
 
 
 This is a trip Iôve toyed with taking for at least a decade.  
Iôve planned different variations on it, sometimes considering travel 
by myself and sometimes with my late sister Margaret.  This summer 
was the time it would finally happen.  Iôd be making a series of hops 
on Amtrakôs California Zephyr train, stopping in Salt Lake City, 
Sacramento, Glenwood Springs, and Denverðwith time in each to 
explore the area and make a few side trips.  Most of the things Iôd 
see would not be the main tourist sights, but I was still looking 
forward to the trip immensely. 
 

 
 
 Iôm writing this installment while heading west across 
southern Iowa on the train.  Today has already been a long day, so 
Iôm going to see if I can sum things up a bit before I start to forget 
things. 
 
 As I do pretty much every Sunday, I read at church this 
morning.  Todayôs was an unusual service, because we were 
serenaded by the Cornbelt Chorus barbershop group.  They sang 
three gospel songs and did a very nice job with them.  Unfortunately 
it was a bit embarrassing that there were nearly as many people 
singing as there were watching.  There were fourteen 
barbershoppers, plus a photographer, and we had just nineteen in 
church this morning.  Thatôs the lowest weôve had in quite a while, 
and Iôm not sure why attendance was so bad. 
 
 Aside from the music, the most memorable part of the 
service was what would have been the childrenôs sermon if any 
children had actually been present.  The minister chose to present it 
to the group  as a whole,  and Iôm glad he did.   He had brought in a   
jigsaw puzzle to make the point that all of us are pieces in Godôs great puzzle.   I may well use that idea for morning prayer at school at 
some point in the future. 
 
 I stopped very briefly at home and then set out in my car right at 11:15am.  Thereôs tons of construction all over Iowa at the 
moment, so I had to choose my route carefully.  I ended up sort of making stair-steps down to Des Moines, following highways 18, 17, 3, 
and 65, before turning off on old highway 20 near the truck stop everyone calls ñBoondocksò.  Each time I turned it was to avoid a bit 
more construction.  Eventually I made it to Interstate 35.  There was also some construction on it, but I made it down to Ankeny without 
any real problem. 
 
 My first stop of the day was at the Shoe Carnival store in Ankeny.  I had gotten an e-mail theoretically celebrating my birthday 
(which is still months away) that gave me a $15 discount on any purchase.  So I bought some nice brown dress shoes that were only $39 
to begin with, and I was happy to pay just $25 for them.  Iôll probably wear them to church as soon as I get home. 



 My plan was to have a late lunch at Tasty Tacos, a Des Moines institution that serves puffy tacos similar to what Iôd had a few 
years ago in San Antonio.  The Ankeny location appeared to be closed, so I drove on to a second location on Euclid Avenue in northeast 
Des Moines.  Apparently the entire chain is closed on Sundays (though there was nothing on their website to indicate that), because there 
was no one at the Euclid location either. 

 
Highway 163 near Monroe, Iowa 

 I killed about half an hour but never did have lunch.  I just made my way back to the freeway and continued southeast from 
there.  Highway 163 (which the entire route from Des Moines to Burlington is now numbered) really is a gorgeous drive.  Itôs got to be one 
of the prettiest roads in Iowa.  I particularly liked that the median and shoulders were full of wildflowers, which made it feel like I was 
driving through a nature reserve.  There was Queen Anneôs lace everywhere, plus purple vetch and goldenrodðnot to mention a dozen 
or so flowers I donôt know the names of.  The crops are doing much better in southern Iowa than up north as well.  There was a wall of 
corn towering above my car and lush hills covered in beans. 
 
 My gas tank was nearly empty when I got to Mt. Pleasant.  Iôd intentionally planned it that way so I could take advantage of Hy-
Vee fuel saver points.  Unfortunately Iôd emptied out my wallet prior to this trip and left my Hy-Vee card at home.  Fortunately the gas in 
Mt. P. was just $2.59 at full price, a dime less than it is in Algona.   

 

 After buying gas I drove to the Amtrak station and 
parked.  I got there right at 4pm, which was about two 
hours before the train was due to depart.  I spent the time 
walking around Mt. Pleasant.  The Amtrak station is right 
by the old junior high, which now has a second addition 
and is almost completely unrecognizable as the school I 
went to years ago.  Between there and downtown is a 
neighborhood of lovely old Victorian homes, most of which 
have been beautifully restored. 
 

 Downtown Mt. Pleasant is definitely struggling.  
(When I was driving into town, it appeared the west side of 
town  was  as  wellðthough  there is something  in the old  

 
The latest addition to the north of Mt. Pleasant Junior High 

Blue Bird bus factory now.)  There are lots of vacant storefronts, and most of what is occupied is either professional offices or marginal 
businesses like antique shops and tattoo parlors.  The buildings are all freshly sandblasted and look lovely, but thereôs just not much 
going on. 
 
 Since Iôd missed out on lunch in the Des Moines area, Iôd hoped to have a late lunch or early supper in Mt. P.  (I hadnôt eaten 
either breakfast or lunch at home, so I was getting rather hungry.)  Unfortunately the two places that looked most interesting (a pad thai 
place and a nice Mexican restaurant) were both closed on Sunday, as was almost everything else downtown.  I stopped by Dairy Queen 
(which has been remodeled, but is still an impossibly small building and serves only ice cream) and got a blizzard.  Then I walked around 
some more.  I walked north past the Methodist church Iôd gone to when I was a kid (which proudly announces that theyôre handicap-
accessible these days, something that would be partially funded by memorial money from my parents) and then up past Iowa Wesleyan 
College.  I turned onto Winfield Avenue and walked past where our motherôs old friend Joyce used to live.  Then I headed back down 
Broadway toward downtown.  Since it was just about the only option, I decided to stop at Subway for dinner.  I picked up a six-inch ham 
and cheese sandwich, and that will very likely be the cheapest meal I have on this whole trip. 
 
 Iôd called Amtrakôs ñJulieò (the voice mail information system) while I was walking, and at the time the train was listed as arriving 
on time.  By the time I got back to the station, though, it was listed as 13 minutes late.  It had apparently arrived on time in Burlington, but 
for some reason it departed there twenty minutes late.   
 
 The Mt. Pleasant station has been nicely restored outside.  Itôs an old brick building (like pretty much everything else in Mt. P), 
and theyôve sandblasted the walls and done work on the brick plaza in front of the place.  Unfortunately, the renovations havenôt extended 
to the inside.  The Mt. Pleasant station looks pretty similar to the one in Princeton, Illinois, which Iôve used many times.  Princeton, though, 



has been cared for much better.  The floor in Mt. P. is badly cracked, and every surface in the place is filthy.  Thereôs no air conditioning, 
and theyôd set up an oscillating fan that was supposed to be white but was more a dark gray from layers of dust. 
 
 Eighteen passengers boarded at Mt. Pleasant today.  Several of them had just finished riding RAGBRAI and had bicycles as 
their checked luggage.  I suppose theyôd probably east to Omaha or Creston, done the ride, and then headed home from eastern Iowa.  
It did make for an interesting group. 
 
 The train arrived about 15 minutes late.   A couple waiting next to me said it looked like a short train, but that really wasnôt true.  
There were two engines, a baggage car, four sleepers, a diner, a lounge, and three coaches.  I boarded the next-to-last coach, and since 
my ticket was for the lower level, I just headed straight for the seating area.  Unfortunately the whole room was full of single people who 
were sitting in double seats.  I annoyed a young black man from Chicago by sitting next to him, but there really werenôt many other 
options.  I happened to notice he was ticketed to Ottumwa, and I was hoping I might end up by myself for a while after that.  So far thatôs 
proved to be the case. 
 
 The guy I sat next to and his friend who was seated across the aisle were certainly popular people.  Their cell phones wouldnôt 
stopðwith calls, texts, Snapchat tidbits, etc.  When they got actual phone calls, they spoke in a black dialect that was all but impossible 
for me to understand.  They also seemed to have very little concept of just where Ottumwa wasðwhich seemed strange, given that it 
was their destination. 
 
 Before this trip Id downloaded the Laura Ingalls Wilder books to my Kindle, and I spent quite a while this evening reading through 
Little House in the Big Woods.  I was motivated to buy the Kindle version because the American Library Association was having a hissy 
fit about Wilderôs writing, because she supposedly presents negative stereotypes of African-Americans and Native Americans.  I donôt 
recall ever reading about a black person in the Little House books (Iôll be interested to see as I re-read the books if there are any), and 

her portrayals of Indians are exactly what youôd expect of a woman of her era.  No, itôs not a politically correct modern treatment, but itôs 
not supposed to be that.  Sheôs giving the recollections of a pioneer girl, and really her treatment is surprisingly balanced coming from 
that perspective.  At any rate, reading through Wilderôs books made a good way to pass the time.  Itôs been years since Iôve read them, 
and itôs kind of fun to look through them once again. 
 
 The best description of the trip so far would be ñuneventfulò.  We stopped at Ottumwa (where nobody at all boarded, though 
about a dozen people got off), Osceola (by far the busiest stop so far, presumably since itôs straight south of Des Moines), and Creston 
(where about ten people got off and four got on).  Iôm still by myself, and I will be until at least Omaha.  In front of me is a couple thatôs 
visiting their kids in Ft. Collins, Colorado.  Theyôll be getting off tomorrow morning in Denver.  Across the aisle from me is an enormous 
black woman whoôs going to Grand Junction, Colorado.  Thereôs another seat tag for Grand Junction and a couple for Omaha.  In this 
car, Iôm headed the furthest west. 
 
 So far the car has been very quiet, and Iôm hoping that might mean I can get some halfway decent rest.  The door at the front of 
the lower-level seating room doesnôt work for some reason.  I was afraid that might make it very loud with people coming and going to 
the bathrooms, but so far at least itôs been no big deal.  Letôs hope that continuesðknock on wood.  Theyôve been making fairly routine 
announcements on the P.A., but thatôs about it.  Interestingly, the diner has been calling dinner reservations 15 to 30 minutes in advance 
of what they are scheduled for.  Iôve been on trains where they didnôt get to them until half an hour or more after the scheduled time, so 
early is definitely a good thing. 
 
 I wonôt be going to the diner on this train, and with the possible exception of coffee tomorrow morning, I wonôt be heading to the 
lounge either.  I brought along a bunch of food and drinks with me.  My at-seat bag was actually quite heavy when I boarded, but Iôm 
hoping that when I get to Salt Lake City, I can stuff it inside my main suitcase.  Iôve been drinking apple and cranberry juice and snacking 
on bread sticks with cheese dip.  That will probably be my lunch tomorrow as well.  Itôs not exactly haute cuisine, but it is filling. 
 
 Something thatôs been kind of annoying on this trip is that there are huge areas even in Iowa where my cell phone gets no 
reception.  Since thereôs no wi-fi on the western Amtrak trains, that means the phone is pretty much worthless.   I was expecting no cell 
service in the mountains, but youôd think the signals could get through the corn fields.  I remember a similar issue when I went down to 
see Steve earlier this summer, though.  I suppose southwest Iowa must have a cell provider that doesnôt get along with mine. 
 
 They announced night stops shortly after Creston and told us quiet hours would be from 10pm to 7am (though they didnôt specify 
whether the latter was Central or Mountain time).  We raced across far west Iowa and reached Omaha right on time, shortly after 11pm.  
I turned off my computer there and attempted to get to bed.  I did manage to doze a bit, but was aware when we got to Lincoln around 
midnight. 
 

 
 
 Iôve definitely had more restful nights than this one.  First, the large black woman across the aisle snored loudly all night long.  It 
seemed as if each time I was just about to actually get to sleep, sheôd let out a particularly prodigious snore.  Iôd managed to get fairly 
comfortable in my seat around Omaha and did while I was aware of stopping there and at Lincoln and Hastings, I slept more than I was 
awake.  Unfortunately, at Holdridge (smack dab in the middle of Nebraska) a family boarded that is heading to Glenwood Springs.  While 
they had tickets to sit upstairs, apparently the top level is entirely full, because they seated them down here until we get to Denver.  The 
father is seated next to me, his son and daughter are in aisle seats across the aisle, and his wife is about three rows forward.  Of course 
I was wide awake when they boarded, and I basically havenôt slept since.  The kids are actually very well behaved, but the dad sprawled 



out so he took about a seat and a halfðand given that Iôm far from a small person myself, that/s not a good thing.  Iôve mentioned before 
that something I dislike about Amtrak is that there are no center armrests, which does make it easy for people to take more than their 
share of space.  I wish theyôd have the same sort of arm rests you see on airplanes. 
 
 Being awake, I noticed a rainstorm around 4am near McCook, Nebraska and a lovely sunrise as we made our way into Colorado.  
My seat faces backwards, so I canôt really see the mountains yet, but the sunrise really was quite striking as it came up over foothills weôd 
already passed.  As we neared Fort Morgan it was very foggy, and there were large pools of water near the tracks and on the roads that 
let me know theyôd had a lot of rain recently.  I also saw what looked like it might be tornado damage.  A semi was overturned on a straight 
stretch of highway, and scrap metal and wood were scattered all over the landscape.  I hadnôt really noticed anything that looked like 
tornado damage when I drove past Pella yesterday, but I do wonder if they hadnôt had a twister near Fort Morgan. 
 
 Right now the family is having breakfast in the diner.  I took the opportunity to go to the bathroom, clean up, and dress for a new 
day.  We were about an hour behind schedule at Fort Morgan, but Amtrakôs website (which I can check, since there is good cell service 
in eastern Colorado) says we should be making up much of that by Denver.  That actually might be true, since right now weôre sailing 
along faster than traffic on the interstate. 
 
 I opted not to go to the diner today, since itôs ridiculously overpriced when youôre travelling in coach.  I donôt need to pay $8.50 
for pancakes or $13.75 for an omeletteðwith all the extras priced a la carte on top of that.  I did get some coffee and a cinnamon roll in 
the lounge.  That alone was $5.25, and itôs likely to be all Iôll be buying on this particular train trip.  The cheese and breadsticks will have 
to suffice for lunch and dinner.   
 
 Walking to the diner confirmed that this train is entirely full.  The entire upstairs of this car is people ticketed to Denver, as is 
most of the car in front of that.  Thereôs a few Glenwood Springs and Grand Junction passengers, but mine is the only seat tag Iôve seen 
for anywhere west of that. 
 

Itôs 7:15am Mountain Time now, and weôre in Denver, though not yet to the station.  Weôve slowed to a crawl in an industrial 
area, so hopefully weôll be downtown before too long. 
 
 Itôs about 8:30 now, and weôre sitting on the platform in Denver.  We actually were in the station area by 7:30, but we had to wait 
nearly half an hour before we could pull into the station because of freight traffic.  Denver is a service stop, where they cater the food, 
wash the windows, etc., so they schedule fifty minutes here before departure.  Iôm not sure if weôll use all that time (which would mean 
weôll still be about an hour down) or if weôll pick up a little bit.   
 
 We seem to have traded passengers, but are still a very full train.  While tons of people did exit at Denver, people have been 
trickling on board for as long as weôve been stopped.  The car attendant implied that the lower level would continue to be full, and a 
number of handicapped people did board.  The family did move upstairs, and while I was temporarily next to an obese elderly gentleman 
who spoke only in grunts, at the moment I appear to be by myself again.  Weôll see if that continues, but Iôm not holding my breath. 
 
 One thing thatôs nice about the Denver station is that thereôs wi-fi, which has allowed me to get a bit of work done.  I uploaded 
some stuff for the school and church websites, and I also read Paulôs weekly letter.  I was also pleased to see that the commuter train Iôll 
take when I get back to Denver is just on the next track, so it should be a fairly easy transfer. 
 
 While on the wi-fi, I googled Colorado tornado and found that there was indeed a major tornado near Brush (just north of Fort 
Morgan) this morning.  The metal Iôd seen was apparently from planes, because a dozen planes were destroyed in an airport hangar 
there.  Fortunately we missed the weather itself, but that probably was what slowed us down. 

 
Front Range ï west of Denver, Colorado 

 
 We left Denver right at 9:00, and were heading up into the 
mountains now.  This part of the rail line is all switchbacks, and most of it is 
a single track.  Because of that we had to wait for clearance from the 
dispatcher to proceed, which means weôre now about an hour and a half 
behind schedule.  We paralleled a light rail line much of the way west from 
Denver.  I really wish we could have followed the light rail tracks, because 
they have an exclusive right of way. 
 
 The mountains just west of the city are honestly kind of ugly, with 
just bare grazing land.  Weôve increased elevation, and now itôs a pretty alpine 
forest.  We just went through the first of twenty-seven tunnels weôll pass 
through before reaching the Great Divide.  Thereôs sixteen more tunnels on 
the west slope.  Moffat Tunnel at the Divide is about 9200 feet high.  Thatôs 
actually lower than a lot of Colorado passes, but considering the railroad 
dates back more than a century, itôs still pretty impressive. 
 

 Itôs very hazy out, which the conductor tells us is due to forest fires.  While itôs California weôve been hearing about, theyôve 
apparently also had some bad fires in the Colorado mountains.  The ones in the Rockies havenôt threatened cities, which is why theyôve 
been less newsworthy. 
 
 On the way up to the pass we went by what looks like a freight train permanently parked on a siding.  Itôs a bunch of hopper cars 
filled with rocks.  Theyôre parked there to provide a windbreak.  Apparently the winds on the pass can frequently exceed 100mph.  



Fortunately today itôs not nearly that strong.  We also went past an enormous dam that created the reservoir from which Denver gets 
most of its water. 
 
 One slight issue with being in a downstairs seat is that the view isnôt quite as vast as it is upstairs.  Itôs still gorgeous, though, 
and itôs kind of fun to cross all the little creeks right at water level.  I happen to be on the north side of the train on this trip, and if I can, 
Iôm going to try to be on the opposite side when I come back.  Itôs definitely pretty in all directions, though. 
 
 I can tell weôre at a high elevation.  I just got out one of the packs of pretzels and cheese dip, and it was puffed up from the 
reduced air pressure.  I remember when I was a kid and the packs that film cartridges came in would do it.   
 
 Itôs 11:00 now, and weôre in the Moffit Tunnel, which is 6.2 miles long (or an even ten kilometers if they chose to go Metric).  This 
is the one point on the trip where they require people to stay in the car they are in, forbidding them to move between cars.  Thatôs because 
diesel fumes build up inside the tunnel, and opening the doors between cars would send those throughout the train.  I can get a few whiffs 
of the fumes anyway, and itôs definitely best to keep them to a minimum. 
 
 The woman across the aisle is snoring again.  That almost makes sense in the tunnel (which is, of course, pitch black), but she 
actually slept through much of the scenic area as well.  Sheôs nothing, though, compared to a woman in front of me who keeps complaining 
about what a long, long trip this is.  She joined the train at Denver, so sheôs only been on board two hours.  The woman is headed to 
Idaho, so I assume sheôs taking the train to Salt Lake City.  That means sheôs got a lot more hours ahead of her.  She said that next time 
she thought sheôs take a bus.  I actually looked into that, but the bus (which, coming from Denver, requires a connection in Cheyenne) 
actually takes longer and costs more than Amtrak.  There is a bus that follows I-70, but it ends up in Las Vegas rather than Salt Lake 
City. 
 
 Now weôre stopped in Winter Park, the first big ski resort west of Denver, with an elevation of about 8,600 feet.  The surrounding 
peaks are high enough that I can see a definite tree line.  There are a few patches of snow at the top of them, and here at the base it is 
only 61 degrees at 11:15am, with a high of 70 expected this afternoon.  I wish that was the weather I could expect further west.  
Unfortunately Salt Lake City is expecting a high of 99 today, and itôs supposed to be over 100 in Sacramento. 
 
 Itôs about 12:30 now, and weôre headed through the Gore Canyon, a place that is only accessible by rail or kayak.  Itôs really 
spectacularly beautiful. 
 
 West of the canyon is the confusingly named Azure Valley.  I assume itôs the river (the Colorado) thatôs supposed to be blue, 
since nothing else around here is.  The mountains themselves are orange, and about all that grows on them is gray-green sagebrush.  
Itôs quite a bit less attractive than the canyon.  This is apparently a big area for recreational boating, and the conductor warned us of 
something thatôs become a tradition here.  The boaters apparently watch for the train and then pull down their pants and moon it as it 
goes by.  Itôs probably a good thing Iôm not on the river side of the car.  (Update:  I just saw a guy mooning the train, so I can confirm it 
does happen.) 
 
 A woman in this car said sheôd love to take this train in fall foliage season.  The problem with that is that there really wouldnôt be 
much to see.  Almost all the trees here are conifers.  There are some aspens, which I think turn yellow, but you wouldnôt have the bright 
color from maple or oak youôd see further east.  Instead of fall, I think it would be fun to come out here in winter.  Iôm no skier, but I think 
the snow-covered mountains would be beautiful. 

 
One of the red rock canyons of the Colorado River 

 

 Weôve made our way into the Glenwood Canyon, 
which I remember both from childhood and from a trip 
Margaret and I made years ago.  You can tell here why the 
Colorado River has that name.  While thereôs still lots of 
trees, the underlying rock that makes up the canyon walls 
is deep red, presumably from iron deposits.  Colorado 
simply means ñredò in Spanish (though itôs a fancy word as 
opposed to the everyday ñrojoò), and all its canyons (even 
down to the Grand Canyon) are that color. 
 
 They started lunch at noon in the diner, and it 
sounds like it will be going until three.  They donôt typically 
take reservations at lunch, but at 12:10 they announced 
they were full to capacity and were starting a waiting list.  
They later announced it was a ñvery lengthyò waiting list.  
By 1:30pm theyô only gotten to the eighth party on the list, 
and at 2pm they were paging #15.   
 

 There was no question but that Iôd snack instead of having lunch.  Every adult entrée is $12.50, and the choices are basically a 
salad or a burger.  It does come with chips, but it darn well better at that price.  Those who oppose Amtrakôs subsidy point out that they 
lose tons of money on food service, and those prices are as high as they are thanks to anti-train Congressmen.  Those same 
Congressmen are the reason thereôs fewer options on the menu than there used to be.  In fact, on a lot of the Eastern trains theyôve 
eliminated the diner all together.  Food itself isnôt the real expense, though.  The issue is that the food is served by veteran railroad 
employees who earn union wages and have a cushy retirement fund instead of the sub-minimum wage waiters you see at standard 
restaurants.  Mind you, I donôt fault the employees one bit for negotiating a good living.  The Congressmen, though, miss the point.  Every 
form of transportation gets a subsidy.  The rail opponents never complain about the ñfreeò roads and airports our taxes build, though.  Itôs 
only trains theyôre against. 



 Itôs a quarter to three now, and we just got into Glenwood Springsðstill right at an hour late.  Amtrakôs website says weôll make 
it on time to Salt Lake City, but it tends to be overly optimistic.  Weôre supposed to get in at 11:05, but Iôm assuming it will be after midnight.  
It was at least a fairly quick stop at Glenwood Springs, which is unusual since itôs both the busiest non-urban station on the route and 
also a smoke break for the crew. 
 
 Weôve paralleled I-70 ever since entering the Glenwood Canyon, and I think weôll continue to follow it all the way to Utah.  Itôs 
interesting that even on arrow straight sections the speed limit on the interstate is 65mph.  On the cantilevered area through the canyon, 
itôs only 55.  The train averages about 50mph over the mountains (though the rail route is longer than the interstate), and weôre moving 
about the same as freeway traffic in the flat area approaching Grand Junction. 
 
 While there was almost no population at all between Denver and Glenwood Springs, the area weôre going through now seems 
pretty generally settled.  The area between Glenwood Springs and Grand Junction is a broad valley that is irrigated farm country.  There 
appears to be a lot of truck farming (small fields of vegetable crops), and the area is known for its orchards and vineyards.  It actually 
looks a lot like California, so it makes sense the crops would be similar.  Supposedly they also grow ornamental trees for use in home 
improvement, though I canôt say Iôve seen any of those farms. The land thatôs not farmed around here is honestly very ugly.  Itôs much 
drier than it is further east, and without irrigation all that grows is sagebrush. 
 
 The town names around here give you a clue to the history.  We just passed through Coal Ridge, and thereôs also towns named 
after silver, copper, and even uranium.  I gather thereôs not much mining done these days, but that was why most of the towns were 
founded. 
 
 While I was driving yesterday I happened to be listening to a CD set of Peter, Paul, & Maryôs hits (which, by the way, was the 
motivation for choosing the font that the titles for this travelogue are in).  Because of that several times today the song ñ500 Milesò (which 
is, of course, set on a train) has been going through my head.  Glenwood Springs would actually be 1233 miles from Chicago (where the 
Zephyr starts), and the distance to Algona would be fairly close to that as well.  When I reach Salt Lake City tonight Iôll be at mile 1608, 
and Sacramento is mile 2353.  The furthest away Iôll be will probably be in Silicon Valley, which would be right at 2500 miles as the song 
says ñfrom my homeò. 
 

The conductor just came in to check on the car, and one of the passengers is definitely talking his ear off.   The guy is an old 
geezer who has apparently been coaching college track for fifty years.  He and his wife live in suburban Denver, and theyôre taking the 
train across the mountains to Grand Junction to spend their anniversary there.  (Iôm not sure what the particular attraction of Grand 
Junction is, but they seem to be enjoying sightseeing on the way.   He volunteered his whole life story to the conductor and then had 
question after question both about the conductorôs job and his personal life.  The conductor (a jovial black man whoôs nearing retirement 
age) took it in stride, though he did try several times to cut the guy off.  Eventually he got a call on his walkie-talkie.  I doubt it was anything 
urgent, but it was a convenient excuse for him to get away. 

 
Itôs right at 5:00 now, and we just arrived at Grand Junction, slightly less than an hour late.  It appears to be a needlessly long 

stop, though, so Iôm betting weôll be a full hour behind by the time we leave.  (éAnd indeed, thatôs exactly what we were when we left.) 
Tons of people left the train at Grand Junction, but we also picked up a few people and others switched where they were sitting.   

 
I thought at first there was a ñChristmas in Julyò theme on this train, because it sounded like Carols, both in English and Spanish, 

were coming over the intercom. I heard ñSilent Nightò, ñFrosty the Snowmanò, and ñCampana Sobre Campanaò.  Then I realized it wasnôt 
the intercom they were coming from, it was my Kindle.  Iôd actually put those songs on there a year and a half ago when I spent Christmas 
with my sister at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester.  It made nice background while we passed the time.  Iôd obviously never deleted them, 



though, and somehow the Kindle managed to accidently get set into music mode and was serenading me and the whole car.  It was 
definitely a bit embarrassing, and of course I shut it off as quickly as I realized what was up. 
 
 We changed conductors at Green River, and the new one said we should be on time at Salt Lake City.  I do hope thatôs true, but 
Iôm not holding my breath.  He also apologized for the poor condition of the tracks between here and the Utah border (the next twenty 
miles).  That stood out, because overall this has been a very smooth rideðhonestly one of the smoothest Iôve been on.  The section 
weôre on now is indeed a bit bumpy, but itôs nothing compared to the City of New Orleans.  Whatôs weird is that this rough section is in 
the flattest land weôve been through since Nebraska. 
 
 Itôs about 6:30 now, and weôre well into Utahðnot that Iôd say thatôs a good thing.  This is true desert country, where even the 
sage has trouble growing.  I suppose some would say itôs starkly beautiful, but itôs definitely not my kind of landscape.  Strangely much 
of the land is fenced, so I suppose they must do some grazing.  I canôt imagine how many acres would be necessary for a single head of 
cattle, though. 
 
 Iôve filled time on dull stretches like this by reading more of Laura Ingalls Wilder.  I finished Little House in the Big Woods this 
morning and am now most of the way through Little House on the Prairie.  (They are childrenôs books, of course, so itôs not exactly 
challenging reading.)  Itôs almost certainly Little House on the Prairie that had the librarians in fits.  There are lots of stories of Indians in 
the book, as well as one account of a doctor who happened to be black.  The doctor actually saved the Ingalls familyôs lives, but he is 
described in the words of a small child who had never before seen a non-white person. 
 
 The stories of the Indians (and of course nobody used the term Native Americans back when Mrs. Wilder wrote her books) are 
also told through the eyes of a little girl who is discovering something new.  The descriptions have that ñnoble savageò air that is certainly 
not politically correct, but which is how a young Laura would likely have seen them.  Different Indians are described as doing positive and 
negative things, and she also describes a wide range of reactions that different white people have toward them.  Lauraôs mother makes 
some remarks that are more than a bit racist, but her father wants to be friends with the Indians.  At the end of one chapter, Laura herself 
makes a fascinating remark.  Pa explains that the government is making the Indians move further west to make room for white settlers.  
Laura then says to him, ñBut Pa, I thought this was Indian Territory.  Wonôt it make the Indians mad to have toðñ at which point her father 
cuts her off and makes her go to sleep.  Thatôs a surprisingly enlightened comment for a girl of this era to make.  Iôm certainly not saying 
that 19th Century race relations should be our model today, but we canôt just gloss over the past either.  I think the library association 
might do better to come up with discussion questions that can help kids learn from the book, rather than just boycotting it. 
 
 About 7pm we got to Green River, still an hour down.  This is one of the rattiest towns Iôve seen anywhere.  There are some 
places that you can say saw their best days long ago, but Iôm not sure Green River ever had any good days.  Itôs about as bleak as the 
countryside. 
 
 Itôs 8:25 now, and weôre in Helper, Utah, two stops from Salt Lake City.  The town is located right before the rail line climbs a 
pass over the Wasatch Mountains into the Salt Lake basin.  The name comes from the fact that in the early days of railroading theyôd add 
ñhelperò engines to the trains so they could make it over the pass.  Helper looks like a much more substantial town than Green River, and 
the surrounding mountains are much more attractive. 
 
 From here itôs about two hours to Provo, at the south end of the Salt Lake metro area.  It appears they have the schedule padded 
a bit between there and Salt Lake City itself.  They schedule over an hour for the trip, but commuter trains making several stops do it in 
right at an hour.  Right now Amtrakôs website has us arriving in Salt Lake City seventeen minutes late, and that may actually be right. 
 
 We were still an hour late at Provo, and while the last fifty miles seemed like the longest, we really sailed right along.  We passed 
through endless suburban sprawl that probably looked its best at night.  The most memorable feature was the moonða big, nearly full, 
pink-colored moon that shone brightly in the east all the way through that stretch.   
 
 We got to Salt Lake Central Station at 11:30pm, just twenty-five minutes late.  (Apparently something slowed the train down 
again after that, though.  I just checked, and it was nearly two hours late reaching Elko, Nevada, the next stop west.)  I walked the length 
of the platform and then past the commuter rail and light rail platforms to get to the street.  The hotel I was staying at would be just a block 
from the station as the crow flies.  Unfortunately that route is fenced off, so I had to go the long way around.  When I looked on a map, it 
appeared to be a three-block walk.  It ended up being even more than that, because they were doing construction on the street beside 
the hotel.  I was a little bit worried about this hotel, because some who had stayed there described a large number of homeless people 
in the neighborhood.  The hotel is one of several attempts to gentrify what has traditionally been Salt Lake Cityôs skid row.  The place is 
literally across the street from a homeless shelter run by Catholic Social Services, and I probably did see a dozen or so bums.  They 
didnôt say a single word to me, though, and I made my way past with no problem.  It was actually less of a problem than getting to some  
places Iôve stayed in downtown Chicago. 
 
 Iôd prepaid for this room, specifically so I would have a place right by the station.  
Check-in took longer than it probably should have, but eventually I made my way up to the 
sixth floor and down the maze of corridors to my room.  I should actually say to my suite.  

The hotel is the Homewood Suites (a Hilton brand intended for long-term stays), and my 
accommodations are among the largest Iôve ever stayed in.  The entry leads into a 
combination kitchen and living room that alone is larger than many hotel rooms Iôve been in.  
The bedroom is similarly sized, and thereôs also a huge bathroom.  Everything is brand new 
and spotless.  One of my favorite features of the place is that above the beds are paintings 
of mountain scenery.  It really is a lovely hotel. 

 
Homewood Suites ï Salt Lake City 



 
 
 While Iôd have liked to have slept longer, I was wide awake at 6:30 this morning.  I soon found that the worst aspect of this hotel 
is its shower.  Itôs one of those ñraindropò showers that just drips gently with no pressure at all.  Iôve never understood why anyone likes 
those, and I probably used double the water I otherwise would have as I rinsed and rinsed to finally get myself clean. 
 
 Breakfast, on the other hand, was one of the best Iôve had in a hotel.  I enjoyed cantaloupe and honeydew melon, pre-made 
cheese omelettes, patties of hashbrowns like fast food places sell, crispy bacon, and a tasty danish.  After doing nothing but snacking on 
the train, it was truly a feast. 
 
 Iôll stop doing the ñreal timeò updates and just do some writing at night, when hopefully Iôll have a bit of time at hotels.  Todayôs 
highlight was walking.  I hadnôt gotten much exercise on the train, but I definitely made up for that today. 

 

 

 After breakfast I left my bag at 
the hotel desk (and indeed the little bag 
did fit inside the big oneðwith a bit of 
coaxing).  Then I set out for the day.  
Annoyingly I found that the street by the 
hotel that was closed last night was 
open this morning.  I made my way to 
the Old Greektown light rail station, 
fumbled with their vending machine a 
bit, and bought a day pass for the SLC 
transit system.  For a place the size of 
Des Moines, Salt Lake has a 
surprisingly large transit system.  The 
TRAX light rail network was originally 
built to shuttle people around when the 
city hosted the 2002 Winter Olympics.  
Itôs been expanded several times since 
then, and today three different lines 
connect large parts of the city and 
suburbs.  It was obviously built quickly 
and cheaply compared to other 
systems, with stations and vehicles that 
are mostly utilitarian.  It does the job, 
though, and the trains seem to run full 
all day long. 
 

 I first rode the blue line east a 
couple stops to City Center station.  City 
Center is located at a downtown mall 
centered on the store that used to be 
called Zionôs Cooperative Mercantile 
Institution, a department store founded 
by Brigham Young and run for more 
than a century by the LDS Church.  In 
1999 the church sold the store, and 
today the ornate building houses a 
Macyôs.  The mall has many other 
stores, and overall downtown Salt Lake 
City seems fairly active.  Thereôs lots of 
new apartments, and it seems to be 
much livelier than the downtown areas 
of most midsized cities. 
 
 The people in downtown Salt 
Lake are also among the best dressed 
Iôve seen anywhere.  The men are all in 
neatly pressed white shirts with ties.  Itôs 
the sort of thing businessmen wore back 
in the ó50sðand, of course, also what 
Mormon missionaries wear.  The 
women are equally formal, and many 
people of both sexes wore jacketsðon 
a day with highs over 100 predicted. 

 



 

 
LEFT:  Macyôs in the original Zionôs Cooperative  

Mercantile building 
RIGHT:  Mormon Pioneer Memorial Monument 

at the original Latter Day Saints Cemetery 
Salt Lake City, Utah 

 Something else that stood out was that Salt Lake City is a very white city.  You do see all ethnic groups here.  (The second 
largest group would be Hispanic and/or Native American, followed by Polynesians, followed by east Asians, with just a tiny minority of 
black people.)  At least three-fourths of the people are ñAnglosò, though, which is quite a bit higher than most cities these days.  The lack 
of blacks particularly stood out.  Almost all the service workers are Hispanic or Native (itôs honestly hard to tell the difference, and the 
construction workers are either white or Polynesian.  There are, by the way, quite a lot of Pacific Islanders here.  That makes sense, 
given that the Latter Day Saints made a big push for missions in Polynesia. 
 
 I waked past the ZCMI/Macyôs building, the impressive Zionôs Bank building, and a number of office and apartment buildings.  I 
also snapped the obligatory pictures of the Mormon temple and of Brigham Youngôs homestead (which has the look of an old Southern 
plantation and where the LDS President still lives).  I then turned east on 1st Street and made my way to a tiny park buried in the plaza of 
an apartment complex just east of downtown.  The park is primarily a small cemetery, and it happens to be where Brigham Young and 
his principal wife are buried, along with about a dozen others of the original Mormon pioneers who came west in handcarts.  Itôs a lovely 
little park, but it is really weird to have the place surrounded by apartment towers.  Youngôs grave is almost incidental to the place.  The 
main monument is to the composer of the traditional Mormon hymn ñAll Is Wellò (also known as ñCome, Come, Ye Saintsò).  I basically 
went to the park on a whim (I found it in a search for free things to see in SLC), but Iôm glad I went there. 

 
Rental scooter abandoned mid-block 

 

 An interesting thing I saw downtown were scooter rental facilities.  
These were similar to the bike share stands you see in lots of cities, where 
people slide a credit card to unlock a bike and then return it to another stand.  
They have those in Salt Lake, but they also have places where you can rent  

scooters, those little platforms with 
wheels kids rode around with in 
the ó60s.  I have no idea why 
people would want those, and I 
never did see anyone actually 
using them.  I must have seen half 
a dozen lines of scooters available 
to rent, though. 

 
 Next I took the red line to 
the east end of the city.  I got off at 
Stadium station, which is on the 
campus of the University of Utah.  
Just east of that station is the 
cauldron that housed the flame 
when Salt Lake City hosted the 
Olympics.  My original intent had 
been to take a UU campus shuttle 
from there to my next destination,  

 
2002 Olympic Cauldron 

University of Utah 
 

but I couldnôt figure out where to board the free shuttle.  So instead I walked about two miles, almost entirely uphill, until I finally reached 
the Natural History Museum of Utah.   
 

 While itôs a bit of a chore to get to, this is really quite a nice museum.  The building itself is worth the visit.  They call it the Rio 
Tinto Center, since it was donated by the mining company of that name.  Itôs literally built into a mountain right at the east edge of the 
city, and different levels have outdoor plaza areas where you can look out over both the city and the mountains.  The whole thing is 
powered by solar energy (a lot of stuff around here seems to be), and the architects designed it to blend in with the landscape as much 
as possible.  Inside there are five floors of exhibits that cover a broad scope of science.  The place is famous for its numerous dinosaur 


