
Southwest, 1994
 
[UPDATE:  August, 2008—As I gradually go back over my old travelogues, I’ll be leaving the original text intact but adding 
additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said.  I’ll also add some additional 
scanned photos to enhance the original travelogues.] 
 

A year and a half ago, my brother accepted a job offer in Gallup, New Mexico. Since it had been over fifteen years since I had 
set foot in the Southwest [and even then I’d barely made it further than Colorado], I decided that a visit to Steve seemed the logical 
vacation this year.  
 

WEDNESDAY, August 3, 1994  
Algona, Iowa to Thoreau, New Mexico  
 

I had long since finished packing, so I just sat around and watched TV through the early afternoon.  It startled me when the 
phone rang. It shocked me even more when the caller said she was from Northwest Airlines.  Mason City Airport tends to close in bad 
weather.  (I had found that out when I tried to fly to Florida a couple years ago.)  It was overcast and drizzly today, and the forecast was 
for thunderstorms. My worst fear was that the woman on the phone was calling to tell me my flight had been cancelled. 

 
Actually she was, but it turned out to be good news. My 6:00 flight was indeed cancelled, because of mechanical problems 

with the aircraft.  However, she was calling to ask if I would be willing to take an earlier flight, leaving at about 3:45. Thinking back on it, 
I probably could have told them I was unable to make that flight. That would have totally screwed up my travel plans, meaning I would 
probably have had to fly the following day. In return, the airline probably would have given me some sort of compensation. The truth 
was, though, that there was no inconvenience at all.  I just had to leave right away to get to the airport.   [These days I probably would 

 
Interior of MCW Airport in 1994 

not have been able to make it in time 
for the mandatory advance check-in 
procedures for the afternoon flight.] 
 

Mason City (MCW) is not exactly 
one of America's premier airports.  It’s not 
even one of America’s secondary airports.  
The terminal is a single brick building that 
looks like a small school. The bulk of the 
interior is empty space. Along one wall 
there are check-in counters, and across 
from them is a small souvenir shop [now 
closed], a real estate office (why, I don't 
know) [still there], and a small desk for 
Hertz car rentals [since expanded to 
take over the former gift shop].  At one 
end is a television (that seems forever set 
to Channel 6 in Austin, Minnesota) and 
about a dozen molded plastic chairs. At 
the other end a small addition to the 
building houses a coffee shop and 
restrooms. The control tower is above the 
addition. There is an enormous banner at 
the entrance proclaiming the airport's 50th 

anniversary—which isn't until 1996. I assume it was built as a military facility and became public after World War II. 
 

Just two airlines serve Mason City—Northwest Airlink and United Express. You'll note that those are the "regional partners" for 
larger airlines. United has just four flights a day, but Northwest has at least one flight an hour.  [United abandoned Mason City not 
long after this was written, with Northwest taking over the entire counter.  These days there are just three flights a day from 
MCW to MSP, and it takes a substantial government subsidy to keep even those going.]  There were only two Northwest 
employees on duty in Mason City when I was there, and they did absolutely everything. The main job these ladies had was working at 
the ticket counter, but they also guided planes to the gate area with orange flashlights, took luggage on and off the planes, escorted 
passengers to the boarding area, and even took coffee out to the pilots.  [The staff duties changed after the 9/11 security changes.  
Staff that work the non-secure counter are no longer allowed to go out onto the “sterile” tarmac, so now there are different 



people working inside and outside the terminal.  In addition there are now TSA security personnel in Mason City, though most 
of the day they don’t have much to do.] 
 

About five minutes before the scheduled time, the plane flew in from Fort Dodge, and the desk employees led us outside to 
board. The most surprising part was that none of us ever went through security. I'm not sure there even is security at MCW. 

 
The plane was something else again. The pilot welcomed us to Nortwest's "Jetstream service" to Mineapolis/St. Paul. We 

were, in fact, flying the Jetstream 31, one of the smallest prop-jets known to man. The pilot was standing beside it when we boarded, 
and the whole aircraft was less than twice as tall as he was.  The plane seats 19 passengers—barely. The first six rows have one extra-
narrow window seat, a very small aisle, and then two extra-narrow seats on the other side. In Row 4 the aisle is blocked by a storage 
bin for the fire extinguisher that rises about four inches off the floor. Row seven only has the window seat, as the other side is used to 
store luggage. I was in seat 7-A. There was no flight attendant. The pilot rattled off the safety messages on a speaker system that was 
absolutely impossible to understand. This particular plane was VERY old. The walls had been patched with duct tape—several times, 
and now even the patches were cracking. That hardly exudes a feeling of confidence when you're flying. 

 
[In reducing the number of flights out of MCW, they’ve actually improved the planes.  Today they fly 30-seaters made 

by Saab that are larger and more stable.  They’re still definitely small planes, but quite a bit more substantial than the 
Jetstreams.] 

 
It’s a very short flight from Mason City to Minneapolis. The scheduled time is 50 minutes, but about half of that is on the 

ground.  It was completely overcast when we left, but just north of Mason City the clouds broke, and I could see the Minnesota 
countryside below. 

 
The plane was extremely noisy and vibrated more than any other aircraft I've ever been on. I've never gotten airsick, but I 

wasn't so sure this might not be my first experience. 
 

Landing in Minneapolis is an interesting 
experience. We flew over some of the wealthiest suburbs in 
America (why anyone would want to build ritzy homes next 
to an airport, I don't know) and then over I-494, the 
Minneapolis beltway. The runway starts at a fence right next 
to the interstate, and it seemed as if we would hit the tops of 
the highway signs as we landed. Our little plane didn't take 
much space to land, and we touched down only a few 
hundred feet from the busy interstate. We then taxied 
FOREVER. We literally did cover more than half of the 
perimeter of the airport. Finally we found the "Regional 
Depot", an enormous airplane parking lot at the far north 
end of the airport. Our plane parked clear out in the 
boondocks, at least 1000 feet from the actual terminal. A 
Northwest employee acted as a tour guide, escorting us 
across the parking lot and on into the building. 
 

I mentioned that I had never gone through security 
in Mason City. Well, I certainly got familiar with it in 
Minneapolis. As soon as I left the regional gate, I had to go 
through the X-ray line. I suppose they feel no one would 
bother blowing up one of those commuter planes, so there's 
not much need for  security until you  land. If you’re  continu- 

 
Jetstream 31 parked at MSP Regional Depot 

ing onward, though, they are more concerned. I actually went through security four different times in the Twin Cities Airport (MSP). 
Each time I wandered from one concourse to another, there was another checkpoint. 
 
 [They have since completely re-designed and expanded what is now called the Lindbergh Terminal at MSP.  What 
was once the Regional Depot is now Concourses A and B.  They’re still at the far end of the terminal, but they now have gates 
with direct jetway connections to even the smallest planes.  The concourses also have moving walkways and trams that make 
for easy connections to the rest of the terminal.] 
 

Northwest dominates the airport. There are 90 gates, and Northwest uses 72 of them. Every other airline combined fills the 
remaining 18 gates—most of which are in the commuter area.  Virtually every passenger I saw in Minneapolis had a red and white 
Northwest ticket envelope.  [These days Northwest basically IS Minneapolis Airport.  In the Lindbergh Terminal, NWA has 
exclusive use of Concourses A, B, C, D, E, and G.  They share Concourse D with other members of the “Sky Team” alliance, 
most notably Delta, which has signed a merger agreement to take over Northwest.  No other airline is even allowed to use the 
Lindbergh Terminal these days.  Even “major” airlines like United and American have been banished to the much smaller 
Humphrey Terminal a three-minute subway ride to the south.] 
 

One of the more interesting features of the Minneapolis airport was a series of booths called "ziosks". These are scattered in 
prominent locations throughout the airport. They are basically private rooms within the airport that you can rent (for about $5/hour) by 
sliding your credit card through a special phone. I could see inside the empty ones, and I picked up a brochure that described them in 



detail. They are set up for the business traveler, with a desk featuring computer ports and a fax machine. They also have cable TV and 
a couch that folds out into a small bed. There's even a microscopic bathroom area. It resembles the facilities in the smallest campers, 
an all-plastic room where the shower sprays right on top of the sink and stool. The ziosks bill themselves as "meeting rooms", but I was 
rather amused to see some rather trashy looking ladies standing outside a couple of them and batting their eyes at male passersby. It 
would seem that Hennipan Avenue has expanded out to the airport.  [They got rid of the ziosks shortly after this was written, 
probably because they were being used for shady purposes.  I still think that having a private place people can rest on 
layovers is a good idea.  It surprises me that no one has done something like putting those Japanese capsule hotels in an 
airport.  Those wouldn’t be large enough for “shenanigans”, but they would allow for some real rest on a layover.] 
 

While I was waiting, I picked up a copy of the MSP News, a rather pointless free newspaper telling what's going on at the 
airport.  [They still waste money printing it today.]  Several pages were devoted to crime reports—which certainly made me feel less 
than secure. The vast majority of the crime involved the theft of office equipment, primarily laptop computers. There were more than 
forty computer thefts recorded in the past month. Typically someone would leave their computer unattended while they were talking on 
the phone. I feel sorry that their stuff was stolen, but you have to admit, it's pretty darn stupid to just leave a $2,000 piece of equipment 
out where anyone can take it. It also amazed me how many people are apprehended trying to take weapons past the checkpoints. I've 
never thought of Minneapolis as a hot-bed for hijacking, and you'd think people who weren't criminals would know better. 

 
I amused myself at length watching people in the area of Gate 21, where my flight was scheduled to depart. Perhaps most 

interesting was a young man from Holland who was sitting near me. He spoke very little English, and every time they made an 
announcement, he got out his dictionary to look things up. There are a lot of Dutch people at Minneapolis airport. Northwest has what 
they call an "international partnership" with KLM, the Dutch airline, so both airlines have several flights daily between Minneapolis and 
Amsterdam.  [The Northwest/KLM codeshare partnership was the start of what is now Sky Team.] 
 

Eventually it was time for my flight to leave. I passed through the tunnel and boarded flight 625, a shiny new Boeing 727 that 
was infinitely nicer than the little plane I had flown on from Mason City. We waited on the ground for a long time, seemingly last in a 
long string of Northwest flights. Eventually, though, we were off for Albuquerque. 
 

The flight to New Mexico was uneventful. They served drinks and a cold ham sandwich (which they called "Northwest's world-
renowned a-la-carte service" [which, of course, was eliminated in one of the airline’s many battles with bankruptcy]). I had a 
window seat, and in my row on the aisle was an extremely talkative man. When he found out I was headed for the Four Corners area, 
he literally wouldn't shut up. The man was originally from Racine, Wisconsin, but he had spent most of his life as a highway engineer in 
Arizona. Originally he worked for the state (his proudest accomplishment was designing the route of I-40 through northern Arizona), but 
now he works for the Bureau of Indian Affairs on the Navajo Reservation. He is head of the highway division in Chinle, Arizona, the 
largest town on the reservation. He told me in great detail about how the reservation highway department is structured and what goes 
into building roads in the desert. It wasn't very interesting, but it did manage to fill some time. 
 

As I entered the baggage area, I found Steve and Terry, who were just arriving at the airport. They had spent the day in 
Albuquerque visiting relatives we have in the city. They had left in plenty of time, but there was an accident on their way to the airport 
that had slowed traffic way down. That accident was an omen of things to come. 

 
Albuquerque is an enormous, sprawling city. It entirely fills a big valley beneath the Sandia Mountains, and today the houses 

are starting to march up the hillsides. The city and its environs are roughly square, and they stretch on for nearly twenty miles in each 
direction.  For a place no larger than Omaha, that’s quite a distance.  [Having since gotten more familiar with Omaha than I really 
care to, I can say it is also far too suburban and stretches across about the same area as Albuquerque.] 
 

We stopped on the west side of Albuquerque at a convenience store called Love's. My first reaction was that the place was 
filthy, but I found out later that this was pretty typical of convenience stores in the West. You don't have that "clean as a whistle" motto 
that Casey's lives by out here.  [New Mexico was my first encounter with Loves, which has since expanded eastward.  There’s 
now a Loves truckstop in Albert Lea, Minnesota, about an hour away from my home.  The Midwestern locations are notably 
cleaner than what I saw at Loves in the Southwest.  I think they emulate their competition in each different market.] 
 

After stopping at Loves, we continued westward on Interstate 40, which parallels the old Route 66 of Hollywood fame. From 
Albuquerque it's about 80 miles to Grants, the next town of any significance. Then it's another twenty-five miles to Thoreau (named 
after the famous author [actually it apparently wasn’t named after Henry David Thoreau, but rather after some government 
official with that last name], but pronounced thi-ROO), where Steve and Terry live. The towns seem to stretch on forever out here. 
Grants (and its smaller twin Milan) were built along old 66, and they don't ever go more than a few blocks from the highway. The towns 
together only have about 10,000 people, yet they stretch on for more than ten miles. 
 

While it was dark driving along, one thing really struck me—how relatively flat the area was. Whenever else I had been this far 
west, it was further north—in Colorado or Montana. There the mountains rise abruptly to commanding heights. Here in New Mexico the 
mountains are much less rugged and the surrounding countryside is already at a higher elevation. The overall effect is more of gentle 
hills (or even plains) than of mountains. 

 
The other thing I noticed quickly was how incredibly dry it was. This is, of course, America's desert. While you don't see cactus 

or sand dunes, you also don't see cornfields or much in the way of trees. What I noticed after leaving the oppressive humidity of Iowa 
was that my lips were chapped from the sudden and intense dryness. 

 



Eventually we got to Thoreau, another little town that seems to never end. Steve and Terry live at the far northwest end, in a 
neighborhood of public housing supplied by the local school to its teachers. All the houses here are small, and theirs is no exception. 
The whole place isn't much larger than my apartment, but there certainly are more rooms. They have a fairly large master bedroom and 
two smaller bedrooms. There's also a small bath and a small kitchen. The living room is tiny and oddly shaped. They have a lot of 
furniture, and it amazed me how well they had arranged things to make it fit without really seeming crowded.  I couldn’t help but thinking 
how the place would be with a lot of people, though.  This spring Steve and Terry had served as foster parents for a family of six Navajo 
children [some of whom they’d eventually adopt], and it must have been a challenge to get so many people into their little house. 
 

We sat up and talked until well after midnight. Eventually I went to bed. I was in the room where the boys had stayed when 
they had the foster kids.  I chose the upper bunk—apparently Donovan’s bed, and spread stuff out on the lower bunk.  In the room they 
also had a rocker and some bookcases.  Steve brought in a fan, which I appreciated.  It isn’t really very hot at night out here, but 
keeping the air circulating [and having a steady background noise] helped me get to sleep. 
 

THURSDAY, August 4, 1994 
Thoreau, New Mexico to Winslow, Arizona  
 
 I’d have loved to sleep in this morning, so—of course—I woke up early.  I was showered and dressed before anyone else had 
gotten up, so I set out walking around Thoreau. 

 
Hawk Circle “teacherages” – Thoreau, New Mexico 

 
Thoreau comes darn close to being the strangest town I've ever seen. In a lot of ways it doesn't even really seem like a town 

at all. It covers an enormous amount of land, but most of it is empty space. This is a fairly typical housing pattern for the Navajo (NAH-
vuh-ho) Indians who are native to the area.  The Navajo have traditionally lived in clans or extended families, with two to four homes 
together and a lot of land around them.  Even relatively modern towns like Thoreau have been influenced by this traditional lifestyle.  
Most of Thoreau is laid out in the standard grid of streets you’d find in any small town anywhere. (Most of the streets are dirt, but that's 
another matter.)  But you'll see a few houses clustered together and then a bunch of empty lots right next to them. [The exception is 
the “teacherage” neighborhood near the school where Steve and Terry lived, which is similar to any older suburban 
development.]  I walked two miles from Steve and Terry's place, and I saw only a small corner of the town. 

 
The "downtown" part of Thoreau is comparatively more tightly packed, but even there there's a lot of unused land. Thoreau 

has a little over 1,000 people, and it has about what business you'd expect in a town its size—a bank, post office, two convenience 
stores, hardware, auto supplies, a bar, churches (Baptist, Pentecostal, and Mormon, plus the ugliest pole-building Catholic mission I’ve 
ever seen), video shops, a cafe, a locally-owned hamburger joint, and a pizza parlor. There's also a place called the "Kachina 
Connection" that sells Navajo handicrafts, with an on-going flea market in its parking lot. That handful of businesses stretches on for 
over a mile on the old main highway through town—which makes the town seem at the same time both bigger and smaller than it really 
is. 

 
[What Thoreau doesn’t have, which was surprising in a place this size fairly removed from other places, is exit 

business along the interstate.  The Kachina Connection was basically it, whereas in most places I’d expect fast food, a motel,  
or a convenience store at an exit for a place this large.] 



The only place that has a comparatively high density in Thoreau is the so-called Navajo chapter housing.  These pre-fab units 
are provided by the “Navajo Nation” government for Indians who have re-settled from rural areas on the nearby reservation.  It looks a 
lot like the public housing developments in small towns all over the South.  The only real difference is that the people are Indian rather 
than Black. 
 

… And Thoreau definitely is Indian.  Virtually everyone here is Navajo.  The town is technically "off the rez" (outside the 
reservation boundary—which is why they are able to have a bar in town), but it basically marks the southeast corner of settlement for 
America's largest Indian tribe. There are a handful of white people here, most of whom work either for the government (like Steve and 
Terry, who teach) or own the businesses that serve the Navajo. You don't see much of any other races here—although many of the 
Navajo do have Hispanic names. 

 
Walking around Thoreau, most of my initial impressions were negative [and those impressions really haven’t changed 

much after both the passage of time and re-visiting the place]. The most notable feature of the town is its massive litter problem. 
Like most states (but unlike Iowa), New Mexico has no beverage deposit system, so everywhere you look, you’ll find pop and beer 
containers strewn about.  By far the most popular pop is Dr. Pepper, followed closely by Coke and Sprite.  Pepsi products don’t seem to 
be very big here—or perhaps the Pepsi drinkers are just neater people.  Budweiser and Coors are the big beers here, but I also saw 
almost all the “cheap” and “standard” beer brands represented among the trash.  What was missing from the trash was basically the 
bulk of what my student council kids pick up when they do their adopt-a-highway project—juice bottles, coffee cups, and fast food trash. 

 
Steve tells me that, as in Mississippi, you can earn about a quarter a pound for turning in aluminum cans to a recycling center.  

That just isn’t quite the incentive of a nickel a can, though—and it does nothing for all the plastic and glass bottles that also get littered.  
Traveling almost anywhere else makes me feel good about the Iowa deposit law—it’s so nice for our state to be on the forefront of 
something good.  [The Iowa legislature caved in to supermarket lobbyists a few years back and put some major loopholes in 
the law, which make it much less effective than it used to be.  Now in most places you have to take your cans and bottles to a 
recycling center, which makes it much harder to recycle than just going to the grocery store.] 
 

There's probably no more litter here than in Mississippi (and probably less than Margaret and I saw in Newfoundland).  The 
problem is that in the desert there's not a lot of vegetation to hide the trash.  In wetter climates, the ditches are overgrown with 
greenery, and the litter just falls to the bottom and gets covered.  Here it’s there to admire in all its glory.  

 
Much of Thoreau is frankly ugly. There are lots and lots of run-down mobile homes and clapboard or stucco bungalows that 

haven't seen repairs in decades. It's fairly common for people to discard old appliances, old tires, old cars, and anything else they feel 
like in their yards. Most of the homes don't have real yards, just scrubby desert plants among the sand and rocks. Here and there are 
some lovely homes, but you're as likely to see the burnt-out shell of a building—still not torn down.  Everything is dry and dusty, and the 
overall feel of the place is less than appealing. 

 
The background scenery, however, is quite striking.  The school and the “teacherages” are off Castle Rock Road, named after 

a large rock formation that dominates the view north and west of town.  The red and tan rocks dazzle beautifully in the bright sunshine.  
To the south and east are the San Mateo Mountains and various other dark, volcanic mountains.  Tallest and most noteworthy of these 
is Mount Taylor, which holds historic significance for several Indian tribes in the area.  For instance, Mt. Taylor was traditionally the 
eastern boundary of the Navajo Nation. 

 
Looking back on the trip, I realize that much of the Southwest was like Thoreau—dreadful towns in picturesque settings. My 

British sense of tidiness kept wondering why a major tourist area like this would pollute the lovely countryside with such ghastly 
settlements. I stopped myself, though, in realizing that this is one of the poorest places in America—every bit as poor as the Mississippi 
Delta or Appalachia. One of the factors that helped Steve and Terry decide to move out here was that Steve could get his student loans 
forgiven for teaching in a poverty-stricken area.  Poverty is rarely beautiful, and New Mexico is no exception. 

 
When I got back from my walk, Steve was up.  He took me driving around Thoreau, where I got a more complete taste of the 

community.  One of the most interesting places in Thoreau is Thriftway, the larger of the two convenience stores. Thriftway bills itself as 
"The Thoreau Shopping Center", and it does offer more under one roof than you'd expect—like a laundromat. There's also a butcher 
shop—sort of. They have a butcher case, but no employee. You go behind the case, select the meat you want, and wrap it yourself.  
Why they don’t just put it on a tray and wrap it in plastic like most supermarkets, I don’t know. 

 
The Thoreau Thriftway has a rather infamous place in modern history. It was here that the first case of "Muerto Canyon 

Hantavirus" was recognized. The first victim collapsed here after a short bout of "flu-like symptoms". He died only hours later. You might 
have read a couple of years ago about this strange and deadly virus that spread rapidly across the Southwest. Some papers gave it 
names like the "Navajo flu". The mysterious disease killed dozens of people, and some predicted it had the potential to be as serious as 
the "black death" in medieval Europe. Well, the virus was isolated in record time.  It was a totally new strain, and they found that deer 
mice were spreading it in their feces.  There is still no known vaccination, but there's also no cause for alarm. Hantavirus can be killed 
by simple household disinfectants (e.g.: Lysol). If you do catch the virus, treatment is fairly straightforward, as long as it is recognized 
quickly. It's when it gets into the advanced stages that hantavirus, like the plague—which is also fairly common in the Southwest—
becomes serious. The basic rule is that "flu-like symptoms" shouldn't be ignored. 

 
After running errands around Thoreau, we set out on our real journey. We headed west on I-40, an extremely crowded 

interstate.  At first I couldn’t understand why this road was so busy.  New Mexico has twice the area of Iowa, but only half the people.  
Moreover, I-40 doesn’t go anywhere in particular.  It is one of several different interstates that end up in Los Angeles, but away from the 
Pacific coast, there isn’t much.  From Los Angeles, it’s over 800 miles to Albuquerque, the next place that’s anything more than an 



overgrown small town.  East of there the road visits such impressive places as Amarillo and Little Rock, before eventually making its 
way to Wilmington, North Carolina.  It’s not like this road connects the cities of the Northeast Corridor, yet from the traffic you might 
guess it did. 

 
I finally figured out two reasons why I-40 is so heavily traveled.  First, a large portion of the vehicles are tourists.  This is the 

most convenient route to the Grand Canyon (indeed, that’s why we were taking it today).  There’s also a lot of lesser tourist attractions 
en route.  Secondly, most of the traffic is trucks.  As I mentioned earlier, the “mountains” in New Mexico are barely mountains at all.  
Compared to the massive engineering project and steep grades of I-70 in Colorado or I-90 in Montana, the countryside around I-40 
seems like Nebraska.  There are some long grades (most noteworthy is Nine Mile Hill west of Albuquerque), but there’s neither the 
steep slopes nor the tunnel systems that mark the interstates further north.  From the trucker’s point of view, this has to be an easier 
road to drive than the alternatives.  [That it leads straight to L.A., America’s largest port and one of the biggest industrial centers 
in the country also makes it a big truck route.] 
 

That second point got driven home just five miles west of Thoreau, when we reached the Continental Divide. Rather than 
some dramatic pass, the road just cuts above the tops of the rocky hills in the area. The divide is only a couple hundred feet higher than 
Thoreau, and only about 2,500 feet higher than Albuquerque—more than 100 miles away. In contrast, west of Denver I-70 climbs over 
5,000 feet in 30 miles before going under Loveland Pass (which is 1500 feet higher) through the Eisenhower Tunnel.  The peak of Mt. 
Taylor is around the same elevation as Loveland Pass—and down here it dominates the landscape and the road avoids it.  The divide 
is the same everywhere, though—whether it’s high or low.  It marks the boundary between water flowing into the Atlantic and Pacific 
Oceans.  On the east side of the New Mexico divide (at Thoreau, say), a drop of water that didn’t evaporate instantly would eventually 
flow down the Rio Grande and into the Gulf of Mexico.  West of the divide (in Gallup), the nearly-dry Rio Puerco eventually flows into 
the Colorado.  It would empty into the Pacific, but virtually all of the Colorado is piped away to make green lawns in desert cities like Los 
Angeles, Las Vegas, and Phoenix. 
 

Near the continental divide is a true “marvel of the modern age”, a place that bills itself as “the Mother of All Truck Stops”.  
Perhaps needless to say, we stopped.  The Giant Travel Center is indeed a major truck stop, complete with its own refinery.  It’s far 
more than just a gas station and café, though.  It’s more like a miniature shopping mall, supplying virtually everything the traveler could 
imagine—all under one roof.  Steve’s Mitsubishi minivan didn’t need gas, so we just looked around a bit.  They had eight flavors of 
gourmet coffee available at the same price as a regular cup of coffee (95 cents), so I had a taste of amaretto cream, and we were on 
our way. 
 

Before long we made it to Gallup, whose 20,000 people make it the biggest city in the area and one of the largest places in a 
state that doesn’t have many cities.  Gallup’s sprawl makes Grants seem very small indeed.  The town grew up as a service center—
first along the Santa Fe Railroad and then along Route 66.  Today it’s the only thing between here and there on Interstate 40.  It’s hard 
to say exactly where Gallup begins or ends, but parts of it sprawl on for over fifteen miles along the highway [and unlike Grants, 
Gallup does extend quite a ways away from the main road]. 
 

The population of Gallup is largely Hispanic (like much of New MEXICO), but it bills itself as the "Gateway to Indian Country". 
Gallup is on the doorstep of the Navajo Reservation, and it is also convenient to a number of other Indian settlements in the area.  Each 
summer the city hosts a “Ceremonial”, where Indian tribes compete in such areas as traditional dance and rodeo.  The city uses the 
Indians to cash in on tourists. It seems as if you can't go two blocks in Gallup without being assaulted by really tacky-looking gift shops. 
Many of them don't even know whose stuff they are selling. The enormous Gallup Indian Plaza features a circle of teepees out front. 
The plains Indians may have used teepees [although most sources will tell you teepees were rare even for them], but no one out 
West ever did. Many of the handicrafts are lovely, but the prices are out of this world. Navajo rugs, for instance, look a lot like the 
weavings you see in Mexico, but the prices are as much as ten times higher.  [Basically you’re paying American prices rather than 
Third World prices.] 
 

Steve gave me a grand tour of Gallup, which (to damn with faint praise) wasn't nearly as tacky as I had imagined it might be. 
The business strips (primarily along Route 66) long ago saw their better days and are definitely leaning toward the seedy side, but 
many of the residential neighborhoods are quite nice.  He showed me the apartment building where he lived after first moving to Gallup.  
It used to be a rectory or convent for the local cathedral.  Like everything in the area, the building is low-slung and sprawling, but it’s 
quite attractive with its pseudo-adobe stucco walls.  Some of the nearby homes were truly elegant, with either manicured lawns or rock 
gardens with local plants.  Compared to Thoreau, even the poorer sections seemed well-kept.  We saw one public housing 
development that I thought at first was luxury condominiums. 

 
There was one thing I couldn't get over, though. There seems to be an obsession here with "natural Southwestern colors". 

Those colors (tan, rose, etc.) have become rather stylish for decorating everywhere in recent years. In the Southwest, though, it's really 
overkill. They seem to think that EVERYTHING should look like adobe—which really isn't terribly attractive even when it's authentic.  
When the landscape is tan and rose and the buildings are also tan and rose, it’s really pretty boring.  In Mexico they would use similar 
construction methods, but they would either whitewash the buildings or paint them bright colors. Color would definitely help things out 
here. I, for one, can only stand so much subtlety.  

 
We had lunch at the McDonalds—North.  Gallup’s sprawl allows it to support no less than three McDonalds locations.  The 

north location is in a modern building with an almost all-glass exterior.  Inside the furnishings are in those unrelenting Southwestern 
colors.  To be fair, though, the atmosphere was pleasant, the restrooms were clean, and the service was friendly and speedy—things 
we rapidly came to appreciate for their rarity. 

 



All three of us ordered the same food—a barbecue bacon burger that I had never before encountered.  It was really quite 
good, with crisp bacon and just the right amount of tangy sauce.  [Something I really hate about fast food is that they’re forever 
doing limited time, limited region specials like this.  I’d order this sandwich again, if it were available.  Unfortunately, Gallup in 
1994 was the only time I ever encountered it.]  The value-meal version of this burger was $3.29, about the same price something 
similar would have been at home.  Almost everything else on the menu was either the same or just slightly more expensive than in 
Iowa. 
 

A sign at McDonalds tells you how multicultural the area is. By the drive-through window there are ordering instructions in the 
English, Navajo, and Spanish languages.  The service staff seemed to be primarily Hispanic.  They obviously understood English, 
though, and I assume at least someone on the staff speaks Navajo. 

 
Navajo is not that widely spoken [particularly among younger people who are seen in public with much frequency]. Until 

recently it was discouraged in schools, so a lot of the younger Indians grew up speaking English as their native language.  There's a big 
push among the Navajo people to revive their language. I didn't hear much of it. Actually, about all I heard was in listening to "Navajo 
Nation Radio", which features newscasts in Navajo and country music in English. The language is apparently related to Eskimo 
(remember the Bearing Strait Land Bridge from grade school geography?), and it features the same combination of guttural consonants 
and excessive vowels that are found up North. 
 

After lunch we got back on I-40 and drove west just a few miles through construction until we reached the Arizona border.  At 
the border signs welcomed us both to Arizona and the Navajo Nation.  The reservation dominates northeast Arizona, and it spills over 
into New Mexico and Utah.  Technically, though, it isn’t really part of any of those states.  Someone who wanted to get technical could 
say that the “Four Corners” is really where just two places meet—the Navajo Nation and the Ute Nation (which happens to be in 
Colorado).  Unlike the Plains tribes, the Navajo today still occupy roughly the same land as their ancestors (in both location and 
amount).  Through numerous treaties, the Navajo are basically allowed self-government.  They even have their own national capital in 
Window Rock (more on that later).  In practice, they pick and choose which affairs they want to govern themselves, and they leave the 
rest to federal, state, and local government. 
 

The Navajo are American citizens (generally quite patriotic citizens at that), and they have basically the same rights and 
responsibilities as anyone else. They can live anywhere they wish. Many choose to live "on the rez", either because that's where their 
families have always lived or because it's cheaper and less stressful to live there. The problem is that there's not much to do on the 
reservation—there's not much work, and there's not much entertainment. The majority of Navajo are on Welfare, and alcoholism is a 
serious problem.  The tribal government is trying to address these problems.  There are a lot of new schools and technical colleges 
designed to train young Navajo people for tomorrow’s jobs, and they’ve built new community centers in the larger towns throughout the 
area.  The problems persist, though, and they won’t be easily solved. 
 

The highway weaves in and out of the reservation before coming to the Petrified Forest National Park, next on our destination 
list. We exited onto Old #66 and saw the park. 

 
First we saw the visitors' center, with a film telling the history of the area. It was here that I got a real let-down. Somehow when 

I heard "petrified forest" I pictured a true forest of trees—still standing, but turned to stone. That's silly, of course, but then it's not like I'm 
a geologist. Actually this area was once a lush forest, with incredibly tall trees. Over time it was flooded again and again. The trees fell 
and were washed away. Eventually they were covered with silt under conditions that just happened to be right for their cells to be 
replaced by crystalline rocks. The process is really quite fascinating.  The visitors’ center also has features on the wildlife of the area 
and on the dinosaurs that used to be here.  There’s also a gift shop where you can buy legal petrified wood.  I passed, as there was 
nothing that looked much different than any other rock. 

 
Theft of petrified wood is apparently quite a serious problem. Every brochure I looked at on the park went on and on about it. I 

never saw myself as particularly more honest than the average person, but it would never occur to me to steal from a national park. The 
souvenir shops sell wood gathered on nearby land outside the park boundary—which is exactly as it should be. 
 

It's quite a drive from the visitors' center to the "forest". Just beyond the entrance is the so-called Painted Desert. I had always 
wondered what the "painted desert" was, and now I know. It's what in South Dakota they call the "Badlands". It's basically badly eroded 
land that's not good for anything, but just happens to look pretty. 

 
Looking out over the scenery is the Painted Desert Inn, a fake-adobe complex that’s quite striking, if not very authentic.  

Apparently before the park existed a rancher had set up one of those “everything under one roof” shops along Route 66.  The original 
building was built out of petrified wood.  When the park service took over the area, the building was unstable, and they didn’t want to 
use petrified wood to repair it.  So they hired the Depression-era C.C.C. to build the current building. 

 
They also hired Fred Harvey Concessions to manage the place.  Fred Harvey was, and remains, a major concessionaire in the  

Southwest.  His chain of restaurants and hotels started when the railroad came west.  Harvey built inns at each of the major stops along 
the railroad, providing food and lodging to train passengers.  His inns were memorialized in one of the worst movie-musicals of the ‘40s, 
Judy Garland’s The Harvey Girls.  That unmemorable flick did have one memorable song, named after the railroad that started it all: 

 
Do you hear that whistle down the line? 

I figure that it’s engine number 49; 
She’s the only one that’ll sound that way 

On the Atchison, Topeka, and the Santa Fe. 



See the old smoke rising ‘round the bend? 
It looks as if she’s going to meet another friend. 

Folks around these parts get the time of day 
From the Atchison, Topeka, and the Santa Fe. 

All aboard!  (Woo-oo-oo-oo-woo-oo-oo) 
Hey Jim, you’d better get the rig. 

All aboard!  (Woo-oo-oo-oo-woo-oo-oo) 
She’s got a load of passengers that’s pretty big; 

And they’ll all want rides to Brown’s Hotel, 
‘Cause some of them’s been traveling for quite a spell 

All the way from Philadel-phie-ay 
On the Atchison, Topeka, and the Santa Fe! 

 
The song goes on and on, and it rang through my head for much of the trip.  The Santa Fe Railroad was really the first highway through 
this region.  Route 66 followed virtually the same path, and I-40 today parallels both of the previous routes.  Today the Santa Fe is 
about to merge with the Burlington Northern (the old Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy—which went through my old hometown, but 
nobody ever bothered to write a song about).  I have no idea what they plan to call the merger, but it will surely be the largest railroad in 
the country. 
 
 Fred Harvey’s no longer operates the Painted Desert Inn.  In fact, a number of visitors had written in the guest book that they’d 
have appreciated having something to drink available.  [It is odd that they don’t even have a pop machine.]  Today it’s just a 
museum and an overlook over the painted desert.  It was interesting to see, though. 
 

 
Steve & Terry at the petrified forest. 

After crossing through the painted desert, old 
Route 66 crosses back under I-40 and heads south into 
the actual petrified forest. While it was a 
disappointment to find that there weren't actual trees 
standing in the forest, I must say that when I saw what 
was there, I was certainly impressed. In many places 
the whole landscape is positively littered with petrified 
wood. From the road you see whole fields of stumps 
and logs that have been turned to stone. You can also 
hike trails to get right in the middle of it all. It's stark, but 
really quite pretty.  Petrified wood is normally made of 
clear quartz, but some of it has imperfections that make 
it into brightly colored semi-precious stones.  Over ages 
and under high pressure, the quartz crystals gradually 
replace the natural wood cells, one by one.  The quartz 
takes on the exact same shape of the original logs.  
While you can’t see such fine details as rings, you can 
see knot holes and bark patterns.  It really is a wonder.  
Before this was a park, the area was used as a mine.  
They made the petrified wood into elegant tabletops 
and lamp bases.  I can imagine that it would make 
lovely furniture, but I’d have to even think of the cost. 

 
Scattered  among the  wood  there  are  a  few 

ruins of earlier times. The Anasazi people were the first people to live in the Southwest. They were the ancestors of all the modern-day 
Indian tribes in the area. Here in the Petrified Forest area they built homes and worship places out of the native sandstone in the area, 
and they even incorporated some of the petrified wood into their construction. At one of the ruins, called Newspaper Rock, they have 
petroglyphs—markings that the ancient people had made on stone. They have suffered from a lot of centuries of weathering, but it was 
still interesting to see. 
 

For all the glittering beauty of the rocks and the interesting history of the ruins, the land around here sure isn't much. From my 
point of view, the Anasazi and their descendents can have it. The film at the visitors' center spoke of the abundance of wildlife that 
makes its home in the beautiful desert. I think I might talk about the "blooming desert" with rather a more British interpretation. It's 
hopelessly dry, stiflingly hot, and virtually barren. Yes, there are a few scrubby plants—mostly those nasty weeds that get prickles all 
through your shoestrings. I didn't see much in the way of animals, but I certainly heard their presence. There are a lot of strange 
buzzes and rattles that are also none too friendly. 
 

I learned an interesting fact at the visitors’ center.  This area hasn’t always been desert.  In fact, the change was quite recent.  
When it was part of Mexico, northern Arizona was grassland—not terribly different from the natural vegetation in Nebraska or even 
western Iowa.  The rainfall was less reliable in Arizona, but it was sufficient for widely varied vegetation to grow.  Unfortunately, 
ranchers came out here at about the same time as the railroad.  They overgrazed the grasses and killed off much of the natural 
vegetation.  When rain fell on the overgrazed land, there was nothing there to catch it.  Water drained right through the rocks and sandy 
soil, so as quickly as it rained, it was dry again.  Fewer plants also meant there was less water given up to the atmosphere through 
transpiration, so in turn there was less moisture in the atmosphere to fall as rain.  Quite rapidly the whole area turned to desert.  That’s 



precisely the same thing that’s happening today in much of Africa.  I’ve seen pictures of Africa (most notably Paul Simon’s Graceland 
concert in Zimbabwe), and this reminded me a lot of that continent. 

 
Steve obviously likes the countryside here a lot more than me. Time and again he would rave about all the beautiful rock 

formations. There is a certain stark beauty in rock formations, but I must confess it's all rather alien to me. To my way of thinking, 
there's no green here. The landscape is tan and rose, and the plants a dusty sage. To me deep forest green means health and life. It 
would take a lot of adjusting to deal with the pale hues of the West.  [That’s still very much my opinion.  I LOVE wetter mountains 
like the Cascades or the Alleghenies, but I’m not a big fan of dry mountains.  I must say, though, that on a later trip I went 
hiking through the desert in California and Arizona in springtime, when it literally was in bloom.  That was a desert experience 
I really did like.] 
 

Another thing that would take some getting used to is the heat.  It’s intense out here.  Phrases like “100 degrees in the shade” 
become meaningless in a place where there is no shade.  Everyone has always told me how much better desert heat is, because 
there’s no humidity.  That may be true—to a point.  But when the temperature is in three digits, it is (as another old song so eloquently 
put it) “too … durn … hot!”  I was sweating profusely and feeling rather thirsty as the sun beat down with no relief.  We’ve had a 
relatively cool summer in Iowa, and it’s been too long since I was down in Mississippi.  I wasn’t prepared for the heat, and it took a while 
to adapt.  Fortunately, this was by far the worst day. 
 

We toured another visitors' center at the south end of the park and then headed northwestward toward Holbrook.  Steve’s gas 
gauge was below the “E” mark, which made me worry.  I take after our mother.  I tend not to take unnecessary chances, and I get 
worried over little things.  (Ask my friend James about that.)  I tend to buy gas shortly below the ½ mark, and I never let it get much 
below ¼.  Steve, though, takes after my more adventurous father.  He pushes things to their limits, but he usually does know what 
those limits are.  Steve also has a lot of experience driving long distances on virtually no money.  Putting that together, Steve had no 
worries about traveling thirty miles across the desert with he gauge below empty.  He was right, of course, but it did give me a scare. 
 

One thing that stuck me as off as we drove across “the blooming desert” was that everything here is fenced.  I can’t imagine 
keeping animals in this heat (surely they’d issue a stockman’s advisory under the same conditions in Iowa), and I can’t see livestock 
eating sagebrush and prickly weeds that seem to be all that grows here.  Nevertheless, everything is fenced in, usually with rather nasty 
barbed wire. 
 

Before long we made it to Holbrook, a dumpy little overgrown town that really seems out of place in the middle of the desert. 
(A lot of towns seem out of place, though; I'm not really sure what would fit into this unusual environment.) We stopped at a Dairy 
Queen for some refreshment, which was certainly an experience. It took the better part of half an hour to get our order (two dipped 
cones and a sundae). We entertained ourselves by reading the multitude of signs they had posted around the store. One excused the 
dreadful service by noting that everything was "made to order for freshness"—as if ice cream took that long to make. Another said 
rather abruptly "We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone!"  They offered no suggestion of what might cause them to refuse 
service, and they were certainly willing to take our money.  It made me wonder, though.  In Dixie, you’d have a suit from the NAACP if 
you even thought about posting that sign.  Yet another sign suggested that tips were welcome—at Dairy Queen.  I don’t know about 
you, but I’ve never tipped at a fast food place in my life (to my mind, someone actually has to serve you to receive a tip).  [They also 
should earn the sub-minimum wage that waiters in “real” restaurants earn.  DQ counter girls may be paid badly, but they 
make as much as the cooks and dishwashers (who don’t get tips) in sit-down restaurants.]  Even if I did tip in fast food places, I 
certainly wouldn't do so at a place that suggested I should. Moreover, when their service is slow and sullen, their prices high, and they 
advertise their right to refuse me, they certainly don't seem terribly deserving of any extra money from me. 
 

We bought a tankful of gas at a convenience store in Holbrook.  I bought some coffee and a newspaper and then went back to 
the car.  As I was opening my door, an old Indian man asked me for a quarter.  I’ve never had much time for beggars, so I ignored him 
and got in the car.  He was very aggressive, though—talking to me again and again through the window and reaching down as if he 
were trying to open the door.  Finally I locked the door, and he went on to bother a woman who was getting gas on the other side of the 
pumps.  He had equally little success with her. 
 

Gas prices are expensive and unpredictable here.  Gas went up in Iowa while I was away (it’s $1.199 in Algona now [what I 
wouldn’t give to pay that, given that it just went DOWN to $3.559 after peaking over four bucks]), but on the whole it’s still 
cheaper than in the Southwest.  Every once in a while we’d spot a bargain, but we saw prices ranging as high as $1.359.  It also 
surprised me that they still have leaded regular gas out here (and it’s significantly cheaper than unleaded).  That’s been outlawed in 
Iowa for quite a while now, and I figured it was a national law.  The old clunkers seem to run just fine on premium unleaded.  There are 
certainly a lot of old clunkers out here, but they seem to think that lead is the only thing that’ll keep them going. 
 

As we got on the interstate, I was reminded of something else I know is a federal law that Iowa seems to be the only state to 
follow. Arizona, like almost every state west of the Missouri, is littered with billboards. I'd love to know where they get the beautiful shots 
for Arizona Highways magazine. It seemed like everywhere I looked there were glaring signs. I know that back in the mid-70s there was 
a federal law passed that unless interstate billboards were moved hundreds of feet off the right-of-way, states would lose their highway 
funding. There was a big argument in the Register about it at the time, but today in the whole state of Iowa, you'll only see one billboard 
(the Welcome to Coralville sign) right next to the interstate. All the others are way out in the cornfields. Many of the eastern states have 
gone so far as to outlaw billboards totally. It seems contradictory, then, that places that pride themselves on natural beauty—like 
Arizona and New Mexico—clutter up the landscape with commercial signs. I also wonder how they get away with it, when Iowa had to 
follow the law. 
 
 



Until now just about my only knowledge of Winslow came from the old Eagles song, "Take It Easy":  
 

Standing on a corner 
In Winslow, Arizona, 

Such a fine sight to see: 
It's a girl, my Lord, 
In a flatbed Ford 

Slowing down to take a look at me. 
Take it easy! 
Take it easy! 

Don't let the sound  
of your own wheels 

Make you crazy. 
 

Actually, even today I can't say I 
know a whole lot more about 
Winslow. In a lot of ways, though, it 
was my favorite of all the towns we 
visited on the trip. The landscape 
around the town is even more barren 
than elsewhere, yet Winslow seems 
less alien and more like a real town. 
Part of that is that it's older—in fact 
much of  the town dates to around the  

 
Standing on a corner in Winslow, Arizona 

turn of the century. You get the feeling it's pretty much always been the size it is today—just like most of the towns in Iowa. Winslow 
was also one of the few places I saw that had a substantial downtown, with two- and three-story brick buildings.  There wasn’t much 
business going on downtown—like anywhere, it’s mostly moved to strips on the highways—but it was there.  I like old-fashioned 
commercial architecture, and I missed that almost everywhere else I went on this trip. 
 

Winslow's residential areas are mostly closely packed, the antithesis of Thoreau. It's not as junky as other places, either. Many 
of the homes aren't in the best of repair, but at least you don't see old appliances piled up out front. The lawns are hardly manicured, 
but they are healthy, and there are genuine trees in many of the yards. 
 

Perhaps the biggest problem in Winslow is graffiti. Those Los Angeles gangs have taken over the mountains, and their 
symbols literally plaster the buildings in parts of Winslow. It didn't exactly make me feel unsafe, but it certainly isn't pleasant. 
 

We checked into the Super 8 motel in Winslow. A very pleasant Hispanic woman (Winslow seems to be heavily Hispanic) took 
us through the formalities, and we took our things to our room.  I was pleased to notice that the vending machines were remarkably 
inexpensive (50 cents for pop, which can push a dollar in many motels).  It surprised me, though, that they didn’t bother to air condition 
the public areas of the motel.  It was sweltering in the lobby and hallways.  Our room air conditioner was also off, but we turned it on 
and cooled things down quickly.  The room was pleasant, if not luxurious, with a “lovely” view of the Super 8 sign on the front of the 
roof. 

After cooling down and freshening up, we headed out from Winslow. We planned to see the Meteor Crater, a tourist attraction 
about half an hour to the west. The sign at the exit said the park was open from 6am to 6pm. It was just at 6 when we arrived, so we 
turned around and went back to Winslow.  Our watches actually said it was an hour later.  Both Arizona and New Mexico are in the 
Mountain Time Zone, but New Mexico uses Daylight Savings Time, and Arizona doesn’t.  So in summer clocks in Arizona show the 
same time as California—that is, two hours earlier than Iowa. 

 
In our motel we had seen ads for an Italian/Mexican restaurant that sounded good.  The place was called the Alpine 

Restaurant (interesting name for the ethnic combination it served), and we set out to find it.  We did find it, but apparently the place had 
recently gone out of business.  So we drove around some more.  Eventually we found an Italian place called Captain Tony's. They 
featured a pizza buffet that Terry found interesting.  Unfortunately, all they seemed to have on the buffet was supreme and dessert 
pizza.  I chose to have a lasagna dinner, as did Steve.  When the lasagna arrived (after a LONG wait), it wasn't even cooked all the way 
through [meaning it was actually frozen and re-heated, but not enough]. We sent it back, and eventually it arrived again—fresh out 
of the microwave. It was far from the best pasta I’ve ever had, but it was extremely filling. 
 

We returned to the motel and settled in for the evening.  Steve and Terry wanted to watch a news special about the boy in 
Singapore who had been “caned” after committing vandalism.  Since we were living on the equivalent of Pacific Time here, it was quite 
a while before the show would come on.  We entertained ourselves by reading through every detail of the newspapers I had bought 
along the way.  In particular we were amused (and somewhat repulsed) by the personal ads—with endless abbreviations for the 
unmentionable. 
 
 Finally the show came on.  The kid seems nice, but I don’t have a lot of sympathy for him.  When you travel, you live by the 
laws of where you are.  If you break their laws, you should accept their punishment.  I’m not sure but what somewhat stricter 
punishment might not be appropriate for such things here, too.  Eventually the show ended, and we went to bed. 
 



FRIDAY, August 5, 1994  
Winslow, the Grand Canyon, and the parks around Flagstaff  
 
 I slept well in a comfortable, queen-sized bed.  Nevertheless, I was up relatively early this morning.  I had showered last night, 
but when I looked at myself in the mirror, my wet hair had become a fright overnight.  I wetted it in the sink and tried to mat it down as 
best I could without waking up everyone else in the room.  Then I took the motel key and set off for a morning walk. 
 
 The Super 8 is certainly not in the "happening" part of Winslow. It's at the western end of Route 66 (now the I-40 business 
loop), while most of the new business has developed along a strip toward the center of town. On the same lot as the motel was a 
combination bar and Mexican restaurant, which (of course) was closed in the early morning. Across the street was a Chinese and 
Mexican restaurant, combined with a laundromat and apartment building. Next door was a rather run-down convenience store. To the 
south there was a neighborhood of middle-class stucco bungalows. That didn't excite me much, so I headed north, toward the 
interstate. 
 

The most exciting sight was about half a mile north of the motel. There had been a Pizza Hut in that location, but they had 
obviously had a major fire. From the looks of things, it started in the kitchen and quickly spread to that trademark red roof. Half the roof 
was missing or charred, and the doors were boarded up and plastered with "No Trespassing" signs.  I have no idea how long ago the 
fire occurred.  Given that and the closing of the Alpine, it could well be that Captain Tony’s has cornered the pizza market in Winslow 
today. 

 
Just beyond the old Pizza Hut is a Burger King. The parking lot looked empty, but it was certainly late enough that they should 

be open for breakfast—even given the time zone.  I checked the door, and indeed they should have just opened.  The door was locked, 
though. I waited around a while, and eventually a woman came to the door. She said they were open, but they had no water, so they 
couldn't serve anything that might require water (coffee, tea, etc.). I politely passed on a breakfast without liquid and moved on.  
Apparently a main had broken (the sidewalk was blocked off, and later workmen showed up), but the desert climate made me ponder 
just how much we take water for granted. 

 
A little ways further up was an Exxon station that advertised "24-hour tourist information". They were closed, and the sign said 

they would open at 8am. (Doesn't sound much like 24-hour to me.) Beyond that the last business before the exit was a Shell station, 
which was obviously very busy. I bought coffee and a newspaper. At this, like many other convenience stores I encountered in the 
Southwest, they had a peculiar problem—no coffee lids. They had lids for every size of pop, but nothing for hot drinks. It seems to be a 
unique problem that has penetrated the entire area. 
 

I walked carefully back to the motel, trying hard to avoid spilling my coffee (needless to say, I did).  By now, Steve and Terry 
were up, and before long we set out for the morning. 

 
Again we drove past the Meteor Crater, but this time we didn't exit. We drove on westward to Flagstaff, the only city of any real 

importance in northern Arizona. Flagstaff is important three ways. It's relatively large (45,000 people—which makes it the largest thing 
between [metro] Los Angeles and Albuquerque), it's a college town (Northern Arizona University), and it's a MAJOR tourist center (the 
closest real town to the Grand Canyon). It's also a very pleasant little city. It's clean and substantial, and much greener than anything to 
the east. It would be much easier for me to imagine living in Flagstaff than anywhere else I visited.  [More than once I’ve gotten 
come-ons for graduate programs at NAU.  If I didn’t already have my master’s, I might consider it.] 
 

We stopped for breakfast at McDonalds in Flagstaff. Prices were slightly higher than elsewhere ($1.49 Egg McMuffin and $.89 
coffee [nostalgic prices, which would be nearly double that today]), but still reasonable. I couldn't figure out the tax rate (it's 
probably some fraction), but it seems extremely steep in Arizona. 
 

We drove north from Gallup on U.S. Highway 180. This was, without question, the most beautiful road we took on the trip. We 
drove through the San Francisco Mountains, which are higher and more rugged than those around Gallup. Higher ground catches the 
rain out here. In fact, it's not uncommon in lower areas for rain to fall, but evaporate before it hits the ground. Here they get their fair 
share of water, and it's much greener than what we drove through yesterday. There's lots of gorgeous pine trees, with substantial 
undergrowth in the background. It looks more like Canada than what I'd expect in Arizona. 

 
About forty miles north of Flagstaff, U.S. 180 intersects with state highway 60. We paused at the intersection as a police car 

zipped northward with its lights flashing. Pleased that it was not for us, we drove on. About fifteen miles further north, we found out why 
the car was rushing along. There had been a terrible accident—with at least one fatality. A car and a motorhome had collided. The car 
was a four-door model, but it had been smashed into a subcompact by the wreck. The driver, obviously dead, was sealed in a yellow 
blanket. The motorhome was also badly damaged, and there was glass all over everywhere. Just after we got past, a helicopter landed 
right on the highway—apparently airlifting someone to a hospital. We looked for two days, in newspapers and on TV, to hear news of 
the accident, but we never did find out anything more. I certainly hope things came out okay for the injured and that the family in the 
motorhome was able to continue their vacation, one way or the other. 
 

Not much further north we came to the "town" of Tusayan. Tusayan isn't really a town; it's more like a last-chance shopping 
strip before you reach the Grand Canyon. There's motels, convenience stores, fast food, and the tackiest of tourist attractions, all at 
exorbitant prices. 

 



It really did amaze me just how much they gouge those prices. Steve stopped at McDonalds, where about all I could afford to 
do was to use the restroom. I was so appalled by the prices that I took a picture of the menu board. Their cheapest breakfast item is a 
blueberry muffin for $1.39 (which sells in Algona for $.79). An Egg McMuffin cost $2.59—over a dollar more than in Flagstaff. The lunch 
menu was even more absurd. Plain hamburgers started at $1.99 (not a quarter-pounder, a simple hamburger), and they had "value" 
meals that went as high as $7.99. (In Iowa the value meals run from $2.99 to $3.29.)  [I took a picture of their menu board and 
almost scanned it to include with this travelogue.  What struck me, though, is that the prices I found so outrageous in 1994 
are pretty much identical to what’s on the menu board at my local McD’s today.  I hate to think what they’re charging at the 
Grand Canyon these days—the “value” meals have to be well over ten bucks.]  They've obviously had complaints about the 
prices. A leaflet near the cash registers assures customers the costs are justified because: 
  

1. Water must be shipped in.  
2. Housing needs to be supplied to the employees.  
3. Wages need to be higher than normal.  
4. Business is seasonal, but they are open year-round.  
5. Transportation costs are higher because they are "so remote" from a metropolitan area.  

 
At the risk of offending the owners (who also own the franchise in Flagstaff), let me refute the points one by one:  
 

1. First, there's water almost everywhere in Grand Canyon National Park, not to mention elsewhere in Tusayan. Obviously 
they've built a line to somewhere. Once that line has been constructed, water is available. Secondly, there's not that much 
water that's used in fast food. Burger King in Winslow was able to do everything but beverages without water, and last summer 
the restaurants in Des Moines managed to stay open after the flood. From my point of view, they could install port-a-potties to 
save water, if they lowered their prices.   [In fairness, there’s actually quite a lot of water used in the restaurant industry, 
and this is probably their best argument.  If they pay a high rate for water, which they probably do, it would be a 
reason to increase the prices—though not to the astronomical amounts they did.] 

 
2. It may be true that housing needs to be provided. However, there are a lot of native Indians in the Grand Canyon vicinity. I'd 

think they could look to them for employment. Even if they do have to import employees and provide housing for them, there's 
no reason that housing needs to be luxurious.  [This is, however, the other argument they make that might actually be 
valid.  Housing costs would be a legitimate expense that would need to be absorbed in the food prices.] 

 
3. I can't imagine why wages would need to be that much higher than elsewhere. I'd think working near the Grand Canyon would 

be an attractive summer job for a lot of people. In fact, I'd consider doing it myself. Moreover, they seem to have the same 
Hispanic employees they use in Flagstaff—it's not like they exactly did serious recruitment work here.  [Some of my students 
have done seasonal work very similar to this, either in the Lakes area west of Algona or in the South Dakota tourist 
region.  The hourly rate for those jobs is nothing special (about the same as similar jobs anywhere).  The main thing 
that attracts my students is the ability to work long blocks of hours, getting a lot of money in a short amount of time.  
An added bonus for some is the proximity to the tourist attractions.] 

 
4. Business is seasonal at almost every restaurant. I've been to the McDonalds in Okoboji. It's packed in summer and virtually 

empty in winter. They manage to survive with reasonable prices year-round. In other tourist destinations, restaurants simply 
close in the off-season. The idea is that summer volume makes up for the idle period in winter. It's just a part of life, and not a 
reason to jack up prices.  [This really is the lamest argument on their list.  If they don’t have enough business to be 
profitable, they shouldn’t have opened in the first place.  If they do, the busy time should subsidize the slow period.] 

 
5. The Grand Canyon is no more remote than anywhere else in the area. Flagstaff is just slightly closer to Phoenix (a major 

metropolitan area) than it is, and Gallup is farther away from a major city than either of those. Later on this trip we ate fast food 
on the Navajo Reservation, in places far more remote than Tusayan is. The cost was the same—or even less—than in Gallup, 
meaning less than half of what they felt compelled to milk out of the tourists at the Grand Canyon.  [This is also a pretty 
weak argument.  They probably have a warehouse in Flagstaff and are implying that everything needs to be shipped 
from there.  I’ve been to McD’s in MUCH more remote places, though, and their prices have been more in line.] 

 
I was frankly outraged by the Grand Canyon McDonalds. In fact, I wrote letters to its manager and to the McDonalds headquarters in 
Chicago expressing my disgust.  I haven’t received any response yet, but I’ll certainly be interested to see what they have to say. 
 
 After stopping by McDonalds, we drove on into Grand Canyon National Park. The Grand Canyon was actually rather a 
pleasant surprise. From all the hype it gets, cynical old me expected it to be a bit overrated. It's actually quite beautiful and quite 
interesting. I don't know that I'd want to spend days there (which some people actually do), but I'm certainly glad to have seen it. It is a 
place that is truly indescribable, and pictures really don't do it justice.  I won’t necessarily be hurrying back here, but I can understand 
why it’s as popular as it is. 
  

Most impressive is the incredible size of the canyon. It's much bigger than I had imagined. At every overlook in the park 
(which stretches on for miles) it stretches further than you can see. It's hard to imagine that the Colorado River, which would be of 
medium size compared to Midwestern rivers, could cut such an enormous gorge. 
 

The canyon is also extremely deep—so deep that the weather is dramatically different at the top and bottom. Because the rim 
is at relatively high elevation, it is warm, but not oppressive in summer. Today they had a high in the mid seventies. At Phantom Ranch 



(the bottom) the elevation is lower, and the sun beats down with nothing to shade it. All summer long they have highs over 100. We 
didn't get to the bottom (it's a two-day hike), but even the view from the top was spectacular. 

 
Two views of David Burrow 

at the Grand Canyon 
We did the visitors’ centers and gift 

shops, and we also did a lot of hiking.  
There’s a lovely trail that runs for miles right 
along the rim of the canyon.  You walk 
through pine trees and pass wildflowers, with 
gorgeous views of the canyon alongside the 
whole way.  We came nowhere close to 
walking its length, but we did make quite a 
substantial hike.  We also went to the top of 
an old observation tower they had, to see the 
view from higher up. 
 

We also had lunch at the Grand 
Canyon.  It’s interesting that inside the park 
prices were actually cheaper than at the 
McDonalds in the nearby town.  I had a full 
pasta dinner with unlimited drinks for less 
than six dollars. 
 

We spent most of the midday hours 
at the Grand Canyon.  After  dwelling on Mc-  
Donalds earlier, it's going to sound strange to brush lightly over one of America's most noted landmarks, but there's just no good way to 
describe it. Suffice to say I'm really glad we made the trip. 

 
We exited at the east side of the park and followed state highway 64.  Before long we were again in the Navajo Reservation, 

and again into drier land.  Eventually we turned onto U.S. 89 and headed back toward Flagstaff. 
 
We stopped in the "town" of Gray Mountain to get some drinks. I put "town" in quotation marks, because while it's actually 

labeled on the map, there's not much there. Basically there's a run-down Thriftway convenience store (actually almost every Thriftway 
seemed to be run-down)—and that's about it.  Of course, it could be like Thoreau, only more so.  Perhaps they count the whole western 
part of the reservation as being that town. 

 
At Thriftway we picked up a couple of interesting newspapers—the Navajo Times and the Indian Observer.  The big news in 

Navajoland was their primary election, where they were voting for tribal offices and members of the tribal council.  The favored 
candidate for president was incumbent Peteson Zah, who Steve and Terry seemed to feel had done a lot of good for the tribe.  He was 
opposed by nearly a dozen different people—several of whom were facing legal charges at the moment (I guess politics are the same 
everywhere).  Apparently the top four vote-getters advance to the general election later in the fall.  It’s interesting that while the election 
is strictly for the Navajo and the reservation covers parts of three states, all the voting was being administered by the state of Arizona.  I 
suppose there’s less problem with bias or fraud if state officials are in charge of running things. 



 
Terry & Steve Burrow at Wupatki National Monument 

Before long we turned off the main 
highway to see a series of national 
monuments—Wupatki, Sunset Crater, and 
Walnut Canyon. None of us had any idea 
what these were before we visited, but they 
turned out to be quite interesting. All three 
are related (in fact the same admission 
applies to the combination of parks); they 
are primarily designed to preserve the ruins 
of the early Indians in the area. Apparently 
a group of people originally lived in the 
Wupatki area. They built an elaborate stone 
city, with outlying settlements as well. They 
were forced to move by a combination of 
the eruption of the Sunset Crater volcano 
and a series of droughts. So they 
abandoned their city and moved to Walnut 
Canyon, which is away from the volcano 
and along a river. 

 
 I liked Wupatki the best of the 
monuments.  They have done a nice job of 
restoring the ruins of the ancient city, and 
there’s a nice self-guided trail that takes you 
up to and even right through the ruins.  
Their trail guide also does a nice job of 
explaining why things are the way they are. 

 

There's not much in the way of ruins at Sunset Crater. It's mostly a 
"natural beauty" park. The eruption scattered volcanic rock over miles and 
miles of the surrounding countryside. Much of the area is covered with 
fluffy, black volcanic waste. There are lovely pine forests in the area, too. 
As we drove through, though, a thunderstorm was brewing, and lightning 
was flashing fairly frequently. Lightning is apparently the chief cause of 
forest fires, and we saw proof of that today. We stopped at an overlook and 
happened to see a tree that had been struck by lightning and caught on fire.  
It’s amusing that we saw this fire at a place called “Cinder Hills”. 

 
Thunderstorms are apparently quite common in summer out here.  

The weather is fairly tropical, and while it’s drier overall, they have the same 
weather patterns I’d seen in places like Mexico and the Gulf Coast.  It’s 
clear in the morning.  Through the day clouds gradually build until finally 
there are scattered thunderstorms in the late afternoon.  The thunderstorms 
are definitely scattered—not the solid blocks of rain they had in 
Mississippi—but they still call August the “monsoon season”. 

 
Volcano – Sunset Crater National Monument 

 
Because the weather was threatening, we didn't hike at Sunset Crater. That was probably a good thing, because it turned out 

that when we arrived at Walnut Canyon, we found out that they closed at 6pm. We arrived at 5:45, so we had just enough time to get a 
quick overview before we had to leave.  At Walnut Canyon there are cliff dwellings built right into the canyon wall, and you can hike out 
to them.  Because of the time factor we weren’t able to do that, but we did get a nice view of the area from an overlook at the visitors’ 
center.  [I’m actually still a little disappointed that we couldn’t see more; 6 p.m. strikes me as an extremely early time for a park 
to close in summer.] 
 

Walnut Canyon is right on the edge of Flagstaff. Since it was getting late, we chose to drive back into Flagstaff to have supper. 
We ended up at the Flagstaff Mall and ate our way through the food court.  Steve and Terry had Chinese food, while I had a chili dog.  
Steve also had a product I had never seen before—corn dog nuggets.  They’re those same breaded franks that make up corn dogs, but 
cut small and served like chicken nuggets, complete with sauces for dipping.  I can’t say I’d ever order them myself, but it was 
interesting to sample.  [In recent years these have appeared fairly frequently on the hot lunch menu at our school.  I still don’t 
eat them—since I pretty much never eat hot lunch—but I guess lots of others do.] 

 
We quickly browsed through the mall, which I found interesting. It always intrigues me what's the same everywhere and what 

varies from region to region. I was particularly surprised that in Flagstaff the mall was utterly packed on a Friday night. In Iowa that's 
usually the slowest time of the week.  When James worked at the shoe store, he hated working on Fridays—both because he’d rather 
be doing more interesting things and because the commissions were lousy.  In Flagstaff, though, everyone seemed to be out shopping 
on Friday.  Maybe there’s just nothing else to do here.  I have no clue. 

 
We drove back past the Meteor Crater (which was long-since closed) and back to the Super 8 in Winslow. We read some 

more papers, watched Barbara Walters on 20/20 (my, she's looking old these days), and went to bed. 



SATURDAY, August 6, 1994 
Flagstaff, the Meteor Crater, the Navajo Reservation, & Thoreau  
 

I slept longer this morning, but again I got a short walk in before we were off. Steve and I drove to the Winslow McDonalds (at 
another exit) to get breakfast and then stopped at yet another dumpy convenience store for gas. It's weird—in Iowa a major distinction 
between gas stations and convenience stores is cleanliness. Here neither seems to pride itself on that virtue. 

  
This morning we actually saw the Meteor Crater!  Yet again we drove westward along the interstate, but this time it was 

actually at a time when they were open.  We drove quite a ways off the interstate to the actual development, parked, and made our way 
up to the main building. 
 

The Meteor Crater could be a very interesting place—if it were run by the National Park Service. Unfortunately, it's run by 
private owners who overcharge ($7/person) and don't provide much for the money.  The Meteor Crater is the largest known site where 
an object from outer space hit the earth. The meteorite (as all meteors are called once they actually pass through the atmosphere) hit 
with such an enormous impact that it created a depression more than a mile wide and a couple hundred feet deep. That's really about 
all there is to see—a big hole in the ground. At the bottom there's some abandoned equipment from a mine company that used to 
operate in the area and (supposedly—we couldn't see it) a big American flag left by Apollo astronauts who trained here in the late '60s. 
They also have a small museum, but they obviously have some electronic problems. When Terry and I tried to call something up on the 
computer, our choice appeared on the movie screen that some nearby people were watching. They never did get to finish their movie—
SORRY! 

 
Steve & David Burrow – Meteor Crater – near Winslow, Arizona 

 
While we did some hiking and pretty much saw everything there was to see, it didn’t take long to see the Meteor Crater.  Like 

any private attraction, you exit through the gift shop.  In the shop they had an interesting machine that took a normal penny and (for 50 
cents) flattened it and stamped a “Route 66” logo on it.  It reminded me of those machines they used to have in bus stations that would 
make name pendants.  I was game, so today I am the proud owner of a worthless slab of zinc and copper that salutes the “mother 
road”.  [“Smash a penny” machines seem to have proliferated in recent years.  I’ve seen them in from coast to coast, often in 
some of the strangest places.  It does make a cheap souvenir, I suppose.] 
 



We drove back to Winslow one last time. Being the tacky tourist I am, I had wanted to get my picture taken "standing on a 
corner in Winslow, Arizona", so we exited to look for photo opportunities. Rather than a corner shot, I ended up getting a picture by the 
enormous "Welcome to Winslow" sign (which, I suppose you could say, is on a corner—since it’s right by the exit).  [Obviously I 
inserted it out of sequence above.]  I also snapped a shot of the burnt-out Pizza Hut. 
 

From Winslow we drove north on Arizona highways 87 and 264, into the reservations. I say "reservations" (plural), because 
this area is actually home to two different tribes. The Navajo, by far America's largest Indian tribe, occupy the bulk of land in the region. 
Inside the Navajo reservation (and completely surrounded by it) is the much-smaller Hopi reservation. The Hopi are a completely 
different culture from the Navajo, and the two tribes have periodic disputes—even today. In fact, the boundaries of the two reservations 
are not clearly agreed upon. There's a big strip of land that is called the "mutual use zone" that both the Navajo and Hopi claim and live 
on.  One interesting result of this is the signs that welcome you to the Navajo Nation.  They feature an outline of the reservation, but in 
the middle (where the Hopi reservation should be), they’ve obliterated things with a design. 

 
The two reservations are both alike and different. The most different feature is the housing. The Navajo, as I mentioned earlier, 

tend to live in family clusters. It's fairly typical to have three or four totally different homes side by side. There will be a traditional eight-
sided log hogan where the grandparents will live. Then there will be a cheaply-built home (usually wood and tar paper) where the 
parents live, and finally one or two mobile homes where the adult children live. From one family cluster, there will be a lot of open land 
before you come to another. 
 

The Hopi live quite differently. They tend to live in much more closely-packed villages. Their construction is also different. They 
tend to be adobe or cement block, often with stucco exteriors, rather than the wood construction the Navajo use. There are more Hopi 
villages, but they tend to be smaller than the Navajo communities. Even the largest, Second Mesa (there’s also a “First Mesa”), doesn't 
have much in the way of business. 
 

The land is dry and not terribly fertile in both reservations. The Hopi land tends to be a bit higher up, so there are a few more 
trees, but even there there's not much real agriculture. Subsistence farming has been the norm for generations here, and it remains so 
even today. The Navajo Nation has started some commercial farming ventures, but time will tell how successful they are. 
 

Highway 264, which we followed from Second Mesa to Ganado, is quite a scenic drive. It winds through fairly rugged 
mountains (where the mesa towns get their names) and picturesque river valleys. It's quite a bit greener than what we saw farther 
south, and to my eye much more pleasant. 
 

We stopped in Ganado to see yet another National Park Service property, the Hubbel Trading Post National Historic Site. Why 
this particular place became a historic site, I don't really know. It's one of many old trading posts that established commerce between 
Whites and the Navajo. I don't think it's the oldest or the largest, but for some reason it has been honored. 
 

If you visit the Southwest, don't go out of your way to see Hubbel. It's definitely NOT worth the detour. There's a small visitors' 
center where they explain how trade was established (most of which is pretty darn obvious) and they have a salute to Navajo arts. They 
have weavers and silversmiths in there, and the day we were there they even had a poet. I found it annoying that you can take their 
pictures—for a fee.  According to the travel literature, the trading post itself "is still in operation". What they really mean is that today it is 
a souvenir shop. It reminded me of the "general store" in the restored town at Old Threshers (the theme-park-like celebration in my 
hometown of Mount Pleasant). Sure it was a store, but it was definitely us cowboys they were catering to, not the Indians. (Actually in 
many cases it was Japanese and German cowboys they were catering to.) 

 
While they had all sorts of souvenirs at the trading post, the majority were quite expensive.  There was a whole room of Navajo 

rugs that reminded me of the rug emporium we visited in Morocco.  The difference was that the prices here started at over $1,000.  I 
paid one-fifth of that for a larger rug in Tangier—and I thought that was expensive.  [I still think I got ripped off on that Moroccan 
rug, though it has held up remarkably well through more than two decades of fairly hard use.] 
 

One thing that intrigued both Terry and me at Hubbel was the restrooms.  First, they had fascinating low-flow toilets.  After you 
had “done your duty”, you pressed a button at he top of the one-piece unit.  Instead of the steady stream you find in most toilets, what 
you got was one quick high pressure blast.  It was certainly effective, but you wondered if the thing might not explode.  The other 
interesting feature was the toilet paper.  I thought at first my sunglasses were playing tricks on me, so I checked it again.  The paper 
was high quality and very soft, but it was brown.  I’m sure that’s better for the environment than the bleached white we’re used to, but 
it’s the first time I’ve seen it.  [It actually surprises me that this hasn’t become more common as we’ve gotten to be a “greener” 
society.  We seem to have pretty much eliminated all the colored toilet paper we used to see, but everything is still bleached.] 
 

From Ganado we drove north on U.S. 191 to Chinle, the biggest town on the Navajo reservation. Chinle is quite obviously a 
resettlement community. Everything is quite new (if not terribly well cared for), and the buildings are more tightly packed than in any 
other Navajo town (which is to say, they look pretty much normal). Chinle is the market town for much of the reservation. There's no 
downtown to speak of, but they have a substantial mall and other strip business. 
 

We had a very late lunch at Taco Bell in Chinle. The prices were standard (tacos starting at 49 cents), and the food was good. 
Unfortunately the service was unbelievably slow. Steve and Terry both spoke of the concept of "Navajo time", which is rather a laissez-
faire attitude that implies that there's no great rush to anything. Believe me, Navajo time and fast food don't mix well. They print the time 
they took your order on the receipt, so I know full well it took over twenty minutes for us to get our food.  There was a bit of a rush, but 
nothing that should really slow things down that much.  Let’s face it, Mexican food doesn’t take a lot of time to prepare. 

  



There were two interesting groups of people in the restaurant. When we got there, there was a group of Navajo teenagers. I 
used the restroom, where I got to see the boys in the group combing and re-combing their hair and primping themselves to get just the 
right look. I could hardly keep from laughing; kids are pretty much the same everywhere. 

 
The other interesting group was a bunch of French tourists. They obviously didn't speak any English to speak of, and I 

seriously doubt any of them spoke Navajo. Nor were most of them very familiar with the concept of Mexican food. One girl in the party 
was trying to explain to the others what a taco was—try that yourself; it's not easy.  They were just starting to order as we left, so I didn’t 
get to watch much, but I would imagine they had quite a time getting their point across to the clerks. 

 
[Taco Bell is a fascinating place to bring a European tour group, but I suppose it’s about as authentically “American” 

as anything you could find.  It’s also one of the few fast food chains I haven’t seen outside the States, so it might actually 
offer something new and different to the tourists.] 
 

Taco Bell was at the mall, and I wanted to look around the stores. Steve seemed to think this was rather strange, but he was 
willing to let me spend a few minutes there. When I travel, I actually far prefer going through places where "real people" shop to just 
visiting souvenir shops. The main place I went in Chinle was called "The General Store", which is a chain and is a lot like Pamida or 
Fleet in Iowa. That is to say, it's a full department store with limited selection and sturdy, if not top-of-the-line merchandise. 

 
As always, I was attracted to the mens' clothing section, and I picked out two shirts that represent what the "stylish young 

Navajo" are wearing today. Terry tells me that the Navajo are real clothes horses, and she approved of my selections. One of them was 
a very-sturdy blue/black canvas shirt that looks vaguely, but not imposingly Western. The other was a tan dress shirt made of rough, 
nubby silk. Like everything in the store, they were reasonably priced, and I'll add them to my school wardrobe this fall. 

 
A side note, before I continue. You need to be careful of time in the Navajo reservation.  I mentioned before that Arizona is on 

Mountain time, but in the summer they do not use Daylight Savings Time. Well, the reservation (which is mostly in Arizona) DOES use 
daylight time—which only adds to the confusion. In the summer the whole reservation is on the same time as New Mexico, but an hour 
ahead of the rest of Arizona.  Because of the difference, it was also well into the afternoon when we left Chinle. 
 

The reason Chinle attracts tourists from places like 
France is that it is the gateway to Canyon de Chelly National 
Monument. Canyon de Chelly (the last word is pronounced 
like "Shea" Stadium) is like a miniature version of the Grand 
Canyon. It's every bit as lovely, and in some ways 
preferable—especially since it's not nearly so crowded. The 
canyon is a holy place in Navajo tradition, because according 
to legend the mother of the Navajo emerged from the canyon 
to found the present earth. We drove along the south side of 
the canyon, stopping at various overlooks and doing a bit of 
hiking. 

 
It's interesting that, even though it is operated by the 

National Park Service, people still live in Canyon de Chelly. 
This is some of the most fertile ground on the reservation, and 
they use it. People also make their income selling things to 
the tourists. At almost every overlook there are women who 
were selling jewelry and other handicrafts out of the back of 
their cars and pick-ups. I passed on one piece of jewelry I 
wish I would have purchased—a jade arrowhead on a leather 
string. It was $10, which I found out later was quite a bargain.  
Unlike the weavings, most of the jewelry seems reasonable or 
even inexpensive. 

 
The peddlers aren't at all annoying. Unlike in Mexico, 

they really don't bother the tourists at all. They have their 
goods for sale, and you're welcome to look if you want to. 
There's no pressure at all, though. As a people, the Navajo 
are extremely reserved, and their commerce is just one thing 
that reflects that.  [I would see similar vendors at parks in 
Peru years later, and the Navajo were VERY tame by 
comparison.] 

 
Our last stop at Canyon de Cehlly was the visitors’ 

center.  Most interesting there was a reconstructed Hogan.  
The Hogan (HOE-gahn) is the traditional housing for the 
Navajo.  They always have eight sides, and their doorways 
always face east (to greet the rising sun).  Traditional hogans 
have log sides, dirt floors, and earthen ceilings.  A central 
stove is used for cooking and heat,  and furniture goes around 

 
Canyon de Chelly National Monument 



 
the perimeter. The places look tiny from the outside, but there's a surprising amount of room inside those little octagons. Wealthier 
modern-day Navajo still use the hogan design, but with modern adaptations. Near Thoreau there's a lovely home with siding and 
landscaping, but still with the eight-side design. That same architectural style is also incorporated into many new government buildings 
on the reservation. 
 

After seeing the canyon we returned to Chinle. We were all thirsty, so we stopped at the Burger King drive-through to get 
some drinks. This didn't take quite as long as the tacos, but it was still pushing fifteen minutes before we got our order.  I’m glad we 
weren’t literally dying of thirst. 

 
We followed highway 191 north from Chinle, through two very distinct regions. First we passed the village of Many Farms, 

which is quite appropriately named. This is in the heart of the Navajo agricultural region. The farms are small, but they seem reasonably 
productive. This seemed like the most densely populated part of the reservation, although we still saw those separate family groupings.  
Not far beyond Many Farms the land changes dramatically. Suddenly there is no real soil, and the entire landscape is red and tan 
rocks. A few scraggly plants grow here, but nothing much. It's really rather beautiful, in a stark way—but hardly inviting. 
 

We stopped briefly in the "town" of Round Rock to see the Round Rock Trading Post. Unlike Hubbel, this old trading post still 
serves its original purpose—albeit adapted for modern times. The place (an old stone and stucco building) is now owned by the 
Thriftway convenience store chain, and much of it functions like any other convenience store, although it looks more like an old-
fashioned general store than a 7-11. The "trading post" is basically a pawn shop. People exchange jewelry, handicrafts, and household 
goods for cash. After a period of time (if the loan is not repaid) the pawned items become "dead pawn", and the store can sell them to 
whoever cares to buy them. 

 
The combination of items in the store intrigued me. They tend to sell staples in quantity (like enormous sacks of flour), and 

there's a fair selection of most grocery items. As in Thoreau, they sold fresh meat, and there was also a large dairy selection (with 
prices much higher than at home). Some of the items are less than traditional, though. I saw a shelf-ful of "Love My Carpet"; obviously 
not all Navajo live in those earthen-flood hogans. 
 

Our next stop was at Rock Point, a fairly substantial town that is literally in the middle of nowhere. When Steve was a student 
at Luther, he spent some time teaching at a Lutheran mission school in Rock Point. He still knows some people in town even today. 
When he and Terry came back to Iowa, they brought a young Indian boy named Lamont, whose parents basically wanted him to see 
something outside the reservation. 

 
Iowa would certainly be different from Rock Point. As I mentioned earlier, there's not much in the way of soil around here, just 

bare rocks with some scraggly plants here and there. The town is mostly pre-fab buildings and mobile homes. There's not much 
business beyond the requisite convenience store. Entertainment would appear to be at a premium. Most of the homes do have TV 
antennas (forget cable), and there are a lot of basketball hoops nailed to electric poles or the sides of buildings. Kids in Algona 
complain that things are boring and there's nothing to do here; perhaps a visit to Rock Point would make them appreciate how truly 
exciting small-town Iowa is.  

 
Rock Point may not have much, but life would be better there than on some of the rural parts of the reservation. In Rock Point 

there is running water and electricity. The Navajo Nation has a goal of getting utilities to everyone, but they still have a long way to go. 
Both Steve and Terry teach significant numbers of kids who have neither in their home. Phone service is even less common. I 
commented to Steve on how many laundromats I saw in the area (far more than you see back here).  The reason is simple. A lot of 
people have neither water nor power. Those who do in general can't afford a washer. It really makes you think—we take things like 
electricity so much for granted in Iowa, yet there are places even in America that manage to get by without it. 

 
From Rock Point we continued north to the townlet of Mexican Water, where we picked up U.S.160, the road that goes to the 

Four Corners. Years ago I traveled through here with the family when we took the desert route back home from Seattle.  I was kind of 
pleased to come up here, although there’s nothing to see.  At home I keep a road atlas where I highlight everywhere I’ve been.  It’s 
interesting to see the current trip connect with he one I did in childhood.  [Somewhere along the line I stopped highlighting the 
atlas, and I really should get back to doing it again.] 
 

We didn't go to the Four Corners. I remember that from childhood, and all there is a little monument with the names of all four 
states on it, together with some Indians selling trinkets. We continued eastward to Teec Nos Pos (the first word is pronounced “Take”, 
and I have no clue what it means).  The land is vast and windswept here [and reminds me, of all places, of northwest Kansas]. 
Again, it's eerily attractive, but hardly a place I'd want to live. 
 

One last comment before leaving Arizona.  Like most of the West, Arizona feels compelled to put the elevation on all their town 
signs.  What distinguishes them, though, is that they also seem fixated on 5,000 feet.  Every single time the highway rises or returns to 
the 5,000 foot mark, there’s a sign telling you about it.  Most of the reservation is at roughly 5,000 feet in elevation, so we saw an awful 
lot of those signs.  I really don’t know what’s so special about 5,000 feet—it’s not exactly a commanding elevation, and while it’s almost 
a mile high, it falls 280 feet short of that benchmark.  Whatever the reason, they seem to love that 5,00 foot level in Arizona. 

 
Before long we were on U.S. 64, crossing back into New Mexico. We saw a couple of police cars on the way. One had 

stopped a car and was searching the trunk. Steve had remarked earlier that they told him when he was at Rock Point Mission that drug 
smuggling was a problem in the area. Apparently planes arrive in the middle of the night from points unknown, leaving their cargo for 
transportation to points unknown. It wouldn't have to be drugs the officer was searching for, though. More likely he was searching for 



alcohol. Possession of any alcoholic beverages is outlawed on the reservation, although it's obvious from the litter that it's a law that's 
frequently ignored. 

 
The other cop car was rushing westward with its lights flashing. I can't say for sure what that was about, but it could have been 

related to what we saw when we reached the town of Shiprock. We chose to have supper in Shiprock, because Steve knew that a fast 
food place (Thatsaburger) sold an item called Navajo tacos.  These native delicacies basically amount to taco salad served on Indian 
fry bread.  As we turned, we saw another big accident, this time right in front of Thatsaburger. 

  
The restaurant was out of fry bread dough, so we couldn’t have the Navajo tacos, but we did find plenty of other good things 

on the menu.  Once again the service was dreadfully slow, but this time we were able to entertain ourselves by gawking at the accident. 
The restaurant clerks told us it was a hit-and-run, and the car at fault had taken off westward. That's what made us think the cop might 
have been related to the accident. There were apparently no fatalities, although someone was taken away in a Navajo Nation 
Ambulance. The car that was left was badly smashed up. A wrecker came, but instead of towing it, they basically lifted it up onto a 
flatbed and just hauled it away. 

 
Pretty much all of this happened before we finally got our food (Navajo time again). I had the equivalent of a quarter pounder, 

a bowl of chili, and onion rings. I also splurged and had a sundae for dessert. I really wish I hadn't. It consisted of one scoop of ice 
cream, some sickeningly sweet butterscotch sauce, spoon after spoon of marshmallow cream, and a mountain of aerosol whipped 
topping, not to mention the classic cherry on top.  It truly was sickeningly sweet, and I couldn't finish it. 
 

We drove from the town of Shiprock (the main town in the northern part of the reservation) down U.S. Highway 666. Far from 
being "the road from hell", it's really quite a good highway—nicely surfaced and even four-lane for a good part of the way.  The one 
problem was that it was tremendously busy—especially the first weekend of the month.  I had mentioned before what a problem alcohol 
is among the Navajo.  Well, the first weekend of the month is when the welfare checks come out.  The stream of cars is heading from 
the dry reservation to cities like Gallup and Farmington, where the drivers head to the bars. 

 
Drunk driving is a serious problem here.  McKinley County, New Mexico (the Gallup area) has the highest DWI rate in the 

nation.  The laws are tough on paper, but most of those arrested end up with suspended sentences.  Taking away licenses doesn’t 
mean much, as a lot of people are driving without licenses to begin with. 

 
We stopped for gas at yet another Thriftway store, which was somewhere between here and there along the way.  Then, as 

we neared Gallup, we got another reminder of how different a place this area is.  The highway is four lanes for about ten miles north of 
Gallup.  Even though it’s out in the country, the entire distance is lighted like a city street.  Every hundred feet or so there’s a streetlight, 
spaced so that every inch of the highway is lit—all the way into Gallup.  They wouldn’t spend money for all that lighting if there wasn’t a 
reason for it.  Many Navajo don’t have cars, and there’s a lot of pedestrian traffic in the 25-mile stretch between Gallup and Window 
Rock, Arizona, the Navajo capital.  On weekend nights like this, a lot of those pedestrians are drunk.  The lighting helps both cars and 
pedestrians to avoid accidents.  I must say it’s weird, though, to have such a brightly lit highway out in the middle of nowhere. 

 
Eventually we made it into Gallup, and then we took I-40 back to Thoreau. It was very late when we got there, so we didn't do 

much other than say good-night and go to bed. 
  

SUNDAY, August 7, 1994  
Thoreau, El Malpaís, Socorro, & Albuquerque 

  
LEFT:  “La Ventana” (the window) arch at El Malpaís National Monument 

RIGHT:  Steve & Terry Burrow on the La Ventana trail 



We got up comparatively late this morning and headed out eastward toward Grants. We stopped at McDonalds in Grants for 
breakfast, which produced another long wait. The employees here appear to be Hispanic, rather than Indian, but I suppose the 
"mañana mentality" is similar to "Navajo time". 
  

After breakfast we drove southward to El Malpaís, one of the newest national monuments in the country. "El Malpaís" basically 
means "the badlands" in Spanish, so I rather expected it to look like the Painted Desert we had seen earlier. It's not like that at all. The 
bad country in question is a bunch of volcanic flows. It's another area that's hard to describe. The lava flows are puffy black rock. Some 
of them are bare, and others have been overgrown with small trees and underbrush. Where the lava didn't flow, there's the red and tan 
sandstone that's native to the area. The most interesting thing we did was a hike to "La Ventana" (the window), a natural arch formed 
where the sandstone has been eroded. It was a relatively long, strenuous hike, but the scenery was lovely.  
 

The El Malpaís area is a patchwork of administration. The actual national monument is very small, and as far as I can tell 
there's not much in it. Most of the land is administered by the Bureau of Land Management rather than the National Park Service. Parts 
of it are national forest (which is administered by the Department of Agriculture), and some of it is Indian land (belonging to the Acoma 
tribe—more on them later).  Except for signs, you'd have no clue which kind of land you were on at a given time. It all functions like one 
big national park. 
 

We drove southwest from El Malpaís, following highways 117 and 36. There is absolutely no settlement in this area. You have 
to go 77 miles from Grants before you get to another town. That town is Quemado (Spanish for "burnt"), which is just west of the 
Continental Divide and straight south of Thoreau. Quemado isn't much of a town, but it's the only place around, so it was pretty much 
our only option for lunch. 

 
The two choices for lunch were a cheesy motel and a quaint old cafe called the Chuckwagon. We chose the latter.  The 

Chuckwagon reminded me of some of the hole-in-the-wall places where Margaret and I ate in Newfoundland.  The exterior is of logs 
and rough boards, and the interior featured an orange shag carpet and red vinyl furniture.  As in Newfoundland, they seemed to use 
home appliances, rather than the commercial variety.  In fact, they had the same refrigerator we had in our home when I was growing 
up in the '70s—a side-by-side Amana in stylish avocado green. [While that line was sarcastic, I must confess I still rather like the 
three “passé” ‘70s colors:  avocado, coppertone, and harvest gold.  The bathroom in my apartment has harvest gold fixtures, 
and the appliances used to be that color.  They’ve since been replaced by white (just about the only thing available these 
days), and to my eye that’s much more boring.  The subtle fall colors that were so popular when I was a kid just strike me as 
more interesting than anything the designers have come out with since.] 

 
There was one waitress, who also appeared to be doing some of the cooking. She was a heavyset, middle-aged white woman 

with reddish blonde hair. She was quite busy, so we waited some time before she brought us a menu. The menu was quite 
comprehensive, but—like virtually every restaurant in the area—they specialized in Mexican cuisine. Steve and I chose a very good 
Mexican platter, while Terry had taco salad.  We also had cheese sticks, which we wouldn’t have ordered had we realized that 
complimentary chips and salsa were provided while we waited for the food. 

 
When we arrived the only other customers were a group of local people who appeared to be Quemado's version of the after-

church crowd. They were well-dressed, in a casual Western way. Steve made a comment when I mechanically removed the baseball 
cap I was wearing that no one ever takes off their hats out here. It's true. In the group of people at the other table were two gentlemen 
whose cowboy hats seemed incapable of leaving their heads. I was always taught that it's impolite for a man to eat with a hat on (and 
that men should generally remove their hats when they are indoors).  Customs are different in different places, though, and Emily Post 
doesn't seem to matter a whole lot in New Mexico. 
 

We had more entertainment when another customer entered as we were finishing out meal. She was a plain-looking woman in 
her '50s, and she told the waitress she was waiting for her "traveling companion". We found out later that the traveling companion was 
a muscular twenty-something stud.  (I suppose he could have been a relative, but there was certainly no family resemblance.)  The 
entertainment was provided by the woman, who was really quite rude. She was apparently vegetarian, and she kept asking for items 
that were not on the menu—getting quite upset when she found they were unavailable. Eventually she asked what vegetarian foods 
they had available. The waitress suggested the salad bar, which seemed like a reasonable response to me. After all, you don't usually 
expect the trendiest foods in a ma 'n' pa cafe. The woman didn't care for what she saw on the salad bar, though. She finally asked if 
they had flour tortillas (which they did) and asked them to just melt some cheese over a tortilla. We left at that point, so we never did 
see how things came out. She certainly gave the waitress more than her share of grief, though.  I’d love to know how she and the 
young man get along. 
 

We saw two other interesting things in Quemado. First there was Sacred Heart Church, which is a relatively new building but 
built to look like the ancient missions in the area. We also visited what amounts to "the store" in Quemado. It's primarily an oversized 
convenience store, but they also sell drugstore goods and a limited amount of clothing and hardware. The building was practically 
falling down as we walked around the store. The old wooden floors have big cracks in them and creak as you walk. On the counter is 
an old brass cash register, but the clerk used a simple calculator to ring up our purchases.  [I suppose one doesn’t actually “ring up” 
purchases on a calculator, but that is how they were tallied.] 
 

We drove eastward on U.S. 60 through some rough terrain. We massed Omega, Pie Town, and Datril (isn't that some kind of 
medication?) before reaching our next destination—the Magdalena Plains, which are home to the V.L.A., or Very Large Array.  
 

I know, after reading that you know nothing more than before you started.  Well, the V.L.A. is the world's largest 
radiotelescope. I'm not sure what I expected a radiotelescope to look like, but I'm quite sure I didn't expect it to look like a field of 



satellite dishes—which is basically what the V.L.A. is. The array consists of three long arms, arranged at 120-degree angles with each 
other, around a circle. Spaced regularly along each of the arms is a series of receivers that look like enormous concrete satellite dishes. 
These dishes aren't listening for satellite transmissions, though. They're searching for radio waves coming from the far points of the 
universe. They use these radio signals to map the galaxies, discover new properties of outer space, and even search for life on other 
planets. The last of those has always seemed futile to me. It wouldn't surprise me at all if there were life on other planets, but it would 
totally amaze me if we were able to communicate with one another—particularly through electromagnetic radiation. 

 
Part of the Very Large Array 

 
It came as a bit of a surprise that the V.L.A. is not a government 

operation.  It’s funded by the National Science Foundation, a private fund that 
bankrolls lots of scientific experimentation.  When my father was a traveling 
science teacher for Michigan State, his job was bankrolled by the N.S.F.  The 
telescope runs continuously, but they change where it is focused at regular 
intervals.  People who are interested in using it write proposals to the N.S.F., 
which has scientists serve as referees to determine which will be approved.  
Most of their proposals come from major universities, but there are exceptions.  
Last year, for instance, they spent two hours picking up data for a junior high 
student’s science fair project. 
 

There's an interesting visitors' center at the V.L.A. which describes 
how the systems work and has displays on outer space. On weekends (like 
today) they offer guided tours. It was raining, but we ignored the weather and 
went out on the hike anyhow.  The tour takes you right up to one of the dishes. 
They explain that each arm is about thirteen miles long. Each has nine dishes, 
which can be moved to a variety of points along the arm. There are actually 
twenty-eight dishes, so at any given time one is out of service. The dishes are 
moved by a special railroad system, which is able to carry the extremely heavy 
dishes, very slowly, from one point to another along the arms.  The dishes 
generate tremendous heat, so there is a special cooling system that circulates  

a special liquid that is hundreds of degrees below zero.  The telescope has three basic forms, depending on where the dishes are 
located.  It can either get a broad view of a large area, or it can zoom in on specific features.  Each dish is tilted slightly differently, and 
the combination of signals is sent back to a computer, which puts all the information together to make a picture of the subject.  When 
there are gaps, the computer averages the information from the nearest dishes to approximate what should be there (what the math 
teacher in me calls “interpolation”). 
 

After viewing the dish, we went to the control center, where we saw the computers that were used when the system was first 
installed. My, old computers look archaic! This system (installed in the early '70s) looked a lot like the computer that controlled the 
music when Steve worked for KKSI Radio in high school. It was tape-driven, and it had several wall-mounted panels, with mazes of 
wiring running from one panel to another. Today they still store to magnetic tape, since that remains the most accurate way of storing 
the enormous quantity of information the dishes produce. The processing is now done at New Mexico Tech, about 50 miles away in 
Socorro. Now they use a modern supercomputer, which is far smaller than the present unit. The end result is sent to the scientists on 
floppy disk, formatted for the Apple Macintosh.  Interesting—you’d hardly think of a Mac as being the computer of choice for space 
exploration.  Yet much of their work is in graphic images, and that’s where Apple excels. 
 

Both Steve and I commented on how much our father would have loved this place. I remember hearing him talk about the time 
he spent at Argonne Labs in Joliet [actually Batavia, which is closer to Aurora than Joliet], when they were just starting to think 
about the sort of things this telescope does. I often wonder, had things gone a bit differently in his life, if my dad might not have been a 
great scientist.  Indeed, daddy would have adored the V.L.A.  I’m no great scientist—indeed, I barely understand the concept of a 
radiotelescope—but I was fascinated by the place itself.  I’d love to see more of the images they get from there. 
 

One parting note on the V.L.A.: their bathrooms. There was nothing unique about their toilets, but the decor was quite striking. 
Like many bathrooms, the tiles were covered with ceramic tile. What was unique here was that the tiles featured space designs. They 
had little Milky Ways, planets, and models of the V.L.A. dishes right there on the bathroom walls. Even more amusing is that they have 
a catalog where you can order a set of the tiles to use as coasters. If they weren't so expensive ($49 for a set of 6), I would.  
 

We drove on across the Magdalena Plains.  There’s a reason why they 
chose to locate the V.L.A. here in particular.  It’s as flat as Nebraska, so they can 
focus the dishes without having to take changes in height into account.  Between 
that and the high elevation (and hence thin atmosphere), it’s the ideal location.  It 
is rather dull to drive through, though. 

 
Eventually we descended from the plateau into Socorro (Spanish for 

"help"), the largest place in central New Mexico.  It’s actually a bit too far west to 
be called central, but there isn’t much of anything in eastern New Mexico.  
Socorro is an old colonial city that really plays up its Spanish past. They have a 
historic plaza that amused me with its one-story pseudo-adobe buildings. There's 
also a lovely old church (St. Mary Magdalene, as in the nearby plains) that 
happened to be home to a local fiesta when we were there.  There are some 
beautiful residential sections, a sign that money flows a bit more freely here than  

 
St. Mary Magdalene Church – Socorro, NM 



in much of the Southwest.  In addition to all the historic areas, Steve showed us the lovely campus of New Mexico Tech, where he has 
attended some science workshops. 
 

Juxtaposed to old Socorro is a thoroughly modern strip, with all the same businesses you'd find along a highway anywhere. 
We stopped for drinks at McDonalds, which I was pleased to find had an automatic teller inside.  Fast food places do make convenient 
(and comparatively safe) locations for cash machines.  Then we set out north on I-25. 
 

Interstate 25 cuts through the Rio Grande basin, which is a lot more agricultural than anything else in New Mexico. You'd 
never confuse it with Iowa, mind you, but there is at least a little bit of farming here. The biggest crop in New Mexico is the chili pepper 
(which they often spell like the country—“chile”—although I don’t know why).  They also grow a variety of salad vegetables, as well as 
raising a bit of cattle.  
 

North of Socorro we passed Belen [Spanish for “Bethlehem”], a nothing little county seat town [which is apparently since 
2000 one of the fastest- growing suburbs in the country], and then Los Lunas (which is apparently not incorrect Spanish grammar 
for "the moons", but rather named after the Lunas family), whose most important business seems to be a prison. Before long we made 
it to Albuquerque. 
 

Albuquerque impressed me every bit as little as it had before.  It's a sprawling city where it's a long way between things. Traffic 
is heavy, and they drive too fast for urban conditions. Everything is relatively new, but that means it lacks the personality that an older 
city has. 
 
 [Like far too many places these days—particularly in the West—Albuquerque is all suburb and no real “city”.  A lot of 
people seem to like that, precisely because everything is new.  Noting in such places ever seems to have much character, 
though, and the traffic is invariably miserable.] 
 

We exited at "Lead and Coal Avenues" (guess what the history of this area is) and went through a combination of streets to 
Central Avenue—which could be dubbed "the Strip from Hell". Central is Old Route 66, and it's basically one big business strip, running 
mile after mile across the valley, until the mountains finally get in the way at the east end. It's not really tacky, but it's definitely on the 
downhill spiral. There are a few places catering to "adult" interests, and that hardly speaks well for what's to come. 
 

We stopped for dinner at Blake’s Lottaburger, which Steve tells me is a New Mexico tradition.  I don’t know what all the fuss is 
about.  Their food was good (although the service was every bit as slow as on the reservation), but it’s certainly nothing I’d drive all the 
way to New Mexico to have again. [I’ve been to its equivalent in numerous other places, and they’re pretty much all about the 
same—good, but nothing special.]  It intrigued me that n this very new building they had metal cages at the order windows.  That 
hardly made me feel comfortable in the neighborhood. 
 

Eventually we made it down the strip to Juan Tabo (tuh-BOW) Avenue, where we turned south for a couple of blocks and 
entered an enormous mobile home park. My Aunt Jin and Uncle Arnold Bock live somewhere in that sea of trailers. Steve, who had 
been here several times before, negotiated his way through the winding little street-lets, and before long we were at their place. 
 

I've never been much of a mobile home fan, but Jin and Arnold's was quite pleasant. There's a fairly large living room, an 
adequate kitchen, and two small bedrooms. They also converted what used to be a sun porch into another room, which Aunt Jin seems 
to use like an office. Outside they have planted lovely flowers, which makes the place stand out from its neighbors. Aunt Jin gave me a 
tour of the place, and we had a pleasant chat with both her and Uncle Arnie.  [Sadly, both Jin and Arnie have since passed on.  
These days I don’t think I know a soul who lives in a mobile home.] 
 

Then we drove northward across Albuquerque to the home of my cousin, Betty June. I've seen Betty June a few times at 
family get-togethers—but it's been only occasionally, and the last time I saw her was years ago. I hate to say it, but I'm quite certain I 
wouldn't recognize her if I saw her on the street. [That would be equally true today.]  Steve has gotten to know her quite well, though, 
so we stopped in. Her home is in a lovely suburban neighborhood, one of those places with endless dead-end courts in search of a real 
street.  [I’ve never seen what people find attractive about not having through streets, but every suburb in America seems to be 
built like that.]  It's a very pleasant home, and when we got there she and her adult daughter Jennifer were making dinner. We had a 
brief visit, and then we were on our way again. 
 

The one unpleasant thing at Betty June’s was her dog.  It’s the nastiest dog I’ve seen in a long time.  The awful thing jumped 
up at me, yelped, and tried to bite me.  They eventually put it outside, but when we left it was the same routine all over again.  I’ve 
never been much of a dog fan, and that dog certainly won’t win me over.  Steve and Terry also have a dog (with some 
unpronounceable German name), but theirs is very well behaved.  She almost never barks, and while she’ll sniff at strangers, she 
certainly doesn’t attack them.  Perhaps Betty June should send her dog to Thoreau for some lessons in animal etiquette.  [There’s a 
family who live just up the hill from my place with a dog much like Betty June’s.  When I’m out walking, I’ll purposely detour 
out of my way to avoid the evil thing.] 
 

We left Betty June’s and drove back across Albuquerque.  Terry wanted some ice cream, so we stopped at yet another 
McDonalds for a cone.  This place certainly wasn’t inviting.  A group of teenagers was standing outside the entrance, smoking.  They 
reminded me of all those people who sit in their cars by the McDonalds in Algona—keeping me from going there at night.  Steve stayed 
in the car while Terry and I waded through the crowd, got our ice cream, and left quickly. 
 



We also stopped for gas at Love's, the same place we had stopped when I came in the first night. Then we set back west on I-
40, where I noticed something odd I hadn't seen before.  I-40 is littered with billboards, but at night I didn't notice them. It surprised me 
that in New Mexico most of the billboards are neither lit nor made with reflective paint. Even along minor roads in Iowa, the billboards 
are usually reflective. Along interstates, they are invariably lit. Only a very few of them here in New Mexico had such embellishments.  I 
don’t know if it’s for lack of money or what, but it certainly was different.  I pondered this for quite some time, until eventually we made it 
back to Thoreau.  [Actually, New Mexico is just about the only place I’ve been where the billboards aren’t reflective.  Even in 
Peru I could see billboards at night.] 
 

MONDAY, August 8, 1994 
Thoreau, Acoma, Santa Fe, & Los Alamos  
 

Once again we were off relatively early this morning (which was pretty habitual by now). We followed Old Route 66 
southeastward into Grants. When Steve and Terry first considered moving to this area, Grants was apparently first on Steve's list of 
places he wanted to live. I can't say it would top my list. The land around here is fairly attractive—those black lava flows we saw 
yesterday, with comparatively lush vegetation growing out of them—but the town did very little for me. Grants and its suburban twin 
Milan have around 10,000 people, so they have all the basic services you'd expect. There's just nothing to make me like the area, 
though. Like so many places around here, there's not much of a real downtown. Instead there's endless strip business (Alco seems to 
be the best place to shop in town). The economy is very obviously depressed (they used to mine around here, but the mines closed 
down a few years back), and many of the buildings are seriously decaying.  It’s not that much different from small towns anywhere, but 
it really seemed like there was even less going on than in a place like Algona.  [Grants is really not much different from any other 
dumpy mountain town—but that’s precisely what I didn’t like about the place.] 
 

Steve had to mail a package, and since the post office in Thoreau wasn’t open when we left, we stopped in Grants to mail it.  
At the post office I picked up a free newspaper that I thought was the local shopper. What it was instead was basically a libertarian 
forum, a place where the editor and his friends were able to express their radically conservative views. Some of what passed for 
"articles" were truly off the wall. There was one that implied that no one should pay any income tax. According to the writers, income tax 
infringes on the rights guaranteed by the Declaration of Independence, and there is no specific place in the Constitution that authorizes 
this tax. The writers are obviously not familiar with the Seventeenth Amendment, which specifically authorizes such taxes, and which 
was properly passed by the methods put in place in the original Constitution. 

 
The writers further say that income taxes are wrong, because people pay for services they did not request. I have very little 

time for that argument. Unless these people never drive on public roads, never use police protection, never send their children to public 
schools, never eat food that has been inspected by authorities, never get a birth certificate, never receive any government assistance 
checks, never travel freely from state to state or buy products that travel across state lines without duties (etc., etc., etc.), they have no 
business arguing against taxes. We may not have asked for government services, but we take advantage of them every minute of our 
lives. Services don't come free, and taxes are how we pay for the benefits we receive. What worries me is that the government isn't 
willing to collect enough taxes. Nobody ever seems to realize how low America's taxes are, compared with almost every other country 
on earth.  In places like Europe and Japan that figure approaches fifty percent. 
 

Taxes were only one of the hot topics in the Cibola Courier. Their point of view on every issue was basically that we should all 
be able to do whatever we feel like doing, no matter what the consequences. They have problems with anything where government is 
"telling them what to do". A lot of my students have that view, and it really bothers me. You can call it "conservatism" or "libertarianism", 
but what it really is is anarchy. The whole point of government is to create order out of chaos, and while it doesn't work perfectly, it 
works a lot better than nothing. I sometimes think our country would be a lot better off if all the "no government" people would move to 
Lebanon or Rwanda or Yugoslavia or someplace else where there was no real government to get in their way. 
 
 [There are some issues where I’m in agreement with libertarians.  In fact, I did an internet survey at one point that 
said my personal views were closest to libertarian.  I don’t think, for example, that it’s government’s business to regulate what 
people can and can’t do in their bedroom.  Nor do I really think it’s government’s business to regulate smoking or order 
people to refrain from fatty foods.  I also think we’d reduce our crime problem by legalizing most drugs, and I think people 
should work for a living rather than depending on welfare.  I DO, however, think it’s a good thing to regulate firearms and 
other weapons, I don’t have any problem paying reasonable taxes or going through airport security, and while I often disagree 
with my government, I don’t see it as inherently evil.] 
 

We got a few bites of breakfast at the McDonalds drive-through in Grants, and Steve picked up some film at Alco.  The 
checker at the store intrigued me.  Like virtually everyone in Grants, she was Hispanic.  She spoke English reasonably well—well 
enough that she could deal with Steve’s purchase.  Spanish was obviously her native language, though.  She was chatting away in 
Spanish with an old man in a cowboy hat when we came up to the register, and I think they’d have gone on all morning had Steve not 
come up to check out. 
 

We drove on from Grants (past an Indian funeral procession) to our first destination of the morning, Acoma. Acoma (AK-oh-
ma) has a reasonable claim to being the oldest town in America. Apparently the town was relocated at least once in its history, but the 
fact remains that people have lived in this general area for nearly a thousand years. They were here well before the Spaniards came to 
New Mexico (Coronado visited here in 1540), which was also before the Pilgrims came to Massachusetts. The local Indians (who are 
also called the Acoma) call the town the "Sky City". It is well named, as it has a commanding elevation, sitting atop a mesa well above 



the surrounding countryside. They build it there to protect themselves from enemy tribes, like the Navajo. A handful of families still live 
in the town year-round, and they combine traditional and modern ways in a most interesting mixture. 
 

They have a small (and very dark) museum at Acoma, which we toured quickly. We also bought tickets for a guided tour of the 
town. We ascended the mountain in a minibus, together with a handful of other tourists—most notably a group of Hispanic people who 
all sported clothing from Michigan State University. Our guide for the tour was Limbert, a young Acoma Indian who had just graduated 
from high school. The sides of Limbert's head were shaved, but he had long straight hair down his back. He wore a blue T-shirt and 
sweat pants. He was both knowledgeable and entertaining, and he made the tour most enjoyable.  

 
Typical street in Acoma 

 
When mentioning Limbert, 

perhaps a sidebar is in order. The Indians 
of the area (be they Acoma, Hopi, Navajo, 
Zuni, or whatever) seem to have a liking 
for names that were archaic generations 
ago in white America. Limbert may have 
been one of the odder names, but it really 
wouldn't stand out among his peers. You 
just don't get a lot of Heathers and Jasons 
on the Rez. 
 

Acoma is another place that 
words fail to describe. It is a very old little 
town, build mostly of stone and adobe. 
The present buildings don't date back a 
millennium, but they are nevertheless 
quite old. The houses are one or two 
stories high, and many of them have 
wooden ladders going up their sides to the 
roof. These ladders have side supports 
that go much higher than the steps. 
Limbert told us this is a traditional design. 
The side poles on the ladders are 
supposed to "puncture the sky" and bring 
rain. 

 
[Looking at the many pictures I 

took of Acoma, I was stuck at how 
much the place resembled the small 
towns I’d see a decade later in the 
Andes Mountains of Peru.  The 
difference is that such towns are the 
norm there, while Acoma is about as 
different from anything else in America 
as it could be.] 
 

There's another reminder of how 
dry the area is in the local parish church. 
There's a painting (of the Holy Family) in 
here that dates back hundreds of years. 
The local Indians venerate it, believing 
that it has brought relief from droughts. 
The painting caused a problem back in 
the 1800s. The Acoma lent the painting to 
the nearby Laguna Indians, when they 
were experiencing an extremely dry spell. 
Apparently the drought did end after the 
Laguna received the painting, but then 
they never returned it to the Acoma. There 
were years of controversy between the 
two tribes, but today the painting is back 
in its rightful place in the Acoma church. 

 
Limbert, showing a traditional Acoma oven 

 
The church, San Esteban el Rey (St. Stephen the King) Mission, is itself quite interesting, and its construction marked a peace 

between the Acoma Indians and the Spanish troops. All the building materials had to be hauled here—some from as far away as fifty 
miles. When you consider what transportation was like in the 1600s, that's quite a feat. The mission has been renovated since its 
original construction, but even the newest parts of it date to the 1800s. The earthen walls of the church are nine feet thick, which makes 
the building quite cool, even as the sun beats down around. Instead of decorative windows, each year (around the Feast of St. 



Stephen) the local people of the village whitewash the interior of the church and paint murals depicting both Christian stories and local 
life. The church is still active, although it doesn't have a resident priest. They have mass once a week, on Wednesdays. 

 
Some of Acoma is thoroughly modern. There's a paved road leading up the mesa (which was built by a Hollywood studio when 

they shot a film here), and many people in the town drive cars. You also see TV antennas on top of some of the houses. There's no 
electricity or running water here, though. Those TVs are powered by car batteries. For centuries they've collected rainwater in cisterns 
scattered around town. Today this water is considered safe for bathing, but not for drinking, so residents have to truck in potable water 
from sources at the bottom of the mountain. There is also no plumbing system, so at the back of town you see a collection of 
outhouses. Since there are no utilities, people continue to cook in traditional outdoor earthen ovens. The road to town may be paved, 
but in Acoma itself the streets are solid rock—not gravel, but rock. 

 
Make no mistake—Acoma is a tourist trap. Probably the biggest reason people continue to live here is so they can sell their 

handicrafts to visitors. The guided tour takes you past all the points of interest in town, and past lots and lots of tables where people 
have set up shop outside their home. Mostly they sell pottery, but there's also some jewelry and quite a few baked goods. Whenever 
we came up on a sales table, Limbert would explain the type of stuff they had for sale.  (I was especially interested when he explained 
how different types of pottery have historical significance to Acoma.)  We then paused for a few minutes to give everyone a chance to 
browse. I didn't buy much in the way of handicrafts—just a refrigerator magnet in the shape of a bear (which symbolizes strength to the 
Acoma). I did, however, snarf down a lot of the baked goods: cookies, fry bread, and a delicious apple pie. 

 
From Acoma we returned to I-40 and drove back into Albuquerque. As we neared downtown there was, what else, another 

accident. I'm not sure exactly what happened but we saw both medical and fire equipment. Mostly, though, we got caught in one of the 
worst traffic jams I've ever seen. It's six lanes through Albuquerque, but all of them were stop-and-go—and more stop than go.  At one 
point I was entertaining myself by noticing billboards a hundred feet away or so and pondering how long it would take us to pass them.  
I don’t know how long it took us to get through Albuquerque, but it was well into the afternoon by the time we were headed out again. 

 
We drove northward along I-25 toward Santa Fe.  The capital of New Mexico is pronounced rather oddly by locals; they stress 

the first syllable and say SAN-tuh-fay, as if it were all one word.  We had a mid-afternoon lunch at a McDonalds in Santa Fe, where I 
bought the local paper.  They had an interesting feature about how people who had taken rocks from area historic sites had sent them 
back—feeling that there was a curse on them and that they had nothing but bad luck after stealing them.  I don’t know that I actually 
believe that there are evil spirits in the rocks of New Mexico, but I guess I’m glad I was never tempted to take things.  Actually, I really 
don’t understand why anyone would.  The whole point of national parks is to preserve things for future generations.  Stealing things 
defeats that whole purpose.  [I’ve since seen features on TV about people who had sent bottles of beach sand back to Hawaii 
after having similar experiences following their vacations there.] 
 

Steve drove into downtown Santa Fe. It really struck me as odd that a major city should have no buildings that even attempt to 
be tall. Downtown is historic, but its buildings have just one or two floors. Whittemore has taller buildings than Santa Fe, and Mount 
Pleasant would beat it all hollow. Apparently that Victorian idea of building up to the future never caught on out here.  [This really is 
odd, since Spanish colonial architecture elsewhere is multi-story.  Even the churches in New Mexico aren’t that tall, though.] 
 

Having said that, Santa Fe is certainly a lovely city. All its buildings, whether historic or the modern "pseudo-adobe" [like that 
McDonalds], are better cared for than those elsewhere in the Southwest. They've done a lot of work with landscaping, and overall the 
place is quite impressive.   A lot of the businesses, though, are geared to a clientele that's just a touch wealthier than me [actually 
more than just a touch]. Downtown is full of the same sort of jewelry shops and art galleries (including one owned by a friend of 
Steve’s) I'd seen in New Orleans. The few things I saw in the windows were lovely, but I'd hate to even imagine the prices. 
 

We basically just drove through Santa Fe. Then we headed northwestward on U.S. 285. This is also Indian country (with 
various groups of pueblo people), and around here the Indians seem to have bought into the gambling industry big-time.  Billboard after 
billboard advertised casinos in the area, and there were also big newspaper ads for the same places. Gambling is a big issue now for 
the Navajo.  As of yet, there still aren’t any casinos on their reservation, but a lot of people would like to see them.  Gambling was one 
of the big issues in the election.  I think I’d tend to agree with the favored candidate, Peterson Zah, who wants to put the issue up to a 
referendum of the whole tribe, rather than just having the tribal government make the decision. 

 
We turned off the main highway and headed westward to the city of Los Alamos. Sixty years ago there basically was no Los 

Alamos, just a ranch school for sickly boys. Then World War II came, and this hilltop oasis became one of the most important places in 
modern history.   Los Alamos, if you didn't know it, is where the atomic bomb was developed. The Manhattan project brought many of 
the world's most famous scientists together in New Mexico to work on the weapon that would end the war. Some of the world's greatest 
scientists—people like Einstein, Fermi, VonNeumann, and Oppenheimer—all worked right here in Los Alamos. 

 
They chose this location mostly because it was extremely remote. Like Acoma, Los Alamos is at the top of a mesa, with 

extremely difficult access from the surrounding countryside. During the war the place grew from a handful of people to several 
thousand; today it continues as a major city and an important center of scientific research. 

 
There is a fascinating science museum in Los Alamos. Among other things they have replicas of the original "Fat Man" and 

"Little Boy" bombs that were dropped on Japan. They also have room after room of exhibits on every branch of science—with an 
obvious emphasis on nuclear physics and its applications. Probably most interesting, though, is their history section. Here they have 
exhibits on the history of the area (with things like letters that Albert Einstein and Franklin Roosevelt wrote to each other, leading up to 
the Manhattan Project). They also have a fascinating film that tells what life was like here during the war. 
 



 
Replica of “Fat Man” bomb 
Los Alamos, New Mexico 

During World War II more than ten thousand people lived in a town 
that officially didn't exist. All the mail going in or out of the town was routed 
through P.O. Box 1663 in Santa Fe. Numerous children were born here during 
the war, and their birth certificates list their place of birth as that same post 
office box. The film mentioned one scientist's wife who sent away for a Sears 
catalog. She received a rather terse reply saying that Sears had already sent 
her over a hundred catalogs, and since she couldn't seem to take care of 
them, they wouldn't send her any more. 
 

There were a lot of other problems, too. Housing was constructed 
very hurriedly, and it consisted mostly of barracks apartments with paper thin 
walls. The cooking was done on old-fashioned coal stoves, which frequently 
started fires in the apartments. Fire was also a problem in the labs, where 
explosions happened frequently. Those explosions have left their legacy. Wal-
Mart recently bought some land to build a new store here. They did a site 
check and found that there was still radioactivity in the soil they planned to 
build on. Very likely much of the town has those same remnants of building the 
bomb, and it would be interesting to see how cancer rates here compare to 
other areas. 
 
 Unfortunately, we didn’t have a lot of time to see the museum.  They 
close at 5pm, and it was after 4 when we arrived.  Someday I’d love to go back 

and spend more time there [which I would do a few years later]. We did visit a nearby [virtually adjacent] bookstore, where I picked 
up a history of Los Alamos, a video with recollections similar to the museum's film, and an Albert Einstein calendar.  After scurrying 
through the museum, we drove around Los Alamos. Much of the city looks like a very wealthy suburb in search of a city. There is no 
real downtown (just a collection of little shopping centers along the main drag, Trinity Avenue); the labs are the major employer, and 
they are on the edge of town. Steve has been at the labs for in-services [it would be interesting to have such a facility nearby as a 
resource for teachers], and he gave us the grand tour of the grounds. We didn't really see much of anything, but it's quite impressive. 
 

Again in Los Alamos I thought of my father. When he was in Colorado, he worked with J. Robert Oppenheimer's brother (who 
was also among the Los Alamos scientists [and was working in a rural high school because he had been blacklisted in the ‘50s 
witch hunt for suspected “communists”]), and apparently he met the famous Oppenheimer himself at some point. Atomic theory 
fascinated my father; I remember him following the early research on nuclear fusion (which, for those non-scientists out there, is the 
safe, non-radioactive form of atomic energy they're still trying to master today) when I was still in elementary school. I think he would 
have been fascinated—both to see where the atomic age first started and to see the work that is still going on here today. 
 

Much of Los Alamos is still a high-security area. Any project that goes on "behind the fence" means top-secret military work. I 
took pictures of two extremely complicated signs that explained the security procedures for just parking in restricted areas. I don't know 
what they do behind that fence (and I'd probably rather not know), but they certainly guard it well. 
 

From Los Alamos we went southwestward to Bandelier National Monument.  Before discussing Bandelier, I should mention 
that we got into every one of the National Park Service areas we visited for free.  Steve has what’s called a Golden Eagle card that 
gives a year’s worth of unlimited admission to any national park for a one-time fee (which I think was $25).  The pass lets a whole 
carload at a time into the parks.  Almost every national park or monument charges admission, ranging from $2 at minor sites to $10 at 
the Grand Canyon.  When you live in an area with as many national parks as there are here, the Golden Eagle card is quite a good deal 
indeed.  [Those cards are now $100, but given corresponding increases in park entrance fees, they’d still be a good deal.] 
 

Bandelier is both beautiful and historic. The mountains and canyons in the area are really quite striking. It's also greener here 
than in a lot of New Mexico, with pine trees and wildflowers throughout the park. In addition to the natural features, though, Bandelier 
also has a lot of archaeological interest. The Anasazi people lived here for centuries, and they built a great city here—combining the 
pueblo style at ground level and cliff dwellings in the caves along the canyon wall. The ruins are especially well preserved, and many 
have been faithfully reconstructed. There's a lovely trail through Frijoles Canyon, where you can walk in and among the ruins and even 
venture into the caves. We passed on the latter, as there were lots of European and Asian tourists exploring as we passed by. The trail 
is quite interesting, though--yet another nice attraction in a very busy day. 

 
We drove from Bandelier to the town of White Rock, which is effectively a suburb of Los Alamos. We had dinner here at a 

Pizza Hut where they had menus in both English and Spanish.  We chose a special new kind of pizza, where they have mozzarella 
cheese melted in a ring inside the crust.  It was tasty, but extremely filling.  [While I pretty much never eat at Pizza Hut, I gather from 
commercials that “stuffed crust” pizza has since become a staple of their menu.] 
 

It was a long drive back to Thoreau. For "entertainment" I read a paper I had picked up, giving the local news in Espanola, 
New Mexico. Steve and Terry had talked about this town (which is north of Santa Fe and east of Los Alamos), and they made it sound 
like the seediest place on earth. From the paper, I'd believe it. For a town that's not much bigger than Algona, they've got some big city 
problems. We read about numerous auto thefts, domestic violence, fights, armed robbery, drunk and disorderly conduct, etc., etc., etc. 
They seem to have more crime in a day than small-town Iowa gets in a month.  I think I’m glad our schedule was tight enough that it 
didn’t allow a side trip to Espanola. 

 



We stopped for gas at Love’s in Albuquerque and then drove through the sea of trucks on I-40 back to Thoreau.  It was quite 
late when we got back, but tomorrow was a lighter schedule, so there was time to get a good night’s sleep. [This trip really did have a 
VERY ambitious itinerary, but Steve was trying to show me pretty much everything there was to see in the area in the least 
possible time.] 
 

TUESDAY, August 9, 1994 
Thoreau, Gallup, & Window Rock 
 

I did sleep comparatively late this morning.  It’s fairly easy to sleep late here. Whether it's the mountains or the time zone or 
what, I don't know, but it doesn't seem to get bright out as early as it does back home. I didn't have the sun pouring in at six o'clock, like 
I do all summer long in Algona. I read the local papers and had some pop tarts for breakfast. Before long it was time to be on our way. 
 

Our first stop was the Thoreau Middle School (or rather the "mid" school—they don't seem to use the full word "middle" out 
here). [I would see the same usage of “mid” later in Kentucky, Tennessee, and Alabama.]  Terry works here, and she gave me 
the tour of her workplace. Terry has her Spanish and Life Skills classes in a mobile unit behind the main building. It's a pleasant room. 
The main school probably dates to the '70s. It's brick and orange-painted concrete. The center of the building is shaped like a Navajo 
hogan (octagonal), and there are additions radiating out from there. We got a quick tour of the school (which basically looks like a 
school), and then Terry talked for a while with her principal.  
 

While she was busy with him, I occupied my time reading the health literature they had on a rack in the hallway. There's the 
basic "so you're a young lady now" stuff, but also lots of information on drugs and sexually-transmitted diseases. Terry tells me that 
alcohol is a serious problem, even among the sixth graders. Other drugs don't seem to be quite as serious, but STDs (and teen 
pregnancy) are apparently quite big out here. The Navajo appear to have very casual attitudes toward sex. When a girl gets pregnant 
(which is quite common), apparently it's often her grandmother who ends up taking care of the baby. Supposedly there's a high rate of 
AIDS among the Navajo, but that doesn't seem to slow things down much in their love lives. 
 

After seeing Thoreau Mid, we drove into Gallup. There we stopped at Gallup Mid, where Steve teaches.  Steve is trained to 
teach social studies, but for the past two years he’s been teaching math and science.  He seems to like science, but math is definitely 
not his forte. 
 

We did the tour of Gallup Mid (which is extremely large, like most urban schools), and then Steve discussed schedules with 
one of the counselors. While he was talking, I read through the "Welcome Back" literature they had for students and parents. They 
definitely run a tighter ship than most schools back here do. The students have to have a pass to be in the building before school starts 
[they’ve gone to doing that at Seton in recent years], and they can't go to their locker between classes. There's all kinds of other 
rules that are much more formal than most schools around here have. I wondered if it's always been that way out here, or if they've had 
problems and had to toughen things up. 
 

We drove around Gallup for a while, and again it seemed a relatively 
pleasant little city.  [Gallup is surprisingly attractive, definitely the nicest place 
in a very dumpy area.]  Then we had lunch at one of Gallup's foremost 
attractions, the El Rancho Hotel. The Gallup area has been used time and time 
again as a location set for movies, particularly Westerns. This hotel, which was 
apparently built by the brother of a studio owner, has been the home away from 
home for scores of stars—not to mention all the production people that went along 
with them. The place combines the luxury of a grand hotel with the hominess of an 
old west ranch. It's a strange combination, but it seems to work. They advertise 
"the charm of yesterday and the convenience of tomorrow", and they do seem to 
pull that off in general.  After lunch (of steak and Mexican food) I snooped around 
the place and noticed that many of the rooms are named after the famous people 
who stayed there.  I snapped a shot of the Rosalind Russell room before returning 
to the main lobby. 
 

From Gallup we drove northwestward to Window Rock, the capital of the 
Navajo Nation. There's a four-lane highway for the half-hour drive from Gallup to 
Window Rock, but pedestrians walk along it all the way. The Navajo seem to do a 
lot of walking, and this stretch certainly drove that fact home.  
 

Window Rock is just inside Arizona, with a smaller suburb in New 
Mexico. The place isn't at all large (a few thousand people—tops), but it's 
obviously trying hard to be important. They have poured millions into lavish 
government buildings, trying to create the impression of a world-class capital. The 
architecture is striking. That octagonal hogan figures prominently throughout 
Window Rock. The Navajo education headquarters, for instance, is a three-story, 
split-level double hogan. The buildings are lovely—every bit as nice as you’d see 
in   Des  Moines  or   Washington.  It  does  all  seem a  bit of  a waste,  though.   It 

 
Navajo Nation sign near Window Rock 

seemed to me that all that money could be better spent providing services for the people, rather than constructing elaborate buildings. 



Just north of the town is Window Rock Tribal Park, the Navajo equivalent of a national park. The park preserves Window 
Rock, the natural arch for which the town was named. There are trails throughout the area, but Terry and I both had very tired legs 
[kind of an odd thought, but I was walking less in those days], so we chose to limit our hiking today. In the parking lot, as at most 
attractions throughout Navajoland, there were ladies selling handicrafts they had scattered atop the hoods of their cars.  The work was 
lovely, and here the prices even seemed relatively affordable. 
 

We did a bit of shopping in Window Rock. First we went to a Basha's Supermarket. Basha's seems to have the exclusive 
supermarket concession on the reservation, yet even they only exist in the larger towns. This store was ultra-modern and would 
certainly rival any Hy-Vee.  Their most peculiar feature was talking cash registers—a voice synthesizer announced the prices as the 
checker scanned the merchandise.  I saw those once before in Canada, and I can’t for the life of me figure out what the point of them is 
supposed to be.  It was interesting to look around the store.  Prices are on average comparable to what they'd be at home. Some foods 
(especially dairy products) are extremely expensive, but low prices on other things average it all out. The selection is similar to what 
you'd find at home, with a few notable exceptions. For instance, I've never seen such a large selection of Mexican food in my life, yet 
the Chinese collection was reduced to a single shelf. Guess what the local tastes are! 

 
One other note on groceries. Being on the reservation, Basha's did not sell any sort of liquor. Elsewhere in Arizona, though, 

alcoholic beverages are an enormous bargain.  I didn’t buy a thing, but I was amazed (shocked is more like it) by the rock-bottom prices 
they charged for the stuff.  Several convenience stores we stopped at had name-brand beer for as low as $5.49 a case (24 cans). The 
same amount never goes on sale for less than ten dollars in Iowa, and it can cost as much as $17.99—especially in convenience 
stores. I'm not sure that's exactly a good thing, though; it would only seem to add to the alcoholism problem. 

 
Steve & Terry Burrow eating ice cream 

 
We also visited a small department store, 

where I picked up some lovely enamel bowls [which I 
still have and frequently use today].  I’ve been 
needing bowls anyhow, and these made an 
interesting souvenir.  Then we crossed back into New 
Mexico and had a treat at a combination Dunkin' 
Donuts and Baskin Robbins. Several places around 
here seem to combine competing franchises. That 
seems strange to me, but I suppose they feel it 
enhances business at both.  We went to the Baskin 
Robbins part and had sundaes, which they served in 
miniature batting helmets.  You could choose your 
favorite team, but all the teams they had available 
weren’t doing too well this year.  Unable to fulfill my 
fantasies as a Yankee fan, I ended up settling for 
Toronto.  They’re the defending world champions, but 
they’ve been at the bottom of their division most of 
the season.  (As I write this the Blue Jays are 18 
games back, behind the Yankees.  It looks like that’s 
where they may stay, since the big news this August 
is the baseball strike, which at “presstime” is threaten- 

ing to cancel the rest of the season.)  [This was the first time I’d seen helmet sundaes, which I’ve since found are for sale—and 
are often among the cheapest concession products—at every ballpark in America.  I have a small collection of the little 
helmets in my room at school today.  I’ve also since found that Dunkin Donuts and Baskin Robbins are owned by the same 
franchise company.  There are numerous joint locations of those two chains.] 
 

We drove back into Gallup. At the north end of the city, Steve left the main highway and drove through the town of Gamerco 
(guh-MERR-co, named after the mining company that founded it), where many of the students he teaches live. You could imagine Sally 
Struthers walking around Gamerco; you think of slums like this as much in Haiti or Bangladesh as you do in New Mexico. The dirt 
streets of Gamerco are lined with ancient mobile homes that probably never did look good and today are truly disgusting. The few 
frame houses that are there feature peeling paint and broken windows. There's junk piled up in the "yards" and litter and graffiti 
everywhere. They do have electricity and water here, but Steve tells me that many of his students don't have telephones.  Again, it’s 
hard for me to imagine living without the conveniences I so often take for granted.  [Gamerco is rather like the “ciudades perdidas” 
or “pueblos jóvenes” or “favelas” that surround Latin American cities.  It may be mobile homes rather than cardboard or 
adobe, but the it’s still basically a squatter’s slum on the outskirts of town.] 
 

There was little pressing on the agenda, so we decided to spend a bit of time at the Rio West Mall, the main shopping center 
in Gallup.  It’s interesting to see how malls in other places are and aren’t the same as they’d be back home.  The big difference here is 
that we were just about the only White people in the place.  Gallup’s #1 ethnic group is Hispanics, followed by Navajo, with less than a 
fourth of the town being “Anglo” (what they’d call me here).  I found it hard to distinguish between the Navajo and the Hispanics (except 
when they talked), but I can certainly say that the vast majority of people in the mall had straight black hair and brown skin.  It’s an 
unusual feeling for a White person to be in the minority, but of course that’s the way it is in most of this part of the country. 
 

The anchor stores at Rio West are K-Mart, Penney’s, and a local department store (which seemed to have extremely high 
prices and very few customers).  The mix of stores reminded me of Mississippi—similar to what you’d find anywhere, but with a bit more 
emphasis on discount places.  The only place I bought anything was at one of those “everything’s a buck” stores.  I always enjoy 
pawing through the junk in those places, to see what treasures there are among the trash.  I picked up some huge packs of pencils, 



which I’ll have available to my kids this fall.  On impulse I also got an attractive desk calendar, with sliding parts that highlight the date 
[which I think fell apart almost the first time I used it—it’s certainly nothing I have around today]. 
 

Steve made an interesting comment that speaks volumes about the lifestyle of many of the people in this area. He was talking 
about the Navajo kids they had taken in as foster children. The kids came from Gallup, yet they had never been to a mall or a fast food 
place. It's hard to imagine even the poorest kid in Algona growing up without experiencing those things. We take places like K-Mart and 
McDonalds for granted here, yet those were new experiences for Steve's foster children. 

 
We drove back through Gallup, and Steve pointed out more points of interest. In particular, he pointed out two of the places 

where the foster kids had lived before he and Terry took them in. When they got them, all six kids and their parents (who were 
alcoholics) had been living in one room of a flea-bag motel. They had also been at a downtown hotel that would seem more a home for 
drunks and prostitutes than for children. Now they are apparently in a children's home run by the Mennonite Church. Hopefully before 
long they will find a permanent home where these kids can grow up with some sense of a normal life. 
 

We also passed Granny's, the day-care center where Steve left the younger kids when he went to school. I certainly hope this 
is one of those "books" that shouldn't be judged by its cover. There's certainly nothing on the outside to recommend it. Located in the 
middle of an industrial park, with an enormous fence around it, this pre-fab building looks more like a prison than a nursery. It reminded 
me of an episode of The Simpsons where the baby "breaks out" of her day-care center.  It is state approved, and apparently inside it’s 
reasonably nice.  It also had one big recommendation to Steve and Terry:  it was just about the only place that would take their kids. 

 
Our last stop was Indian America, an enormous gift shop that sells any Southwestern souvenir you could imagine. The main 

reason we stopped there is that they have coupons that allow every visitor to get a free sand painting, and I had to pick up my freebie. 
A sand painting is artwork made of sand that is affixed to a base. Traditionally the base was wood, but on the giveaways it's particle 
board. I do like my gift, though. Their promotion accomplished their purpose, too. I looked around the store and found a few other small 
items I was willing to purchase, and while I didn't even look at their rugs and furs, I'm sure they made their money back anyhow. 
 

We went back to Thoreau and watched the evening news on TV.  Steve wanted to be sure that I got a chance to laugh at the 
weatherman in Albuquerque, who gives an inane smile before each commercial. It was interesting to see how the weather changes with 
elevation out here. The desert climate tends to have extremes—hot days and cool nights, and elevation only intensifies those 
differences in temperature. 
 

Both Steve and the weatherman noted that there had been a large amount of rain throughout the area. There were even flash 
floods in some places, including Gallup. During my trip it had rained almost every afternoon. What Steve found unusual, though, was 
that there had been clouds and sometimes even raindrops in the morning. That's apparently quite rare out here. Through most of the 
trip the temperatures were comfortable. Only at the beginning of the trip (and again tomorrow, at the end) was it horribly hot.  
 

We drove back to Gallup in the evening. Steve seems to think nothing of driving into Gallup, even though it's a full half-hour 
drive. I suppose the fact that he commutes that distance every day of the school year accounts for much of that.  [I must say that idea 
of driving into Gallup on a whim still seems odd to me, but then Margaret does half that drive to get into Decorah from her 
place out in the country.  I’m glad I live in a place where all the basic services are close by.] 
 

The paper said that there were Navajo dances every evening at the Santa Fe Depot in Gallup, so we went in to see the show. 
Unfortunately the annual Indian Ceremonial was now taking place in a nearby state park. The Indians who would have done the dances 
in town were instead out at the Ceremonial. So, it was pretty much a worthless trip. 

  
We went back out to the Rio West Mall, where we had supper in the food court. Again the service was horribly slow.  Steve 

wanted me to try a Navajo taco, so I did.  It wasn’t bad, but I can’t say I’ll miss them when they’re not around.  The chewy fry bread is 
sort of interesting with Mexican toppings.  I also ordered a bowl of "beans and chile", which I assumed would be chili, the same Tex-
Mex soup that is popular throughout the country. Well, I assumed wrong. What I got was a bowl of pinto beans with a thin red sauce 
with absolutely no flavor. On the side I got a little plastic dish of chili sauce, which is basically chili powder made into a paste. There was 
none of the peppery or vinegary or sweet-and-sour flavors that I associate with chili.  I ended up adding a lot of pepper and some lemon 
juice, just to make any flavor whatsoever. Even so, it wasn't very good.  I’ve had friends compliment my chili (which, like my mother did, 
is thrown together without a recipe), but I can’t picture anyone complimenting this. 

 
[I gather from later experiences that chili paste is remarkably popular in the West.  In a travelogue about a later trip, I 

complained about the chili slime I encountered at a well-known California hamburger stand.  I posted that travelogue on my 
internet website, and it generated a rather nasty e-mail that labeled me “provincial” for not appreciating what true chili should 
be.  I’ve also since found on Food Network that “authentic” Texas chili doesn’t contain beans.  Well, I may not be authentic, 
but I like my chili with meat, beans, tomato juice, and a hint of spice—as much black pepper and vinegar as chili powder.  I 
don’t care for much of any pastes (which is why I generally dislike most Middle Eastern food), and chili paste is no exception.] 
 

We made one last stop in Gallup. Steve had wondered about the McDonalds West, which had been closed for a year and had 
just recently re-opened. So we decided to go there for some dessert. We waited forever for a train to pass so we could cross the tracks 
and get to it, but it was interesting once we finally got there. The place is in a not-so-nice neighborhood, and from the looks of its 
environs, it was probably badly in need of renovation. Steve marveled at what a nice job they had done.  Apparently the parking lot 
used to be a bunch of potholes in search of pavement; today it’s smooth and pleasant.  The restaurant has been remodeled with a 
"Route 66" theme, and for my last souvenir photo, I had Steve snap my picture by their neon sign commemorating the old highway. 
Service was efficient and pleasant here, and the restrooms were less than filthy—high praise compared to many places out here. 



Again it was dark as we drove back to Thoreau. Still, it wasn't nearly 
so late as it had been most nights. Steve and I watched the video I had bought 
at Los Alamos, and I thumbed through his yearbook from Gallup Mid. The 
concept of a middle school yearbook seems a bit alien to me, but perhaps it's 
necessary in a place with a high drop-out rate. It was interesting to see the kids 
Steve teaches, and even more amusing to read their old-fashioned names. 
Many kids had written in the yearbook saying how "incredibly awesome" of a 
teacher Steve was. I've never had a kid write in a yearbook. (indeed, I’ve only 
bought one yearbook since I’ve been at Garrigan).  Looking at Steve's, though, 
it might be a nice idea.  It would be good when I’m feeling down to read 
something good that kids had written.  [I still don’t have any Garrigan 
yearbooks, but I have kept some of the nice things kids have written in 
thank-you notes at their graduations.] 
  

WEDNESDAY, August 10, 1994 
Thoreau, New Mexico to Algona, Iowa  
 

I slept later this morning than any other day on the trip. It was eightish 
when I got up. I showered and then had a long walk around Thoreau. I saw 
much more of the town than I had before. However, I said pretty much all there 
was to say about Thoreau earlier in this travelogue, so I guess I'll just leave 
things there. 
 

It was late this morning when we left Thoreau.  We made a false 
start—stopping briefly at Thoreau Mid, because Terry wanted to pick up her 
yearbook.  It wasn’t there, so we went back to the house, where she found it.  
Terry is the yearbook sponsor at her school, and she is rightly proud of the nice 
job the kids did on the book.  I had fun reading all the glowing comments the 
kids had written about Terry.  There was a certain amount of sucking up in both 
hers and Steve’s yearbooks, but the overall tone was genuine thanks to some 
very good teachers. 

 
David Burrow, getting his kicks on Route 66 
[When I look at this picture, the main thing I 

Notice is the stain on my shirt.] 
 

We drove eastward down I-40, stopping briefly at an interesting little rest area near Acoma. The place had composting toilets 
similar to what Margaret has in her home. That makes good sense in the desert. They accomplish the same job as any other toilet, 
they're a lot nicer than outhouses or port-a-potties, and they use absolutely no water. 
 

We also stopped at an Exxon convenience store, where they had a do-it-yourself slush machine.  I’ve seen those elsewhere, 
but they’re everywhere out here.  You pull a lever, which spits a combination of water and crushed ice into your cup.  Then you can 
add however much flavoring you want from syrup bottles on the machine.  I chose “green” (you know as well as I do that every slush is 
the same flavor; it’s the color that differentiates one from another.)  I put in way too much flavoring, and it was rather on the bitter side.  
Still, it’s probably been a decade since I’ve had a slush, so it made an interesting treat. 
 

Traffic was heavy again in Albuquerque, and I was a little bit worried about getting to the airport on time. There was plenty of 
time before my plane left, but I wanted to make sure my luggage got checked through smoothly. We cut it a little close, but everything 
went smoothly at the airport, and they were doing "pre-boarding" on my flight just as I made it through security. Steve and Terry walked 
me up to the gate, and we said our goodbyes.  (They noted later that they were able to se my luggage being loaded on the plane before 
I left.)  [This, of course, was back in the days when visitors could go far enough into an airport to actually see the planes.] 
 

Flight 628 was crowded (only two empty seats on the plane), but uneventful. The strangest thing is that it originates in 
Albuquerque, stops in Minneapolis, and apparently continues on to Amsterdam. Continuing to Amsterdam wouldn't be so strange, 
except for the aircraft they were using—a 727, which is really quite a small plane these days. [However, later I’d fly to Lima—nearly 
as long as a European flight—on a plane with the same 3-3 configuration.]  Pretty much every trans-Atlantic flight uses a jumbo 
jet, and I couldn't imagine traveling for hours on end sandwiched into a more traditional plane. 
 

As we took off from Albuquerque, it struck me again how incredibly dry things are out here. In the city you can tell where 
people have watered their lawns. Everywhere else it's just brown. It was mostly clear as we flew northeastward, and all towards the 
beginning of the flight we saw just bare, parched earth below.  I suppose up close there must have been something growing there, but 
from 30,000 feet it was nothing but brown. 
 

Eventually we started to see irrigated farming—big central-pivot fields that, judging by the county roads, were about half a mile 
in diameter. The pilot told us we were flying over southwest Nebraska. Shortly later it clouded up, and we saw only white all the way to 
Minnesota. 
 

Shortly before we landed the woman next to me remarked that she wished it were clear. She, too, had not cared for the 
dryness of the West, and she was looking forward to seeing all the trees and lakes of Minnesota. Just moments later, she got her wish. 
We descended through the clouds, to look over the western suburbs, with trees, grass, and outlying cornfields. The Minneapolis area is 



really quite beautiful from the air—especially when you're flying in from someplace dry.  [Honestly, Minneapolis is one of the most 
attractive airports to fly into.  It’s kind of nice it’s the one I have little choice but to use.] 
 

We arrived on time in the mid afternoon. My flight wasn't until early evening, so again I had plenty of time to kill at the airport. I 
stopped by a Pizza Hut and also had some yogurt. Then I made my way to Gate 79 (the "regional depot"), to just sit and wait. They had 
a big TV set up at one end of the room. On it they were running the "CNN Airport Network", a specialized form of CNN that is catered 
just to air travelers. It's basically a headline service with more frequent weather reports than you find on the regular CNN service. What 
will Ted Turner think of next?  [This would have been one of the last things about CNN that might have involved Turner.  Not 
long after that the company was bought out by Time/Warner.] 
 

As I waited, every few minutes they announced departures to unimportant cities around the Midwest—LaCrosse, Traverse 
City, Aberdeen, International Falls, . . . . A handful of people got up at each announcement and walked out to meet their flights. Three 
different times they made announcements that the next flight had "a possible excess sales situation"—meaning, of course, that they'd 
overbooked it. They asked for volunteers who were willing to take a later flight, in exchange for a $300 certificate to travel on Northwest 
Airlines. One of the flights they had overbooked was to Mason City, and I almost wish it was my flight. I was in no particular hurry to get 
there, and I could certainly use $300 in free air travel. 
 

No such luck, though. When my flight finally arrived (the third flight to Mason City they announced while I waited), there was no 
excess sales situation. In fact, when we got on the plane, I discovered it would be much more difficult to overbook this particular flight. 
Compared to the little puddle-jumper I had flown up on, this was an enormous plane indeed. The SF-340 (made by Saab) [the plane 
they now use for all the MCW flights] seats about 36 people and is one of the most comfortable planes I've ever flown on. [“Most 
comfortable is definitely stretching it, but they’re not bad planes.]  Like the tiny plane, it has a 2 by 1 configuration (two seats on 
one side of the aisle, one on the other). The seats were comfortably spread out, though, and I had more legroom than on any other 
plane I have flown on. There were only ten passengers on this flight (hardly an overbooking problem), and most of them were headed 
to Sioux City. Our small group even had our own private flight attendant. It's barely more than half an hour from Minneapolis to Mason 
City, but she managed to give us both hot and cold drinks, plus courtesy nuts [a service that would have been eliminated from 
flights quite soon after this, due to complaints from allergy sufferers], in that short time. 
 

I was a little worried when I got to Mason City. I was the only person getting off the plane there, and they didn't seem to be 
unloading any baggage off the plane. I was relieved when I walked inside the airport terminal, though. My bags had come down on one 
of the earlier flights, and they were neatly stacked in a corner of the luggage claim area, waiting for me. I grabbed my bags and went 
out to my car. 
 

It was cold and rainy when I left Mason City, and it was cold and rainy when I returned. (James tells me it was pretty much that 
way the whole time I was gone, too.)  I turned on my wipers and set off. I stopped at Casey's in Clear Lake to get gas and coffee. I was 
unimpressed by the dingy convenience stores of the Southwest, and it was reassuring to see that Casey's was still well lit and squeaky 
clean.  [The chain has rapidly closed all of their older stores, many of which were on the brink of becoming seedy.]  I 
thoroughly enjoyed the drive back to Algona. 
 

It was pushing ten when I got home. I didn't even unpack. I picked up a couple of days worth of mail that James had not gotten 
yet and rested a while.  I called Steve to let him know I’d made it back okay, and then I called Margaret.  She had just gotten back from 
taking a group of kids to Europe, and it was fun to trade our experiences.  It was good to be back home! 
 

GENERAL OBSERVATIONS  
 

It may take some adaptation, but I guess I'll haul out the tried-and-true questions I've used to end my other travelogues. Here 
goes:  

 
DID YOU LIKE THE SOUTHWEST? A qualified yes here. I can't imagine myself living out there, or even staying an extended 

time. I'm Midwestern through and through, and things are totally different in the Southwest. The dryness really got to me. I'm used to 
seeing green as the background color, and it's hard to adapt to seeing it more as an accent. I also didn't care much for the 
Southwestern towns. Most of them really look quite junky, and they don't seem to fit in well with their surroundings. Having said all of 
that, though, I thoroughly enjoyed the trip. There are certainly some breathtaking natural features in the Southwest, and I really enjoyed 
the specific things we saw—like the V.L.A. and Los Alamos. The Indian history didn't do so much for me, but it was also interesting. The 
best part of the trip, though, was getting a chance to visit with Steve and Terry at length. I really haven't seen Steve at length since the 
trip he and I made out to the world's fair, which is nearly a decade ago now. They were most hospitable, and I'm really glad I went out 
there to see them. 
 
 [I’d return to Thoreau again a few years later at Christmas, and I liked the area better then.  I’d also see part of Arizona 
in springtime, which was also more pleasant than this summer visit.  The desert region still isn’t remotely close to one of my 
favorites, though.  I know Steve likes the area, but it’s just too dry and rocky for me.  I’ve also never been particularly 
interested in Native American history or lifestyles, and that’s certainly central to the region around Gallup.] 
 

WHAT DID YOU LIKE THE MOST? Boy, is that a hard question! There's no one thing that just jumps out at me and sums up 
this trip. I suppose, if pressed, I'd say the whole day when we visited Acoma, Los Alamos, and Bandelier. I thoroughly enjoyed 
Acoma—in no small part because of the entertaining guide, Limbert. I also loved hearing the wartime history of Los Alamos. It reminded 
me of hearing my parents talk about life in that era. Finally, Bandelier (and the surrounding Jemez Mountains) were just about the most 



beautiful place we visited. The whole combination made for a really pleasant day. If asked to pick among those particular things, it's 
harder--but probably I'd settle on Los Alamos. (You'll notice the Grand Canyon is conspicuously absent from this discussion. I'm 
certainly glad I went to the Grand Canyon. It really is spectacular, but it's not like I expect to hurry back next year [or probably ever].)  
 

WHAT DID YOU LIKE THE LEAST? The real answer is all the junky towns. There's a lot of libertarian "I'll do with my property 
as I damn well please" attitude out there. They don't seem to have much desire to tidy things up in a spirit of civic pride. Sure, it's poor, 
but I've been to poor places elsewhere where they at least kept things in good repair and didn't scatter junk all over everywhere. It really 
bothered me that in an area where much of the scenery is really quite striking, so many of the towns are frankly hideous. 
 

If you pressed me for a specific thing, I’d probably say the Meteor Crater.  That was a place I was really looking forward to 
seeing.  I’d heard about it when I was growing up, and I’ve read about it recently.  It’s a place that has the potential to be quite 
interesting, but the private owners just haven’t fulfilled that potential.  It really was a disappointment.  
 

WHAT ARE THE NAVAJO PEOPLE LIKE? Another impossible question. When writing my travelogues on Russia, Spain, 
Mexico, and Canada, it was easier to make generalizations. I spent a lot more time in those places, and out of necessity, I encountered 
more people. Out here I saw the Navajo mostly in the background. I can say, though, that on the whole the Navajo are very reserved. 
They're not flamboyant or boisterous like, say, a Mexican stereotype. It really surprised me that there were all the ladies selling 
handicrafts out of their cars, yet no one was hawking for business.  You were certainly welcome to go up and see what they had for 
sale, but they didn’t in any way solicit your business.  That same reservedness happens all the time. Navajo consider direct eye contact 
impolite, so even service people look beneath your face when they speak to you. They are polite, but not really friendly. That takes a 
little getting used to, but it wasn't at all unpleasant. 

 
Another point about the Navajo. They're Indians, but they're NOT the Plains Indians we think about in the Midwest. Steve told 

me how his students joke about European tourists who ask them where their feathers are. Navajo don't wear feathers, and they never 
lived in teepees. We so often talk about "Indian Culture", as if all Indians were alike. Just like Germans and Italians are different, 
though, the Navajo are different from the Sioux--and both in turn are different from groups like the Iroquois. 

 
ARE THE NAVAJO RICH OR POOR? (I could expand that to say "Are Southwesterners rich or poor?") To the first question, 

the answer is that the Navajo are generally poor. A lot of government money gets pumped into the reservation, and it has done some 
good. Schools and medical facilities, for instance, have improved a lot in recent years. Many Navajo still live in primitive conditions, 
though. In some cases, this is by choice, but in other cases that's all that their circumstances allow. One could argue that the Navajo 
spend money foolishly (on alcohol, fashionable clothes, and sport-utility vehicles). That's not a fair argument, though. The students I 
teach spend money at least as foolishly—and so do I, for that matter. I don't really think it's my place to judge things like that. 

 
The broader question about the Southwest in general is harder to answer. There are a number of extremely wealthy people in 

the Southwest. In Albuquerque, Santa Fe, Socorro, Los Alamos, and Flagstaff, I saw many neighborhoods that truly reeked of money. 
Even Gallup has some very obviously wealthy areas. What it seemed like to me was that there was less of a middle class here. There's 
obvious wealth and obvious poverty, but less of the in-between that is the backbone of communities back here. I can't give you any 
demographic proof of that; it's just the way the area struck me traveling through.  
 

WHAT WILL YOU REMEMBER MOST FROM THE TRIP? Something I haven't even mentioned yet. When I was walking 
through the Minneapolis airport on the way home, it was quite crowded. An extremely well-dressed woman (in a full-length leather coat) 
was pushing her way through to get to a gate. As she pushed along, a wallet dropped out of her purse. A man picked it up and ran for 
quite some distance, calling out to her. Finally he found her and returned her wallet. He could just as easily have taken the wallet—
which likely had a substantial amount of cash and some cards with a hefty amount of available credit—but he didn't. You see so little 
good old-fashioned honesty today. I get so tired of kids with a "what's in it for me" attitude. It really made my day to see this anonymous 
man who was honest and helpful, and just plain nice. 
 
 [Re-reading this, I really don’t think I’d change the answers to any of these questions.  I’d forgotten about the 
woman’s wallet, but it is an appropriate note to end on.  Perhaps I’ve been lucky, but the vast majority of people I’ve 
encountered in travels on four different continents have been honest and helpful.  I’d like to think almost everybody is that 
way.] 
 

That's a nice note to end on. I had a good trip, and I'm looking forward to going back to visit Steve and Terry again someday. 
There's a lot of places I'd like to go back to, and a lot of others we didn't get the chance to visit—even with the busy schedule we had. I 
thank them for their hospitality; they showed me a very nice vacation. 


