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For the past year the pandemic has
overwhelmed almost every aspect of life.
That’s especially been true as a teacher. For
much of the year I had to do everything
twice—once for students who were in class as
usual, and a second time for those who were
at home quarantining. It was especially
frustrating, because many who were in
quarantine weren’t actually sick themselves,
but they’d somehow had contact with people
who tested positive. There was also extra
work with cleaning and sanitizing my room, I
had to figure out how to make extra-curricular
activities work online, and of course there was
the constant worry that I might get sick
myself—which fortunately I never did.

David Burrow’s Kia Optima parked at Big Bend National Park

A stressful year made me feel a
vacation was even more warranted than usual,
and I spent my free time second semester
looking into various possible getaways.
Eventually I decided to make my destination
Big Bend National Park, which is on the Rio
Grande in extreme southwest Texas.

While most of the travel I’ve done in recent years has either been by train or plane, this would end up being a classic road trip.
I could do that because for the first time in a long time I had a car I trusted to go the 3,000+ miles that this trip entailed. While my Kia
Optima isn’t new, it’s been two decades since I had a car with as few miles as this one has. It also has enough power to accelerate
quickly and maintain the high speeds that are typical on western roads.
This trip happened in May 2021, right after the country started opening up as COVID-19 cases plummeted in response to
vaccination drives. It was fascinating to compare my trip last summer (when masks were mandatory almost everywhere and I had to
walk through a drive-through to get food at one point) to now (with far fewer mask requirements and businesses of all types mostly open
as normal). It’s definitely good to have things heading in the right direction. Hopefully that will continue to be the case.
When I write these travelogues, I typically try to select header fonts that will be appropriate to the theme. While they don’t always
show up in some of the versions I put out, when the fonts do appear, I think they add to the feeling of the trips I’m describing. This time
I chose two very different fonts, but ones that worked for the trip. The one that looks “Old West” is called Texas Tango, while the other
is Highway Gothic, the standard used on interstate signs. It’s a weird combination, and they don’t really go together. I do think both are
appropriate for this journey, though.

Tuesday, May 18
Opening Mileage = 15,940
I left home around 9:30 this morning. I stopped briefly at then local radio station to drop off this week’s CD of our church’s
sermon and then at the post office to mail my rent check for the month. (It’s technically not due until June 1 st, but I routinely write the
check on pay day.) Then I set off eastward on highway 18.

It was misty and dreary this morning, the wettest weather we’ve had in quite some time. I mostly used my intermittent wipers
as I made my way eastward, though I kept having to switch what speed they ran at.
When I drive I often listen to audiobooks. The first book on this trip was a biography of Jim Henson, the creator of the
Muppets. He has a fascinating background—being born in the Mississippi Delta during the Great Depression and then growing up
mostly in the Washington, D.C. area. (His father was a scientist with the Department of Agriculture, which is how those two places
manage to come together.) He wanted to be almost anything but a puppeteer, and he ended up combining skills in a wide variety of
fields to make his career work out.
I stopped for a late breakfast at the Hardee’s in Garner and then continued eastward. Just past Ventura a driver who was
both rude and incompetent turned right in front of me. I had to hit my brakes to keep from hitting him, and then I ended up following
one of the worst drivers I’ve ever seen. The car varied in speed between 40 and 50 miles per hour (in a 55 zone). It mostly hugged
the center line, occasionally veering into the opposing lane. Then when traffic would approach, it would veer off onto the shoulder. I
honestly wondered if the driver was drunk, though I certainly hope that wasn’t the case so early in the day. When we got to Clear
Lake (where the speed limit slows to 45), the car reduced its speed to between 25 and 30 mph. Eventually it went through as a light
was changing from green to yellow, and I stopped until the light went through the red cycle. That allowed me to have clear sailing
once the signal was green again.
On a whim I decided to start this trip with a trip to the MacNider Art Museum in Mason City. While I’ve lived in the area for
nearly four decades, I’ve never bothered visiting this cultural attraction, which is endowed by the family of the area’s first banker. I
really enjoyed my visit, and I’ll likely go back again at some point, For a small town attraction, it’s really quite nice. Their paintings
include a wide variety of styles, and feature some famous artists including Grant Wood, Claude Monet, Alexander Calder, Jackson
Pollack, Grandma Moses, Andy Warhol, Gilbert Stuart, and Jasper Johns. Except for Wood, there’s just one work by each of those,
but for rural Iowa that’s still pretty good.
The place is designed for school tours (Garrigan’s kids go there almost every year), and the preparation they’ve done for the
students is also helpful for adult visitors. In each gallery they have questions the kids are supposed to think about or specific things
they should look for in the various artworks. They were very well done and really helped me to appreciate things.
The largest exhibit at the MacNider
is a collection of marionettes, puppets
created and used by Bil Baird, who I had just
heard in my audiobook was one of Jim
Henson’s early influences. While I had never
heard of him before, Baird was one of the
most prominent puppeteers in the mid 20th
Century. He is probably best known for “The
Lonely Goatherd” scene in the film The
Sound of Music, and the puppets used in the
movie are on display in Mason City. While he
was a Nebraska native and did most of his
work in New York, Baird spent his young
adult years in northern Iowa, which is why the
museum bought his puppets when his
children put them on auction. It really was
fascinating to see them.
The MacNider Museum took COVID
very seriously. While there is no admission,
I had to book a timed entry online before
showing up. Masks are required for both
visitors and workers, even after the
government loosened its mandate. They
also have a one-way route through the
galleries,
with social distancing circles
prominently displayed on the floor.

Puppets from The Sound of Music
MacNider Art Museum – Mason City, Iowa

I spent about an hour and a half at the museum. Then I left Mason City and headed south on I-35. While traffic was light,
the rain was a bit annoying. It was more than the intermittent wipers could deal with, but not enough for even the slower constant
speed. Most of the time I ended up just turning the wipers on and off by hand.
I made my way down to Ankeny, where I stopped for lunch at B-Bops, the Des Moines-based “retro” fast food chain. I had a
small bacon cheeseburger and a diet coke, which made a very nice lunch.
I drove on into Des Moines and made my way to the botanic center. I’ve been there a couple of times before, but it’s probably
been a decade or more since my last visit. They’ve expanded quite a bit, particularly with their outdoor gardens. Fortunately the rain

had stopped, so I could enjoy both the indoor and outdoor displays. While most of the flowers were a bit past their prime, I still had a
nice visit there.
There were signs at the botanic center that said masks were
required, and of course I wore one. They didn’t seem to be strictly enforcing
the policy, though. The place was quite crowded, and I’d say only about
two-thirds of the patrons were wearing masks. Other than at the entrance,
there appeared to be no employees at all in the place, which is probably
why so many people felt comfortable violating the policy.

Pagoda at Asian Garden – Des Moines

After seeing the botanic center I spent a while on Des Moines’
Riverwalk, particularly enjoying the Robert Ray Asian Garden that
commemorates Iowa’s welcoming of refugees after the Vietnam War. I also
walked across the Women of Achievement Bridge. This is a lovely
pedestrian bridge, but I think it’s telling that I only recognized two of the
women it honored. The first was former Lieutenant Governor Joy Corning.
The second was suffragette Cary Chapman Catt—and I think the main
reason I recognized her was because our school recently won an award
named after her.

I left downtown Des Moines and headed south on highway 69. I stopped briefly at the Wal-Mart in Indianola. I’d forgotten to
wear a watch this morning and wanted to have one with me while travelling. I managed to pick up a decent one for $8.88 at Wal-Mart.
Amusingly the watch was already set to the correct time when I took it out of its box.
This trip to Wal-Mart was the first time in roughly a year that I’ve been inside a business without a mask on, though it would
be one of many times I’d shop unmasked on this trip. Wal-Mart had a rather lengthy sign on their door saying that fully vaccinated
people were welcome to shop mask-free, but those who were not vaccinated were required to wear masks. They also noted that
COVID vaccination was available without an appointment in the pharmacy. I have been fully vaccinated since March, and I really
don’t understand why anyone would choose not to get the COVID vaccine. Better than half the shoppers at Wal-Mart were wearing
masks, though. I don’t know if they were unvaccinated or if they just felt more comfortable with their faces covered.
I drove westward in Indianola to my brother Paul’s home. It was interesting that they’ve changed the traffic pattern in Indianola
a bit—switching what used to be one-way streets to carrying traffic in both directions. I’ve been to places where the opposite change
was made, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen a place get rid of one-way streets.
My brother Steve also came up to Paul and Nancy’s. Nancy made a nice ham dinner, and it was good to visit with everybody.
Steve had to go back home, but Paul, Nancy, and I watched TV and visited through the evening. Paul and Nancy were gracious and
let me stay overnight, and I got a good night’s sleep.

Wednesday, May 19
Opening Mileage = 16,135
I was up right at 6:00 this morning and quickly showered and got ready for the day. Before long Paul joined me downstairs,
and we visited for a while.
The clock in my car showed 7:37am as I pulled out of Paul’s driveway. I stopped briefly at a Casey’s to get some coffee and
a slice of breakfast pizza. Casey’s still had a sign on their door saying masks were required, so of course I put one on. No other
customer wore a face covering, though, While the employees did have masks, they obviously didn’t care if anyone else did.
I headed west out of Indianola on state highway 92. I had just barely gotten out of town when I had to slam my brakes and
come to a dead stop. I’m not sure what they were doing, but there was some sort of construction that caused them to put up a
temporary traffic light so just one direction could go at a time. This one was timed really badly, though. It would show green for only
about ten seconds, and then it was red for four full minutes. That meant only two or three cars could go at a time, and most of the
time no one was moving in either direction. I ended up waiting half an hour before I finally made it through the mess. Fortunately that
was the worst traffic I encountered today.
Not far past the construction I turned south onto I-35. The drive through southern Iowa is really quite pretty—rolling hills with
lots of trees. Having grown up not too far from here, the area looks like home to me. I’ve gotten used to the much flatter terrain near
Algona, but it’s still not entirely home.

The crops were just starting to pop up in the in southern Iowa, and I enjoyed the little sprouts of green in all the fields. There
was no rain at all in Iowa, and that made for a very pleasant drivel
I stopped at the Missouri welcome center just beyond the border. I used the restroom there and also picked up a state map—
more of a souvenir than a practical item. They also had free postcards at the counter, so I took a couple of them as well.
Just a few miles further south I stopped at a Love’s truck stop in Eagleville. They had gas there for $2.699 a gallon, which
was a quarter less than the price in Indianola. I filled up and then hit the road again.
It began sprinkling again as I made my way south, and then the rain got heavier. There was a fairly big storm around
Cameron, Missouri. Traffic was fairly light, though, and I made it through without a problem.
Before long I was in the Kansas City suburbs. I turned off onto state highway 152 (which is mostly built to expressway
standards) at the town of Liberty and followed signs toward the Kansas City airport. My actual destination was a major shopping area
just south of the airport, where I’d have lunch and then go to a park-and-ride so I wouldn’t have to drive in the central city.
After exploring numerous options, I decided to have lunch at a place called the Big Biscuit. This is a small chain with locations
in Missouri, Kansas, and Oklahoma. As you might figure out from the name, they specialize in breakfast food. They have a fairly
broad lunch menu, too, though. I had a pecan cranberry salad with one of their “big biscuits” on the side. The service was prompt
and friendly, and the food was good. While it’s unlikely I’ll be back in their trading area any time soon, I certainly wouldn’t avoid them
in the future.
The Big Biscuit was theoretically open to full capacity, though I’d say it was about half full for lunch today. The waitstaff wore
masks. There was no indication that customers should cover their faces, though, and nobody did.
After eating I drove to the Boardwalk Square Metrocenter, a park-and-ride that’s located across from a huge Wal-Mart. I’d
used this park-and-ride one time before when I had visited Kansas City, and it does make a convenient way to avoid the worst of the
city traffic. I was a bit worried about using the park-and-ride today, though, because when I got there shortly before noon mine was
literally the only car in a lot that can hold about a hundred vehicles. There was also a homeless man sleeping on the grass nearby. I
debated whether it might not be smarter to drive across the street and park at Wal-Mart, but I decided to just leave my car where it
was. I locked everything up and then joined five other people (a young white couple, a black teenager, a middle-aged Latino man,
and a middle-aged black man) at the bus stop. I think all of them must have arrived on a different bus and were transferring.
RideKC (the official branding of the Kansas City Transit Authority) is VERY serious about COVID. Transit has been free for
over a year in Kansas City to minimize contact between riders and drivers. Lots of cities did that for a while last summer, but almost
all of them went back to charging fares as soon as they could put plastic shields in all the buses. It’s still free in K.C., though. They
also continue to have seats blocked off, so the bus capacity is about 40% of normal. While my rides were not at rush hour, I never
was on a bus that was anywhere close to having the seats full. Obviously ridership is WAY down.
I think the biggest reason for reduced ridership and the
empty park-and-ride may be that they’re very strict about enforcing
their mask mandate on the Kansas City buses. The drivers bark
at anyone who isn’t wearing a mask or who is wearing it
inappropriately.
I boarded bus 201, which takes a rather lengthy route to
reach downtown. I headed east on Barry Road before turning
south on a street called “North Oak Trafficway”. I have no idea
what a trafficway is supposed to be, but it appears to be Kansas
City lingo for an extremely busy street. North Oak is six lanes
wide, and it’s lined with fast food and big box stores most of its
length. The speed limit is theoretically 45, but with stop lights the
real speed is probably about half that.
Further south the bus angled onto Burlington Avenue,
which is named after the railroad and runs through a ratty industrial
district. Then we crossed the Missouri River on a major bridge
RideKC bus 201 in downtown Kansas City
and ended up at City Market, a gentrifying tourist trap just north of downtown K.C. Next we crossed under a mess of concrete spaghetti
(where I-35, I-70, U.S. 24, and U.S. 169 all come together) and emptied into downtown.
I exited the bus at 12th Street, crossed the street, and then almost immediately boarded Bus #18. I was amazed at how
efficient this transfer was, since buses in Kansas City do not run frequently. Bus 18 only runs every half hour, and Bus 201 has hourly
service. (Indeed the reason I’d had lunch at Boardwalk Square was because I’d just missed the bus.) It was good fortune indeed to
make the transfer so quickly.

I rode east, south, and east again, eventually exiting at 18 th and Vine, the one and only stop that a recording had announced
on either of the buses I’d been on. Obviously they have the technology to announce stops; I have no clue why they don’t use it more
fully.
18th & Vine is a fully gentrified area in the heart of a rather run down district. They brand this “the jazz district”, and there are
clubs there that cater to tourists. During the day, though, the primary reason for coming here is a new building built to look old that’s
called “The Museums of 18th & Vine”. The building houses the Negro League Baseball Museum (one of Kansas City’s biggest
attractions) and the American Jazz Museum (which appears to be much less known).
At the time I started planning this trip they had COVID restrictions at these museums that required timed tickets to be
purchased in advance. While those restrictions have since been lifted, I did purchase tickets for this afternoon to see both of the
museums. Masks are still required to enter the museums, and while a few people did have their noses exposed, most seemed to be
following the rules.
I went to the Negro League Museum first. The Negro National League was created at a meeting that was held at a YMCA
just west of where the museum now stands, and it was headquartered in Kansas City throughout it existence. That makes K.C. an
appropriate place for this museum. The museum did a good job of tracing the history of black people in baseball, and it looked at how
the sport paralleled race relations in America. They also looked at how the progress of black people led to progress in sports for
women and for people of other races.
While they obviously focus on the Negro Leagues, they continue their history well after the teams in those league disbanded.
They feature Jackie Robinson at length, of course, but they also look at the first black player on every other baseball team and the
first blacks in football, basketball, and hockey (which didn’t happen for more than a decade after baseball). It was also interesting to
find that it wasn’t until 2020 that a black man headed a major league umpiring crew, more than 70 years after the first black player
took the field.
In general I liked the museum. Unfortunately the museum was very crowded (almost exclusively with white tourists), and that
made it hard to linger at some of the exhibits. I also didn’t like the fact that they had numerous signs saying photography was forbidden.
Several people seemed to ignore that rule, but I felt obliged to follow it. If they’d had a photo book or postcards of the exhibits in the
gift shop, I’d likely have bought it. They didn’t, though, so there’s really no good record of my visit.
Next I went to the American Jazz Museum. It’s not really clear why this museum is in Kansas City rather than New Orleans
or Memphis or even New York or Los Angeles. It’s obviously much less popular than the Negro Leagues Museum. There were only
a handful of other people there during my visit, certainly not enough to make it seem crowded.
The jazz museum focuses on Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald and Charlie Parker (the only one of the four
from Kansas City), while mentioning several other musicians in passing. They also have lots of musical instruments on display, and
there are many interactive exhibits where they explain the difference between various types of jazz. It’s quite well done, but honestly
I just don’t like jazz very much. It can be amusing as street entertainment, but there’s other styles of music I like far more. I saw what
there was to see at the museum, but I didn’t dawdle. In fact, I spent about the same time at the art museum yesterday as I did at both
of these museums combined.
I walked a block west to 18th & Paseo so I could see the YMCA
that had been referred to at the Negro Leagues Museum. I snapped a
picture of it as I waited at the bus stop there. Surprisingly I again caught a
bus almost immediately. I rode back downtown and got off at Petticoat
Lane, which is right next to Main Street downtown.
Those who have read my travelogues over the years know I love
to take trains when I travel—be it Amtrak, subways, light rail, or whatever.
Kansas City recently opened a streetcar line downtown, so I figured I’d
check it out. I caught a car and rode exactly two stops, and that’s probably
the one and only time I’ll ride the KC Streetcar. I doubt much of any local
people ever ride the thing. While it’s theoretically downtown, what it really
does is connect a bunch of tourist destinations. It’s great if you want to go
to the City Market area I referred to earlier, but that’s about it.

Website photo of Paseo YMCA – Kansas City
(My own picture came out blurry.)
I made my way back to 11th and Grand, where I just missed bus 201. To my surprise, though, very quickly the other bus that
runs out to Boardwalk Square arrived. Bus 229 (which also runs hourly) is actually a better route. It’s more direct, and for about half
its route it runs express along Interstate 29. So while I thought I’d be waiting downtown for quite a while, instead I was whisked back
much more quickly than if I’d caught the original bus.
My ride downtown had been rather boring. The start of the trip back was very different. About one stop after I got on, a fat
young black man boarded, and he ended up sitting in the seat immediately behind me (even though that seat had a “please don’t sit
here” sign on it). Across the aisle was a well-dressed gray-haired black man. Just after the bus began moving again, the fat guy
began exploding at the old man. “Why’s you lookin’ at me?” he yelled. “You think I be gay? You wanna (blank) me?” (I’ll leave out

the specific word, though the whole bus heard it very clearly.) He went on to scream at the top of his lungs that he liked women
(though he used a derogatory word instead of actually saying either “women” or “girls”.
I got out my phone at this point and busied myself checking the bus schedule online, and the dozen or so other passengers
likewise tried to make themselves look occupied. The fat guy then asked the old man if he wanted to fight. Neither the old man nor
any of the other passengers said anything. The driver, however, politely explained over the microphone that the language and behavior
was unacceptable, and that if the guy didn’t stop, he’d have to ask him to leave the bus. “But this man’s coming on to me”, the guy
responded—but he used another vulgar word instead of saying “man”. The driver warned him again, to which the guy responded “But
I’ve got to take the bus. I’ve got a job.” However, he threw in a vulgar intensifier before both “job” and “bus”. At that point the driver
immediately pulled to the curb, even though there was no bus stop on that block. The guy whined and whined, but it was clear the
bus wouldn’t be moving until he got off. The driver said he could leave, or the police could escort him off, at which point the guy left.
The rest of the ride was entirely uneventful, but there had already been more than enough excitement for one trip.
I’d originally thought about having lunch at a place called Minsky’s at City Market, so when I saw their suburban location near
Boardwalk Square, I decided to have an early dinner there. While the name sounds East European, Minsky’s menu is a combination
of Italian and Greek. The interior looks like a sports bar, and it was surprisingly busy even though it wasn’t yet 4pm. I was one of
three parties of one in the restaurant, and there were at least five other tables in use by groups of various sizes.
As had been true at lunch, the waitstaff wore masks but the customers bared their faces. They had spaced people out
throughout the restaurant, and I ended up at a table intended for six. Apparently until quite recently customers had to scan a bar code
to see the menu. They seem to have done away with that now that regulations have been loosened, and the waitress brought me the
standard laminated menu.
I ordered a Greek salad and toasted ravioli. The latter dish is a local specialty in St. Louis. I’m not sure why it was on the
menu across the state, but it intrigued me, so I ordered it. At Minsky’s the ravioli is on the appetizer menu, and I think it’s meant to be
shared by a group. I got ten ravioli, which could easily have been an entrée. With the salad, it was really more than I wanted to eat—
and likely more carbs than I should have had on a diabetic diet. It was a good meal, though. The salad especially was very tasty. I
couldn’t help but thinking that the brothers I had dined with yesterday wouldn’t have cared for the salad, as it was loaded with onions.
The service at Minsky’s was very slow. I think there was just one cook and one waitress. They had a fairly big group in the
dining room. The place also has a pick-up window, and I’m pretty sure they had some business there as well. I didn’t mind slow
service, though. It began pouring while I ate, and it was good to be warm and dry inside. They also had an interesting trivia quiz on
one of the TVs, and I entertained myself by answering the questions in my head.
The rain let up a bit by the time I’d finished dinner, but it began coming down in buckets again right after I’d gotten into my
car. Traffic was going abut 45mph on Interstate 29. I was fine with that, since it was really kind of hard to see. I drove north to Exit
18, where I turned off at Platte City. This rather obviously used to be a small town, but it’s rapidly becoming a suburb. It actually
reminds me of Indianola, where Paul and Nancy live.
I quickly found the Quality Inn, the first of numerous Choice Hotels properties where I’ll be doing point redemptions on this
trip. I had a lot of points accumulated before the pandemic, and I earned more through my limited travel last year. That’s making the
lodging aspect of this trip very cheap. The Quality Inn—Airport North is an old hotel, but it’s been fairly well kept up. For some reason,
though, the TV wouldn’t bring in anything but static. I wonder if the storm didn’t do something to their cable or satellite reception.
After settling into my room, I noticed that the rain had stopped—at least for a while. So I drove to a nearby Quik Trip and
bought more gas. The price was $2.67 9 here, which is lower than anything I’d seen in a while.
I mostly filled my evening writing on this travelogue. Then eventually I decided to call it a night.

Thursday, May 20
Opening Mileage = 16,329
My opinion of the Quality Inn went down quite a bit this morning. First there was the shower, which was ultra low flow and
was also had a sheer curtain that made it leak all over the bathroom floor. Next I found out that there was no breakfast being served.
Presumably this was due to COVID (though other hotels in Missouri were serving breakfast last December), but they had covered
over the sign for the breakfast room and didn’t even have coffee available. The final straw was that there was no one at the desk
when it was time to check out. Instead, there was a handwritten note taped to the plexglass at the desk that said “on airport run – try
later”. I ended up just leaving my keys with a note suggesting they should check the TV in that room.

While it rained most of the night, it had let up by morning. The road surfaces were wet, but at least I could see without a
problem. I was surprised to pass by Platte County High School just south of the hotel. I certainly hadn’t known there was a school
there when I arrived.
Since the hotel wasn’t serving breakfast, I decided to stop at a Waffle House on my way out of town. Ham and eggs with the
classic hashbrowns made for a tasty start to the morning.
Across from my table at the Waffle House were a mother and her three children. Mom appeared to have taken the kids out
for breakfast before taking them to school. That stood out because the parking lot at the high school already seemed full at 7:30 in
the morning. These kids were elementary and middle school age, and presumably their day starts later than the local high school.
In overhearing the family, I found out that their last day of school would be next Tuesday, a week and two days after we
finished up at Garrigan. From the kids’ point of view, though, today was the last real day of school. They’d have a field day tomorrow
(something we did each spring when I was a kid in Mt. Pleasant), and then there were two days of standardized tests. I’m definitely
glad I don’t have to end the year with standardized tests in my classes.
I left Platte City right at 8am. The entrance ramp to I-29 immediately became the exit to I-435, so I just stayed in one lane
and looped around. I followed 435 southward into Kansas. It’s a beautiful route that seems mostly rural, and it made for a very
pleasant drive. Traffic picked up when I crossed I-70 and entered the fast-growing suburbs. It moved right along, though, and before
long I reached the maze of spaghetti where U.S. 69 turns southward. I went through about twenty more miles of suburbs south of the
beltway, but most of the traffic was headed the opposite direction.
Once I was finally out of the suburbs, the speed limit picked up to 75mph, and I zipped along on a nearly empty freeway. It
surprised me that there I saw no fields at all in this area. Most of the land is forested, and what’s not is used for grazing land.
I stopped briefly at a rest area that also served as a museum for the Marais Des Cygnes National wildlife Service. They have
nice displays of the plants and animals that roam through what translates as “Swan Marsh”, and they even played recordings of the
native birds and insects in the background. It was kind of a fun place to stop.
Before long I made it to my first destination of the day—Fort Scott National Historic Site. The ranger was a bit surprised to
see me, and he told me to be sure to sign their guest register. I did, discovering that I was the first visitor of the day, though I’d shown
up nearly an hour after they opened. I’m pretty sure no one else showed up in the time I was there.
The ranger gave me a brief spiel on the history of the
place and explained the buildings that make up the fort. Fort Scott
was established in 1842 as part of a series of forts along the
frontier that separated land settled by white pioneers from the
Indian territory to the west. (I hadn’t realized before that Fort
Snelling in the Twin Cities was built for that same purpose.) An
interesting feature of the fort is that it never had walls or even a
fence around it, because the army itself wasn’t really the enemy
of either side. The fort didn’t expect attack, and it never was
attacked.
When Kansas was opened to white settlement in 1854,
the Army left the fort and its buildings were auctioned off. Because
the Kansas—Nebraska Act had said that residents would vote on
Parade Ground – Fort Scott
whether or not slavery would be legal in Kansas, settlers from both
slave and free states flooded in hoping the vote would go their way. Two of the largest buildings at the fort were purchased at auction
to become hotels—one that welcomed slaveholders and one for abolitionists. The flood of settlers from both the North and the South
led to an era historians call “Bleeding Kansas” that was a precursor to the Civil War.
When the actual war broke out, the Union Army returned to Fort Scott and re-occupied the buildings. While no fighting took
place at the fort itself, Fort Scott served as a staging area for troops that fought in Missouri, Arkansas, and what was then the Indian
Territory (i.e.: Oklahoma). The troops remained until 1873, mostly protecting the right of ways for newly built railroads.
Once the army finally left, the buildings at the fort were left to the city of Fort Scott. For nearly a century the majority of them
were abandoned, though one of the barracks was turned into an orphans’ home. In 1965 they began restoring those buildings that
could be rescued and rebuilding the others. It opened as a national historic site in 1974.
After listening to the ranger, I set out to explore the fort, which has about a dozen buildings arranged in a square. They have
signs explaining everything, and there’s also a very well done cell phone tour that goes into a bit more detail than the signs. Almost
everything is open, though being federal property, of course masks are required in all the indoor areas—even when I was the only
one around.

The building where the visitors center is located originally served as a hospital, and upstairs they have things displayed as a
ward would originally have looked. There’s also the rather palatial commander’s residence, barrack for both officers and enlisted men,
stables, the quartermaster and commissary, a bakeshop, and even the excavated remnants of the latrine. Probably the most
interesting building was one of the officers’ barracks (what we’d call a townhouse block today) that they’d used to show the various
stages of restoration.
After seeing the fort I spent quite a
while wandering around downtown Fort
Scott. It’s a lovely old town, with buildings
representing a century worth of architecture.
It’s full of gift shops and bistros, which
reminded me of Decorah. I didn’t buy a thing,
but it was kind of fun to wander around.
On my way out of town I stopped
briefly at a McDonalds. I was mostly there to
use the restroom, but I also picked up a small
order of fries and a diet coke. Masks were
required to walk inside at McDonalds, but you
could only order and pick up food; no eating
was allowed in the dining room.

Square across from the old fort
Fort Scott, Kansas

It was precisely noon when I left Fort
Scott and again headed southward. The fourlane gave out south of Fort Scott, though
most of the time the speed limit was still
65mph. I continued on highway 69 past
Pittsburg (a really dumpy city that seems to
drag on forever) and on to Baxter Springs (a
town that tries hard to relive its glory days in
the era of Route 66). Before long I made it to
the Oklahoma border.

About a mile south of the border I came to a place that’s fascinating, though a bit sad as well. I’d read about the town of
Picher, Oklahoma shortly before leaving on this trip. A hundred years ago Picher had more than 14,000 people. It declined even
more rapidly than most Midwestern towns, but in the year 2000 it still had 1,600 people. Today Picher is a ghost town, probably the
most recently abandoned place in America.
The land where Picher is located is part of the Quapaw Nation, with the land owned by individual native people. When zinc
and lead were discovered there, mining companies wanted to lase the land, but the owners refused to sell. The Bureau of Indian
Affairs had dozens of landowners declared mentally incompetent, and the BIA then acted on their behalf to lease out the land. Neither
the landowners nor the Quapaw leaders ever saw a dime from the deals.

Abandoned buildings and tailings taken from out the car window in the rain – Picher, Oklahoma
The zinc and lead mining continued through the two world wars, when those metals were used for bullets. The mines stayed
open until 1967, and when they finally closed what was left was extreme pollution. Flooding in the abandoned mine shafts caused
streams in the area to flow red with water that was acidic and poisonous, and tailings piles blew dust (called “chat”) that was full of
lead. No one seemed to realize there was a problem until in the ‘90s a counselor at the local high school was trying to find an
explanation for their students having the lowest test scores in the state and had the idea that it might have something to do with lead.
One thing led to another, and eventually Picher and the surrounding area were declared the Tar Creek Superfund Site. In
2006 the government ordered the town evacuated and set up a program to buy out everybody’s homes. Most of those who still lived
there wanted to stay, and they continued to live there until a tornado went through in 2008. Virtually everybody left after that, though
today it is estimated that about 12 people (almost all of them elderly) still inhabit the place.

It was raining fairly hard when I got to Picher, so there certainly wasn’t any danger of my breathing lead dust. I did snap a
few pictures, though, and I pondered the evils of corporate greed. It is sad that any town should have a fate like this.
Just south of Picher I came to the town of Commerce, a dumpy place that looks like it belongs on an Indian reservation. The
one claim to fame Commerce has is that it was Mickey Mantle’s hometown. The ballplayer’s father worked in the mines at Picher.
Just south of Commerce I entered the Miami Nation. About half of Oklahoma is still native land, including most of the hillier
eastern part of the state. The Miami Nation was originally located in Ohio and Indiana. (You’ve probably heard of the college that
goes by “Miami of Ohio”.) This a different tribe than the one that gave the famous city in Florida its name. The Midwestern Miami
pronounce their tribe “my-AM-uh”, like where you’d expect an octogenarian to go on a winter vacation. That’s also the correct
pronunciation of my ultimate destination today—the town of Miami, Oklahoma.
While it’s technically part of the Joplin metropolitan area, Miami is an industrial county seat town that’s gradually declining in
population. Today it has about 13,000 people, and it reminded me of Osklaoosa, where my brother Steve now lives. Some parts look
very nice, and other parts are dumpy. They seem to have a “take it or leave it” attitude; it’s not a place that puts on airs.
It was still a bit early to check into
the hotel, so I did a bit of exploring first. The
main thing I saw was the original alignment
of Route 66, which is known as either the
Sidewalk Highway or the Ribbon Road. It
took a while to find this, but it was interesting
to see once I did. When the highway was first
completed, Oklahoma didn’t have enough
money to pave it to normal standards, so
what they did was to pave a single lane
instead of two lanes. The concrete was nine
feet wide, and when cars met, one of them
had to go off onto a dirt shoulder. Originally
66 looked like this all the way across the
state. Over time some parts were widened,
while others were abandoned. Today the
original concrete of this stretch is part of what
is otherwise a gravel county road. I drove on
it for about a quarter mile and then turned
abound and made my way back to a more
modern highway.
It was not yet 3pm, but I was able to
check into the Microtel with no problem. It
“Ribbon Road” of Route 66, with gravel at either side
intrigues me that nobody in the hotel was
Miami, Oklahoma
wearing a mask, and there were no signs saying that anybody should.
As I was settling into my room I found out that—just like last night—the TV didn’t work. I went down to the desk. After the
clerk finished checking in someone else, she came up to my room. It turned out that the TV was set to the wrong input mode. She
reset it, and it worked with no problem.
After relaxing a bit in the room I set out in my car again. I stopped briefly at a Walgreen’s and then bought gas. Miami has
one of the widest ranges of gas prices I’ve seen anywhere. I bought gas at Wal-Mart for $2.57 9, but I could have paid as much as
$2.899 if I wanted to.
I took a quick look at Miami’s rather dumpy downtown. The main
claim to fame is an old theatre (the Coleman). There are a lot of other
buildings here that could be nice. Not many have been restored, though,
and a lot of them are standing empty.
Even after the ribbon road was retired, Miami was on Route 66.
The main drag through town (which today is highway 69) is the Mother
Road. I stopped by one of the few businesses that remains from Route
66’s heyday, Waylon’s Ku-Ku Burgers. The building where this fast food
place is located has had several additions over the years, and honestly it’s
pretty ugly. They have an eye-catching sign, though, and the bird theme
certainly makes it more memorable than the McDonalds and Taco Bell that
are on either side of it.
The doors are locked at Waylon’s, with signs that say service is
now by drive-through only. That was unfortunate, because I could see

Waylon’s Ku-Ku – Miami, Oklahoma

through the windows that the dining area had a lot of interesting Route 66 memorabilia. What’s more, everything here is cooked to
order, so drive-through service takes forever. I did have a very tasty burger, though, and for just over four bucks for an enormous
sandwich, it wasn’t a bad deal either.
Back at the hotel, I turned on the TV—only to discover it had again re-set to the wrong input. Fortunately I now knew how to
fix the issue. It is weird that it doesn’t default to the system they have, though.
In spite of the TV issue and a very small room (there is a reason they call it Microtel), I like this hotel a lot. It’s clean and well
maintained, there’s good lighting, and I can already tell the shower will be better than the one at the Quality Inn. This one is not a
point redemption, but at $53, it’s pretty good value.
I watched the 6:00 news. The local station is in Joplin, and their lead story was that this was the tenth anniversary of the big
tornado there. Miami itself was featured in another story because they’re offering COVID vaccinations at the local farmer’s market.
Hopefully lots of people will take advantage of that.
After the news I watched some other TV and worked on this travelogue. It was a pretty leisurely evening.

Friday, May 21
Opening Mileage = 16,550
I set my alarm so I could be ready to leave around 6:30. As so often happens, though, I was up well before the alarm went
off. I ended up checking some e-mails and then doing some revisions on the school website (congratulating two girls who were state
champions in track). Even with that, I was ready to go promptly at 6am.
In theory the Microtel did serve a breakfast. They don’t start serving until 6:30, though, and the woman was just starting to
put stuff out in slow motion when I came to the lobby. So, for the second straight day I had nothing for a hotel breakfast. Instead I
picked up coffee and a breakfast sandwich at a Love’s gas station (oddly, not a truck stop) just west of the hotel. When I left there
the clock in my car said 6:11am.
Most of the day I angled southwestward on U.S. 69. I could tell I was already further south and west on the first stretch today
because it was still not really light out. That was partly because it was cloudy, but I’m pretty sure it was also because the sun rises
later the further south you go in summer—and the further west you go any time of the year. This was relevant because a surprising
number of vehicles—particularly pick-up trucks—didn’t have their lights on, when they should have.
The first stretch took me over to Vinita, a town where three members of my family spent a night when they were on a bus trip
to Mexico but got stuck in a snowstorm. My mother always spoke well of Vinita, and it does seem to be a fairly pleasant town.
At Vinita highway 69 becomes four lanes, though the condition of it is far from great. It’s not limited access, and the road
surface is mostly rough. It also goes right straight through town after town after town, and I couldn’t begin to count the number of red
lights I stopped at along the way. Theoretically the speed limit is 70 in most of this stretch, but with the towns I averaged less than
60. It seems kind of weird to build a four-lane highway but not bypass the towns en route.
The dumpy towns all seem to look alike, but they do have some differences from what you’d see in Iowa. Almost every town
has a casino, invariably run by one of the many Indian tribes that call Oklahoma home. Something else they all have is a marijuana
dispensary. While the local politics are almost completely opposite from Oregon (where I vacationed last summer), pot is legal in both
places, and it’s big business both places too.
Another unique sight driving through Oklahoma was Indian license plates. Each of the tribes has their own unique plate. The
first one I saw said “QUAPAW NATION” at the top, the name of the tribe in the Quapaw language at the bottom, and had a license
number beginning with “Q - P” and then four numbers. Each tribe has a different background design, which is interesting to see. I
assume these are specialty plates that are bought through the state. They don’t actually say “Oklahoma” on them, though, so perhaps
the licensing is handled by the individual tribes.
The road gets better at Muskogee (where, of course, the strains of Merle Haggard singing “Okie from Muskogee” went through
my head). From there to McAlester, it’s limited access with a 75mph speed limit. Unfortunately about a third of that had a reduced
speed due to construction. Some of the construction was irrelevant, while other parts were nasty (with a single lane each way,
surrounded by high concrete barriers on both sides). I made it through all right, but it was annoying.

The limited access ended at McAlester, which is about two-thirds of the way across the state. I stopped to use the restroom
at a Casey’s there. It amazes me how much Casey’s has expanded their footprint. They’re up in the arrowhead of Minnesota now,
and down in southern Oklahoma. They also go from the Mountain Time Zone in the plains states to the Eastern Time Zone in Indiana.
They’re a regional chain, but the region they cover keeps getting bigger and bigger.
There was more construction south of McAlester, which lasted on and off all the way to the Texas border. It was much
needed construction, though, since the road I was driving on was rough and full of potholes.
The highway condition got better when I crossed the Red River into the Lone Star State. Unfortunately traffic picked up a lot,
too. The North Texas Metroplex (Dallas, Fort Worth, and their suburbs) basically stretches all the way north to the Oklahoma border.
As is true in so many cities, housing close-in has become unaffordable, so you have to live a long ways away to get something
affordable.
Traffic flowed better when I got to Sherman, which is probably best known as the home of Texas Instruments. They’ve sixlaned the U.S. 75 (which joins highway 69 just before crossing into Texas) from Sherman southward, and the extra lane definitely
helps. It’s especially useful because of the awkward exit system they use in Texas. The state has frontage roads next to almost every
limited access highway in the state, and instead of exiting to a crossroad, they just have short ramps going to and from the frontage
road. That means every half mile or so people are trying to merge onto the highway from an extra-short ramp. Why they think that’s
a good thing, I have no clue, but that’s how freeways work in Texas.
Around 11:30 I got to Melissa, Texas, where I stopped at a Lone Star institution: Buc-ee’s. This is a chain of what they call
“gas stations” that exist in eastern Texas and a couple of the southeastern states. They call themselves “convenience stores”, and
they stress that they’re not truck stops. (In fact, they have “no trucks” signs at the entrance.) They’re enormous, though—more the
size of a Wal-Mart than a 7—Eleven. I believe the Melissa Buc-ee’s had 48 gas pumps, and I know there were at least eight places
customers could check out inside. You can buy almost any kind of food you could imagine, plus clothing, souvenirs, camping supplies,
hunting gear, and just about anything else you can think of. I’d seen seval things that said visitors to Texas must stop at Buc-ee’s,
and I must say it is one of those “once in a lifetime” experiences.

Buc-ee’s – Melissa, Texas
I bought gas at Buc-ee’s ($2.67 9, which appeared to be
pretty typical around the Dallas area). I also bought a pulled pork
sandwich for lunch, and I picked up some of their signature snacks
(most notably “beaver nuggets”, which are made of the same base
you find in cheese puffs, but covered in caramel instead of cheese) a Buc-ee’s logo travel mug, and the only diet pop I’ve seen south
of Iowa that wasn’t cola (in this case it was sugar-free A & W root beer). None of the junk was cheap, but it wasn’t really overpriced
either.
A couple other notes about Buc-ee’s. The employees all were
wearing masks at Buc-ee’s, but almost none of the customers were. They
had signs saying they were hiring employees, and starting them at $18 an
hour. I did a bit of searching and found that they do have a reputation for
being a good place to work.
I drove fifteen miles further south to Parker Road in the suburb of
Plano, where I pulled into a park-and-ride at the end of one of the DART
light rail lines. I’ve actually used this station once before, so I was able to
find it easily. I bought a regional day pass that was good on any transit in
the Dallas—Fort Worth area through an app on my phone, and then
boarded one of the dumpy old trains they use on the Dallas light rail.
I spent most of the afternoon exploring the area, both by rail and
on foot. I took the red line light rail to downtown Dallas, and then I spent
“Selfie” on a light rail train at Parker Road
about half an hour walking around there. I’ve been to Dallas three times
Plano, Texas
before (twice on my own and once on the very first of our national quiz bowl
trips), so I’ve seen most of the “must see” attractions. Today I just bummed around a bit.

Dallas is far from my favorite city. Far too much of downtown is taken over by parking lots, and while there’s a 7-Eleven on
almost every corner downtown, the real stores are all way out in the suburbs. My sense is that almost no one lives in downtown
Dallas. The dead giveaway for that is that the restaurants serve lunch to the people who work there, but they shut down at night.
Next I caught the Trinity Rail Express, a commuter train that connects Dallas and Fort Worth. Surprisingly the same $12
regional pass covers unlimited commuter rail travel as well. It would be nice if other cities had a deal like that. Mind you, no one
bothered checking to see if I’d paid my fare on either DART or TRE, but I do try to be honest about such things.
TRE is honestly a pretty boring train to ride. It takes nearly an hour to go from downtown Dallas to downtown Fort Worth
(longer than what driving would take in good traffic, but quicker when there’s congestion), and most of the way the tracks are in an
open cut surrounded by trees. The exceptions are a number of grungy industrial areas and a couple of nice suburbs with “transitoriented development” (like apartments and restaurants) next to the stations.
I eventually arrived at “T & P”, Fort Worth’s Texas and Pacific Station. This is an enormous art deco station, most of which
has been converted to apartments. The main lobby is now used as an event venue, with the train business confined to the platforms
and a vending machine in a hallway.
I spent a while walking around downtown Fort Worth.
While there’s even less business there than in downtown Dallas
(Ft. Worth doesn’t have all those 7—Elevens), I really liked it
more than its big brother. The nicest and most memorable thing
in downtown Fort Worth was the water garden, which is one of
the nicest urban plazas I’ve seen anywhere. It was built as an
urban renewal project in 1974, and it’s still in good shape almost
five decades on. It combines fountains, plants, and cement to
make a very pleasant park. I’ve been to other cities where
similar places have been taken over by bums, but that didn’t
seem to be the case in Ft. Worth. There were lots of people of
all income levels who just seemed to be enjoying themselves.
Eventually I made my way to what the city calls the Fort
Worth Intermodal Center, but what everyone else calls Central
Station. This long ago replaced T & P as the Ft. Worth Amtrak
stop, and it also serves Greyhound and tons of local buses that
fan out all over the city. I wasn’t here for any of those. Instead
Fort Worth Water Gardens
I caught TexRail, another commuter rail line that goes from Fort
Worth to DFW Airport. It intrigued me that the TexRail conductor checked my pass immediately after I boarded. He also reminded
another passenger that masks were mandatory (which is the case on all transit in America at the moment). I wish DART would have
had someone enforcing the rules. Not only were several people maskless on the light rail, but one guy was actually vaping on the
train.
I just rode TexRail one
stop, to the aptly named North Side
Station. This is located next to a
freight yard, and from the train there
doesn’t seem to be much around
there except factories. I’d scoped
things out online, though, and I knew
that about a ten-minute walk away
was a major strip. So I walked over
there to have dinner.
I ate at a place called Pollo
Regio, which is a fast food chain
English and Spanish signs
based in Monterrey, Mexico.
Pollo Regio
Monterrey isn’t that far from Texas,
Fort Worth, Texas
so it’s not surprising that their international expansion would be here. The name basically means “regal chicken”, and they stress that
they grill over mesquite. Their signage is bilingual in Fort Worth, though—amusingly—it doesn’t always say the same thing in both
languages. I had a salad that consisted of grilled chicken over a mix of lettuce, beans, bacon, corn, cheese, avocado, and pico de
gallo. It came with two separate dressings (both rather tasteless) on the side. I also got a churro filled with cajeta (basically dulce de
leche, but traditionally made with goat’s milk). It was a very enjoyable meal, and I was pleased that even with the churro, my blood
sugar was fine.
I caught a TexRail train back to Central Station, where I waited a while before transferring back to Trinity Rail Express. It
was intriguing that I was one of several passengers who wasn’t entirely sure what track the train would be arriving on. Their signage
just says “go to platform” when announcing that trains will be arriving soon, but there are actually four different places those trains

could arrive. My common sense told me it would likely be a different platform than the one I’d come in on, and fortunately I chose the
right one in the end. They’d do well to make that clearer, though.
I rode TRE back to Victory station, which is located next to the arena where the Mavericks play. Light rail trains also serve
that station, and almost immediately I caught an orange line train that I rode back to Parker Road.
Once back in Plano I made one last stop at a shopping center just east of the station. From searching online I knew they
had a 99¢ Store there, the same chain I’ve been amused to shop at when I’ve gone to California in the past. They’re no longer strictly
a dollar store, which actually allows them to stock a somewhat broader range of merchandise. The bulk of the stuff is still 99¢, though,
and even the things that aren’t are pretty cheap.
The shopping center is by the northeast corner of the station property, and my hotel was by the southwest corner. I had
another point redemption, this time at a Comfort Inn. This is a very large hotel that serves an office park. They also have meeting
rooms, which this weekend are being used for an antique postcard convention.
Check-in took quite a while, mostly because some other customers seemed to be complaining about everything. I, on the
other hand, was not in a position to complain. Booking with points, I had my choice of any of their rooms, and I choose a true suite—
with a huge living room, a kitchen, a bedroom with its own large sitting area, and a bathroom. It was pretty clearly two separate rooms
in the past, with the bathroom from one of them converted to a kitchen. The furnishings were all quite nice, and it was clean and quiet.
There were also two TVs (one each in the bedroom and living room), and both of them worked properly. However, when I checked in
the clerk let me know that because of COVID they’re not serving breakfast. That seems to be a theme on this trip.

Saturday, May 22
Opening Mileage = 16,859
While I stopped a few times, mostly today was a long day of driving. Texas is the biggest state in the lower 48, and it’s a
long way from northeast Texas to southwest Texas.
I was up at 6:15 and enjoyed a nicer shower than I’d had at either of the previous hotels. As I took my stuff out to the car, I
was pleased to find they did indeed have coffee in the lobby—just no actual food. I filled my new Buc-ee’s mug on my way out and
enjoyed some of the snacks I got yesterday for breakfast.
It’s about a hundred miles from Plano to Brazos, which is at the edge of the metro area west of Ft. Worth. I followed U.S. 75
(which they call the Central Expressway) south to downtown Dallas, where it changed to Interstate 45. I took I-45 to the south end of
the city and then headed west on Interstate 20. It was kind of fun to pass the streets for which the train stations I went to yesterday
had been named. The weather was pretty nasty this morning (fog and drizzle), but traffic was mostly light.
Traffic moved along fine until I got to the south edge of Ft. Worth. I saw a changeable sign that said “I-20 WESTBOUND –
AT HULEN – INCIDENT – RIGHT 4 LNS CLOSED”. I had no clue where Hulen was, but I did know I was on I-20 westbound. I also
knew that at the time I saw that sign there were only four westbound lane. Even if they added a lane (which they did), there was likely
to be a serious back-up. I had been driving in the third lane from the right, and when I saw that sign, I immediately made my way into
the leftmost lane. I figured I was better off not having to merge further on.
Quite soon all the westbound traffic came to a dead stop. At about that point there was a sign that said the Hulen exit was
1¼ miles ahead. We were stopped completely for a brief time, and then we began to inch forward. I think there was an officer directing
traffic from all the lanes. The left one was moving slightly faster than the others, though. I ended up passing about a dozen cars in
the lane I had been in. While we were inching, two tow trucks came by on the left shoulder. The shoulder was barely wide enough
for the trucks to pass, and it amazed me that all the junk on the shoulder didn’t puncture their tires. They did make it by, though.
It took twenty minute to go through a mile and a quarter. There had obviously been some sort of serious accident at Hulen.
There were two fire trucks, an ambulance, several police cars, and the wreckers. By the time I’d gotten to the front, there were two
open lanes, and of course beyond there things moved freely.
Well, they moved freely for about a mile. Then there was another sea of brake lights. It appeared that some idiot had tried
to make up the time he’d lost in the earlier jam. He’d obviously lost control and hit the barrier in the median. This wrecked car was
completely off the road, but of course everyone slowed down to gawk at it.
The speed limit through Dallas—Fort Worth is 65mph, and most people drove that speed. A few tried to go significantly
faster, but—aside from the accidents—as long as I kept to the center lanes I could easily drive with cruise control. Past Brazos the

limit rises to 75mph, which is the standard for most of rural Texas. Almost everyone keeps to that speed limit as well. The only real
issue with driving was that they still had those stupid service roads in rural areas, so I continued to have to deal with traffic merging
from absurdly short ramps.
I had decided when left that I would
stop at the first rest area I came to.
Unfortunately there were no rest areas until
about three hours into the drive. When I did
pull off near Eastland, Texas, the rest area I
went to was really nice. It was set in a hilly
area with gorgeous views in every direction.
There was a nice museum inside on local
history and wildlife, and the restrooms were
spotless.
They didn’t have state maps
available, but you can’t have everything.
My next stop was in the city of
Abilene, where I stopped at a really trashy
clearance store. Long-time readers may
remember that when I was in grad school in
Mississippi I’d sometimes go to Hudson’s
Treasure Hunt.
Hudson’s merged with
similar stores across the south to form a
chain that today is known as Dirt Cheap. I
had fun browsing through the Abilene Dirt
Cheap. Everything they sell is new, but
they’re either close-outs or stuff that’s been
View from I-20 rest area near Eastland, Texas
salvaged when stores go out of business. I
ended up picking up a pair of dress shorts made by Levi’s. They had a J.C. Penney’s label saying they cost $24.99, but I paid $8.
I had lunch in the same crumbling shopping center where Dirt Cheap was located. I went to a Texas institution—Taco Bueno.
This chain has been featured on Texas-based shows like King of the Hill, and they do seem to be everywhere in the state. Their
location on the east side of Abilene was in a fake adobe building that looked like it should be in Santa Fe.
Taco Bueno’s signs say they are “proudly Tex-Mex since 1967”, and for the most part the menu features “Tex” rather than
“Mex”. I had a classic Texan snack—chips with queso. That’s not what we think of as nachos in the Midwest, but chips with a spicy
white cheese dip on the side. The menu board also said they were featuring “classic street tacos” at 2 for $1.99. They weren’t bad,
but honestly I think I had a better street taco at a graduation reception I went to right before this trip.
I continued westward on I-20. Near Sweetwater I saw attraction signs that referred to the “WASP Museum”. Given the part
of the country I was in and the fact that “WASP” was in all capitals, I wondered if it didn’t refer to the White Anglo-Saxon Protestants
who put up the numerous Trump signs I also passed today. I googled the place later on and found that fortunately that’s not what it
is at all. “WASP” in this context refers to the Women Air Force Service Pilots who served in World War II. Had I known what it actually
was, I might have considered stopping. As it was, I just kept driving west.
There was a lot of construction on I-20. Most of it just reduced the speed to 65 for no noticeable reason, though sometimes
there were major barriers and single-lane traffic. While there weren’t any real issues, it was annoying that Texans seem to prefer
waiting until the last possible second to merge when a lane is closed.
The road surface is almost universally rough on Interstate 20, but the stretch between Abilene and Big Spring (about 110
miles west) is particularly bad. It looks like they used to have asphalt on top of concrete, but they scraped off most of the asphalt.
What’s left is a very rough surface that makes a deafening noise when you drive on it.
The land between Abilene and Big Spring appears to be farm country, though they must be between growing seasons. At
the moment there were just bare fields most of the way.
Scattered in the fields are two very different sources of energy. As you might expect, there are oil wells all over the area.
Somewhat less expected was that they also have tons of wind turbines. It almost looked like Iowa with all the windmills spinning
around.
My next stop was at a Shell station in the town of Big Spring. Prices had been sneaking higher as I made my way west, and
this time I paid $2.899. This was an “old school” gas station with one of the grimiest restrooms I’ve seen in some time. They had
condom machines in the men’s room. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen those, and it reminded me of my brother telling of a friend
of his who worked at a gas station and had to stock the condom machine. The friend would routinely take a pin and puncture them.
Whether that led to any unexpected births I have no clue, but who knows.

The one and only thing I knew about Big Spring was that it was the site of a crime I saw on Forensic Files. A little girl was
run over by a pick-up truck in the parking lot of the local newspaper, and they used tire marks that were found on her body to identify
the guilty party. I can’t say I found out much more on this trip. From the interstate at least, the place seems like a string of dumpy
chain businesses and mobile home parks—which makes it not much different from most places in Texas.
Big Spring is south of the Texas panhandle, and from there I-20 angles southwest toward El Paso. There’s a string of small
cities lining the interstate beyond Big Spring, making it seem more populated than the area further east—even though in reality that’s
not the case.
About forty miles west of Big Spring I came to Midland, which with 150,000 people is the biggest place between Fort Worth
and El Paso. Midland comes across as an industrial wasteland, and a nasty sulfur smell hangs in the air there. I can’t imagine living
there, or even staying the night.
Midland is home to the Petroleum
Museum of the Permian Basin, and I stopped
there for a bit. I didn’t actually go into the
actual museum, but I walked around and saw
their outdoor exhibits. I was able to see oil
drilling machinery and an actual oil well up
close, with everything labeled so I could see
what the different parts do. It actually was
quite interesting.
Something I passed on in Midland
was the modest bungalow where George and
Barbara Bush once lived. I’d considered
going there, but from the online pictures,
there just doesn’t seem to be much to see. It
reminds me of the little house in Moline
where my parents’ friends Bob and Verna
Edwards lived. It’s about the same era and
size—one of those “little houses made of
ticky-tacky” that went up all over America
after World War II.
About twenty miles west of Midland
is Odessa (population 125,000). People talk
about the Midland—Odessa area, but the two
Oil rigs at the Petroleum Museum – Midland, Texas
places really are separate cities with skuzzy ranchland between them. I spent a lot of time in Odessa, and while it’s unlikely I’ll ever
return there, it wasn’t an unpleasant place to visit.
The main place I’d intended to go was the Museum of the Presidency, which is sponsored by the School of Public Affairs and
Leadership of the University of Texas—Permian Basin. Unfortunately while the museum has re-opened after COVID, they were closed
during the break between spring and summer sessions at the college.
I did see another very interesting feature of the UTPB campus.
They have a full-size model of Stonehenge that was erected by engineering
students. Except that it’s made of beige sandstone rather than granite, it’s
basically a perfect copy of the English landmark. They have signs
explaining how the reconstruction was done and looking at the possible
origins of the original.

Replica of Stonehenge
University of Texas—Permian Basin
Odessa, Texas

The other thing I saw in Odessa was Permian High School, which
was the setting for Friday Night Lights, the book that explores the grip that
high school football has on Texas from many different points of view. I
really like that book, and I also enjoyed the movie that was based on it. I
think I saw one episode of the same-named TV show, but I can’t say I cared
for it. Permian High School is—well—a really big high school. It actually
looks a lot like Valley in West Des Moines, but I’m pretty sure Permian is
bigger. While they play their actual football games at a community field, I
did catch a glimpse of the practice field behind the school. It was kind of
interesting to see.

Because of a wrong turn, I ended up spending quite a bit more time in Odessa than I’d intended, and I really got a grand tour
of the place. Friday Night Lights refers to the differences in income levels in different parts of the city, and that was extremely evident.
The area by Permian and the university is mostly white. It looks very prosperous, and I’m sure the residents would call themselves
middle class. Further south is the traditional core of the city, which features much poorer neighborhoods with Spanish signs on all the

businesses. Many of the players featured in the book lived in the poor areas and were recruited to play for the wealthier school. The
contrast between where they lived and where they played really is quite stark.
West of Odessa the speed limit on I-20 goes up to 80mph, which is one of the fastest legal speeds in America. Traffic is
light, and the road is in better shape than it is further east, so the speed limit actually makes sense here. What’s more, as seemed
the case almost everywhere in Texas, most people seemed to drive the posted speed.
About thirty-five miles west of Odessa is Monahans, where I turned off I-20 onto Texas highway 18. This starts out as a fourlane, but soon becomes an unimportant two-lane road. What caught me by surprise was the speed limit. In Iowa this would be a 55mph road, and in Minnesota or Missouri the limit would be 60. In west Texas the limit is 75 miles per hour. As on the interstate,
there’s really no reason the speed limit shouldn’t be high. There was almost no traffic at all, and most of the time the road runs straight
as an arrow. I zipped along on the last leg of the day.
South of Mohanans I finally reached the end of the Jim Henson audiobook. The book was unabridged and recorded on 17
compact discs. It took almost all of five days of driving to listen to the thing. I enjoyed the book, but I really kind of wish they would
have edited it a bit. Particularly the later chapters (which were more about Henson’s business dealings than his creative work) got a
bit dull.
It’s a little less than 50 miles from Monahans down to Fort Stockton, which was my destination for today. It was about 4:30pm
when I got to the Comfort Suites, which is part of a line of lodging establishments on the business loop for Interstate 10. Check-in
was efficient, and I was assigned a pleasant room on the first floor.
After dropping my stuff, I went out for dinner. I’d originally thought of eating at a steakhouse that’s just down the street from
the hotel, but I decided instead to have dinner at Dickey’s, a chain that holds the registered trademark “Legit. Texas. Barbecue. ®”
While I can’t say I care for one-word sentences, that is descriptive of the restaurant. The Fort Stockton location is certainly nothing to
look at (sharing a small pre-fab building with a Little Caesar’s pizza place), but the food was definitely good.
I ordered a dinner plate with what they called a “half slab” of ribs. I guess everything really is bigger in Texas. If I had the
half slab, I think the full one must be what caused Fred Flintstone’s car to fall over. My serving was cut into ten individual spare ribs.
I was taken back to childhood eating these. My mother often made spare ribs (baked or stewed rather than strictly barbecued—they
still made a very flavorful meal that fed a big family cheaply), but it’s literally been decades since I’ve eaten ribs at all. I ate every one
of the ribs I was provided at Dickey’s, and I thoroughly enjoyed them.
The rib plate came with a dinner roll, two side dishes, and an enormous drink. I chose baked beans and coleslaw for my
sides, and both were delicious. The roll was dense and chewy, more like ciabatta than what I normally expect for a dinner roll. It was
good, though.
It intrigued me that both Dickey’s and Taco Bueno gave dine-in guests a cup and had them serve themselves at the drink
machine. That’s the first time in over a year I’ve been offered self-service pop (or—as I actually got—unsweetened iced tea). Even
when COVID protocols were at their strictest, I always thought the risk of transmission from a beverage machine was about as close
to nothing as you could get. Nobody’s breathing or coughing all over drink machines, and even touch is pretty minimal. I’m not sure
why self-service drinks were prohibited for so long.
After dinner I drove around the
skuzzy town that is Fort Stockton until I found
the old fort for which the place is named. This
was founded during Indian wars to protect the
trade route that ran from San Antonio to El
Paso. You can tour the fort on weekdays
during business hours, but it really didn’t look
like I missed much just snapping a few
pictures from the outside.
I bought gas at a Chevron station
($2.939) and then briefly stopped at a Family
Dollar store. I’d read that the restaurants in
Big Bend National Park were closed, so I
wanted to get a few reasonably healthy
snacks I could have in lieu of an actual lunch
Part of Old Fort Stockton
tomorrow—like string cheese and nuts. I also
picked up dessert to follow my barbecue dinner. They had a freezer full of Mexican paletas (popsicles made of actual fruit), and I got
a delicious strawberry one.
The TV at the Comfort Suites worked fine, and I watched the end of the 6:00 news from Midland. It was interesting to see
that Permian High School was playing for the state baseball championship. After that I mostly just worked on this travelogue.

Sunday, May 23
Opening Mileage = 17,345
While today involved a lot less driving than yesterday, there was a bit more than what it would appear if you just look at the
start and finish on a map. Fort Stockton and Alpine are 67 miles apart, but I drove about four times that distance today. That’s
because the main activity of the day was the ultimate destination of this trip: Big Bend National Park.
I was up about six this morning, once again surprised at how dark it was at that hour. Fort Stockton is near the western edge
of the Central Time Zone, so solar time is a bit different than what shows on the clock.
The Comfort Suites did serve breakfast; in fact, they had quite a nice spread. It impressed me that there were three different
choices of eggs: those little cheese omlettes that are often on the buffet at “nicer” hotels, plain scrambled eggs, and scrambled eggs
with chorizo mixed in. I sampled all of those, and I also had some fried potatoes (with peppers and more chorizo mixed in) and bacon.
Had I wanted to, I could have chosen from various pastries, four kinds of juice, a variety of fruit, and waffles in the shape of Texas. It
was all serve yourself, but they did require that everyone wear masks while at the buffet.
I pulled out of the hotel parking lot at 6:40am and headed east on business 10. I soon saw a sign with an arrow indicating
that US 385 was turning off, and I turned at the next street after that sign. In retrospect, I think they intended the sign to mean that
the highway turned off at a traffic light about two blocks further on. That wasn’t clear, though, and I got thoroughly lost in one of the
dumpiest towns in Texas. Half the town looks like a tornado went through, and the other half looks like it would be improved by a
tornado. It took me about fifteen minutes to find my way back to 385, and there was absolutely nothing I passed by that I’d care to
see again.
It appears that the standard rural speed limit in western
Texas is 75mph. That’s what it was on 385, though only an idiot
would actually drive that fast on the crappy road. Not only was the
surface bad, but there were dips all the time that made it feel like
a roller coaster. I’d surely have bottomed out in my car if I gone
the posted speed. There were signs all along saying “ROAD MAY
FLOOD”. More ominous than that were flood gauges at the side
of the road near each of the dips to show the height of the floods.
The gauges all went up to five feet above ground level.
Fortunately the road was perfectly dry today. The
weather guy on the news was predicting thunderstorms in this
area last night, but if they got them, the water soaked into the
ground by morning. It was clear things were a lot wetter than they
usually are in summer. This is a semi-arid region (with true desert
further south), but everything was brilliant green.
I drove south to the town of Marathon, which appears to
be little more than a couple of overpriced gas stations. Just south
of there I passed a border patrol inspection station. Southbound
traffic just drove by it, but those headed north had to stop. It’s a
permanent facility that looks a lot like the customs facilities at a
remote crossing.

ABOVE: Flood gauge beside highway 385
near Marathon, Texas
BELOW: Entrance to Big Bend National Park

It’s about a hundred miles from Fort Stockton to the
entrance to Big Bend National Park, with Marathon being the only
thing in between. The land is all used for cattle grazing, though
I’d think the cows would have some issues avoiding all the spiky
desert plants. North of Marathon it’s mostly flat, while to the south
it rapidly gets quite mountainous. By the time I entered the park,
it really got quite pretty.
There’s a park entrance station along highway 385, but it had a sign that said entrance fees should be paid at the visitors
center. That’s quite a ways in, so I made a few stops before I was officially “legal”.
My first stop was at an overlook of a wash where they had a display explaining how flash floods work. Next I turned off onto
what was signed as an “auto trail”. This was basically a very rough gravel road with plants growing right next to it. I drove a couple
of miles and then decided there was nothing particularly interesting about it, so I turned around.

My next stop was at their fossil discovery exhibit. Archaeologists have found a fascinating variety of things in the Big Bend
region. Millions of years ago there was an ocean in this area, and the mountains rose up in the age of dinosaurs. So they’ve found
fossils of both aquatic and land-dwelling plants and animals covering a vast range of time. There are some creatures unique to this
area, like an enormous crocodile that was bigger than many dinosaurs. They have a very nice display that has real fossils under glass
and recreated skeletons that kids can get right up to and touch.
This was one of many places I went at Big Bend
where I was the only person there. Another car left as I
came in but for the ten or fifteen minutes I was there,
nobody else showed up. That was true at most of the
places I stopped. While a lot of people do come to Big
Bend, it’s nowhere near as popular as Yellowstone or
Glacier. It was really kind of cool to go exploring without
other people around.
I used the restroom at the fossil exhibit. All the
facilities at Big Bend are pit toilets, but they’re some of
the most luxurious pit toilets I’ve ever seen. They have
polished cement floors, they smell like air freshener
rather than excrement, and they’re vented to keep the
insects away. The restrooms are large enough to
accommodate a wheelchair, and each has both a stool
and a urinal. I was really rather impressed by them.
Before long I made it to Panther Junction, which
is where the main visitors center is. When I was there
At a desert overlook – Big Bend National Park
the actual visitors center was closed for COVID, though
apparently they would be re-opening it the very next day. In lieu of the visitors center, they had a table set up outdoors to take
admissions and pass out maps and another table where a ranger was selling a small selection of books. I went up to the admission
table, and encountered a rather gruff ranger. When he saw me getting out money to pay the steep $30 admission fee, he scolded
me, saying that the admission could only be paid with a credit card. There was no sign saying that, nor was there anything in the
information they had online that indicated that. I suppose it’s another COVID thing, but the least they could do is make the rule clear.

View of mountains from park road – Big Bend National Park
I hiked a little nature trail they call the Panther Path which mostly shows what all the native plants in the area are. Then I set
out in my car again.
My next stop was at a pull-off that was signed “Dugout Wells”. This actually led to two very different and quite fascinating
trails, each of which is about a mile loop. One of the trails is through a little oasis fed by an underground spring. The early settlers in
the Southwest could always spot these oases because they were marked by cottonwood trees. Settlers in this location in the 1800s
dug open wells, and later a windmill was erected on top that still pumps water from one of them.

Across the parking lot from the oasis is the Chihuahuan Desert Trail. This is a well-marked hike with well-written signs that
explain how the plants and animals adapt to their habitat. It was here that I could tell that the spring has been much wetter than usual,
because what I saw was closer to the descriptions they had of what the place should look like in winter.
My next stop was at a place they called the Rio Grande Overlook. I’m not sure why it has that name. There is a nice view
of the surrounding countryside, but the river is nowhere to be seen. In fact, I’d find later it was blocked from view by a canyon wall.
Next up was Boquillas overlook. The primary thing to see here is the village of Boquillas del Carmen, Mexico, which is the
closest populated place to Big Bend. Boquillas is one of those dumpy Latin American cities that’s built of cement blocks. It does look
better than some because everything is painted in bright colors. In normal times visitors to Big Bend can take a ferry across the river
to have lunch or go shopping in Mexico. The port of entry has been closed since March 2020, so for now all you can do legally is
gaze at the little town.
I stopped briefly at a historical marker that recalled an earlier stop on this trip. It referred to the Big Bend Aerial Tramway.
While my first thought was that this was some sort of tourist conveyance, in fact this was built to haul zinc ore that was mined around
Boquillas del Carmen across the river so it could be refined in the United States. There was no mention as to whether Boquillas or
Big Bend were polluted in the process.
Finally I made it to the end of the road, which is a fairly large parking lot for the Boquillas Canyon Trail. This is a fairly rough
trail that runs up and then back down the canyon wall, and eventually right next to the Rio Grande. This is the roughest trail I’ve hiked
in quite a while. It reminded me of some of the harder trails at the Bandlands. There are several series of stairs carved out of the
stone in the canyon and other places where you tramp through sand or mud. I made it with no problem, but it did remind me I’m not
as young as I used to be.
It amused me that at the top of the canyon wall
there were vendors selling trinkets and food, presumably
the same people who would be accosting the day-trippers
if the ferries to Boquillas were operating. They were
selling bead work, metal work, weavings, and
embroidery, as well as tamales and pop. I’m pretty sure
these guys weren’t there legally. The dead giveaway was
that two of them had horses with them, and as I followed
the trail, there was fresh horse excrement leading all the
way back to the river. (Indeed, at one point when I lost
my way on the return to the top, I was able to identify
where the trail was from the horse droppings.)
The risk of these guys being caught while
hawking stuff in the park is probably pretty low. I never
saw a ranger anywhere besides Panther Junction, which
is 20 miles west of Boquillas Canyon. There were also
no border patrol people nor anyone else official. As long
as they just stay in the canyon and go back home at night,
I don’t think anyone would really care.
ABOVE: Boquillas Canyon – Big Bend National Park
BELOW: Rio Grande, looking toward Mexico

I made my way down to the river, which honestly
isn’t all that impressive. The canyon is huge, but the
sickly green river is both relatively narrow and rather
shallow. The Des Moines River at Algona is both wider
and deeper, and the Mississippi almost anywhere would
dwarf it. What’s truly amazing is that such an insignificant
river carved such an enormous canyon.
Driving in the park was easy and fun. The speed
limit in most places is 45 miles per hour. I could set my
cruise control at that speed and safely negotiate all the
curves and hills while enjoying the scenery. Traffic was
light, and it really was an enjoyable drive.
While I drove today I listened to another
audiobook. Called The Code Breaker, it’s a biography of
Jennifer Doudna, one of many people who basically
concurrently developed the CRISPR technology that led
to sequencing that led to gene splicing and most recently
the COVID vaccine. The book was interesting, but there
was a big issue. Apparently someone at the factory
goofed up the labels on the CDs, because when I’d put
them in in sequential order, they’d skip around through

the chapters. Fortunately there wasn’t a real plot I needed to follow, since it was pretty much luck of the draw for what came next.

LEFT: “Selfie” with the Boquillas Canyon Trail in the background
RIGHT: Chisos Mountains – Big Bend National Park
I made a few other stops in Big Bend, mostly in the Chisos Mountains area of the park. Then I made my way to the west exit
of the park, Texas highway 118 at the skuzzy little town of Study Butte. Highway 118 is another road with a 75-mph speed limit.
That’s really only a theoretical limit, though. The road runs through a very mountainous area, so basically it was just one advisory
speed after another as I made my way through all the curves.
About fifty miles north of the park boundary I came to another border patrol station. This time I was northbound, so of course
I had to stop. I rolled down my window, and the young man there asked “American citizen?” I said “yes”, and he waved me on my
way. That was probably the positive side of racial profiling, but I can’t say I was complaining.
It was about 2:30 in the afternoon when I got to the Holiday Inn Express in Alpine, Texas. Check-in was easy, though oddly
the clerk had me remove my credit card from the reader before it actually said it had been approved. It’s a nice hotel, which is pretty
much always the case with this chain. The place looks brand new on the outside, though the furniture inside my room is pretty well
worn. Everything is clean and serviceable, though.
I hauled my stuff in and then set out to explore Alpine. My first stop was at a gas station called Stripes, where I bought gas
for $3.059 a gallon. That certainly beat inside the park, where they wanted $3.599. While there I picked up an ice cream bar made by
Blue Bell, which is THE big Texas dairy. It certainly wasn’t anything special. As treats go, I really preferred the Mexican popsicle I
got in Ft. Stockton.

Next I did an informal walking tour of central Alpine. I
parked my car by the Catholic Church (a beautiful stone mission
LEFT: Our Lady of Peace Church
style building) and wandered around for quite a while. While it’s
RIGHT: First United Methodist Church
far from the most prosperous place I’ve been to, Alpine does
Alpine, Texas
seem to have a lot of civic pride. They’ve restored most of the old buildings and painted murals all over downtown. Much of the place
looks historic (with a combination of Old West and Spanish colonial), and they’ve even built some newer buildings to match the theme.
It’s not overdone, though, so it doesn’t have the pretentiousness of a place like Pella.

Alpine’s churches are particularly nice. In addition to the Catholic Church, there’s a Spanish colonial Methodist church (which
interestingly is part of the New Mexico Conference of the United Methodist Church—even though it’s well over a hundred miles to the
New Mexico border), a very formal looking Baptist church that looks like an old courthouse, and quite handsome Presbyterian and
Disciples of Christ churches. I’m sure they’ve got pole building evangelicals on the edge of town, too, but at least the downtown
churches are nice.
I stopped at a supermarket called Porter’s Thriftway. I remember seeing Thriftways when I went out to visit Steve when he
lived in New Mexico, though I think those were more like convenience stores than supermarkets. I’m not sure if this is the same chain
or not. The place seemed like a fairly nice, if rather expensive supermarket. Calling it expensive may not be entirely fair, though. At
home I always watch the ads and mostly buy things that are on sale. When I travel, I don’t have the luxury of doing that.
I actually bought my dinner (a packaged salad) at the supermarket. That’s because most of the restaurants in Alpine were
closed on Sunday. I toyed with the idea of eating at a Chinese restaurant, but they were only offering online ordering to go due to
COVID. So besides the supermarket, the only options appeared to be McDonalds and Subway.
My other stop was at a gift shop called the Desert Rose, which was just about the only thing that was open in downtown
Alpine on a Sunday. I was hoping to pick up some postcards, since the visitors center at the park didn’t have them. The Desert Rose
did stock Big Bend cards, but they wanted three bucks for a single card. No postcard is worth that much.
I enjoyed my salad back at the hotel, worked on the travelogue, and watched some TV. It’s interesting that most of the other
guests at the hotel appeared to be military people. I’m not sure why they’re here, but probably two-thirds of the guests were in camo
uniforms.
Something else stood out when I was connecting my computer to wi-fi. When I went to find the available options, one of the
choices that came up was called “FBI Surveillance Van”. While this is almost certainly a joke name that someone made up for their
home network, it stood out to me because I happened to have parked right next to an unmarked white van.

Monday, May 24
Opening Mileage = 16,859
There were fairly heavy thunderstorms overnight. I saw lightning flash all night, and there was a severe warning for the area
just south of Alpine. Fortunately there appeared to be no actual damage, and everything was dry by morning.
My cell phone showed an amber alert when I got up this morning. It advised me to be on the lookout for a red Honda that
was last seen in San Angelo. San Angelo is south of Abilene and not even remotely near Alpine. I assume they issued the alert
statewide, but I didn’t feel too concerned about it.
Breakfast didn’t start at the hotel until 7am, and I was there shortly after they opened. Because of COVID, they had put
tables in front of the buffet, blocking it off to the public. Instead, guests had to tell one of two attendants what they wanted. That made
things a bit awkward, since it was hard to see what was available. I ended up having an omelette with ham and peppers in it, bacon,
and a cinnamon roll.
I went back to the room and listened to “World News Round-Up” on internet radio from WBBM in Chicago. It intrigued me
that the ads were for businesses from Texas. They obviously stripped out the normal ads and instead served things based on where
I was listening from.
One of the big stories this morning was about a high school in Jacksonville where student were complaining because their
pictures had been digitally altered in the yearbook. In particular they’d changed the girls’ clothing to make it look more modest. That’s
an issue that I can see multiple sides of, but it does seem that it should have been handled a different way. If the photos were
inappropriate, the kids should have been told months ago that they could either submit a different photo, or their picture would be left
out of the yearbook. Altering the pictures after the fact just doesn’t seem right.
As I packed up my car, it was clear this would be a very windy day. The winds were stiff all day long, making it hard to drive
at times. At one point I saw a wind sock in front of a ranch gate, and it was pointing straight out. I overheard someone later in the
day saying there had been gusts as high as 70mph.
I left at 7:25am. Since they were changing the coffee machine in the hotel lobby when I left, I stopped briefly at McDonalds
to pick up a cup. A border patrol truck happened to be in front of me in line. I snapped a picture of it on my way out of the drive-

through. The McDonalds in Alpine is set up between two
one-way streets that go in opposite directions. The drivethrough and parking lot are set up so people from both
one-ways can approach them. It reminded me of when I
was student teaching. There was a McDonalds in
Ottumwa that was set up the same way, and I’d stop there
occasionally on my way to the high school. It’s a bit
surprising they don’t use that method more places.
I set out northward on highway 118. As I left
Alpine, I was a bit concerned to see a changeable sign
flashing. It turned out that all it said was “CONGRATS
CLASS OF 2021,” though.
There hadn’t been much traffic south of Alpine,
but as I set out northward this morning, it seemed like
everyone in the state was heading into Alpine to go to
work. Though about the size of Algona, Alpine is the only
place of significance in a very large area.
Border patrol at McDonalds – Alpine, Texas
Pretty much the whole route I traveled today
looked like the set of an old Hollywood western. Parts were flat, and parts were very mountainous, but just about everything was the
sort of ranchland you might see on Bonanza. That show was actually set in Nevada, and it was filmed north of Los Angeles, but the
desert land is pretty similar across the West.
I made a brief stop at a historical
marker that happened to commemorate the
first school to be established west of the
Pecos. “West of the Pecos” is the location of
a lot of Western movies, so again the land
around here looked appropriate for that.
My first real stop of the morning was
at Fort Davis National Historic Site, which is
located at the north edge of the town of Fort
Davis in a valley amid the Davis Mountains.
I paid my admission ($10) and spent about an
hour wandering around the place.
Fort Davis was first established in
1854 and named after Jefferson Davis, who
was then the Secretary of War. As was the
case with Fort Stockton, its main purpose
was to defend the trade route between San
Antonio and El Paso. The Union Army left
during the Civil War, and the fort was taken
over by Confederate troops. In 1867 the U.S.
Army returned, and this time the fort was
mostly staffed by African-American “buffalo
“West of the Pecos” landscape – Davis Mountains, Texas
soldiers”. They now also protected cattle drives that were one of the most important parts of trade in the old Southwest.
The ranger who took my money told me that all the buildings
at the fort were original. That’s not strictly true. There are several
original buildings that are remarkably well preserved, and there are also
foundations of others that are in ruins. Finally about a fourth of the
buildings are reconstructions built on original foundations. It said that
in the brochure; why the ranger didn’t know that, I have no clue.
While the history of the fort was interesting, visiting it really
wasn’t. They did a much better job with Fort Scott. There I got a good
sense of what life was like for the soldiers stationed there. At Fort Davis
there’s only a couple of buildings you’re allowed to go inside of, and
even in those you can only go through the front doors and then peek at
staged rooms through glass. They have signs by each building, but
they’re just two or three words that vaguely describe the building’s
purpose, rather than an explanation of what was done there. What’s
more they didn’t allow anyone in their museum or show their film,

Foundation of barracks – Fort Davis, Texas

supposedly due to COVID—though at Ft.
Scott everything was open, so long as visitors
were masked.
What I did enjoy at Fort Davis was a
nature trail. Part of this leads to a cemetery
where 94 soldiers were once buried.
(They’ve since been relocated to a national
cemetery in San Antonio.) The other part of
it scales a mountain on stairs carved into the
stone. I did all of the cemetery part and made
my way about halfway up the mountain. They
had identified most of the plants along the
route and also described some of the animals
that live in the area.
Almost all of the highways I followed
today were part of the Texas Mountain Trail.
That label was certainly appropriate for the
stretch north of Fort Davis. If you look at a
map of Texas, this stretch of highway 118 is
a big squiggle. That’s pretty much what it is
in reality, too. Theoretically it has a 65mph
speed limit, but much of the time there were
hairpin curves with 25 or 30 mph advisory
View of Fort Davis from the nature trail
speeds. Fortunately there was basically no traffic at all. In fact, I think I saw as many bicyclists as cars.
I left highway 118 at the “town” of
Kent. I put the name in quotation marks,
because calling it a town is being overly
generous. Kent is the place where the state
highway joins Interstate 10, yet the only thing
at that exit is a gas station that had closed
down many years ago. The front of the
station had been spray painted with a mixture
of English and Spanish that said “NO
NUCLEAR WASTE AQUI”. I have no idea
who’s planning to store waste there, but it is
about as remote of a place as you could find.
I followed I-10 westward, once again
at 80mph. Most of the traffic moved at
Graffiti-covered abandoned building – Kent, Texas
precisely that speed—no more, no less—and
there were a couple of speed traps along the way to make sure that happened. About the only exception was a long line of doublebottom Fed Ex trucks going about 70. Everybody else on the highway had to pass them.
I stopped at a rest area just east of the town of Van Horn. This was weird because all the parking, for both cars and trucks,
was parallel parking. I hate parallel parking, so I just went to the back of the line. That meant I had to walk about five minutes to get
to the restrooms. The land around here is empty and flat. Why they’d build a rest area in this design, I have no clue.
I exited I-10 at Van Horn, the only real town before El Paso. There I turned onto highway 54. Oddly this is signed as both
U.S. 54 and Texas state highway 54. I assume it was once a federal highway and was decommissioned, but they didn’t bother taking
down the signs. This is an extremely remote road. While they don’t have any “next gas” signs, in fact the next gas station after Van
Horn is 99 miles north in White City, New Mexico. Fortunately my car has a good driving range.
It’s not just gas stations that are missing in this stretch. There’s no businesses of any other sort either, and not many people—
or even cows. It’s much drier in this region than it was south and east of here. The few plants that are around were still quite green,
but most of the ground is completely bare. That was especially true of the mountains, most of which lacked any sort of trees on their
slopes.
Fifty-five miles north of Van Horn highway 54 merged onto the combination of U.S. highways 62 and 180. This is obviously
a much more important road, and it was likely the old way of getting from Dallas to El Paso before the interstates were built. In the
interstate age, though, 62/180 carried almost no traffic, even though it was four lanes most of the way. The bulk of the traffic was a
bunch of Wal-Mart trucks. They must have a distribution center in Carlsbad.

The main reason for the four-lane was that the road rapidly became very mountainous again. While the curves weren’t nearly
so dramatic as they had been earlier in the day, the grades were steep. Theoretically the speed limit was 75, but most people went
uphill at about 60 and downhill at 80.
I turned my watch back an hour when I turned onto the new highway. This last stretch of Texas is in the Mountain Time
Zone, as is all of New Mexico. I left the clock in the car unchanged, since I’d only be in Mountain Time until tomorrow morning.
Switching time zones did make me feel I’d gone a long ways from home, though.
These are honestly some of the ugliest mountains I’ve seen anywhere. They’re just brown and barren rock formations, with
a few scraggly plants at the lower elevations. The mountains down by Big Bend were much prettier.

Shot through the windshield of the Guadalupe Mountains along U.S. 62 – far west Texas
My next destination was Guadalupe Mountains National Park. While I may not have cared much for these mountains, they
are the highest in Texas and the highest this far south in the country. There are several peaks over 8,000 feet, with the highest
approaching 9,000. That wouldn’t stand out in Colorado, but it’s still quite impressive. The peaks are about double the height of the
bases, too, and anything that rises 4,000 feet from the surrounding land is a pretty serious mountain.
The
real
reason
Guadalupe
Mountains is a national park is to preserve
some of the last true wilderness in Texas.
What you’re supposed to do here is hike, and
there are numerous backcountry trails that
take hours or even days to complete. I didn’t
have that kind of time, and honestly I don’t
think I’d have enjoyed a lengthy hike in this
area anyway. What I did do was a nature trail
near the visitors center that led to the ruins of
a lodge used by the Butterfield Overland Mail.
This was essentially a precursor to the pony
express that followed a southern route.

Ruins of the Butterfield Overland Mail station
Guadalupe Mountains National Park

This trail was called the Pinery Trail,
and the Butterfield Mail station was called the
Pine Springs Lodge. The combination of
elevation and a bit of water provides a much
different environment than is found in most of
this region. Mixed in with desert plants is a
lot of juniper. There had been pines here in
the past, but most of them were destroyed by
a fire in the ‘90s. There’s another major fire
burning in the park now. It’s called the Dog
Fire, and it’s been burning since May 11. It

apparently doubled in size over the weekend, mostly because of the fierce winds.
The four-lane on 62/180 ended north of the national park, and it was a steep downgrade on a single rough asphalt strip.
Fortunately it wasn’t long before I hit the New Mexico border. There the road got much better. It again increased to four lanes, and
the pavement in New Mexico was much smoother than in Texas. Amusingly, with the better road, the speed limit decreased; it was
now 70mph. However, unlike in Texas, in New Mexico most of the local traffic appeared to speed.
I stopped briefly in White City, New Mexico. While the
name sounds like something they’d have come up with in South
Africa half a century ago, in fact the place was named after the
guy who first explored Carlsbad Caverns. “City” is an overly
generous name, though. I’m not sure anyone actually lives there,
but there are plenty of tourist-oriented businesses. I stopped at
a gift shop that was decorated with statues of giant aliens out
front. (Roswell is less than 100 miles north of there.) Really the
stop was to kill a bit of time. I had a timed ticket at Carlsbad
Caverns and didn’t want to arrive there too early.
The road between White City and Carlsbad Caverns
was one of the worst I drove on during the trip. It reminded me
of the road through Glacier National Park, a narrow ribbon cut at
the edge of the mountains with stones instead of real guardrails
at the side. There was plenty of traffic, and I was glad that most
of the time I was on the inside of the curves, so I didn’t feel like
I’d fly off the edge trying to avoid a car coming at me.
At Carlsbad Caverns there was very little sense that
COVID was a thing. They’d updated their signage to say that
fully vaccinated people did not need to wear masks, while at all
the other park service facilities I’d been at the rule was that
masks were mandatory for everyone any time they were indoors.
Everything seemed to be open at Carlsbad Caverns—not just
the cave itself, but also the museum, the introductory film, the
restaurant, and multiple gift shops. They still had social
distancing circles everywhere, but that was about it.
I redeemed my reservation for an actual timed ticket,
went through the museum. Then I followed the advice of a sign
to go back out to my car to get my jacket, since the temperature
Gift shop – White City, New Mexico
inside the cave is 57o, compared to the 94o it was outside. I had
just enough time to stop briefly in their restaurant and pick up a ridiculously overpriced yogurt parfait that was my lunch for the day.
I made my way outside, where a ranger checked that I had a ticket for the correct time and went through a fairly lengthy set
of rules. Then I started my way down into the cave, following their long, long trail. Most of the trail is an asphalt ramp (too steep to
be handicap accessible), but there are quite a few stairs as well. It extends for two and a half miles underground, with another quarter
mile or so outside heading down to the bat-filled entrance. I must say I was in awe of the people who built the thing, not to mention
the people who initially explored the cave.
It’s hard to describe just how big Carlsbad
Caverns is. That 2½-mile trail covers just a small part of
the place. There’s room after room, and the place they
call “the big room” just goes on and on and on. It really
is amazing.
I took a bunch of photos in Carlsbad Caverns
(enough so that the batteries on my main camera died
and I sucked a lot of power out of my phone battery as
well). There’s not enough light to take any good photos,
though. In its normal state the interior of the cave is
entirely dark, though they do have dim guidelights along
the way and some spotlights on the most spectacular
stalagmites and stalactites. The light is not enough for
photography, and anything you want to see is too far
away for flash to be effective. I bought a number of
postcards, too, and even those don’t really do justice to
the place.
Bad photo – Carlsbad Caverns National Park

There was a sign that likened what people think

the different rock formations in the cave look like to taking a Rorschach ink blot test. Many reminded me of Asian temples. Others
look like intricate lace. In the museum they explain all the different designs that the formations can take and what causes them to
look the way they do. I recognized everything I’d seen in the museum, and they really were quite lovely.
That said, beautiful as the place is, it’s also kind of boring. It’s almost too big, and while each room is different from the last,
they all sort of blend together. Also between the nice formations there’s basically just lots and lots of plain rock.
I also found the caverns very crowded. I assume they had some sort of occupancy limits due to COVID (hence the timed
tickets), so I’d hate to see how crowded it is during normal times. I passed more than six dozen people as I made my way along the
trail, and there were others I encountered who for some reason were going backwards on a one-way route.
You end the tour at Carlsbad Caverns by going back up to the surface in an elevator. The public area of the caverns is about
as far below ground as the Empire State Building is high, so it was definitely good not to have to hike back up that amount. It’s
possible to take a different elevator down, but there would still be a lot of hiking involved for those who do that.
Both the ranger who gave me my ticket and the ranger who went through the rules said that the trail would take two and a
half hours to hike. I completed it in an hour and a half, and I while I did pass tons of people, I didn’t feel I rushed. I just didn’t feel a
reason to pause and gawk at every single thing I saw.
I was intrigued to find that while I was underground a severe thunderstorm had passed. I only found out about that from a
UPS driver who was delivering something to the gift shop. He made small talk about how bad the storm had been. Underground it
was as if it never happened.
My timed ticket was for 1:30pm, which was their last entry of the day. That turned out to be a good thing when I left. Because
the cave was now closed, almost no one was going up the mountain to the visitors center, which meant I could hug the center as I
went downhill. I followed that same UPS driver most of the way down. He’s obviously more familiar with the road, though, since he
went fast enough to get out of site about by the time I was about two-thirds of the way down to White City.
I followed the main highway up to the city of Carlsbad, which is about twenty miles north of the national park. I had another
point redemption room tonight, this time at the Carlsbad MainStay Suites. This chain is intended for long-term stays; they feature their
weekly and monthly rates. The parking lot was full of pick-ups with logos of construction and energy companies. The desk was
perfectly willing to let me stay a single night, though. In fact they didn’t even ask me for ID or for a credit card when I checked in. I
just said my name and then signed the registration form.
I did have an issue getting the wifi connect. The clerk had scrawled a password on the cover for the room key. It was a
lengthy password that began with an “M” and obviously ended with the numbers 3621. The issue turned out to be the second and
third places in the password. I thought they were two fives, when in fact they it was “S – S” (so the start was M – S – S, as in MainStay
Suites). As a math teacher, I know 5’s and S’s are easily confused. When “s” comes up as a variable, I invariably write it in cursive
to avoid that confusion. Even when I got it right, it seemed a ridiculously long password for no good reason, though.
After relaxing a bit I went out and did some exploring in Carlsbad. The place has about 25,000 people, though it seems larger
than that. It stretches on forever on several different highways, and even the area between those highways is pretty well filled in. It
actually reminded me a lot of Gallup, where my brother Steve used to work. Carlsbad is more prosperous than Gallup, though it’s by
no means wealthy. Both places are very “ethnic”. Carlsbad obviously has a Latino majority, while Gallup’s biggest ethnic group was
Navajo.
Both cities are also very tourist oriented. I could have chosen from dozens of other hotels in Carlsbad. In fact Choice Hotels
alone has seven different properties here. Almost all the chain hotels are extremely expensive. This one cost 16,000 points (the least
of any of Choice’s properties here), and it would have been $165 had I paid cash. Even a Rodeway Inn down the street wanted $99
a night, and their point price was 20,000. I’m not sure what warrants those prices, but at least I managed to find a place to stay the
night.
I took a back route on mostly residential streets to get to my first stop this evening. I had dinner at Blake’s Lotaburger, a New
Mexico chain I remember seeing when I visited Steve years ago. Blake’s had signage that said fully vaccinated people (both guests
and employees) did not need to wear masks, which is basically what the CDC directive said. They still had about half of their indoor
seating blocked off, though.
I ordered the namesake item, the Lotaburger, which they encourage you to get “New Mexico style”. This would be another
thing my brothers would never order. The burger was topped with sauteed onions, diced green chile peppers, cheese, and bacon.
I’ve never had a chile cheeseburger before, but it was actually kind of tasty. The only problem I had was that the sandwich was too
big. It was one of those enormous burgers that came with two patties, which made more than I really wanted to eat. My meal also
included onion rings and a Diet Pepsi.

After dinner I went to see a
fascinating attraction called the Pecos
Flume. This is an aqueduct that has supplied
irrigation water to the surrounding farmland
since 1890.
The water comes from a
reservoir formed by damming the Pecos
River just north of here, and what makes the
thing unique is that the Pecos Flume actually
flows over the Pecos River—so, in a sense,
the river flows over itself. The city has built a
very nice heritage park in the area around the
flume. It’s hardly a major tourist attraction,
but it was kind of fun to see.
Next I bought gas. I stopped at a
place that had two signs out front. One said
Alon, and the other said Allsup’s. I think
Allsup’s was the name of the grungy
convenience store, while Alon was the brand
of gas. At any rate, at $2.799, it was the
cheapest gas in the area.
I followed the main highway back to
the hotel, which took me right through the
downtown area. Carlsbad has a substantial
Pecos Flume – Carlsbad, New Mexico
downtown that seems remarkably active,
given its numerous suburban strips. The place as a whole is very patchy. There’s nice parts and dumpy parts, both with homes and
businesses.
Back at the hotel I watched the local news on TV. There are three “local” stations that come from three different places. One
is based in Midland, Texas, and being in a different time zone its local news aired while I was at dinner. The other stations are from
Roswell and Las Cruces, the two largest cities in southeast New Mexico.
One of the big stories in New Mexico was a celebration of the fact that 60% of the state’s residents have now been vaccinated.
They’re the thirteenth state to meet that mark, and it’s telling that every one of those states is “blue” in elections. I just don’t understand
what the Republicans have against getting vaccinated. Until they do, the COVID nightmare will never end.
A couple of other stories involved the recent legalization of marijuana in New Mexico. One of those stood out, because the
story noted that a big cannabis processing facility was being built in Grants. When Steve lived out in New Mexico, he actually lived
about halfway between Grants and Gallup. That Grants would be mentioned on news across the state really stood out.
Something else that stood out was the weather. They noted that the front that had caused severe storms and high winds
had moved entirely into Texas, which left New Mexico with extremely low humidity. They weren’t lying. Most of the state had relative
humidity in single digits; in one case as low as 3%. The low humidity apparently creates huge variation in temperatures. Many places
in the state will be below freezing tonight (even as low as the teens in the mountains), but in the 90s tomorrow.
I had a brief interruption tonight when there was a knock on the hotel room door. It turned out to be a guy from Door Dash,
the restaurant delivery service. He said he had a delivery and gave some person’s name. I told him I was not that person, though he
did have my room number (which happened to be Room 101) on his sheet. I suggested he check at the desk, and he didn’t return. I
hope the food got to whoever ordered it.

Tuesday, May 25
The opening mileage is missing today, because I forgot to make a note of it. I can definitely say this ended up being a very
long day, and it didn’t exactly go as I’d originally planned. I made it through, though, so I really can’t complain.
There was a sign by the hotel desk that said that breakfast was from 7 – 10. I was up about six, so I dinked around the room
waiting for breakfast to begin. When I did go to the lobby I found out the sign was in error. In fact they were serving no breakfast at
all, which meant I could have easily been on my way half an hour earlier—particularly since I was now at the eastern end of the time
zone, where the sun rises earlier.

I’m pretty sure the girl at the desk had never dealt with a point redemption before. She didn’t seem to know what to do with
my check-out, but eventually she did let me go. I was on my way about 7:05am MDT.
I was honestly rather hungry, so I stopped at very junky Pilot truckstop on my way out of town. Normally I’d grab a breakfast
sandwich of some sort, but the choices they had were either fried chicken or sausage. I’ve never been a sausage fan, and fried
chicken for breakfast is just weird. They also had a wide range of breakfast burritos, but I’ve never cared for those. Eventually I found
a pastry called a “concha”, and that was my breakfast.
I followed U.S. highway 285 south from Carlsbad, and almost immediately I ran into construction. They appear to be
completely re-building this highway, and it was quite a mess. There was also tons of traffic. All those guys who live at the extendedstay hotels work south of town. There’s tons and tons of construction companies, oil companies, power companies, and “logistics”
companies—whatever that may mean. The various firms’ pole buildings and gravel parking lots line the highway for nearly twenty
miles.
As I drove down 285 I was reminded of something I’d forgotten about New Mexico from when I visited Steve out in Navajo
country. The state is overrun with litter. I don’t know if they have adopt-a-highway projects or not. If they do, they seem to have no
effect at all. There were bottles, cans, fast food trash, and even discarded furniture all over everywhere along the road.
They’d taken down any “Welcome to Texas” sign because of the construction, and when it ended I was well within the Lone
Star State again. That meant I was also back in Central Time, so it was after 9am, and I’d barely gone anywhere.
Traffic had been light on almost all the two-lane roads I’d taken in Texas so far, but 285 was very much the exception.
Northwest Texas is oil country, and the highway was basically just a line of semis hauling the machinery needed to drill and maintain
the rigs. They mostly went quite fast, but the problem was that they turned off to rigs and storage tank areas all the time. It made for
a very annoying drive.
My plan this morning had been to drive down to Loving County, Texas, which in 2010 was the least populated county in
America, with a total of 82 people. The county line is just east of 285, and my plan was to drive over to the county seat of Mentone
(population 14) and continue heading east from there. Unfortunately there was construction at the junction of highways 285 and 302
(the road that leads to Mentone), and there was a “DETOUR 302” sign pointing straight ahead. I followed it and ended up taking an
extremely long detour.
The problem is that there aren’t very many paved roads in this part of Texas. They literally did take the detour onto the next
paved road, but that was 18 miles south, at the town of Pecos. There I turned east on the business loop of I-20 and eventually joined
the interstate itself. I headed 24 miles east to the town of Pyote (which was about as exciting as Kent, which I described yesterday).
Then I turned north on Texas highway 115 and drove 16 miles north to the town of Wink. At this point I probably should have just cut
my losses and gone on my way further east. However, I continued following the detour, which took me back onto 302 (which was
under heavy construction). My plan was just to snap a shot of the Loving County sign at the border, but there was more construction,
so I didn’t even know where that border was. I ended up driving 31 miles west and ended up in Mentone. If you add that up, that’s
an 89 mile detour, for what would have been a six mile drive, had I been able to turn left when I intended to.
I’m sure inquiring minds want to know just what Loving County was like. The answer is that it wasn’t at all what I expected.
The place is named after Oliver Loving, for whom the Goodnight—Loving Trail. The cattle drive trail ran through here, and I was
expecting to see ranchland that might look like far western Nebraska. If there are any cattle in Loving County, I didn’t see them; nor
did I see any other form of agriculture.

Typical scenery on highway 302 – Loving County, Texas

What the Loving County economy revolves around today is oil. This is right in the heart of the Permian Basin oil reserves,
and everywhere I looked I saw oil rigs and farms of storage tanks. What’s more, highway 302 was every bit as busy as 285 had been.
There was truck after truck after truck in both directions. Indeed, I may have been the only actual car on the highway. Those few
vehicles that weren’t semis were pick-ups.
Besides all the oil facilities, water is also big business in Loving County. There are several “solar water” facilities here. The
local groundwater is highly salty (it is, after all, the remnants of an ancient sea), so they pump it out and then use solar power (which
is easily available here) to distill it to a potable form. Some of it is pumped away (that’s how Mentone gets its water), but the bulk is
sold in bulk containers that reminded me of what you see on the roofs of third world slums.
With all the oil work, Loving County is booming.
While it’s still the smallest county in the 48 contiguous
states (Hawaii divided off the former leper colony from
being part of Molokai to be its own county, which is
technically smaller), it’s also one of the fastest growing
places in the country. In 2020 Loving County had 169
people, more than double what it had a decade earlier.
They haven’t released a 2020 population for Mentone
yet, but looking at the place I’d bet the bulk of the growth
was there.
Aside from rather temporary looking new
housing, Mentone has a courthouse, a courthouse annex
(why they need both, I have no clue), a convenience
store, a restaurant called Chuck’s Wagon, and three or
four houses that looked like they’d been there for a
century. The tank farms for the oil companies really
dwarf Mentone. While there was absolutely no reason for
my making such a huge detour to get there, I must say
there was a sense of accomplishment in finding the
place.

ABOVE: Oil storage tanks – Loving County, Texas
BELOW: Loving County Courthouse – Mentone, Texas

It was around 11:00 when I finally got to
Mentone. I drove east again on 302, rather annoyed that
there was a sign welcoming me to Winkler County, when
there hadn’t been a sign in the opposite direction. I
continued past Wink and on to the town of Kermit, which
stood out given the Jim Henson book I’d been listening to
earlier. There I turned north and followed highway 115,
385, and finally 62.
I stopped at another Allsup’s convenience store, this time in Seagraves, Texas. I didn’t need gas, but I did fill up ($2.89 9),
and I used the restroom. Then I continued on US 62 to the southwest corner of Lubbock.
It was around 2:00 when I got to Lubbock. Given that in Mountain Time it was still 1pm, it wasn’t all that late for lunch. I
stopped at the Texas institution Whataburger, where I had a patty melt, onion rings, and sugar-free lemonade. The “regular” size
barely fit in my car’s cupholder. Whataburger had signs that said “guests are encouraged to wear masks”, but unsurprisingly no one
did.
Part of the reason I’d included passing through Lubbock on this
trip goes back to when I was a small child who enjoyed thumbing through
atlases. Lubbock stood out because it was one of the few cities back then
that had a full loop beltway. Back then Lubbock was the size of Cedar
Rapids, so seeing that loop around it on the map was very strange indeed.
I made a point of driving around the south side of the beltay as I left there
today.
From Lubbock I took U.S. highway 82, which I stayed on for pretty
much the rest of the day. East of Lubbock I was suddenly into farm country.
I could also tell they’d had a lot of rain recently. The fields were flooded,
and so were the ditches beside the road. Fortunately it was perfectly dry
out today, so I had no problems driving.

Lubbock, with its ring road

US 82 in Texas is an interesting highway. Parts of it are four lane,
and on a map it looks like the rest is two lane. Really, though, the sections
that aren’t four lanes are essentially three lanes wide. They’ve painted it
so there are is one continuous lane in each direction, plus a passing lane
that switches directions every couple of miles. The speed limit is 75mph,

and traffic was extremely light. Why they couldn’t do that on the busier roads out in oil country, I don’t know.
The towns here are few and far between, and none of them is very big. They certainly slow you down for them, though. I’d
zip along for twenty-five miles, but then slow down to nothing to go through a town of 200 people—even though I was on a four-lane
highway. Bypassing small towns doesn’t seem to happen in Texas.
I took another toilet break at yet another Allsup’s, this time in Seymour, which is at the junction of highways 82 and 277.
Since it was already about dinner time, while I was there I picked up a salad and some chips to eat at the hotel.
My ultimate destination tonight was Wichita Falls, a place I remember suffering a huge tornado back when I was in high
school. That may be part of the reason that there doesn’t seem to be as much dumpy old stuff there as there is in a lot of Texas cities.
Before heading to the hotel, I made a brief stop in downtown
Wichita Falls to see a very offbeat tourist attraction. Wichita Falls lays claim
to having the . “world’s littlest skyscraper”, a building so proclaimed by
Ripley’s Believe It or Not. The building is the result of a confidence man
who swindled people into investing in a building that would measure 120
by 216 at the base and be 480 tall. You’ll notice I didn’t put a unit of
measure by those numbers. Neither did the developer, and none of the
investors asked about it. It turned out those dimensions were inches,
meaning the actual building is 10 feet by 18 feet at the base and 40 feet
tall. It’s a four story building that’s not much wider than the one picture
window on each floor. I snapped the obligatory picture, and just wished
that the dubious attraction would have been in the middle of the day rather
than at the end.
Downtown Wichita Falls was surprisingly lively on a weekday
evening. The actual businesses were mostly closed, but there were lots of
people (in particular kids) there. I didn’t linger myself, but there must be
something going on there.

World’s littlest skyscraper
Wichita Falls, Texas

I somehow made a wrong turn leaving downtown and ended up
going well out of my way trying to get to the hotel. Eventually I did find the
Quality Inn—I-44. Check-in was one of the most complicated processes
I’ve seen in a while, even though this was another point redemption (my
last of the trip). The room is nothing special, but there’s nothing really
wrong with it either. The weirdest thing is that there was no remote control
for the TV. I went to the desk to ask about that, and the clerk in turn called
the manager. She ended up digging three random remote controls out of
a drawer under the front desk, and amazingly enough one of them actually
did work.

Wednesday, May 26
Opening Mileage = 18,448
While this was also a long day, it was broken up much better than yesterday. I stopped to see a couple of interesting things
along the way.
The clerk at the hotel yesterday had made a big deal about the fact that they did serve hot breakfast. I went to the lobby
around 6:20, only to find that during COVID they have a “simplified” breakfast that features do-it-yourself waffles (just about my least
favorite breakfast food, and not at all diabetic friendly), packaged cereal, and apples that looked moldy. There was no sort of protein
(eggs, meat, or yogurt, for instance) at all. I passed and just filled the Buc-ee’s mug with coffee.
I drove next door to a 7-Eleven where I gassed up ($2.589) and also got a breakfast sandwich. The clerk there was an elderly
woman who seemed to be having a bad day. She grunted and grumbled about everything. I hope this was the end of her shift rather
than the beginning.
Interstate 44 begins at Wichita Falls, and I followed it most of the day. This morning I drove 14 miles north to the Red River,
crossed into Oklahoma, and soon was on the first of four different parts of the Oklahoma Turnpike system I’d be using today. The
H.E. Bailey Turnpike follows I-44 from the Texas border north to Oklahoma City. There are three toll plazas that for travelers paying

cash cost $2.00, $2.25, and $2.00. That works out to about 7¢ a mile, which is pretty steep. It’s pretty much the only game in town,
though, and it was a nice road with little traffic.
Yesterday and this morning as I drove I was listening to Bob Dylan’s autobiography (though apparently the CD set I got was
just one of several volumes of it). I’m not a huge Dylan fan, and in general I think he’s better as a songwriter than a singer. The
autobiography (which was read by Sean Penn on the audiobook) was interesting, though also kind of weird. It’s told as a series of
first-person vignettes that aren’t in chronological order. That almost made it seem like the mislabeled CDs in the previous audiobook
I’d been listening to. Here it was intentional, though, and I think it worked to communicate the different moods he was in at different
points in his life.
I zipped along right at the 75mph speed limit until just inside the city limits of Oklahoma City. Then I hit the brakes and came
to a dead stop. I was dreading that this might be an ongoing situation, since it was right at rush hour. However, in fact there had
been an accident, and (unlike last Saturday in Fort Worth) I was just a few cars back from the front of the stopped traffic. They got
things moving shortly, and I was on my way again.
Oklahoma overall and especially Oklahoma City seem to have very bad highway signs. That is to say, they’re very well worn.
Several signs had faded so much that you couldn’t even see the highway shield on them anymore, and the letters that spelled out the
destinations had peeled off of others. I’m glad I knew where I was going, because it would have been really hard to navigate using
the signs.
My first destination today was the Westgate Marketplace, a shopping center anchored by Wal-Mart and Hobby Lobby on the
west side of the city. I wanted to visit downtown Oklahoma City, and I had discovered there was a park-and-ride there from which I
could take the bus and avoid driving downtown. I was not particularly happy when I exited the freeway and found half a dozen
homeless people holding up signs at the corners by the exit. They’d be the first of MANY beggars I’d see in OKC.
I briefly went into Wal-Mart, where I used the restroom and picked up some pop to drink at the hotel this evening. When I
checked out, the cashier told me to “have a blessed day”, a sure sign I was in Oklahoma. Then I scoped out the area and located the
EMBARK Reno Mini-Hub, which consists of two bus shelters next to Hobby Lobby that serve five lines, each of which offers halfhourly service.
I’d soon find that the bus schedules in Oklahoma City are anything but hard and fast. Reno is the terminal for all these buses,
but none of them seem to leave at the scheduled time. I ended up on Bus #38, and its four minute late departure appeared to be
about the best of the lot.
One other person got on at the EMBARK Mini-Hub, a middle-aged black guy who appeared to be on his way to work. A
rather marginal looking old white guy got on one stop later. About a dozen other people came and went on the way downtown, most
of them twenty-something white people.
I took different routes going to and from downtown, and neither gave a good impression of the city. Route 38 mostly runs
along 10th Street from the west side to downtown. The close-in area looks like the bad parts of Des Moines (like the area along
highway 69 south of Grandview)—worn out houses from the first half of the 20th Century. Farther out things really look worse. The
area mostly appears to date from the ‘60s. It combines strip businesses and apartments, none of which have seen much in the way
of maintenance since they were built. I don’t know when I’ve seen such run-down apartments; some of them literally had window that
were smashed in—yet people still lived in those buildings. A church in the area had a sign that said “LUZ EN EL DESIERTO” (light in
the desert), and it seemed most appropriate given the surroundings.
While the church sign was in Spanish, I saw almost no Latino people in Oklahoma City. I also saw very few black people.
Mostly what I saw is what I’d call “white trash”, which is actually how most of the state came across to me. It’s telling that I saw
multiple “TRUMP 2024” signs in Oklahoma—including at last two on the west side of Oklahoma City.
I saw a very strange sight while we were stopped at a light. A old guy who appeared to be homeless was pushing around a
wheelchair that had no one in it. Basically he was using the wheelchair like a walker. I wonder if he doesn’t sit in the chair to get
special treatment for being handicapped when that’s convenient.
There seem to be a lot of destitute people in Oklahoma City. While I didn’t see tent cities like I did in Portland, I saw more
people actually begging. Almost every major intersection had people holding up “NEED HELP” signs, and I saw at least a dozen
people pushing shopping carts around. I’d also see people begging outside the hotels and office buildings downtown. All of these
were either middle aged or elderly white people, most of them men. I’m not sure why, but it seems a huge number of people are down
on their luck in OKC.
When we reached the corner of 10th and Portland, the driver stopped the bus. He said we were two minutes ahead of
schedule, so he was going to go into a convenience store to use the restroom. Assuming he was right about the schedule, when he
returned (with a candy bar in hand) we would have been about five minutes late departing.

The bus driver drove like a maniac. I don’t know what the speed limit is on 10 th Street (I’d bet 35), but he whizzed along and
then broke hard when he saw people at the bus stops or when someone pulled the cord. Several times he over-shot the bus stops,
so people had to walk ahead to get to the door.
I rode the entire length of the line,
getting off at the EMBARK Transit Center
downtown. (EMBARK is the name of the city
commission that controls both transit and
parking. It’s all caps like an acronym, but I
never saw what it was supposed to stand for.)
The transit center is conveniently just two
blocks from my main destination, the
Oklahoma City National Memorial.
It’s weird to think that it’s been
twenty-six years since the bombing of the
Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. I
EMBARK Downtown Transit Center – Oklahoma City
was pleased to see that the signs at the
memorial correctly call it an act of terrorism. Too often we reserve “terrorism” for crimes that are committed by foreigners. This
bombing was clearly terrorism, though, and so are more recent acts like the attack on the Capitol last January. When violence happens
for political reasons, that’s terrorism.

Oklahoma City National Memorial
painted tiles donated by kids from all over the country.

The main feature of the memorial is
an array of 168 empty chairs, one for each of
the people who were killed in the bombing.
(The Pentagon 9/11 memorial has a similar
design, and had I been able to go to New
Zealand last year, I’d have seen rows of
chairs honoring the victims of the
Christchurch mosque shooting.) Each row of
chairs represents a floor of the building, and
the are other chairs at the side for people
who died while outside the building itself.
The chairs face a reflecting pool, and the
walkway around the pool is paved with
marble salvaged from the Murrah Building.
At one end they have the base of the back of
the building, which remained after the
explosion. They call this the survivor’s wall,
and there’s a tablet there engraved with the
names of those who survived the bombing.
There’s also a children’s area that features

Then there’s the fence. The damaged area was fenced in after the bombing,
and people left flowers and other gifts there. They kept a section of fence as part of
the memorial, and visitors continue to leave things there today. There were some
flowers, and also teddy bears and T-shirts. (What happens to those, I have no clue.)
By far the biggest thing on the fence in 2021, though, was disposable face masks. I’m
not sure what people were thinking when they tied them on there, but there were
probably a hundred or more on the fence.
The memorial also officially includes the original plaza that was part of the
federal building grounds when it was originally built. It’s a tree-filled park area built
over a parking garage. It was actually a fairly pleasant park, and—unlike most of
OKC—it was free of bums.
Two churches were on either side of the federal building—what’s now called
Old St. Joseph’s Cathedral and the First United Methodist Church. Both churches
were severely damaged by the explosion, and in the process of rebuilding both put up
memorials of their own. The Methodists and a local Jewish group put up an outdoor
interfaith chapel, while the Catholics erected a statue illustrating the Bible verse
“Jesus wept.” I liked those memorials almost as much as the official one.
“Jesus Wept” statue
What I did not see at the memorial complex was the museum. The outdoor
St. Joseph’s Old Cathedral
memorial is run by the National Park Service and is free, but the museum is privately
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma
run and costs $15. I already knew the background of the event, and I didn’t really feel
a need to see stuff salvaged from the wreckage. The memorial itself was interesting, though.

While I was downtown I also added to my rail transit collection. Oklahoma City is another place that felt that adding streetcar
would magically turn them into something other than a second-tier city. The streetcar here actually comes across as more useful than
the one in Kansas City. You could get almost anywhere downtown on the streetcar, and cars do seem to come quite frequently. The
real issue is that the cars make two convoluted loops, and they seem to take forever to go between stops. My bet is the cars get used
for two reasons: office workers going to lunch and sports fans going from cheaper parking to the arena.
I walked around downtown OKC a bit, and honestly there was little noteworthy good or bad about the place. It seems to be
a fairly active downtown, though there’s almost nowhere to either eat or buy things. It’s also a relatively small downtown, given how
large Oklahoma City is. It’s not much bigger than downtown Des Moines, when the city as a whole is bigger than Kansas City. Like
so many places that have grown recently, though, all then growth has been in the outskirts; there’s not much real “city”.
I made my way back to the transit center, where I could catch any of three different buses that were all scheduled to leave at
the same time. At the bus stop for one of them there was a grocery bag with several grocery items in it, but no one around to claim
it. Eventually a bus showed up at that stop, and an old lady who appeared to be homeless (she was mostly toothless and wore a
heavy coat in summer) got off the bus and sat down on the bench next to the grocery bag. She then reached into the bag, grabbed a
bag of Doritos that were in there, and started snacking away. She also grabbed a jar of peanut butter and put it in her coat.
The woman asked me if I was there to catch the #8 bus. That actually wasn’t one of the buses I wanted. I told her I’d likely
be boarding the bus that was there, which happened to be #11. She started grumbling, “But watch out! They changed it!” Apparently
she had boarded bus #8 (or at least thought she had), but according to her, partway through its route it changed to #11. I’m not sure
where she was going, but all the buses in OKC end up at the transit center, so at worst she’d have had a short delay to change buses.
Honestly, though, I got the feeling she’d be just riding around on buses all day long. Hopefully she enjoyed her lunch of Doritos and
peanut butter.
Largely because of that woman, I decided to take a different bus back to the Reno Mini-Hub. This time I took bus #9, which
mostly runs along Reno Boulevard, a six-lane strip that parallels I-40 on the west side of OKC. This is much more modern than 10 th
Street. Nothing here is much more than a decade old, but it still looks very tacky. It certainly didn’t help the appearance that there’s
beggars at almost every corner.
My ride back to Reno was uneventful, and my car was still parked outside Hobby Lobby. They were painting stripes in the
parking lot now, so I had to leave a different way than I’d entered. I got back on the interstate all right, though, and before long I was
on to tollway #2.
The Turner Turnpike is the oldest highway in the Oklahoma Turnpike system. It connects Oklahoma City and Tulsa, and it
moves a ton of traffic. There’s lots of cars and even more trucks. In Oklahoma the bulk of the trucks are double-bottom, and they
even have triple-bottom trucks on the tollway. The speed limit is 75mph, but those enormous rigs can’t keep that speed on hills, so
all the cars are constantly trying to pass all the trucks. With just two lanes in each direction, it was a real headache to drive, and it
was kind of annoying to have to pay five bucks for the privilege of driving it.
About halfway between Oklahoma City and Tulsa I was passed by a car from Polk County, Iowa. That was the first Iowa
license plate I’d seen since leaving northern Missouri back at the start of this trip. I actually saw surprisingly few plates from outside
any of the states I visited. Usually I see California plates wherever I travel, but I think I only saw one of them the whole trip.
Surprisingly, once I got to Tulsa itself, things were much better. I-44 goes straight through downtown Tulsa, but the turnpike
(now called the Creek Turnpike, since it’s on the land of the Creek Nation and serves their casino) forms a rather distant beltway. Part
of it has some very new development, and some of it is almost totally rural. Traffic was light, and it moved along easily.
The problem with the Creek Turnpike was how they collect the tolls. While most of the traffic on every toll road these days
uses transponders to pay their toll electronically (in Oklahoma it’s called PikePass), on most of Oklahoma’s tollways they have staffed
tollbooths that mostly serve out-of-state vehicles. All the tollbooths on the Creek Turnpike are unstaffed, though. They’re the kind
where you have to throw coins in a basket to proceed. I had a bunch of coins, but there were still two problems. First they didn’t say
in advance how much the tolls would be. Then the amounts they charged were as inconvenient as possible. There was one 95¢ toll
and two that were $1.15. Why they couldn’t just raise the prices and make it even quarters, I have no clue, but I fumbled around to
get the correct combination of coins three different times.
I re-joined I-44 at the east end of Tulsa, where it’s officially called the Will Rogers Turnpike. Traffic got heavier again, but it
was better than the OKC—Tulsa stretch. I paid $5 more to go from Tulsa back past Vinita and Miami, and on to the Missouri border.
So that’s $19.45 to cross the state.
I passed Joplin and then turned south on I-49. I went just one exit south and took a county road six miles east of there. My
next destination was one that had come up on the national parks app on my phone when I’d selected “parks near me” while I was at
Fort Scott at the start of the trip: George Washington Carver National Monument.

While I knew a lot of things about Carver (I wrote a bonus question about him for our quiz bowl tournament last year), there
was a lot about him I didn’t know. One of those things was that he was born in southwest Missouri. He was actually born during the
Civil War, the son of a woman who was a slave at the time he was born. (His father is unknown, but thought to be a slave from a
nearby farm.) Carver was the name of the slave owners, which was assigned to his mother. Both Carver and his mother were
abducted when he was a child. His mother was never found and was thought to be killed, while the boy was found in Arkansas and
eventually returned to the slave owners. The family raised let him live in the cabin his mother had lived in and work as a farm hand
(technically not a slave). He later moved to various places in Kansas and eventually went to college in Iowa.
It annoyed me that about half of the museum was closed at the visitors center, supposedly due to COVID. Why it would be
okay to see some of the museum, but not all of it, I have no clue. It must be how they’re defining whatever percentage of capacity
they’re allowed to operate at. I did manage to learn quite a bit from what was open, but it would have been good to see the rest.
In addition to the museum, they
have a trail that mostly goes through a
wooded area on the grounds. It reminded me
a lot of the trails through Saunders Park in Mt.
Pleasant that I used to walk on when I was a
kid. Along the way they had displays that told
Carver’s life story, and they had various
quotes from him.

ABOVE: Site of the cabin where George Washington Carver was born
BELOW: Creek where Carver swam as a child
Diamond, Missouri

The real purpose of the trail is to
lead to the Carver home, that is the home
where the slaveowners lived. (The cabin
where George Washington Carver lived was
destroyed by a tornado decades ago, though
its site is also marked along the trail.) It also
goes to the cemetery where the slaveowners
and their family are buried. It was an
interesting walk, and I did learn a lot about
the famous agriculturalist.
After seeing the national monument,
I stopped at the Casey’s in Diamond,
Missouri (which is technically George
Washington Carver’s hometown). I bought
gas for $2.579. When I figured my gas
mileage for the fill, I double-checked my
math. I ended up getting about 42 miles per
gallon. That’s the best mileage I’ve ever
gotten, and about 7mpg better than my
average for this trip. It was all pretty smooth
driving today, though, and there was more
downhill than up.

I also got some Casey’s pizza for my
dinner tonight. Then I headed northward.
State highway 59 in Diamond turns into the
northern section of Interstate 49 (which
briefly joined 44 east of Joplin). I just headed
straight north on 49 and had an easy drive to
my ultimate destination—the Country Inn &
Suites in Nevada, Missouri. Years ago we
had a biology teacher at Garrigan who was
from this town. I have no idea where she is
these days, but it’s the one thing I know about
this place. I can’t really tell you much about
the town, though. The hotel is right next to the interstate, near nothing but a truck stop and a Wal-Mart.
Checking in at this hotel was a chore. First I had to wait while some old geezer checked in before me. He did everything in
extreme slow motion and also seemed to complain about everything. Once it was my turn, the clerk still had me fill out tons of details
on a check-in form (things like my address, phone number, and e-mail which are normally pre-printed on such forms if you have a
reservation). I also had to haul out my driver’s license, and the clerk had to type that number into his computer in addition to scanning
my credit card. Then, once I finally was checked in, it turned out my key didn’t work in the room door. I went back to the desk and
had to wait for someone else to fill out all the paperwork before the clerk could re-program my key card. Eventually he did, and I was
able to settle in to my room.

The room itself was fine. I think I’ve stayed at a Country Inn exactly once before, which happened to be the first time I
travelled to see Brad Nelson play baseball. It was at their location in Clinton, Iowa, and it was a much nicer place than the Super 8
where the visiting team stayed. I have no idea what about them is supposed to be “country”, but they are a nice hotel chain. My only
objection about the Nevada location was that they had extremely low-flow fixtures in the bathroom. The sink, toilet, and shower all
had issues with water flow. It strikes me as false economy to have a tap with such low flow that a guest has to leave it running to
clean out a toothbrush.
As was typical at night on this trip, I watched a bit of TV and worked on this travelogue. Then it was time to hit the hay.

Thursday, May 27
Opening Mileage = 18,884
While they appeared to have almost no other modifications for COVID, the Country Inn & Suites did change to a “grab ‘n’ go”
breakfast. The bag consisted of a bottle of water, a tiny can of apple juice, a packaged muffin, and a so-called “breakfast bar” that
seemed like an oversized fig newton. I took a bag, though I really didn’t plan on eating any of it.
Like check-in, the check-out process was surprisingly complicated. In particular, it seemed to be a big imposition for the clerk
to print out a receipt for me. Eventually she did, though, and I was on my way.
While driving this morning (and also yesterday) I listened to yet another audiobook. This one was My Life in France, which
was based on excerpts from Julia Child’s journals in the years before she was famous. The book was read by her younger sister,
who has a similarly odd voice to the chef. Few people have more of a “joie de vivre” than Julia Child, and that really came across in
this book. It was a pleasure to listen to.
I left Nevada at 6:38am. The first hour or so of the trip was easy driving. There was little traffic on I-49, and I just sailed
along until I got to Harrisonville, which is at the far south end of the Kansas City metro area. The sky had been dark all morning, and
around Harrisonville raindrops started falling. Then the sky opened up, and it absolutely poured—one of the biggest storms I’ve ever
seen so early in the day. It was almost impossible to see, yet much of the traffic was still trying to go at or above the speed limit. I
took the next exit and parked at a Love’s truck stop until the worst of the storm passed. I had originally planned to stop for a real
breakfast at a Waffle House about three exits further north. Instead I ate the grab-n-go items while I was parked at Love’s.
After about fifteen minutes it was still raining, and there was still lightning in the sky as well. The sky had brightened up a bit,
though, and when I checked the weather radar from my phone, the worst part (red and white on the map, instead of yellow and orange)
had moved east. So I set out again. In places the interstate was somewhat flooded, but at least I could see decently now.
I took a wrong exit and ended up on Interstate 470 instead of 435. (Apparently 435 north runs together with 49 for a while,
while 435 south goes the other way from the exit I took.) Because of that I took a longer route around Kansas City than I’d intended,
heading far into the eastern suburbs before going back north. That may have been good, though, for a couple of reasons. The storm
got worse again while I was driving, but the second part of my route was on a road that was not limited access (Missouri highway
291), which meant people weren’t trying to be such speed demons. Also I’d find when I got back on the road that there had been
accidents on the route I intended to take (likely due to the storm) that had created significant delays. While my route was a few more
miles, it may have actually been quicker.
The rain got really bad a second time just after I’d crossed the Missouri River. I pulled off for another break, this time in the
parking lot of a Quik Trip convenience store in Liberty, Missouri. My stop this time was only about ten minutes. It was while I was
stopped at Quik Trip that I checked the DOT app on my phone and found out about all the accidents on I-435 and I-35.
I drove west to the intersection with Interstate 35, only to discover that one of the accidents was just beyond that interchange.
Fortunately (for me), it was the left lane of the freeway that was blocked, and it was actually fairly easy to come in from the entrance
ramp. I said a little prayer of thanksgiving and then again headed northward.
The rain got lighter and lighter as I made my way through northern Missouri. By the time I got to Cameron it had let up. By
Bethany the road was dry, and it was bright enough out that I switched to wearing sunglasses.
I crossed into Iowa at 10:12am, and a few minutes later pulled into a lovely rest area. They appear to be building an overpass
so that this rest area can be accessed by traffic from both directions. That’s a good idea in general. It seems kind of stupid to do in
this particular location, though, given that there’s a rest area in Missouri for southbound traffic just a few miles from here.

There was a huge supply of Iowa maps at this rest area. In addition to having a dispenser where people could take a map,
they had maps piled up on a table in the lobby area part of the rest area, more maps on top of the vending machines, and even more
on the counter by the sinks in the men’s room. That caught my attention because this spring Garrigan had received a big box of Iowa
maps that we were trying to get rid of. Among other things, our principal put a map in the graduation packet for each of our seniors,
and all the kids in driver’s ed got one too. My bet is that the DOT had a huge number of leftover maps when travel was down during
the pandemic, and they were trying everything they could to get rid of them.
Another quirk of this rest area was the toilets. They had those electronic eyes that are supposed to flush automatically when
you leave. I’ve encountered many of those that weren’t well adjusted, but this was one of the worst. My toilet flushed three times
while I was sitting on it, but when I got up it didn’t flush at all. I had to push the button to flush it by hand.
The Julia Child book finished shortly after the rest area, and I began listening to yet another one. This was called Cronkite’s
War, which is one I happened to find when we were going through the stuff at my sister Margaret’s house after she died. It’s a
collection of letters the famous journalist wrote to his new wife while he was in London during World War II. Listening to it made the
miles pass quickly.
It began raining again as I neared Des Moines, and I felt like pulling off yet again as I rounded the curve on the beltway up
by Grimes. I continued onward, though, and by the time I’d reached Ankeny the rain had reduced to a trickle.
I bought gas at a Casey’s in Ankeny. The price was $2.63 9. They also had an E-15 blend for $2.559, but I’ve had some
issues when I tried to use that in the past. My mileage was back to normal on this fill (mid 30s). My bet is that I underfilled the tank
slightly the previous time. Overall the mileage on the trip wasn’t too bad, though.
I decided to have lunch at the Panera at the south end of Ankeny, a place I’ve stopped numerous times when I’ve been in
the Des Moines area. All through the pandemic, Panera restaurants had service that was as close to normal as they could do. They
mostly kept their dining rooms opened, but with mask requirements, blocked off tables, and special cleaning measures.
Today at the Ankeny Panera it was basically business as usual. They were obviously at 100% capacity; indeed it seemed
as if they’d crammed in more tables than I remembered from before. There were no signs on the door even suggesting masks, let
alone requiring them. The employees (most of whom were teenagers) did wear masks, but none of the customers did. They’d
removed the social distancing stickers from the floor, and the drink machines were fully available to customers, with no requirement
to get a fresh cup for refills. The place was very crowded. I waited fifteen minutes before I could order and another ten minutes before
I finally got my food.
I had a “Pick 2” combo with Thai salad and vegetable soup. Both were very tasty. I also had iced tea, and it was nice to be
able to refill it to take with me in the car with no restrictions.
I drove up to Ames and then headed west on highway 30. I made a brief stop at the Wal-Mart in Boone. I like that particular
store because it’s right off the road and rarely very busy. I picked up some of the nasal spray I use for allergy-related congestion and
also some travel-size shampoo and deodorant I’ll use for a trip later this summer.
Pretty much all the crops were now up, and most were a few inches high. The fields look so much better with crops in them
than they do bare. I enjoyed seeing green beside the road as I drove northward.
I took a quick toilet break at the new Kwik Star convenience store in Fort Dodge. Then my last stop before home was at
church, where I picked up the tapes for the church service last Sunday. We always record those on old-fashioned audio tape, and I
have to digitize them and then put them on our website and create a CD of the sermon that they’ll play on the radio. They’d apparently
had some issues with the service last Sunday, but I was able to make it work so it probably sounded better than it did live.
I got home right at 3:30pm. When I pulled into the garage the odometer read 19,311. I’d set a trip odometer at the start,
which said the complete trip had been 3,370.9 miles. It also said my average speed had been 54mph, and the elapsed driving time
was 61 hours and 51 minutes. That’s a pretty substantial road trip, but it was indeed a good one.
This really did make a good getaway after one of the most hectic school years over. Hopefully the rest of the summer will be
relaxing as well and the coming school year will be a bit closer to normal.

