at 8:00, which is listed on their website as the opening time. No one was at the pay station at the entrance, so I just drove on to the
visitors’ center parking lot. They didn’t actually open the visitors’ center until about 8:05, which was annoying.

Once they did open, I asked the guy at the
visitors’ center about paying, but he basically just
shrugged. As it turned out, I was glad to save my five
bucks, because the park turned out to be pretty worthless.
Scottsbluff could be quite an interesting national
monument. It was a major landmark on the Oegon,
California, and Mormon Trails, and at its base was the first
major pass emmigrants went through on their way west.
The monument preserves the old Oregon Trail over
Mitchell Pass, which was used by Native Americans long
before the pioneers went west. Unfortunately the trail is
not currently open to the public. It was closed by a rock
slide in 2015, and a year later they still haven’t cleared it
away. You can drive to the summit and look down on the
trail, but hiking it was really what I wanted to do. I was also
very disappointed in the Scottsbluff visitors’ center. It’s a
few dusty old cases that mostly explore the flora and fauna
of the area, with remarkably little about the history. To my
mind it’s the Oregon Trail that’s the whole reason for
visiting the place, and I learned far more about that a few
years back at a private museum in Independence,
Scottsbluff National Monument, Nebraska
Missouri. I basically just gave the place a quick once-over
and was on my way in less than half an hour. This was theoretically my whole reason for making this journey, but it turned out to be the
least interesting thing I did on the trip.
I drove east on Nebraska highway 92. This is the same highway 92 that runs across southern
Iowa, and all across Nebraska it roughly follows the route of the Mormon Trail—which means, of course,
it roughly follows the Platte River all the way through the state. The Mormons mostly followed the north
shore of the Platte, while the other emigrant groups stayed on the south side. At different points
highways 92, 30, and 26 shift between those sides, and Interstate 80 and the Union Pacific Railroad also
head through the same corridor. I’d be following the old trails most of the day, though in the reverse
direction of the emigrants. It was kind of interesting to see the landmarks from the west and then turn
around and see them as the pioneers would have first set eyes on them.
After half an hour I came to the most
famous landmark on the western trails, Chimney
Rock. There are actually several Chimney Rocks
(including two same-named park service
properties—the other being in Colorado), but by
far the most famous stood just south of the
Oregon Trail near the modern-day town of
Bridgeport, Nebraska. Their visitors’ center
wouldn’t open until 10:00, but it was still
interesting to see the place.
Near Chimney Rock are the lesser
landmarks of Courthouse Rock and Jail Rock,
Oregon Trail banner
both of which are also parts of Chimney Rock
Chimney Rock, Nebraska
Gering, Nebraska
National Historic Site. These are two rock formations (the courthouse being big and the jail comparatively small) that from the emigrants
view were the first to rise up out of the plains as they made their way west.
On the Nebraska state highway map I saw what appeared to be
a shortcut to get down to I-80. That involved taking about ten miles of
paved county roads, and getting on the interstate sooner sounded
appealing. Unfortunately western Nebraska’s county roads aren’t quite
the same standard as those in Iowa. In fact, they’re some of the worst
“paved” roads I’ve seen anywhere. At some point in history there may
have been asphalt on them, but it’s worn down to a rough, nasty surface.
There are no painted stripes marking either the center of the road or the
sides, and the edges have washed away in places. There’s also no road
number nor any signs indicating a destination, so I wasn’t certain was
even on the right road. After about six miles, I just gave up and went
back to Bridgeport.

David Burrow’s car by Courthouse and Jail Rocks
near Bridgeport, Nebraska

I headed southeast from Bridgeport on U.S. 26, which is just
about the only busy highway in western Nebraska. It’s not jammed with
traffic, but it is one of the few roads in ranch country that they might
consider four-laning at some point. The scenery through here varies a
lot—grassy hills, flat irrigated fields, and even some stands of forest along
the river. The constantly changing views made the morning pass more
quickly.

I stopped for gas in Ogallala (125 miles from Scottsbluff), which is where highway 26 joins I-80. I paid $2.059 at a station on the
edge of town, only to find the truck stops next to the interstate were under two bucks a gallon. Then again, even if I paid a dime more for
every gallon, that’s only a buck more total—certainly not enough to lose sleep over.
I drove about fifty miles east on I-80 to North Platte, which is basically the division between West and Midwest in this part of the
country. I followed a series of residential streets through North Platte, past subdivisions that dated everywhere from the 1960s to the
2010s. Eventually I reached the northwest corner of town and my destination for the afternoon: Bailey Yard. Located almost exactly
halfway between Omaha and Denver, North Platte has the largest railroad yard in the world. It measures eight miles long and two miles
wide, and they handle an average of 800 trains daily. Freight trains to every destination in the country are assembled here, mostly using
a “hump” system, where gravity sends the cars down a gentle slope until they couple with the cars in front to form a train. They also have
the world’s largest locomotive service center here, and all together Union Pacific employs more than 2,600 people in North Platte.

Bailey Yard – North Platte, Nebraska
Bailey Yard has a privately run visitors’ center and an observation tower called Golden Spike Tower. I paid $6 to see it, and the
price seemed more worth it than paying for Scottsbluff would have been. There’s an interesting film that explains the details of how yard
operations work, and there are a number of small exhibits that tell the history of the railroad. Theoretically you can take an elevator up
to the observation deck. However, there was a tour group visiting when I showed up, and they seemed to be monopolizing the elevator
going between the top two levels (one open air, and the other enclosed), so I walked up sixteen flights of stairs instead.
I’ve spent a lot of time in freight yards when passing through on passenger trains. (In fact, while I write this I’m on an Amtrak
train heading to Chicago on the last of the summer getaways, and I’ll son be passing through the vast Cicero yard.) On the ground,
though, I don’t know that I really appreciated just how vast they were. It’s like the old cliché that you can’t see the forest for the trees.
Seeing Baiely Yard from above was fascinating. It was almost like looking down on a kid’s model train set, trying to figure out the logic
behind all the strange movements. I’m glad to have stopped there, and it broke up the afternoon nicely.
I also stopped briefly at a Wendy’s in North Platte, where I had a bowl of chili for a late lunch. Then I headed east again on I80. It’s about 230 miles from North Platte to Lincoln, and even at 75mph, it takes a while to cover that distance. This part of Nebraska
is really boring. It’s like Iowa, only more so—corn and beans and then more corn and beans for miles and miles and miles. Towns like
Kearney and Grand Island break it up, but it’s still a long way from here to there.
My destination tonight was the Quality Inn—Lincoln Airport, which is in a big complex made up of aging hotels just off I-80
northwest of downtown Lincoln. I’d bet this place was built in the ‘60s as a Holiday Inn, and it was probably the nicest place in town at
the time. While I’ve certainly been to far worse places, this hotel isn’t going to win any awards any time soon. It was the cheapest of the
places I’d booked on this trip, though, and the hallways reeked of some unappetizing foreign cuisine, my room was perfectly acceptable.
I had to wait a while to check in. No one was at the desk, nor was there a bell or a phone I could use to summon anybody.
There was a gift off the lobby (one of many indications that this used to be a higher quality place), and the clerk there told me the desk
clerk had been called to a room and should be back shortly. About ten minutes later a young Hispanic woman did arrive, and she checked
me in without incident.
The stench in the hallways was certainly not a good advertisement for the hotel restaurant (though I’d actually bet it was caused
by guests), so I went out walking to find somewhere to eat. The nearest place was a McDonalds, so that’s where I ended up. This McD’s
had replace their dollar menu with a 2 for $4 menu, so I chose two items from it for supper. I had an Egg McMuffin (now available around
the clock) and some chicken nuggets. It’s been decades since I had McNuggets, and these were surprisingly good—particularly when
doused in honey mustard. I also had a mango smoothie, which alone cost as much as both of the entrees. The total bill was rather
steep, thanks to a tax rate of 11¼%. I’m pretty sure that’s even higher than Chicago. Nebraska is one of those red states that claims to
be for low taxes, but of course the only taxes they ever want to lower are income and property taxes—the ones rich people pay.
I watched some more of the convention and then settled into bed. This was a long day, and driving as much as I did made me
realize why it is that I like taking the train so much.

Wednesday, July 29
Lincoln, Nebraska to Algona, Iowa
I dawdled a bit at the hotel this morning, partially waiting for traffic to thin out so my travel would be easier. I also spent some
time enjoying the hotel’s breakfast buffet. While it was far from the best I’ve encountered, it was the best one on this little getaway. I
liked that they included scrambled eggs and yogurt. Protein is almost always my preference for breakfast. They also had a variety of
different kinds of juice, so I enjoyed both grape and cranberry this morning.
I left the hotel shortly after 8:00. I’d seen a Casey’s when I pulled in last night, so I figured I would stop there for gas. It turned
out to be rather a chore to get into the place, which is actually approached off an exit ramp for I-80. I did get there, though I’d find they
had just about the most expensive gas in the area at $2.04 9.
I’d looked at three possible things to see and do today on my way back home. One was the SAC (Strategic Air Command)
Museum, which is just east of Lincoln in the town of Ashland. The second was the Henry Doorly Zoo in Omaha, and the last was the
DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge on the border between Blair, Nebraska and Missouri Valley, Iowa. I ended up making my decision
primarily on cost, opting for the cheapest of them. The SAC Museum may be interesting, but when I checked out their website, it seemed
to mostly be geared toward kids, which made their $12 admission seem steep. The zoo was half again that much, so I opted for a $3
admission at DeSoto.
I headed over to Omaha on I-80, again enjoying the six-lane highway between Nebraska’s two main cities. I decided to take I480 through central Omaha itself, which avoided some construction on the I-80 bridge at the Iowa border. Downtown Omaha seems to
be almost completely under construction. I’m not sure what all they’re building, but there are cranes all over the place.
I crossed to Council Bluffs and continued north on
I-29. DeSoto Wildlife Refuge is about fifteen miles north of
there. I paid my $3 at the self-pay station and proceeded
to spend a couple hours hiking through the area. The park
was pretty much empty on a weekday, and that made for
very enjoyable hiking. I found that they’d even added
some trails since I was last here, so I enjoyed checking out
what all there was.
I followed I-29 north from Missouri Valley to Sioux
City. That’s slightly longer than the alternative (U.S. 30),
but it’s an easier drive. It’s also goes through fairly pretty
hill country. At Sioux City I turned east onto highway 20.
I’m betting it will be two years before the last stretch of this
is four lanes. Everything is graded now where the new
four-lane will be, and at one point there’s a detour where
they’re completely rebuilding the road. It looks like the
western part by Moville will be finished later this year, but I
can’t imagine there will be enough time to get the eastern
part done this season.
Oxbow Lake at the site where the steamship Bertrand sank
DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge
I was glad when I got over to Early and joined the
part of the highway that has been four lanes for about three years now. That section has been there long enough that it no longer seems
new. It’s one of those stretches that with four lanes seems like there’s no traffic at all, but with only two is crowded.
Among the vehicles there was room for on highway 20 were trucks hauling the propellers for wind turbines. That made me
realize that I hadn’t seen a single wind turbine anywhere in Nebraska. I’d think they would be practical in the Cornhusker State; there’s
certainly plenty of wind that would move the blades. I can’t imagine why anyone would choose not to use renewable energy if they could.
Almost every farmer I know in Iowa who has windmills on their land loves them, because the royalties provide a steady income without
the farmer doing anything. I suppose it must be political differences—perhaps because Nebraska is that much closer to coal and oil
country.
I got home mid-afternoon and spent the rest of the day getting caught up. Then, just a couple of day later it was time to set out
again.

CIRCLING NAPTOWN:

INDY

Indianapolis is one of those places that has always just seemed to be in the way while traveling to someplace else. I’ve driven
around Indy numerous times, and I think I drove through on the downtown interstate once. I’ve never spent the night there, though, and
I never even thought about what attractions the place might have.

I decided to take this trip mostly because of changes that happened on the Hoosier State, the Amtrak train that connects Chicago
and Indianapolis four times a week on the days the long-distance Cardinal train doesn’t run. It’s no secret that Indiana is a conservative
“red” state, and their heavily Republican legislature is no fan of subsidizing trains. So unlike Illinois, which keeps adding to their passenger
rail network, Indiana is looking to cut costs wherever they can. The Hoosier State almost stopped running all together a year ago when
the legislature refused to fund it. They came up with a solution, though, that even Republicans could love. Today the Hoosier State is
run as a public—private partnership between Amtrak and Iowa Pacific Holdings (a company that is based in Chicago and doesn’t appear
to have any connection to either Iowa or the Pacific). Amtrak provides the engineers and conductors, paid through funds provided by the
local communities served by the train. Iowa Pacific supplies the actual train cars and the service staff, paid for (at last in theory) through
ticket sales and food and drink revenue. I thought it would be interesting to see how a privatized train worked, which is what motivated
me to book a trip to Indianapolis this year.
The title for this section comes from the two common nicknames for Indianapolis. The Chamber of Commerce would prefer that
people refer to it as “the Circle City”, a name that apparently comes from a grand traffic circle a couple blocks east of the state capitol
that marks the heart of downtown. For decades, though, locals have called the place “Naptown”. This is supposedly derived from “IndiaNAP-olis”, but it is also a derogatory reference to it being a rather dull place that lives in the shadow of pretty much every other city in the
Midwest. While Indianapolis is one of the largest cities in America, even many of its boosters will say it comes across more as an
overgrown small town than a real city. Small towns can be interesting, though, and on this getaway I’d find out what there was to do in
Indy.

Saturday, July 30
Algona, Iowa to Princeton, Illinois
Often I pack for trips well ahead of time, but having just gotten back from Nebraska, I didn’t have much chance to do that for this
trip. I filled a bag this morning and hoped I’d remembered everything I needed.
I left home about 10:15am and headed east on U.S. highway 18. Just a short time after leaving, I made my first stop at the Kwik
Star convenience store in Clear Lake. Gas is always much cheaper there than in Algona, and that was definitely the case today. While
I didn’t really need gas, at $1.869 I put every drop I could in the tank.
I continued on Avenue of the Saints, stopping next in Cedar Falls. I exited to downtown Cedar Falls, a place I don’t think I’d
been to since I was in college. It’s honestly quite a bit nicer now than it was then. The storefronts are all full, and everything seems to
be kept in good shape. There’s not much in the way of “real” stores, but there are lots of restaurants and services.
I’d gone into Cedar Falls because my taste buds had a craving
for a Maid-Rite sandwich. I probably have one of those every two or
three years, and that time had come around again. When I do stop at
Maid-Rite, I’m almost always disappointed by how bland the
sandwiches are. This time I made a point of ordering it with mustard,
pickle, and onions, though, and that made it fairly tasty. I also had a
chocolate malt, and that was good as well.
After having lunch I drove on through Waterloo and then down
to Cedar Rapids. Traffic was extremely heavy on both I-380 and I-80,
and it was honestly a fairly annoying drive. I broke up the trip a bit by
stopping at a rest area near the Quad Cities. It was a chore to get back
on the interstate after I stopped, though.
Website picture of a Maid-Rite with pickle and onion
While I drove I listened to the audiobook of Hillary Clinton’s
autobiography Living History. I figured that was appropriate, since back in 2008 I listened to our current President reading The Audacity
of Hope. I’d bought Senator Clinton’s book years ago, but never actually listened to it. It’s interesting, though I’d heard many of the same
anecdotes recollected at this year’s Democratic convention.
I got to Princeton, Illinois around four in the afternoon. I had a reservation at the Econolodge there, and I got checked in fairly
easily. The room was fine, though—as is the case with all their singles—I had a “lovely” view of the Tractor Supply Company next door.
I called my sister Margaret, and we chatted for a while. Then I went out for dinner. I debated between the various fast food
places, and ended up actually patronizing two of them. I got a Southwest salad at McDonalds (one of my favorite items on any fast food
menu), and then for dessert I got a small turtle sundae at Culver’s.
Something that stood out at McDonalds was their placemats, which advertised in Spanish and English the “Fiesta Cubana” that
would be happening in Chicago in late August. The placemats noted that this restaurant was part of the Chicago Area McDonalds
Hispanic Owner-Operators Association, which was sponsoring the festival. That intrigued me for a couple of reasons. Princeton really
isn’t all that close to Chicago, and while it does have a sizeable Latino population, it appeared to be all Anglos working at their McDonalds.
I did some work on the computer and also watched a bit of TV back at the hotel. I was intrigued that Food Network had a feature
on a restaurant in Indianapolis, and I hoped that was a good sign. Eventually I settled into bed and got a pretty good night’s sleep.

Sunday, July 31
Princeton, Illinois to Indianapolis, Indiana
I was up around 7:00 this morning and enjoyed some toaster waffles for breakfast. I far prefer those to the enormous do-ityourself Belgian waffles most hotels have. Besides juice and coffee, that was just about all they had for breakfast at the Ecnolodge. I
was trying to make this trip as cheaply as possible, though, so I made due.
I checked out and then went to buy gas. I’d checked the GasBuddy app on my phone and found that the cheapest place in the
area was a Road Ranger truck stop on the north side of the interstate where the going rate was $1.95 9. I think the reason why Road
Ranger was cheaper than everywhere else in Princeton was that they were doing construction north of the interstate, which made it
difficult to get to the truck stop. I did manage it, but I was glad I’d left myself a bit of time.
I got to the Princeton Amtrak station about 8am, roughly half an hour before my train was scheduled to depart. I filled the time
reading the Sunday Illinois Valley News—Tribune, which I’d gotten at the hotel. This was obviously one of those Sunday papers that’s
printed well ahead of time, with pretty much no real news in it. It did the job in filling time, though.
There are two tracks that pass the station at Princeton. Normally trains drive on them as you would on a highway, keeping to
the right in whichever direction they’re traveling. For some reason, though, today the Illinois Zephyr arrived on the north track, so we all
had to cross the tracks at the last minute to be able to board. That actually took quite a while, because there was a big group boarding
at Princeton today. The passengers included about thirty high school cross-country runners from Michigan who had been in the Quad
Cities to run a race that’s part of the Bix Beiderbecke Festival there. How they got from Princeton to Davenport, I have no idea, since as
far as I know there’s no public transportation between those points, and no car rental at Princeton station. I suppose they must have had
people pick them up, but it would be a large group to accommodate.
The trip into Chicago was uneventful. The most memorable part was when the conductor announced that the next stop would
be Naperville. He jokingly announced it as “the sleepy little town of NAP-er-ville”. Those who know Illinois know the first syllable of
Naperville is pronounced with a long “a”, and—at least by suburban standards, the fast-growing community is far from sleepy. It was a
fun announcement, though, and it also brought to mind the “Naptown” nickname for the city I’d be visiting on this trip.
The train arrived right on time, and it continued on schedule through all the stops into Chicago. We actually arrived at Union
Station at 10:25, about twenty minutes early. Since I was ticketed in business class tonight, I made a beeline for the Metropolitan Lounge.
I left my bag there and also grabbed some free coffee and biscotti. I figured there was no reason to pay for food if they were going to
give it out for free.
Next I walked over to the center of the Loop and my first real
destination of the day, Chicago Temple. I’ve always liked this Methodist
church housed in a skyscraper, both for its building and its services. Church
was scheduled to start at 11:00, but they killed about ten minutes with
announcements. We do that in my church, and I don’t care for it there either.
I just don’t follow the reason for saying announcements aloud when they’re
printed for everyone to read. I’ve also always felt punctuality was a virtue,
and if an event is supposed to start on the hour, that’s when it should begin.
I suspect in Chicago they use the announcements as a buffer for people who
run into traffic or connection problems with transit. Really those people
should plan to be early, though, so if there are problems they’ll still be on
time.
While I was annoyed by the tardy start, the service overall was very
nice. They’ve changed ministers since the last time I was there. The new
minister (Rev. Myron McCoy) is black, and while his oratorical style is almost
over the top, it works in a large church. Today’s sermon used the phrase
from the Lord’s Prayer “give us this day our daily bread” as a springboard to
distinguishing what we need from what we want.

Website view of Chicago Temple from Daley Plaza

After church I took the ‘L’ back to the station, and I essentially ended
up having lunch there. They had hors d’oeuvres trays with cheese and
vegetables set up in the Metropolitan Lounge, and that was more than
enough to call a meal. It was quite a nice spread, and I ended up having
seconds and then thirds. As it turned out, I wouldn’t pay for any food today.
They always have free pop and coffee available in the lounge, and I helped
myself to them as well. Had I wanted to I also could have enjoyed a
complimentary wine tasting that was apparently a promotion for Trichnero
Vineyards. I think that’s one of the places Margaret and I went when we were
out in the bay area years ago, and it was interesting to see them doing a
tasting in Chicago. I passed on the wine, but I know Margaret would have
loved it if she were here.

Next I went to a store I’d heard about on the TV show Undercover Boss, a place called Forman Mills. They’re based in
Philadelphia, and they liquidate clothing and household goods cheaply in bad neighborhoods all over the Rust Belt. Forman Mills has
several Chicago locations, one of which is a short walk from the Western Avenue stop on the orange line. I’d never seen this area at
street level before, and it was interesting to check out the neighborhood as well as the store.
No one will ever call Forman Mills a
nice store, but it’s definitely cheap. The prices
reminded me of a thrift store, but it is new
goods they sell, not used. I got a pair of khakis
for $10 and a polo shirt for $3.50. I could have
gotten even lower prices if I’d bought in
quantity. That’s what many of the Hispanic
families who were in the store were doing.
They seemed to be stocking up on new
clothes for their kids before the school year
started.
Something I couldn’t help but notice
at Forman Mills was the vast array of clothing
Forman Mills – 47th & Damen, Chicago, Illinois
they had in stock in extremely large sizes. These weren’t in a separate “big and tall” department, but just added to the ends of the regular
racks. I know I’m overweight, and I wear size 38 pants. I felt like a midget, though, when I saw size 60 on the shelves. They also had
shirts in XXXXL, which is three X’s larger than what I’d wear. Having seen those in the store probably made me more aware when I got
out to the parking lot and saw several young black men who would politely be described as roly-poly. I suppose that’s who they were
marketing to.
The shopping center where Forman Mills is located had a variety of discount retailers, such as Burlington Coat Factory and Ross
Dress for Less. The one other place I stopped at was a Food 4 Less store, which is apparently owned by Kroger. I got some pop and
juice there so I wouldn’t have to pay hotel prices for them. I’m not entirely that was the wisest choice, since it weight down my nonwheeled suitcase. I managed, though.
I mostly spent the afternoon just riding around, both on the ‘L’ and on CTA buses. One of my favorite places to go in Chicago
is the near southwest side, the destination of the pink line ‘L’. While this is one of the poorest neighborhoods in the city, it’s well-kept and
lively. The extremely vertical homes there remind me of the little villages you might see under a Christmas tree. As a bonus, the return
trip inbound on the pink line affords nice views of the downtown skyline.
I returned to Union Station, and shortly after 5pm they called boarding for the Hoosier State. The boarding process was quite
confused, and I think even more so for those of us who had come from the Metropolitan Lounge. Normally they call people from the
lounge first, but they were obviously in the process of general boarding when we showed up. It was not entirely clear where business
class was supposed to go, and the car attendant who boarded me literally pointed in two directions at the same time.
It turned out that what the attendant was directing me to do was to dump my luggage in one car and then go to another. That’s
not what he said, though, and having not taken this particular train before it hadn’t occurred to me that there might not be anywhere to
store luggage in business class. So I lugged my big duffel bag upstairs, only to find there was virtually nowhere to put the thing.
Almost all of the business
class seating on the Hoosier State is
arranged around tables that are
intended to seat four passengers each.
Not being a very social person, I
absolutely hate that sort of seating. So,
when I saw a single pair of forwardfacing seats with no table, I made a beeline toward them. I was able to place the
bag under the seat like you would on an
airplane. That wasn’t an option at the
table seats, and there was no overhead
storage at all in the car.
Sitting in the seats that didn’t
have a table was apparently a mistake
on my part. The attendants who served
business class completely ignored me
when they took other passengers’
orders for drinks. They weren’t rude or
anything; they just moved on as if I
weren’t even there.
When the
conductor came around to scan my
ticket, I asked him if I was supposed to
be sitting at the table to be served. He

Website picture of Iowa Pacific dome car on the Hoosier State
(This train is painted in a brown and orange color scheme,
instead of Amtrak’s standard silver and blue.)

said no and then suggested to one of the attendants, “This gentleman may have been overlooked on the drink orders.” The attendant
was very odd about asking if I wanted anything, almost making me feel that it was my fault I hadn’t piped up and demanded it.
Both drinks (even alcoholic if you want, though I didn’t) and meals are included in the price of business class on the Hoosier
State. However, I was ignored again when the waiter came around to take orders for dinner. It appeared that almost everyone else in
business class had been there before and knew the routine, and the waiter joked with them as he made his way through the car. I felt
kind of like the unpopular kid who had shown up at a party he wasn’t invited to.
An elderly couple across the aisle from me noticed that I hadn’t been asked what I wanted for dinner (nor even presented with
a menu), and they suggested I join them at their table. The waiter still pretty much ignored me; the woman ended up reminding the waiter
that I hadn’t actually gotten an opportunity to order. I finally got my entrée while the couple was eating dessert.
Dining is one of the things they make a big deal of on the Hoosier State train. They told us several times that nothing is ever
frozen, and they don’t have a microwave on board. The food was good, though honestly it’s also quite possible to prepare good food
with a microwave and even using frozen ingredients. What I chose to have was a club sandwich, which consisted of turkey, bacon, and
cheese with lettuce and tomato on toast. I could have had a more elaborate dinner if I’d wanted. Their special was a pork chop with
curry sauce, for instance, and the couple had chicken breast with pesto sauce that looked excellent. My stomach was a bit on the shaky
side, so I didn’t want to tempt fate. The sandwich was very good.
They eventually made an announcement apologizing for the crowding in business class, This was apparently because one of
their coaches had air conditioning issues, so they used half of the business class seating area to seat coach passengers bound for
Lafayette (the single most popular destination). According to the staff there is normally more room to spread out in business class, so
perhaps if I were to take the train again it would be a more comfortable experience. It’s certainly not winning any rave reviews from me
on this trip, though.
Iowa Pacific Holdings, the private company that operates this train for Amtrak, uses “vintage” equipment on the Hoosier State.
That means cars that looked to date from about the 1940s. Business class is in the top of a bi-level dome car, somewhat similar to what
VIA Rail uses on trains in Canada. I assume that in its prime this was a combination diner and lounge car, with the diner downstairs and
the lounge upstairs. The lounge area (with tables that were probably intended for playing cards and the like) has been converted to
business class. Seating in groups of four as a default is really kind of stupid. It’s really only families who would use that much space at
once, and families rarely travel in business class. It’s few people’s idea of fun to be crammed with three people they don’t know on a
five-hour trip. It’s surprising when they renovated the car that they didn’t modernize the seating pattern.
It’s honestly kind of odd that they use the dome car at all on a train that crosses northern Indiana. It’s not like there’s anything
particularly scenic about this route. Half the time it’s dark, and the rest of the time you’re looking out at Indiana—which basically means
either corn fields or ratty factories. It’s not like there’s breathtaking mountains or beaches.
Iowa Pacific seems to market this train as an old-time luxury experience. That’s pretty much the opposite of how the state of
Illinois markets their regional Amtrak services. In Illinois they present the train as a good ecological choice, an alternative to the hassles
of driving, and something sleek, efficient, and futuristic. On short trips especially, I think that’s a better approach. Trains should be
thought of as transportation first and entertainment second.
Several of the people in business class were apparently rail advocates who are hoping to maintain and improve rail service in
Indiana. The wife of the couple who had invited me to eat with them was the chair of an advocacy group, and she spent almost the entire
trip evangelizing to other passengers and trying to get them to contact their legislators about how wonderful this train was. She was far
from alone in this. Indeed half the time it was like they were literally preaching to the choir. It tells you something about the political
differences in the two states that in spite of their Republican governor’s disapproval, Illinois is expanding its Amtrak subsidies. (The new
line to the Quad Cities is now scheduled to open next year.) On the other hand, Indiana flatly refuses to cough up state money for train
service.
The big thing the rail advocates are trying to get money for is a new routing through Chicagoland. The current route is almost
entirely in Illinois, and it basically goes from one freight yard to another. The route covers tracks owned by six different freight railroads,
which in a short span creates six different opportunities to slow things down. It’s just twenty-five miles from Union Station to the first
intermediate stop, but they schedule an hour and a half to cover that distance. A better routing would be mostly in Indiana, primarily
using tracks owned by the South Shore commuter railroad. To do that they’d need to build a short connector along a long-abandoned
freight route, though, and the state doesn’t want to cough up the money to do that.
Many of the rail advocates are also pushing to get some sort of rail transit in Indianapolis. One went on and on about that,
mostly using the Twin Cities as a model Indianapolis should follow. The light rail lines in Minnesota provide good service and are heavily
used, but their commuter line is woefully underused, and proposals to build express lines to Rochester and Duluth are on hold indefinitely.
I’m also not sure that MSP is really very comparable to Indy. Part of the reason transit works well in the Twin Cities is that there are
basically three dense employment centers (the two downtowns and the airport/mall area) that serve as the anchors of the train lines.
Indianapolis really has just one center, and away from downtown nothing is very dense at all. There’s also a big difference in funding
commitments. Minnesota is willing to fund transit, while Indiana won’t even come up with money to improve a pathetic bus system.
I used the restroom at one point on this trip, and that was kind of weird. The restrooms were downstairs, and the first odd thing
was that the two restrooms were labeled “Ladies” and “Gentlemen”. On every other train I’ve been on the restrooms were unisex, and
I’d actually think the women would prefer it that way, since there’s more likely to be a line for the ladies’ room. The other weird thing was
that I couldn’t figure out how to flush the toilet. Every other train bathroom I’ve used works the same as those on planes—you press a

button, and after a delay there’s a big “whoosh” noise and the toilet flushes. The biggest problem is normally telling the flush button apart
from a button that calls for assistance. This bathroom had a call button, but I couldn’t locate any flush button. I ended up discovering by
accident that to flush the toilet you put the lid down over the seat. That somehow activated the flush mechanism. That was far from
intuitive, though, and they’d do well to have some explanation of the process.
The train remained full until we got to Lafayette (two stops from the end), after which time it was nearly empty. Beyond
Crawfordsville (the penultimate stop) there were just nine passengers on board—five in business class and four in coach. There were at
least five employees, so though at that point in the trip they pretty much ignored everyone.
I overheard an amusing conversation between two of the other business class passengers. One was a guy in his upper ‘30s
who runs a company that books trips in private rail cars. (His customers are quite literally the rich and famous.) He apparently lives in
Crawfordsville, Indiana. His mostly works from home via the internet, but he has frequent business in Chicago and commutes there on
this train. He spent much of the trip flirting with a sixteen-year-old Pakistani girl from Indianapolis who was in Chicago for a human rights
conference. The girl was apparently brought up Muslim, but she’s grown into a very modern and highly opinionated teenager. It was
fascinating to overhear the conversation.
Indianapolis is a surprisingly dark city at night, particularly from the train. The tracks are mostly shielded by a line of trees on
either side, which meant that until we neared downtown we saw almost nothing of the city. The altitude/GPS app on my phone confirmed
that there were factories and homes all around, but I saw almost none of them.
One of the reasons this train isn’t very popular with people from Indianapolis is its awkward schedule. We left Chicago at 5:45
and were due into Indy at 11:50pm Eastern time. The vast majority of passengers would have to drive somewhere after that, meaning
they’d get home in the wee hours. Fortunately we were twenty minutes early, but even 11:30 is awfully late for an arrival.
Another negative about this train is that it doesn’t really arrive in a nice location. Indianapolis has a gorgeous old Union Station,
but that’s not the facility Amtrak uses. Instead they lease space in what is mostly the Greyhound bus station, a dingy metal annex built
onto the back of the grand old terminal.
The good news when I arrived
was that my destination was the old
Union Station. To get there I had to exit
the Greyhound station, turn left, and
cross under an overpass (the train
tracks) where some teenagers were
smoking dope. I then turned left again
and walked past the old train shed,
which is now the Crowne Plaza—Union
Station. They basically inserted brand
new hotel rooms inside the steel beams
that supported the old railroad tracks.
The meeting rooms and grand ballroom
are in the old passenger waiting area.
They even maintain part of the old track,
and they’ve set up old Pullman coaches
on it that they’ve renovated to use as
guest rooms—with two rooms to a car,
as opposed to a couple dozen
“roomettes” in an actual sleeper. I
wasn’t staying in one of the train cars,
but it was kind of cool to see them.
No one was at the desk when I
arrived, but a woman appeared from a
back room and checked me in
Rudolph Valentino car converted to hotel rooms across from Room 205
efficiently. The room was prepaid, but it
Crowne Plaza Hotel – Indianapolis, Indiana
still surprised me that she didn’t ask for either a credit card or any sort of identification. She gave me keys to Room 205, though, and I
made my way upstairs.
My mind was swimming from a busy day, so I turned on the TV to unwind. I set it to turn off automatically after an hour, and I
was asleep before it did.

Monday, August 1
Indianapolis, Indiana
I got up this morning at about 6:30, which made for a very short night. I’d intended to sleep a bit later (particularly since that’s
5:30 Central Time), but I was wide awake by 6:30. Normally I might blame that on light streaming in the window, but that wasn’t the case

at this hotel. My room had no exterior windows. The only view I had was of the I-beams that formed the old train shed and more rooms
across an interior courtyard.
Apparently the hotel does get complaints from guests who hear Amtrak and freight trains running past on the tracks above the
station, which are still in use. They provide ear plugs in the rooms and have a note apologizing for any noise. I didn’t use the ear plugs,
and the train noise really didn’t bother me at all—particularly since those trains I did hear were going very slowly.
Since I’d arrived late at night, as soon as I showered and dressed I
went out to orient myself. The hotel brags that they’re connected by a skywalk.
That’s true, but you really can’t get many places that way. Unlike Minneapolis
or Des Moines, Indy’s skywalk system appears to be designed mostly for
tourists. It connects a bunch of downtown hotels, the convention center, two
sports facilities (the football stadium where the Colts play and a minor league
baseball park), and a shopping mall. There don’t seem to be any office or
government buildings connected by skywalks, and no stores or restaurants
besides the one mall. The only parking ramps on it are those serving the mall
or the hotels. The skyway would work well for convention-goers or people
wanting to see a Colts game, but not much of anyone else.
Other than a quick exploration, I avoided the skywalks and instead
tried to figure out how the streets in downtown Indy worked. The network is
surprisingly complicated. While there’s mostly a grid pattern, streets also
radiate from that central circle, much like they do in Washington, D.C. The
vast majority of the streets are named for the states, mostly (but not
exclusively) those states that existed when Indiana gained statehood 200
years ago. There’s no order to which states were assigned which streets,
though.
I’d find that my directions were often backwards in Indy, too. When I
thought about it, everything made sense, but unless I made a conscious effort
I’d goof up north and south or east and west. The hotel, train station, and
football stadium were all at the very south edge of downtown. Indeed the
station and stadium face onto South Street. There are also North, East, and
West Streets, though those really aren’t the boundaries of downtown. I walked
north along Illinois Street to get to the heart of downtown, but it always seemed
like I was heading south.
The main east/west street in Indianapolis is Washington, which I
assume is named after the President rather than the state. At the intersection
Union Station (now Crowne Plaza ballrooms)
of Illinois and Washington is a big skywalk with signage that proclaims itself
Indianapolis, Indiana
the Art Garden. There are some sculptures and a few potted trees inside, but
basically it’s just a pretentious skywalk that connects Circle Center Mall with the Embassy Suites hotel.
While Illinois & Washington is the real heart of downtown, the traditional center is
Monument Circle, which is one block north and one block east of there. The enormous Soldiers and
Sailors Monument rises from the middle of the circle. It’s one of those tall things you can go to the
top of if you want. I would have to pass on that, though, because it’s only open Wednesday through
Saturday.
Two blocks west of Monument Circle is the state capitol. Most capitols I’m aware of are
located on hills or in open areas, where they command the landscape of their cities. That’s not the
case in Indy. The capitol is far from a spectacular building to begin with, and any view of it is blocked
by the convention center, the mall, and countless office buildings.
In the southeast part of downtown is Banker’s Life Fieldhouse, the palatial arena where the
NBA’s Indiana Pacers play. I’d read that Indianapolis was a sports-crazy town, and the fact that the
football and basketball facilities are far bigger than the state capitol would tend to confirm that. There
are also pro soccer and minor league baseball stadiums downtown. All those sports facilities appear
to be urban renewal projects that were put up in the past ten years. I can only imagine how much
money they spent on them.
Indianapolis as a whole doesn’t seem nearly as large as it is, and its central business
district is really quite small. Downtown Indianapolis covers about the same area as downtown Des
Moines (though Indy has four times the population), and Iowa’s capital city has much more of a
skyline. Indy does have better shopping than Des Moines, if only because there’s still a downtown
department store (Carson Pirie Scott) in its downtown mall. Mostly, though, downtown Indy is full
of trendy restaurants and bars. A huge number of those close down when the business day ends,
and those that are open seem to cater to a younger clientele than me.

Monument Circle – Indy

Julia Carson Transit Center – Indianapolis

The place I’d actually spend the most
time in downtown Indy was the block of east
Washington between Delaware and Alabama.
Here, sandwiched between City Hall and the
Marion County Jail, is the Julia Carson Transit
Center. I went back and forth in my feelings
about this enormous bus mixmaster, which
just opened a month ago. For those who
understand the bus system in Indy, it probably
works well—though with the caveat that you
have to transfer downtown to get from
anywhere to anywhere else in the city. For a
visitor, though, it’s overwhelming to say the
least. The place features nineteen bus bays
which serve about thirty different routes that
fan out around the city. There doesn’t seem
to be any order at all as to which buses use
which bay. Bus 5 might be in one bay, and
bus 37 right next to it. I’m sure those who use
the service frequently know exactly where
their buses stop, but it’s not at all intuitive.
Since Indy’s buses are infrequent at best, at
any given time there’s a great mass of
humanity just standing around waiting.

My first encounter with the transit center was more than a little intimidating, so I decided to wait a bit before actually taking the
bus. So I wandered around downtown a bit more. I had an interesting encounter on the sidewalk by the “Unigov” (unified city/county
government) building, which is just north of the transit center. A rather ragged-looking girl was leaning on a newspaper box in front of the
building. When I walked by, she screamed out, “Where’s your ID?” I just grumbled that I was just walking by, and I kept on walking. She
was clearly not any sort of official herself, but my bet is that shortly before I’d walked by an officer had asked her for ID. Technically, of
course, no one is required to carry identification in America, but asking for it would be a way to send undesirable vagrants on their way.
I think I was just being exposed to the same treatment she’d likely had earlier.
I had another encounter with a guy who appeared to be both drunk and homeless a couple blocks later. This man asked me,
“Hey, brother, do you have a cell phone?” When I didn’t respond, he started swearing at me. It made me long for the weirdos in Los
Angeles who were merely crazy, rather than aggressive.
Eventually I stopped for breakfast. The place I chose to eat was a restaurant called the First Watch Café. “First Watch” refers
to the morning, so it’s no surprise that the place specializes in breakfast. In fact, they close up for the day at 2:30pm. Apparently First
Watch is a chain, though I didn’t realize it at the time. In fact Consumer Reports ranked it as the best breakfast chain in America. Chain
or not, they serve really good food at First Watch. I had lemon ricotta pancakes with a side of bacon. The pancakes were absolutely
outstanding, definitely one of the best breakfasts I’ve had.
After breakfast I made my way back to the transit center and got my baptism of fire in the Indianapolis bus system. While my
feeling improved slightly by the end of this trip, my initial feeling was that Indianapolis had one of the worst transit systems I’ve seen
anywhere. The official name is IndyGo, but I really think IndyStop might be a better name. The service is skeletal, not even serving all
the major thoroughfares, and the routes are bizarrely circuitous. Buses run infrequently at best (the most frequent service is every fifteen
minutes, and most lines only run hourly), and except at the transit center they rarely seem to keep to their published schedule. The
service is bad enough that I found I had to plan an hour to get pretty much anywhere—with most of that devoted to wait time.
One good thing—once I figured out how to get it to work—is that you can get real-time
information on when your bus will arrive by texting. This actually does seem to be accurate, and it was
a godsend once I got it to work. Theoretically you can get the same information by calling a phone
number and using voice mail, but every time I tried that it cut off before actually giving the arrival times.
The other good thing is that buses are all but free in Indy. Technically it’s $1.75 a ride (and no free
transfers), but a day pass is $4.00, so if you ride more than twice the day pass pays for itself. Longer
passes provide even better value. I’d purchased two one-day passes ahead of time, so all my
transportation expense in Indianapolis was just $8. Apparently the minimum taxi fare is $6, so I can’t
argue with what I paid.
Pretty much everyone who rides IndyGo is poor. Unlike most transit systems, they don’t seem
to even market to suburban commuters. I don’t think they have any park-and-ride lots, and most of the
bus lines don’t even go out to the beltway. About three-fourths of the passengers on IndyGo are black,
with virtually all the rest being poor white trash. That appears to be about the reverse of the racial
distribution in the city as a whole, but the vast majority of white people drive. As a side note,
Indianapolis appears to have remarkably few Hispanic or Asian people. That seemed kind of weird to
me, since nearby places like Chicago and Detroit have lots of Latinos and a fair number of both south
IndyGo day pass
and east Asians. It really did seem strange that Indianapolis was almost exclusively black and white.

While the passengers are poor, they seem well behaved. I didn’t encounter the loud music or obscenities I’ve sometimes had
to put up with on transit. Everyone just seemed to be going about their business. I must also give IndyGo credit for keeping their buses
clean and pleasant. It’s also helpful that they announce all the stops with a computerized voice, so it’s easy to know when to signal that
you want off.
After wandering around staring at the electronic signs by the bus bays, I eventually found the place where bus #25 would stop.
I boarded and embarked on about a five-mile trip that would take roughly half an hour. First we headed north from downtown to the
medical district and the join urban campus of Indiana University and Purdue. We then turned west on 16th Street and followed that across
the west side of the city. Sixteenth Street was very typical of what I’d see on the bus in Indy. It’s a rather grungy commercial strip with
mostly single-story cement block buildings. I didn’t’ see a single supermarket or “big box” retailer, but I saw lots and lots of liquor stores,
pawn shops, and Pentecostal churches. I also saw more Family Dollar stores than I think I’ve ever seen in my life. Family Dollar seems
to be the single most common retailer in Indianapolis. They apparently have thirty-three locations in the city, and I’d swear I saw all of
them. By contrast, there are only five Wal-Marts in Indy, and all of them are out by the beltway. In most neighborhoods it appears Family
Dollar is the only “real” store there is, and that’s really rather sad.
I pulled the cord when the computer
voice announced “4750 W. 16th”, one of the few
stops that was not identified by a cross street.
There’s absolutely nothing at 4750 W. 16th, but
4790 was the address of my destination, the
Indianapolis Motor Speedway. While I initially
went to the wrong entrance, I soon realized my
mistake and made my way to the one gate that is
open on non-race days. I=As I walked past a pay
station where they were charging visitors $10 just
to park, I felt rather proud of myself to have come
by bus.

Typical Indy-style race car – Indianapolis Motor Speedway Museum

I spent about an hour going through the
museum, which is really quite interesting. They
present information at a variety of levels, so you
can just look over things quickly or read the
details at length. I did a bit of both. The museum
traces the history of auto racing and notes the
distinctions between Indy-style racing and stock
car racing. I hadn’t realized that this track
actually hosted events for both types of racing
(it’s Indy, after all). Just a week ago they’d
hosted the Brickyard 400, which is one of the
biggest NASCAR events and actually draws

Antique race car – Indianapolis Motor Speedway Museum
more fans to the track than any other race. They also have either the originals or replicas of the cars that have won every Indy 500 over
the past 105 years, and they have lots of other memorabilia from more than a century of racing. It was particularly interesting to see

some of the earliest race cars. The hoods of those are kept closed with straps of leather that look like belts you would wear around your
pants. It’s also amazing in both the old and the new cars just how little space there is for the drivers. Race cars are definitely not designed
for comfort.
After seeing the museum I went on a
“behind the scenes” tour of the speedway.
This was really quite similar to the ballpark
tours I’ve taken—with highlights like the media
area and a luxury box. They kept apologizing
because we couldn’t go out on the actual
track. That’s apparently usually part of this
tour, and the price was discounted because it
wasn’t included. The reason we couldn’t go to
the track was that the track was in use. They
Mario Andretti, giving a high-speed test lap tour of the track
have a promotion where fans can pay a small
Indianapolis Motor Speedway
fortune to go around the track at high speed
with famous drivers. Apparently retired champion Mario Andretti was giving tours this morning in a specially converted two-seat race car.
While I certainly wouldn’t have recognized him, it was kind of cool to see someone I’d actually heard of going about 150mph.
The size of the speedway is almost indescribably huge. The track is 2½ miles around, which means it’s about a mile long and
a quarter mile wide. It can accommodate 350,000 fans for the Indy 500. I can’t imagine it would be even remotely pleasant to attend the
race in person. For a minimum of $75, you get an uncomfortably cramped seat from which you can’t see much of anything—just one
small piece of track, with the rest shown on a video board. Obviously lots of people like it, though.
The speedway is supposed to be a time point for the bus, which means it should stop at there close to the published times. I
got to the bus stop about ten minutes before the bus was due, but I ended up waiting nearly half an hour. That’s actually better than it
might have been, though. Had I just missed a bus, it would have been a full hour until the next one.
I rode back to the hospital district and exited at a stop I thought was near my next destination. It turned out that wasn’t really
the case, and I ended up walking nearly two miles through a rather seedy area. I did see an interesting sight along the way, though: the
people mover. Three different hospitals in Indianapolis are connected by the only privately-owned transit system in the world that operates
over public streets. This is an automatic people mover similar to what you see at airports. Rubber-tired cars run on concrete rails that
are elevated over 11thStreet and Martin Luther King Drive, and even cross over Interstate 65. I thought about riding the people mover,
and it is apparently open to the public. You can only access it from inside the hospitals, though, and I didn’t really feel like doing that.
My next destination was the
Benjamin Harrison Presidential Site. While
President Harrison was born and grew up in
the Cincinnati area, he moved to Indianapolis
after completing law school and spent most of
his life there. He and his first wife (the former
Caroline Scott) built a large Victorian home in
an up and coming neighborhood north of
downtown in the 1870s. Except for his time as
a senator and President he lived here until his
death in 1901. His second wife (the former
Mary Lord) converted it to apartments, and on
her death in 1948 it became a music
conservatory. It was restored in the 1970s to
the approximately the way it would have
appeared in the 1890s, and it remains that
way today.
The Harrisons were obviously a
wealthy and important family. The home
features a ballroom on the third floor that was
large enough to accommodate the wedding
reception when the President married his
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second wife. All the rooms are large, and the
furnishings (most of which were original) all look elegant. Our guide described President Harrison as an “early adopter of technology”—
not a term anyone used a century ago, but probably appropriate. Harrison had the very first telephone in Indianapolis, for instance, and
he was quick to install electric lighting. He also made frequent use of the typewriter, and their kitchen had some of the most modern
devices of the era. The guide did a good job of explaining everything, and I appreciated that we actually got to go into all the rooms,
rather than just peering around ropes like many old homes do.
It was about twenty blocks from the Harrison house to my hotel. Since no bus was nearby I started walking, hoping one would
catch up with me. I got all the way downtown before one did. … Oh, well—at least I got my workout from walking.

I had a late afternoon snack at a place called Frona Mae’s Dessert
Café, a cute little place in a restored brick building downtown. I think the
restaurant is named after the owner’s deceased grandmother. I had some
apple pie that was out of this world. It appeared to be made with a minimal
amount of sugar, which made the tart apples stand out. It really was
delicious. The only problem was that it put a song into my head. For the rest
of the day (and much of the rest of the trip) I kept hearing the old strains of
“God didn’t make little green apples, and it don’t rain in Indianapolis in the
summertime …” I don’t think I’ve even thought of that song in thirty years,
but I couldn’t get it out of my head.

Apple pie from Frona Mae’s Dessert Café

After resting a bit at the hotel I went back to the transit center and
caught bus #37. This bus takes a bizarre path that eventually ends up on
Lafayette Road, a diagonal that runs northwest and carries the old highway
to the city of Lafayette. This is a very bleak strip that makes even 16th Street
look upscale.
My ultimate destination was a place I’d come across online called
Nick’s Chili Parlor. This is a locally owned place that bills itself as “not yet
world famous”. It appears to be quite popular with the mostly black residents
of the neighborhood. They have roughly the same menu as Steak & Shake
(which is headquartered in Indy), and I had a “five-way chili” that consisted of
chili atop spaghetti, with cheese and onions on top of that. (The fifth part of
“five-way” is the fact that the chili contains beans.) It actually was quite a
good meal, though I’m not really sure it was worth the trip from downtown.

Nick’s Chili Parlor

I had a long wait for the bus after supper. Bus 37 theoretically runs
every half hour, but I ended up waiting almost forty-five minutes before an
inbound bus came. It was while waiting here that I finally figured out how to
get the text system to work. After trying to call the number on the bus stop
sign repeatedly, I went to the IndyGo website on my smartphone and found
the text procedure. I texted “Arrivals 52814” to the number “25370” and found
I would have about twenty more minutes to wait. While writing this travelogue
I attempted to duplicate that, and it ended up generating an error. I finally
realized that I was requesting the time on a weekend night. On Saturdays
this line stops running at 6pm—another feature that would make Indianapolis
transit a pain to use.
I did eventually catch a bus back downtown, and I walked back to
the hotel. I really didn’t do anything tonight but relax—and that was kind of
nice.

Tuesday, August 2
Indianapolis, Indiana
I definitely got good value out of my bus pass today! I was up
around 7:00 this morning and soon caught a bus up to the hospital district. I
had breakfast at a place called Lincoln Square that’s part of a local chain. In
fact it happens to be where the high school girl that I noticed the guy on the
train flirting with works. She doesn’t work at this particular location, but
presumably they’re similar. It’s a pretty standard family restaurant, and it
appears to be where all the cops eat in Indy. I had ham and eggs with hash
browns. I ordered the hash browns topped with cheese, and at first they
came plain. When I pointed that out to the waitress, she couldn’t have been
more apologetic. She snatched the plate away and took it back to the
kitchen, and the cook himself brought it back with a copious topping of melted
cheddar. After all that, she didn’t put any charge for cheese on my bill. The
meal came with a biscuit and homemade jam, and it all made for an excellent
breakfast.
After eating I spent quite a bit of time on the Canal Walk, an urban
renewal project that follows the remains of a never-completed canal from the
1800s. It would have been interesting to see this place before they did their
urban renewal. I’m sure it was nasty. Today it’s not unpleasant, but it’s not
particularly scenic either. The whole route is lined with relatively new condos.
Bus stop on Lafayette Road – Indianapolis
That made it feel like I was walking down a back alley that just happened to have water in the middle of it. It was unique, though.

I also did some hiking in White
River State Park, which is billed as
“America’s only urban state park”. It is
owned by the state, but essentially it’s
an underused city park in an odd
location west of downtown. I think the
land is preserved mostly as a flood
control project. The immediate vicinity
is all right, but the views in the distance
are of ratty industry. The trails are also
lined by public artwork that in most
cases is more strange than beautiful.
My
main
sightseeing
destination today was the Indiana State
Museum, which is right on the border
Canal Walk – Indianapolis, Indiana
between the state government complex
and the state park. I was pleasantly surprised to find out that it was half-price day at the museum, so I paid $6.50 instead of $13. This
is a very large and diverse museum, with exhibits ranging from natural history to local culture to some really ugly paintings by Indiana
artists.

By far the most interesting exhibit was called “Indiana in 200 Objects”, a special exhibition for the state bicentennial. The exhibit
features a very wide range of objects—from an electric chair to Amelia Earhart’s flight jacket and from a military drone to a Ku Klux Klan
outfit. I was intrigued to find memorabilia of some people I didn’t know were from Indiana (like actor James Dean) and others I’d forgotten
about (like juvenile AIDS victim Ryan White). It was a fascinating assortment, and it did give me a better understanding of the state.
I did some more hiking on a glorified sidewalk they call the
Indianapolis Cultural Trail. At right is a picture I snapped of a sign I saw on
that trail. It implies that anything with wheels should yield to those on foot.
That’s a lovely idea, but as so often the case, that’s not how it worked in
reality. Bicyclists in Indy, like those pretty much everywhere, seem to think
they have the right of way over everything else. They’ll come racing down
the sidewalk with no warning, and pedestrians had better get out of the way.
They’re also forever running stoplights, and they just seem to assume cars
will stop for them.
Bicycling actually does seem to be quite popular in Indianapolis.
While they don’t have bike rentals like a lot of cities do, lots of people seem
to ride their own cycles. It seems particularly popular to combine biking with
taking the bus. People bike to a bus stop, put their cycle in a holder on the
front of the bus, and then get off a few miles later and take off again.

Yield sign – Indianapolis Cultural Trail

For lunch today I went to a place I’d seen on Food Network (though not the one I saw at the start of this trip). The restaurant is
called the Steer-In. The name is a pun of “drive-in” with a bovine mascot. This place is east of downtown on yet another run-down strip.
Food Network featured it because the restaurant had gone out of business, and then people from the neighborhood revived it and made
a success of things. It’s one of those places that looks like a dump on the outside but really turns out to be a nice place to eat.
I had lasagna, a side salad, and iced tea. They kept refilling the tea over and over, which was much appreciated on a hot day.
The salad was very good. It was almost like a mini chef salad, with lots of different vegetables and chopped up boiled egg in it. I had a
homemade balsamic vinaigrette with it, which was really tasty. The star of the meal was the lasagna, though. It was one of the best
Italian dishes I’ve ever had. On the Food Network show I saw them making their homemade marinara sauce, one of those sauces that
literally takes all day to come together. It’s definitely worth the time they take. Usually I like a lot of cheese in lasagna, and this had very
little. That didn’t matter, though, because the sauce was what made the dish. I’m glad I made the trip over to the Steer-In, and if I should
ever find myself inside the Indy beltway again (which is unlikely), I’d likely go back there.

When I finished lunch I had about a twenty-minute wait for the bus. I filled much of that time watching a fire truck and ambulance
that responded to a liquor store right next to the bus stop. I have no idea what happened, but obviously there was some sort of a medical
emergency. The fire truck left after about five minutes, but the ambulance was still there when the bus came.
I went back to the transit center and
caught another bus, which I rode a few miles
south of downtown. Near a Family Dollar on
Shelby Street was my next destination, the
Garfield Park Conservatory. This has the
same name as one of my favorite places in
Chicago, and I thought it would be interesting
to see what Indy’s version was like. As in
Chicago it’s a botanic center. The Naptown
conservatory is much smaller than the one in
the Windy City, though. It’s basically a single
big greenhouse filled with a mini rainforest.
Outside the greenhouse they have a lovely
formal garden. Given the bus schedules, I had
a choice of spending about fifteen minutes or
an hour and a quarter there. Fifteen minutes
was sufficient, though I still enjoyed the place.
This time the bus was roughly on
time. I rode back downtown and caught yet
another bus, this time headed to the northeast
corner of the city. I rode up College Street for
about half an hour, listening to the computer
voice count up numbered cross streets one at
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a time. This area is mostly residential, and it looks like most of what I saw in Indy’s neighborhoods. Unlike a lot of cities, pretty much
everyone in Indianapolis lives in a wood frame house. Except in the area right by downtown, there almost no apartment buildings or
condos. I saw a lot of duplexes, but just about everyone has a yard. There’s also almost no brick. The route this bus followed looked a
lot like highway 69 in Des Moines—fairly substantial old houses, most of which are in need of serious repairs. That’s what most of the
side streets on the other bus routes looked like, too, and I suspect that except out by the beltway the whole city is much the same.
Eventually we got to the 60s, and
where 64th Street would be the bus turned east
onto Broad Ripple Avenue. I went east a few
blocks and then exited at Broad Ripple and
Guilford. Like many neighborhoods in Indy,
Broad Ripple used to be an independent town.
Between 1950 and 1970 Indianapolis
annexed almost all of Marion County (the
notable exception being the town of
Speedway, my first destination yesterday).
It’s because a lot of what used to be suburbs
were incorporated into the city that Indy seems
smaller than it actually is. What is essentially
the city proper has fewer people than
Minneapolis, but the actual city has a
population larger than Minneapolis and St.
Paul combined. It would be like if Des Moines
suddenly added on Ankeny, Urbandale,
Grimes, West Des Moines, Waukee, Altoona,
and Pleasant Hill—which would come close to
doubling the city’s population.
Broad Ripple today is a bizarre
combination of suburban and youthfully
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trendy. It has a small town downtown that is full of coffee bars and vintage clothing shops and Victorian homes that have been converted
to apartments like you might see in a college town. A few notable people are from Broad Ripple, most famous among them David
Letterman.
I’d come here to have a snack at another place I’d read about online. My destination was an ice cream parlor that’s located in
an old interurban railroad depot. The place is called BRICS, which stands for Broad Ripple Ice Cream Station. I had a dish with what
they called two scoops, which turned out to be more like six scoops. It was good value, but almost more than I really wanted to eat. Half
was snickerdoodle ice cream, and the other half was Broad Ripple raspberry. The latter consisted of raspberry ice cream streaked with
raspberry jam. Both were good, but the raspberry was honestly some of the best ice cream I’ve ever had—well worth the bus ride to get
there.

This time I was glad the bus was late, because I got
to the stop shortly after the scheduled time. I had just texted
to see how long the wait would be when I noticed a bus
coming down the street. It turned out to be the same bus I’d
come in on about half an hour earlier, now headed back in
the other direction. I boarded and rode to just north of
downtown.
The place I got off was the corner of
Massachusetts and Alabama, which happens to be the site
of one of the city’s most famous works of public art. A
sculpture here is formed of LED lights. The lights are
programmed to change in a way that shows a woman in a
short skirt dancing. It’s definitely not one of those things you
see every day.
My real reason for stopping here was to go to the
only supermarket I’d seen anywhere in the city, which
happened to be across the street from the go-go dancer.
Massachusetts Avenue is even more hip and trendy than
Broad Ripple, which is most likely the reason that Marsh
Supermarkets took a chance on opening a location here.
Nearly half the store is wine and liquor, but there is a
reasonably large food selection as well.
I picked up some juice, but the main thing I bought
was a sample of Indiana’s official state dessert, sugar cream
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pie. Also known as Hoosier pie, this is basically the same thing as the butter
tarts they serve in Canada. It’s a thick custard with no real flavor other than
sweet. I had intended to have this with a meal, but both Frona Mae and the
Steer-In were out of it. I was glad to be able to get it at the supermarket, and
I ended up having nothing other than pie for dinner tonight.
When I got back to the hotel my room key didn’t work. I went down
to the desk, only to find a long line of convention-goers waiting to check in.
There was only one person working at the desk, and she didn’t seem terribly
efficient. It certainly didn’t help that most of those checking in seemed to
have unusual requests. When I finally made it to the front, I explained the
problem. Oddly, the woman didn’t even ask me for identification. She just
asked what room I was in and re-programmed the keys.

Sugar cream pie

None of the convention-goers appeared to be assigned to my wing.
The others in my hallway all appeared to be pilots and flight attendants who
had flown into Indianapolis Airport. I had a brief conversation with a flight
attendant in the elevator. He said he really liked this hotel, because it has
more personality than anywhere else he stays. That’s probably true, and I’m
sure it’s also nice to be staying downtown rather than out by the airport.

I packed up my stuff and tried to get to bed fairly early. This was my last night in Indianapolis, and I was hoping to get a good
night’s rest.

Wednesday, August 3
Indianapolis, Indiana to Peru. Illinois
Unfortunately I didn’t sleep well at all. Nonetheless, though, I had to be up very early this morning. My train would be leaving
promptly at 6am, and I needed to be at the station well before then.
I was actually up shortly before 5:00. I’d set the coffeemaker in the room beforehand, and it was good to get a bit of caffeine
early in the morning. I showered and then made my way down to the desk one last time. A surprising number of people were checking
in at 5:30 in the morning. The hotel’s official check-in time is 4pm. I don’t know if these people had booked an extra day or if they were
just being generous, but half a dozen or so people were checking in before sunrise.
I made my way around the corner and over to the station. The dope smokers were gone now, but they’d been replaced by three
homeless people who were sleeping beneath the overpass. Fortunately they were sound asleep, and neither I nor the traffic on the street
appeared to disturb them.
I took a seat in the waiting room, and after only about five minutes they called the train for boarding. I made my way upstairs to

the track, where a woman was assigning seating assignments. I was in coach this time rather than business class, and being one of the
first people up the stairs, I was assigned to row #1 of the car. While I was a little annoyed to have no tray table, and of course there was
also a passenger in the adjacent seat. The seat was comfortable, though, and—unlike in business class—there was sufficient luggage
storage. About forty people boarded in Indianapolis, and apparently two coach cars were entirely filled by the time we passed Lafayette.
We pulled out of the station at 6:02, just slightly after the scheduled time. I’m not sure why, but we headed out of Indy at a much
faster rate than we’d arrived. It seemed like we were barreling along as we made our way across the city. I still couldn’t see much, since
it was just twilight out. Indianapolis is clear at the west end of the Eastern Time Zone, so sunrise wouldn’t come until 6:45.
I was intrigued to find that they provided free coffee to coach passengers on the Hoosier State. Refills apparently cost $1, but
even that is quite a bit cheaper than the $2.50 they charge in the lounge on most trains. While most passengers passed, I certainly took
advantage of a free beverage.
I found the coach car a bit on the warm side, but obviously everyone has his own sense of temperature. The guy sitting next to
me put on a sweatshirt shortly after we boarded, and later he went to the restroom and donned sweatpants. I’d be dripping with sweat if
I were wearing such heavy clothes.
The trip to Chicago was mostly uneventful, and while we were as much as twenty minutes behind schedule en route, we ended
up getting into Union Station on time. I had considered doing a number of things in the city, but mostly I just hung around the station. I
was tired, and it was extremely hot out, so relaxing in air conditioning was not a bad choice.
I did go out for lunch to a place I’d read about called Just Salads.
It’s not too hard to figure out the menu they serve. What they don’t tell you
is that their pricey salads are ENORMOUS. They dwarf the big salads you
get at fast food places like Wendy’s or Culvers. They combine the salad
ingredients in a large metal mixing bowl, chop everything up, and then stuff
it into a half-gallon plastic container. The Thai salad I had seemed large
enough to feed a small country. I doubt I’ll be going back there, unless I
decide that a single salad will be my only meal of the day.
In addition to the salad I had a bottled beverage called organic
ginger lemonade. Whether it was actually organic no one could prove, but
it was definitely tasty. I wasn’t’ sure how lemon and ginger would work
together, but the drink really was delicious. It also combined well with the
spicy flavors in the Thai salad.
Part of the reason I didn’t do very much in the city was that
Chicago seemed to be overrun with Cubs fans. Everywhere I went there
were mobs of people in Cubs apparel blocking the sidewalks. It seemed
like there were more fans on the street than could possibly fit into the
stadium.
Website view of Just Salad bowl
Well before taking this trip I’d planned one event in Chicago on the way home. I’d bought a ticket to see the show Newsies at
the Cadillac Plaace Theatre, and I was very much looking forward to it. I have to say, though, that Newsies was one of my least favorites
among the Broadway shows I’ve seen. Part of the problem was that the section I was in ended up mostly occupied by middle school girls
(and about four boys) who were there as part of a summer camp. They weren’t bad, but they were excited in the way you’d expect kids
that age to be. For the way I felt today they just had far too much energy.
Honestly, though, I just didn’t like the show that
much. I’d seen a medley of its songs done in the Musical
Theatre category at all-state speech a few years back, and
I really enjoyed that. That medley only lasted eight
minutes, though, and at 2½ hours, the actual show
seemed about two hours too long. The story (about a
strike among New York news boys in the 1890s) just
seemed strung together, and the show really dragged.
The music was repetitive and unmemorable, and the set
(sort of an oversized set of tinker-toys) just got in the way.
The dance, on the other hand, was outstanding.
If I’d thought of this as a ballet rather than a Broadway
musical, I’d have liked it far more. I’ve got the Olympics on
in the background as I write this, and the choreography
Newsies poster
in Newsies reminds me of the athletic leaps they do in
gymnastics. It’s the sort of dancing they did in old movies like Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. The poster illustration I’ve included here
is really pretty accurate. While the music and plot were weak, the dancing was spectacular.

I went back to the Metropolitan Lounge and filled the rest of the afternoon writing on this travelogue and snacking. They had
the remnants of another cheese tray, and later they put out bags of different flavors of pretzels. After that and the enormous salad, I
certainly didn’t need to have dinner tonight.
At about 5:30 they made an announcement that the Illinois Zephyr was ready for boarding. They directed passengers on that
train to gather our belongings and head to track #30. I and about half a dozen others in the lounge who were waiting for train #383 made
our way into the main part of the station. There was utter confusion there, which is often the case at Chicago Union Station. There were
four different Amtrak trains all leaving at essentially the same time, and complicating things further was the fact that a Metra commuter
train was for some unexplained reason departing from one of the Amtrak tracks.
When I and the other business class passengers tried to go out to track #30, we got yelled at and told the train was not actually
boarding yet. They sent us to the “forward” waiting area, just in front of where the coach passengers wait to board, and we waited about
ten minutes there before we could actually go out to the train.
Once the business class passengers were on board, a police officer came through the train obviously looking to make sure there
was nothing suspicious. I hadn’t really thought about it before, but I suppose every train needs to be cleared by security before departure.
The cop seemed surprised that there were already passengers on the train, but he didn’t seem to have a real problem with our being
there. He must not have found anything untoward, because we took off right on time at 5:55.
I like how business class on the Illinois trains works. For only about $10 in additional fare you get access to the Metropolitan
Lounge and priority boarding. The business class area is half of the lounge car, and it consists of fifteen large forward-facing leather
seats in a 2—1 configuration. It’s almost always quiet in business class, and the restroom is always clean.
This train was actually one of the nicest business class experiences I’ve had. The lounge attendant came around before we
departed and distributed newspapers (a choice of The New York Times or USA Today), and then she took orders from each of us
individually for drinks. Anything non-alcoholic is free in business class in Illinois, but in the past I’ve always had to go to the lounge to
claim my coffee and juice. Waitress service was kind of nice, and I didn’t get ignored like in Indiana.
We were delayed just slightly going through the west suburbs, and that made us about ten minutes late getting into Princeton.
I had a bit of a surprise when I left the station. They’ve been doing construction in the area all summer long, and sometime while my car
was parked, they’d closed off the train crossing on the highway that goes through town. My plan had been to just head up to I-80 and
head out of town, but suddenly that was impossible.
I should have just followed he posted detour, but I tried to out-smart the DOT. Since I ultimately wanted to head east on I-80, I
figured I’d take U.S. 34 east from downtown Princeton. I knew the railroad paralleled highway 34 all the way to Chicago, and I knew that
just east of Princeton the railroad crossed the interstate. I figured highway 34 would have an interchange with I-80 at roughly that same
point. Unfortunately I’d find that instead of an interchange, US 34 just crosses under the interstate and keeps on going. Once I’d
committed to heading on 34 there wasn’t much of anywhere to turn around, and there wasn’t any way to get back to I-80. I wanted to
head about fifteen miles straight east of Princeton, but I ended up traveling on two sides of an equilateral triangle and covering about
thirty miles instead. I followed US 34 northeast to the town of La Moille. Then I turned there and took state highway 89 southeast until it
interchanged with I-80 near the town of Ladd. At that point it was just a couple more miles to my destination.
The directions I had to my hotel were actually wrong. They said to turn at Exit 73, when in fact it was Exit 75 I wanted. Once I
found the right exit, I overshot where I should turn off for the hotel, so I had to turn around at a Taco Bell and head back the other way.
Eventually I made it, though, and I settled in for the night at the Quality Inn in Peru, Illinois. It was kind of a comedy of errors getting
there, but I managed to get a halfway decent night’s sleep.

Wednesday, August 3
Peru. Illinois to Waterloo, Iowa
I could have fairly easily just driven home today. However, I’d purposely arranged to get another night’s stay to get an even
number of hotel stays at Choice Hotels properties and take advantage of their latest promotion. So I did some sightseeing as I made a
leisurely drive to a destination that wasn’t all that far from where I started.
I was not particularly upset to check out of the Quality Inn—Peru. The air conditioning didn’t dehumidify properly, so it was damp
and sticky in the room. I also found bugs crawling up from the drains of both the sink and the bath tub. That’s not something I get all that
disgusted by, since the whole town of Mt. Pleasant had bugs in the sewer when I was a kid and I also put up with lots of bugs in the
summers I spent in Mississippi. I’m not going to pretend I like bugs, though, and it was good to bid them farewell.
The plumbing at the hotel also had issues. The drain in the tub appeared to be plugged and would only drain very, very slowly.
Moreover the temperature control for the shower seemed to have an option of cold or scalding—nothing in the middle.
I left Peru about 7am and headed north on state highway 251. At Mendota (a town I’d been through on the train yesterday) I
turned west onto U.S. 52, which I followed over to Dixon. I continued west to Mt. Carroll, where I turned north on state highway 78. That
led me up to highway 20 at the town of Stockton. The rest of my drive would be very familiar, a route I’d taken most recently while bringing
kids back from our quiz bowl trip to Chicago at the start of the summer.

Illinois’ two-lane roads are almost universally bad, so it was a fairly long haul to my first destination of the day, the town of
Galena. Most of that way I drove through fields filled with some of the tallest crops I’ve ever seen. The corn plants were just barely
breaking through the soil at the beginning of the summer, but now they were towering like bamboo. Almost more impressive were the
beans, some of which seemed even taller than my car. It was almost like I was driving through a tunnel much of the way.
I got to Galena about 9:30 and fairly easily found the place I was heading for, Ulysses Grant’s home. Like Benjamin Harrison,
President Grant grew up in the Cincinnati area. He went to West Point and had a variety of military assignments in the early 1800s before
being asked to resign in lieu of a court-martial for public drunkenness. After failing at a number of civilian jobs, he eventually came to
Galena, where his father owned a leather tannery. At the time he rented a small house on the west side of the river.
At the outbreak of the Civil War, Grant
recruited a large group of volunteers from
northwest Illinois and accompanied them to
Springfield. He soon rose to the rank of colonel
and then general, and of course his success as a
military leader is well known. After the war, when
he returned to Galena, the townspeople presented
him with the grand home I’d be touring today. He
owned the home for the rest of his life and
considered himself a resident of Illinois, even
though he actually spent most of his time in New
York City.
I happened to arrive shortly after they’d
started a tour. The hostess apologized that I’d
missed the background information she’d given
(largely what I described above), but she let me
ABOVE: Grant home – Galena, IL
join without waiting for the next tour. We spent
RIGHT: President Grant’s study
about half an hour going through all the various
rooms and finding out about President Grant and his family. After seeing the home, I quickly went through several old buildings (an old
general store, a log cabin, etc.) that they have scattered around the historic site. I didn’t linger, but it was still interesting to see.
My next destination was the Mississippi River Museum in Dubuque. I’d tried to visit that last year after my car broke down in
Rockford, but I got thoroughly lost trying to find the place. To avoid that problem, for the first time ever I used the map and directions app
on my smartphone. The phone will call out turn-by-turn directions, exactly like GPS units do. In fact, after using the maps app, I wonder
why anyone would actually buy a GPS unit these days. It really does seem like that would be a waste of money.
I was glad to have the voice directions, and they did get me to the museum without any problem. Without those directions I’d
likely have gotten lost again. They’d actually do well to just say on their website that it’s across the street from the local casino. That is
well signed and very easy to find, and once you see the casino the museum is very near.
I didn’t dislike the Mississippi River Museum, but it was my least favorite of the things I saw today. It comes across as very
pretentious, and it’s very over-priced. The basic admission is $15, and they really, really want you to add upgrades that would push
things up to the $30 range. World-class museums in big cities charge less than this place, and the Dubuque museum isn’t in the same
league as institutions like Chicago’s Museum of Science and Industry.
I found out after the fact that I didn’t actually see all the stuff they have available at the museum. That’s mostly because they
don’t have a good brochure that explains what all is there. I got a map, but it didn’t really make it clear what all the exhibits were or that
there were multiple buildings and outdoor displays that were part of the same museum. After hearing what was there I looked back at
the map, and it still wasn’t in any way clear. It annoyed me that there were things I could have seen, but didn’t.
Most of what I did see told the history of American waterways. It seemed a bit odd to me that the Mississippi River Museum
had large displays on things like the Erie Canal, irrigation in California, and salmon ladders along the Columbia. There’s actually
surprisingly little about the Father of Waters, and what they do have mostly addresses the ecological issues down in Louisiana. It would
be interesting to see how the river has affected and continues to affect the people of Dubuque, Burlington, and the Quad Cities. They
don’t really go into that, though. They talk about steamboats and Mart Twain, but there’s not a lot about the growth of industry or
agriculture in the Midwest.
There’s also a small aquarium at the museum. That also seemed strange, though, because it featured almost exclusively salt
water animals (starfish and octopi, for instance), while skipping over things like catfish and channel bass. It just seems odd that a museum
that’s supposed to be about the Mississippi doesn’t really celebrate that river.
One other issue I had with the Mississippi River Museum was that it was extremely dark inside. I can understand subdued
lighting in situations where it’s necessary to protect historic documents or other artifacts from degradation that might be accelerated by
light. There’s nothing in this museum that light would effect, though, but the place has the feel of a trendy restaurant that’s intended for
romantic dining. The lighting was so bad that it was difficult to read the signs at times, and there’s really no excuse for that.
Much more enjoyable than the museum was Dubuque’s Riverwalk. The city has obviously pumped a lot of money into restoring
their waterfront, and it shows. For a mile or so there’s a paved path right along the riverfront that offers lovely views of the Mississippi.

The trail passes by the museum and casino, a
couple of hotels, a convention center, and a
craft brewery. They have interpretive signs
along the way that explain local history, and
there are also a variety of public sculptures,
which apparently change annually. I enjoyed
the walk, and a lot of local people were
obviously spending their lunch hour walking
along the waterfront as well.

View of old railroad bridge from the Riverwalk – Dubuque, Iowa
that much. I doubt I’ll be eating another meal at Dairy Queen any time soon.

I left downtown just as a bunch of
traffic was arriving for the Taste of Dubuque
food fair. I passed on that and instead had
lunch at a Dairy Queen in Peosta, the next
town west of Dubuque.
Choosing this
particular Dairy Queen was a mistake. It was
busy, and the staff seemed rather inefficient. It
ended up taking twenty minutes before I got
my food. I had a salad and a smoothie, and I
also made the mistake of getting a “large”
order of cheese curds. That was one of the
biggest rip-offs I’ve seen in quite a while. The
little box I got contained exactly fourteen curds,
which means each individual cheese curd cost
about 34¢. They were tasty, but hardly worth

I headed west on highway 20. I recalled that it had stormed when I drove back from the quiz bowl tournament, and it was nice
that the weather was much more pleasant today. Traffic moved right along, and it was really a most enjoyable drive.
I parked under an overpass of highway 218 in downtown Waterloo and made my way to my last sightseeing destination of the
trip. This time I was headed to the Sullivan Brothers Iowa Veterans Museum. I’ve driven past that place numerous times, and I always
thought it would be interesting to go there. It turned out to be my favorite of the things I saw today.
The museum is very large and detailed. They trace through
all the wars in which Iowans have served, from the Civil War through
deployments in Afghanistan and Iraq. It’s set up so that you can look at
it in a variety of depths—from superficial to very detailed—and get
something out of whichever level you choose. They give a good
historical background on each of the wars, they explain exactly when
and where Iowans served, and they also talk about what life was like on
the home front. They have touch screens set up so you can look up
information on the service of any Iowa veteran. I looked up a few
Vietnam veterans—a couple of names I recognized from Mt. Pleasant
and Bill Higgins, for whom a prestigious scholarship at Garrigan is
named. Unfortunately I didn’t think about it when I was in the World
War II section, or I’d have looked up my dad’s service record.
The museum is named after the George, Joe, Frank, Matt, and
Al Sullivan, natives of Waterloo who enlisted in the Navy and requested
to serve together. They were serving on the U.S.S. Juneau when it was
sunk near Guadalcanal on November 13, 1942, and all were lost at sea.
This was the biggest military loss from a single family in Iowa history
and the largest family loss from a single incident in any American war.
Partly because of their death the military no longer allows siblings to
serve together. In addition to this museum, the Sullivans’ name is also
memorialized in several other Waterloo institutions, most notably the
local convention center.
The Iowa Veterans Museum is co-ticketed with the Grout
Museum, a much older Waterloo institution. We always used to laugh
at the name “Grout Museum” when I was in college, and it was
interesting to see just what the place was. The museum is, of curse,
named after a person rather than tile cement. In fact they have a large
display about Henry Grout. He was a 19th Century Waterloo native who
built his fortune mining in the Dakotas. He later returned to Iowa and
Poster of the Sullivan Brothers
was a business magnate. He endowed what was originally a natural
history museum. They still have cabinets of fossils, but today the place mostly houses exhibitions on local history and culture. It wouldn’t
really be worth paying to see on its own, but it was an interesting side attraction with the war museum.

I made my way back to my car and then drove about three blocks to the Quality Inn—Waterloo. My check-in was easy, but
unfortunately I had to wait before I could do it. At the desk when I arrived was a “family” (?) that included a man slightly younger than
me, a woman who appeared to be his mother, and a boy of middle school age. Perhaps the woman was the guy’s wife, but she was
much older than him and used a walker. She looked far too old to be the boy’s mother. In addition to being an unusual group, what
complicated things was that they were paying with cash. The hotel has a rule that cash payments require a $50 deposit, which will be
refunded if the room is in good condition at check-out. That policy is prominently posted all over the lobby (it’s one of the many things
that makes you wonder what sort of guests they get here), but the guy checking in didn’t seem to understand it. It also seemed kind of
odd that he chose to pay with a big wad of new-looking but old-style $20 bills. It was the type of money we used before all the modern
security features were added, exactly what I’d most suspect of being counterfeit. The clerk didn’t seem to care about that and just took
the money without looking at it. Meanwhile the phone rang twice while he was checking in the family, so he was trying to balance far too
many things at once.
I was amused that the clerk told one of the callers that he had no rooms available. This was apparently a lie (probably to just
get the caller off the phone), because the person in line after me was a walk-in with no reservation, and he got a room with no problem.
I seriously doubt that the hotel was anywhere close to full tonight; indeed I doubt it ever is.
I’ve stayed at the Waterloo Quality Inn on several occasions in the past. It’s in no way a nice hotel, but it’s just about the cheapest
place you can stay in Iowa. I was paying right at $50 for tonight’s stay, and since it would also qualify me for a free night at some point
in the future, I certainly couldn’t complain.
After I checked in I walked over to a nearby Subway, where I got a ham and cheese sandwich for dinner. I’m glad I did, because
not long after I got back it began raining cats and dogs. Apparently they got four inches of rain in about an hour, and some places to the
north had even more. I was glad to be safe and dry, and I got a decent night’s sleep.

Thursday, August 4
Waterloo, Iowa to Algona, Iowa
Finally we get to the last day of the last trip of the summer. I had an easy and uneventful drive up Avenue of the Saints this
morning. While I drove I listened to a compilation of Peter, Paul, and Mary’s music. It’s been years since I’ve listened to their songs, and
I couldn’t help but notice the true stereo effect their music had. Today it seems like everything just duplicates the same thing on the left
and right channels, but back in the ‘60s (when stereo was new) they made a point of putting different sounds out of different speakers,
so it really seemed like the music was surrounding you. It’s a much different, and really a more enjoyable experience.
I got home about 9:30 and quickly got to work. I had to re-master the church sermon from last Sunday and take it out to the
radio station, and there was also accumulated laundry to do. This coming week I’ll be busy getting things ready to start the coming school
year. There’s always something to keep me busy, but I really enjoyed the little getaways I did this summer.

