
An Amtrak Adventure … OR … Pilgrimage to Plymouth 
ADVENTURES IN THE EAST—2000 

 
[UPDATE:  March, 2009—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.] 
 
 For many years [really ever since I was a little kid] I’ve thought it would be fun to take a vacation by train.  While I’d heard 
horror stories from some people about the awful schedule problems on Amtrak, I also had heard it was a pleasant, leisurely way to 
travel.  This year I finally managed to work an Amtrak holiday into my schedule, and in August my sister Margaret and I set off for the 
East Coast on the train. 

 
The California Zephyr at the station in Mt. Pleasant, Iowa 

 
 [This was the first of several trips I’d take by train.  While some of the things that happened could be viewed as a 
horror story, we mostly had a very good time.  Even with the problems, Amtrak treated us very well, and the treatment we 
received on this trip made me willing to take the train again on other trips in the future.  I’ve now traveled everywhere but the 
South on Amtrak, and in general I find it a very good way to travel.  I like the idea of taking “green” transportation on a 
vacation, and I also like the idea of not having to drive on congested highways.  I wish Amtrak would add additional trains and 
routes, and I wish they’d have a more reliable schedule.  On the whole, though, it’s a good way to travel.] 
 
 In addition to being a train getaway, this vacation would also be a trip back to our roots.  Both sides of our family have been in 
America for hundreds of years, and on this journey we would be heading through the native turf of our ancestors—the farmland of 
upstate New York and the shores of the Atlantic at Plymouth Rock.  It’s sometimes awkward to be a fourteenth generation American.  
While more recent immigrants have a tie to “the old country”, our family left England at the time of Shakespeare and hasn’t looked back 
since.  I’ve never felt especially close to my ancestors or really thought much about what they went through when they founded a new 
land.  Their history is our country’s history, though, and this trip really brought it alive for me. 
 
 
 



FRIDAY, August 4 
Algona, Iowa to Cedar Rapids, Iowa 
 
 I put the finishing touches on the first thorough housecleaning I’d done in ages [as I write this I need to do a thorough 
housecleaning again, but I have no clue when I’ll be able to get it done], and was out the door around 8:00 this morning. I had 
breakfast at McDonalds, stopped briefly at Garrigan and Iowa Lakes to take care of a bit of business in both of my jobs, and then 
headed out on the highway. 
 
 I had a pretty leisurely morning, stopping to shop repeatedly along the route.  This weekend, for the first time ever, Iowa was 
holding a “sales tax holiday”, where clothing would be exempt from tax [something that is always true in nearby Minnesota].  Many 
stores had scheduled their summer clearances to coincide with this date, and I took them up on the bargains.  [I vaguely remember 
doing this shopping, but I couldn’t list a single thing I bought.  The tax-free weekend has become an annual event in Iowa 
(and apparently in most other states), but it’s been years since I’ve taken advantage of it at all.] 
 
 As I headed down to Cedar Rapids, I noticed something I’ve been admiring all summer long—wildflowers.  The flowers have 
been absolutely spectacular this year, blooming in glorious shades of gold, purple, and red.  I think the state has done less spraying 
and mowing than in past years.  [That was true, an advantage of budget cuts.]  Whatever the reason, though, all along I-380 there 
was a beautiful carpet of blossoms. 
 
 The other thing I noticed along the interstate was a steady stream of brand new school buses headed north.  The buses 
almost certainly originated in my hometown of Mt. Pleasant, where Bluebird has its Midwest factory.  When I was growing up, Bluebird 
was the largest employer in town.  These days the Wal-Mart distribution center has far surpassed them, but they’re obviously still 
cranking out plenty of buses.  [The Bluebird Corporation would go bankrupt just a couple years after this, and the Mt. Pleasant 
factory was closed as part of its restructuring.  Today the company’s only American plant is in Georgia.  Garrigan recently 
bought a new Bluebird bus—at a cost of almost $70,000.  It’s hard to believe they can’t make plenty of money with a product 
that carries such a price tag.] 
 
 I had lunch at the Country Kitchen in Marion.  They were quite busy, and I overheard the waitresses talking about how many 
people there were.  Apparently everybody had the same idea I did about shopping for bargains on tax-free day, and an awful lot of them 
were eating out.  Country Kitchen hadn’t bargained on this, so two waitresses were stuck with a restaurant full of people. 
 
 Around 2:30 I checked in at the Exel Inn in Cedar Rapids.  This is not a hotel I’d recommend to anyone reading this.  It’s 
awkward to get to (hidden behind a McDonalds and an Econolodge), the rooms are small and very basic, and it’s not kept very clean 
(there was mold in the shower and a big stain on the carpet of my room).  For the same rates (in the low 40s per night) there are much 
better hotels in Cedar Rapids.  [The whole Excel chain has since folded.  This particular property is now an Econolodge, and the 
old Econolodge is now a Super 8.] 
 
 One thing that was nice at the Exel was the air conditioning, and I cooled off for a while as I read the local paper.  The big 
news story was that Qwest (the telephone company that has formerly been known as both U.S. West and Northwestern Bell) was 
laying off thousands of employees.  [As I write this revision, Qwest recently laid off thousands more employees.  Service didn’t 
seem to change with the 2000 layoffs, and it doesn’t seem to be changing now either.  It makes me wonder just how many 
excess employees companies like that have.] 
 
 After a while I drove down to my Aunt Alaire’s apartment in Coralville.  There I met Margaret and her friend Vicki Cline.  The 
four of us had dinner at a nice Mexican restaurant in Washington (Dos Amigos), and afterwards we drove to the Dairy Mart at the 
Ainsworth Corner on old highway 218.  I hadn’t been to (or even thought of) the Dairy Mart in a good 15 years.  When I was growing up, 
Dairy Mart (a ma ‘n’ pa fast food joint) was literally the only restaurant between Iowa City and Mt. Pleasant, and we often stopped there 
on the way to or from visiting our relatives.  The place is still going strong (and will soon be celebrating its 50th anniversary), and lots of 
people exit the new  “Avenue of the Saints” to go there for ice cream or sandwiches. 
 
 I drove Alaire back to her apartment.  On the way we had a nice chat, and it amazed me how well she is hearing these days.  
My aunt has had a hearing problem most of her life, which has become severe as she got older.  About a year ago she had an implant 
in her ear, and since then she has gone through rehabilitation training—and the results are impressive.  While she would still not claim 
to hear “normally”, she was able to carry on a conversation above the din of my very noisy car.  That’s definite progress. 
 
 It was quite late when I got back to the Exel Inn.  I watched a bit of news on TV, and before long it was time to settle into bed. 
 

SATURDAY, August 5 
Cedar Rapids, Iowa to somewhere in Indiana 
 

I got up around 6:45 this morning and had a brief walk through the industrial park next to the motel.  I bought breakfast at 
McDonalds and barely made it back to my motel room before it started to rain.  It poured buckets—with hail and lightning.  At one point 
the power even went out at the motel.  [I think that’s the only time I’ve ever had the power go off while I’ve been at a motel.]  It 
returned shortly, and eventually the rain let up a bit.  Finally around 9:00 I was on my way southward. 



 I drove down to Olds, where Margaret’s friend Vicki lives.  It used to be a long, awful drive from Cedar Rapids to Olds.  The 
roads were narrow and winding, and there was no choice but to go straight through Iowa City.  Now Avenue of the Saints (I-380 and 
US-218) makes a straight four-lane shot from C.R. southward.  It seemed as if I had hardly set off before I was in Olds.  In fact I arrived 
too early—well before I had said I would.  I killed a bit of time by having coffee at a convenience store just outside of town before 
heading on to Vicki’s. 
 
 I was a little surprised when I got to Vicki’s and no one was there.  I circled the block a couple of times, and eventually both 
Vicki and Margaret drove up.  They had stayed at the home of one of Vicki’s co-workers (which was air conditioned) last night, and this 
morning they were at the school Vicki teaches at, where Margaret was using the computer lab to furiously finish a set of reaction papers 
for a class she had taken this summer.  [Margaret was working on her master’s degree at Viterbo University at the time.] 

 
Margaret Sullivan & Vicki Cline at the Mt. Pleasant Amtrak station 

 
Vicki drove us down to the depot in Mt. 
Pleasant (which is Iowa’s largest Amtrak 
station—since it is the closest the trains 
get to Cedar Rapids, Iowa City, Waterloo, 
and the Quad Cities).  The station hasn’t 
changed one bit since I was a child.  What 
has changed is the Mt. Pleasant Junior 
High, which used to be a block south of 
the station on Adams Street, but whose 
additions have extended it to become a 
next-door neighbor.  The old brick box I 
went to (a turn-of-the-century monstrosity 
with a collapsing roof and sagging floors) 
has been renovated and now is dwarfed 
by additions that extend south, east, and 
north.  They’ve torn down the string of 
annexes (which were nothing more than 
run-down old houses that served as 
classrooms for art, home ec, foreign 
language, and the like) and put up nice 
new    athletic  fields   and  tennis   courts. 

Twenty-five years ago the whole neighborhood should have been condemned, but today it’s really a rather pleasant area. 
 
 Amtrak’s sole employee in Mt. Pleasant is a very pleasant woman who looks like my sister-in-law Janet.  She checked our 
baggage through to Boston and then looked up the train’s status on her computer.  The train was running quite late (which is fairly 
common on this route, which originates in San Francisco and has lots of opportunities to fall behind schedule on its three-day trip to 
Chicago), so she advised us to have lunch and stop back again around 1:00. 
 
 [These days we would have checked the train status either online or through their voice mail system at 1-800-USA-
RAIL, so we wouldn’t have even bothered showing up at the station so early.  Running behind schedule remains THE primary 
problem with Amtrak.  As I write this revision Margaret is about to take a cross-Canada trip on Via Rail.  There they have long 
layovers built into the schedule (like six hours in Winnipeg), presumably to allow any delays to be made up.  Amtrak would do 
well to follow that example on their cross-country routes.] 
 
 We had lunch at Jerry’s, a Mt. Pleasant institution I hadn’t been to since I was in high school [and I hadn’t been there more 
than once or twice even then].  It’s a pizza parlor and steakhouse, which also hasn’t changed much since I was growing up.  The one 
thing that has changed is that they’ve added a bar—twenty years ago there were only two bars in the entire city, and even today it’s still 
much drier than the Catholic towns I’ve gotten used to up north. 
 
 I picked up a copy of the Mt. Pleasant News, where I learned that John Freeland, who was assistant principal (the man nobody 
liked who was in charge of discipline) when I was a schoolboy had now become the mayor of Mt. Pleasant.  The paper also runs a 
column by Christie Vilsack, the former English teacher that I had a major crush on in seventh grade.  Since then, of course, “Miss Bell” 
has gone on to become the wife of the Governor of Iowa [and now the wife of the U.S. Secretary of Agriculture]. 
 
 Vicki drove us back to the train station where we waited some more.  The train was due in Mt. Pleasant around 11:30, and it 
eventually showed up at 2:05.  With the train’s tardiness, we were a little concerned about whether we would make our connection in 
Chicago, but as we were boarding, the conductor assured us that there would be no problem.  Apparently it is common practice to hold 
departure of trains to the East until the trains from the West have arrived. 
 
 Amtrak’s California Zephyr is quite a train.  The train was long (although only on our return trip would we realize just how long), 
and each car individually was enormous.  [It is amazing just how large each individual train car is; they really are huge.]  The train 
runs across the mountains, and the coaches are definitely designed for viewing the scenery.  Each car is double-decked, with most of 
the seating on the top, where you can see out clearly.  Down below they have luggage storage, toilets, and special seating for the 
handicapped.  [As Amtrak has gained in popularity, they’ve opened up the downstairs section for general seating—and often 
even that is sold out.] 
 
 If you’ve ever flown or ridden a long-distance bus, it’s a definite step up the first time you set foot in a train.  There is so much 
more room you really can’t even compare it with other forms of transportation.  The physical size of the seats is equivalent to business 



class on airlines (at least from what I’ve glimpsed walking back to the cramped cheap seats on the plane).  [Having since flown once 
in business class, I can say the train seats are actually larger.]  They recline way back, and they are set far enough apart that even 
a tall person has lots of legroom.  The aisle is spacious—quite a bit wider than those airplane aisles where the drink cart barely fits.  It’s 
also nice to have huge windows you can gaze out of as you relax and enjoy the scenery.  Not every train is as nice as the California 
Zephyr (which is Amtrak’s most popular long-distance run and definitely one of the stars of its fleet), but they’re all nicer than a bus or 
plane—for the same money or less. 
 
 The train picked up speed gradually as we headed east from the Mt. Pleasant depot.  Here we got more insight into how my 
old hometown has changed.  The train runs right through the industrial park east of town, which has at least tripled in size since I left 
town.  Wal-Mart, whose warehouse already extends for nearly a mile, is in the process of doubling the size of their facility.  I’ve heard 
that they’re expecting the 2000 census to reveal a population of over 10,000 (it was just 7,000 thirty years ago), and many more 
commute here from places like Burlington and Keokuk.  [M.P. actually ended up just shy of 10,000 in 2000—but still way up from 
what it was when we lived there.] 
 
 East of Mt. Pleasant the main thing we saw was construction.  Right now they’re building two super-highways across 
southeast Iowa.  Avenue of the Saints will be a limited-access route running just east of Mt. P., while the “Southeast Connector” will 
extend eastward from Ottumwa to Burlington to provide southeast Iowa with its first direct link to Des Moines.  The two routes will 
interchange just east of Mt. Pleasant, and they’re moving tons of earth to make it happen.  [Both projects are now complete, and 
they run together on a bypass north and east of M.P.] 
 
 It amused me to see all this construction.  Not long ago I happened to come across a copy of Iowa 2000, a regional planning 
document that was the result of  a series of community meetings back in 1974.  I remember going to an Iowa 2000 meeting as a class 
assignment in sixth grade.  Both of these highways were planned clear back then (when Interstate 80 had just been completed).  Until 
very recently the only part of it that was completed was I-380 from Iowa City to Waterloo.  You can’t discount the power of politics, 
though.  We elected a governor from Mt. Pleasant (who happens to be of the same party as the President and hence the Secretary of 
Transportation), and finally southeast Iowa is getting its share of the road money. 
 
 Once the train picked up speed, it cruised along at least as fast as highway traffic.  Before long we reached Burlington.  The 
train slows down as it passes the decrepit old factories downtown and then turns sharply right next to the river, where the Burlington 
depot is located.  This stop, like most on Amtrak, seemed needlessly long.  [I have yet to figure out just why Amtrak stops are so 
long; people can get on and off subways and commuter trains in just a few seconds.  Even with luggage, I wouldn’t think it 
should take much longer on a long distance train.  If it does, they should plan that time into the schedule.]  Eventually, though, 
we were started moving again, turned sharp left, and headed across the Mississippi. 
 
 The land became flatter and swampier in Illinois.  Just west of home many people are talking about drought, but here if they’ve 
obviously had too much rain. 
 
 For no reason we could figure out the train stopped in the middle of nowhere about ten miles west of Galesburg.  [My bet is 
we were waiting for a westbound train, most likely the Southwest Chief, to leave the Galesburg station.  No announcement 
was made, though.]  Margaret and I got bored looking at the same wet field, so we decided to set out to explore the train.  That was 
easier said than done, because one thing Amtrak doesn’t provide that they really should is a guide of where to find things on the train. 
As novices to the train, we were pretty clueless as to where anything was.  [There is a safety guide in every seat back on Amtrak, 
and many also have the equivalent of an in-flight magazine.  They could easily put that information in the magazine, but no 
one seems to have ever thought of it.] 
 
 It turns out that pretty much every train has the same basic layout.  Behind the engines (this train had three engines) are the 
checked baggage cars.  Following those are the sleepers—which are equivalent to first class on an airplane.  These are divided into 
separate rooms for anywhere from one to six people.  The seats convert into beds like the tables in a camper.   The privacy and comfort 
commands premium prices—nearly double what we paid. Next up is the dining car (which is absent from some trains), where formal 
meals are served in a restaurant setting.  Behind that is the lounge car (also sometimes called “café car” or “dinette”).  The lounge car 
serves relatively inexpensive sandwiches, snacks, and drinks (coffee, tea, pop, juice, beer, wine, and hard liquor), as well as a small 
assortment of products such as you might find in a convenience store.  There are always a few tables where you can eat what you buy, 
and they often show videos for the kids.  On double-decker trains like this, the top level of the lounge car is the “view dome”, with seats 
set sideways  to admire the scenery. 
 

The dining and lounge cars separate the sleepers from the coaches.  The coaches—a.k.a. the cheap seats—were where we 
always sat.  [We’d take coaches on some future trips.  They are certainly nicer at night, but they’re also very isolated.  I really 
prefer traveling in coach.]  They seat people interestingly in the coaches.  When you board they ask your destination, and you are 
directed to a specific coach depending on where you’re going.  We found out over the course of our travels that the short-haul 
passengers are generally seated in the most forward coach, while those going a long way (Chicago to Boston, for example) are at the 
very rear of the coach section.  There is some logic to this.  People pass through the coaches in front of them on their way to the lounge 
and dining cars.  By seating people this way, those going the longest distance will be less often disturbed by traffic and thus have a little 
bit better chance to sleep.   

 
Typically behind the coaches there are even more cars.  These carry mail and freight, and Amtrak uses the revenue from 

these operations to keep fares reasonable for its passengers.  [Congress has since stopped Amtrak from carrying freight, 
presumably in response to lobbying by freight railroads and/or truckers.]  The total length of most trains is quite long—and in 
general, the further a train is going, the longer it is likely to be.  We never counted cars on this train, but we did on the westbound 



Zephyr when we returned.  That train had no less than twenty-two cars … and I felt terribly sorry for all the automobiles that had to stop 
at grade crossings waiting for it to pass by. 
 

That length is part of the problem with the long stops.  Mt. Pleasant was one of several places the Zephyr actually stopped 
twice, rather than just once.  First it stopped to let passengers on and off in the sleepers.  Then it pulled forward so that the coaches 
were at the platform.  Just making that extra stop probably adds three or four minutes of travel time for an already delayed train. 
 

We had what turned out to be our supper in the lounge car on the California Zephyr.  They were selling microwaved White 
Castle hamburgers, and Margaret and I each had a pair of the slimy little sandwiches.  We returned to our car and did a bit of people 
watching—mostly gawking at a group of students who had probably just graduated from high school that were seated toward the front 
of our car.  They had obviously been riding for quite a long distance, and they were making quite a party out of this road trip.  Both 
Margaret and I recognized similarities with specific students we taught among those at the front of the car. 
 

Before too long we reached Aurora, the start of Chicagoland.  It was right at rush hour, and scads of Metra commuter trains 
raced by us on the westbound tracks as we headed eastward across the suburbs.   Eventually the condos and industrial parks gave 
way to brick block homes and aging factories as we headed through Cicero and finally into Chicago.  Inside the city limits the vistas 
were even less glamorous, with mostly rail yards and graffiti-covered viaducts.  I was appalled to see a homeless man who was living 
under an overpass of the Stevenson Expressway.  I have certainly seen homeless people on the street before, but only in movies have 
I seen people actually living in conditions such as this.  [I’d find that trains give the worst possible view of every city.  You can 
ignore a lot of problems when you fly or take the freeway; on the train, though, you see the underbelly up close and personal.] 
 

We pulled into Union Station in Chicago at 6:45 (a little over three hours late [a pretty typical arrival for the Zephyr]).  As the 
train was stopping, an announcement told us that the Lake Shore Limited, the train we needed to transfer to, was waiting on the next 
track.  We were advised to walk to the end of the platform, turn right, and go directly out the next platform to the train.  Once we 
stopped, we had less than fifteen minutes before the other train was scheduled to leave.  We dashed out of the car and navigated 
through the mob on the platform like rush hour drivers on the freeway.  Being in coach, we were toward the back of the train, so it was a 
long walk up to the end of the platform.  Once we got there we quickly turned right and headed (with many of our fellow Zephyr 
passengers) for the next platform.  We were all abruptly stopped by a very rude Amtrak employee who told us that the train on that 
platform was not the Lake Shore Limited, but rather the Texas Eagle.  When we asked where we should go, he simply said (quite 
gruffly), “the Lake Shore is delayed.” 
 

We made our way through a sea of humanity to the main part of the station.  Once there, we checked the schedule TVs, which 
confirmed that the train was indeed delayed.  What the TVs said for our train (and almost every other train listed) was “DELAY DUE TO 
LATE INCOMING EQUIPMENT”.  No length was given for the delay, nor any further explanation.  As our wait grew longer, we asked 
several Amtrak employees (at the information desk, the passenger services center, and ticketing).  With only one exception (the ticket 
agent), the station employees in Chicago were extremely rude, and without exception all of them gave us the royal run-around as to 
what was up with our train. 
 

Each time we asked an employee, the story as to why the train was delayed changed.  First we were told they were waiting for 
equipment to arrive from an incoming train—which is, of course, what it said on the TVs.  This was obviously a lie, for two reasons.  
First, Chicago is Amtrak’s primary storage yard.  There is enough equipment parked there to make up a dozen trains.  Second, all the 
incoming trains they were waiting for were short-run trains like the “Ilini”, which sends about a half dozen cars from Carbondale to 
Chicago.  None of them would have the kind of equipment necessary for an overnight trip to the East.  [Though my general 
observation here is probably true in this case, it wouldn’t always be so.  Some Amtrak trains do arrive in Chicago under one 
name and leave with the same equipment under another.  What’s more, much of the equipment in the Chicago yards is there 
for servicing and isn’t immediately available to be used.  That which would be available would require a lot of bureaucracy to 
become available for a different train than its usual purpose.] 
 
 The next story was the schedule had been goofed up by the late arrival of the incoming train from Los Angeles.  Departure of 
the Lake Shore had been pushed back so passengers from that train could make their connection.  (In fact, the L.A. train had a good 
reason for being late; an elderly passenger had died on the way to Chicago, and they were delayed by the details of dealing with that.) 
We actually believed that story until we spoke with a man who was a passenger on the train from L.A.  It turned out that train had 
actually arrived about half an hour before our train had. 
 
 Other employees spoke vaguely of “equipment problems”, “mechanical trouble”, and “safety considerations”.  No one wanted 
to give a specific time frame for the delay.  Each time we pressed someone as to how much longer it would be, the response was “half 
an hour”.  Half an hour later, it was still a vague “half an hour” delay.  All those half hours ended up adding up to a very long four hour 
wait. 
 
 Virtually everyone who was waiting agreed that the real problem was that we didn’t know what the problem was or how long 
the wait would be.  Had anyone in Chicago been up front with us, we probably would have accepted the delay.  Instead, they had a 
bunch of very angry passengers who felt quite justifiably that they had been given the shaft. 
 
 While we were waiting we met a number of our fellow train passengers.  One of them was getting particularly frustrated.  Her 
name was Betty, and she lived in a small town in eastern Ohio.  She apparently takes the train frequently from Cleveland to visit friends 
and relatives in the West.  She was now returning home, and she had arranged for her son to pick her up at the station in Cleveland.  
The train is scheduled to go through eastern Ohio in the middle of the night, and she was far less than happy at the prospect of her son 
driving into Cleveland after midnight and then waiting futilely for her to arrive.  [The voice mail they have today would solve that 
problem.  At the time the son probably could have called a station attendant in Cleveland to get the same information.] 



 It certainly did not help the mood in the waiting lounge that Amtrak had recently introduced a “satisfaction guaranteed” policy.  
In the historic “Great Hall” at Union Station they have an enormous banner proclaiming that if something goes wrong, they will do 
“whatever it takes” to make things right.  Obviously word of that policy had not yet filtered down to the Chicago station staff.  A train full 
of people was getting perilously close to demanding that the Amtrak big-wigs make good on their pledge. 
 
 In addition to getting bored and annoyed, Margaret and I were also getting very hungry.  White Castle burgers are very small, 
and that’s all we had eaten since 11:00 this morning.  While there were restaurants in the station, they were a long way from the 
departure lounge, and we (like many other passengers) were afraid to go there for fear our train would be called while we were eating.  
When the delay lasted beyond 10pm, Amtrak finally broke down and realized they had to do something to keep us from rioting.  They 
hauled out bags of tortilla chips, cans of pop, and bottles of water; and they passed them out to the waiting passengers.  I don’t think 
there was anyone there who felt a dollar’s worth of free food was going to make up for the aggravation the Chicago station staff had 
created, but we all queued up for our hand-outs. 
 
 Needless to say, while we were in line for the freebies, they finally released the train for boarding.  We all crushed toward the 
departure gate, and from there made our way to the cars.  There was no one at the gate to direct us to specific cars, so we asked an 
employee on the platform.  He directed us to the wrong car—one toward the front of the train that was assigned to passengers going to 
New York City.  The car attendant there snapped at us for getting on the wrong car.  When we told him that was where we had been 
told to go, he would have none of it.  We had to go clear back to the rear of the train to find a car headed for Boston. 
 
 The train finally left the platform at 10:48pm (it was scheduled to depart at 7:00).  After just a minute or two, we stopped in the 
rail yards just south of the station, where they attached mail and express cars to the end of the train.  While they were doing this, they 
had to disconnect the electricity, so we sat there in the dark with no air conditioning while they fumbled with the cars.  We finally got 
moving for real and left Chicago around 11:30. 
 
 [They’ve since changed the schedule of the Lake Shore Limited, so it isn’t even scheduled to depart until 10pm.  It 
still tends to run late, but the departures are rarely so ridiculously late as this was.] 
 
 Trains east of the Mississippi are not nearly as nice as those that head west.  Apparently the old tracks in the East have 
smaller clearances that can’t handle the big double-decker trains.  The Lake Shore Limited was not unpleasant, but its single-deck 
coaches had seats that were significantly closer together than the California Zephyr.  It was still a lot nicer than a bus or plane, but 
(especially given the delay) a real let-down after the train we had come in on.  [Some eastern trains, like the Capitol Limited that 
heads to Washington, do use the double-decker Superliner equipment.  In fact these days the Lake Shore is just about the 
only long distance train that does use single-level cars.] 
 
 Shortly after we departed, the “Chief of Onboard Services” came on the P.A.  He began with a rather weak apology about the 
delay.  Here we got the real story about the delay.  Apparently there was an electrical problem in one of the sleeping cars, which meant 
that the air conditioning did not work in that car.  They had tried to fix the problem, but when they couldn’t they had to unhook the bad 
car and hook up one that worked.  You’d think they’d check these things before they had the cars hooked together, and you’d think that 
they could make the change in less than four hours.  You’d also think they could divert the few passengers in that sleeper to coach—
inconveniencing just a few people, rather than all the hundreds of passengers on the train.  [Those few, of course, had the highest 
priced tickets on the train—which is likely why they were catered to while we waited.]  The Chief didn’t go in for any of that 
speculation, though.  At least he did offer some apology and explanation, though—however lame it may have been. 
 
 Just as we were starting to drift off to sleep, the P.A. came on again with IRA.  Ira was the worker in charge of the dining car—
sort of like the train equivalent of a maitre d’.  I think I would have found his over-enthusiastic announcement annoying under any 
circumstances, but at 11:30pm after a very long delay, it was more than I could take.  He literally shouted into the microphone, in a 
piercing voice that made us cover our ears.  He went on and on and on and on about the virtues of the dinner they would just be 
starting to serve at midnight.  He said someone would be around to take reservations for dinner, and since Margaret and I were now 
wide awake (thanks to him), we decided we might as well eat.  Unfortunately, no one ever did come around to ask us if we wanted 
dinner [likely all the spots had been filled by the time they’d have gotten to our car], so we had to wait until breakfast to soothe 
our stomachs. 
 
 We headed slowly through Chicago, past the housing projects next to the Dan Ryan Expressway.  It was interesting to see 
scores of teenagers playing basketball in parks alongside the tracks.  I wondered if this was in fact the “midnight basketball” program 
President Clinton had proposed.  We turned east and stopped briefly in Hammond, Indiana, before heading past the endless factories 
of Gary, Portage, and the other old industrial towns on the lakefront in northern Indiana.  The last thing I remember seeing was a 
refinery that was burning off natural gas, with the flame really standing out against the night sky.  Shortly after that Margaret closed the 
curtain beside her.  I stared into space for a while, and tossed and turned trying to find a comfortable position.  It seemed impossible to 
get to sleep [though certainly no worse than sleeping on a plane], but eventually I did get some rest. 
 

SUNDAY, August 6 
Somewhere in Indiana to Braintree, Massachusetts 
 
 Although probably easier than on a bus or plane, sleeping on a train is still not an easy task.  It is especially challenging when 
a train full of people have left the station late.  It seemed as if everyone on the train was walking back and forth to the lounge and dining 
cars and everyone in our car was going to the restroom. There are automatic doors between the cars, and all night long we heard them 
opening and closing.  The restroom doors creak when they open, and the toilets themselves flush with a loud whoosh.  Beyond the 



noise, it’s difficult to find a comfortable position to sleep in.  The car attendant passed out tiny pillows to each passenger, but one small 
pillow hardly softens a hard seat and arm rest.  I tossed and turned, but it was far from a restful night.  [This was compounded by the 
fact that our seats were right at the end of the car, near the doors and the restroom.  I’d find in my travels that these are the 
least desirable seats on a train.  In fact, when trains aren’t sold out, they’re usually reserved for the car attendants to avoid 
having customers sit there.  Sleeping in moving vehicles is never restful, but trains do provide a better overall experience 
than a plane or bus.] 
 
 Before 6am Eastern time I was wide 
awake.  I went to the restroom, shaved, and 
changed into clean clothes.  By the time I 
returned Margaret was also awake.  When Ira 
had made his annoying announcements last 
night, he had said the dining car would be 
opening for breakfast at 6:30.  Since we were 
utterly famished, promptly at that hour we 
headed up to the diner.  When we got there, 
there was nobody in the car.  We waited 
around a bit, and eventually an employee 
showed up and asked us what we wanted.  
When we said we were there for breakfast, he 
snapped at us and said there would be a wait.  
Apparently they had changed the breakfast 
schedule because they had been open until 
2:30am serving dinner.  No one had made any 
announcement to that effect, though, nor had 
they posted any change of schedule at the 
entrance to the diner.  [It’s probably good no 
announcement was made, since that would 
only have been a disturbance.  They really 
should have posted something, though; 
why they didn’t I have no clue.] 

 
An Amtrak restroom 

 
 [The restroom photo above has been part of this travelogue since an earlier revision.  Since I included it, I really 
should point out that not all Amtrak toilets are as claustrophobic as those on planes.  Each car has at least one handicapped 
restroom (interesting, since I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen a disabled person using one).  The handicapped restrooms 
are extremely spacious, more than double the size of the regular facilities.  I’d learn to use those whenever I could.] 
 

We went to the lounge car and had coffee while we waited for them to start serving breakfast.  While there we visited with a 
woman who had boarded the train in Waterloo, Indiana.  There is no actual station in Waterloo—just a glorified bus stop with no shelter.  
She told us the train was now running six hours behind schedule, and she had waited in the rain for those six hours before it finally 
showed up in Waterloo.  [It would be just shortly after this that Amtrak started their toll-free customer service number allowing 
people to check train status.  That would avoid unnecessary waits like this.] 
 

I had assumed by breakfast time we would at be well into Ohio.  In fact, we were just at the Indiana/Ohio border.  We finally 
got to Toledo while we were eating breakfast.  Everyone who had taken this train before noted that while being a little late was 
common, six hours was very unusual.  We found later, though, that lateness tends to compound itself.  The biggest problem Amtrak has 
is that it doesn’t own most of the tracks the trains run on.  The tracks are owned by the freight railroads (CSX, Norfolk Southern, and 
BNSF), and freight trains take priority.  When Amtrak runs close to schedule, it has built in slots that allow it to move through signals 
with relatively little interference.  However, when it departs unusually late, like we did from Chicago, it is thrown out of the loop.  The late 
trains have lost their slotting and are given absolute bottom priority in movement.  Apparently we had just waited on the tracks in 
Indiana for an hour and a half while freight trains passed before we were allowed to move.  [Freight trains cause something like 95% 
of the schedule problems on Amtrak.  The government theoretically gives incentives to the freight companies to give Amtrak 
priority, but in reality moving goods from their own customers takes precedence every time.  The only places Amtrak 
manages to mostly run on time are where either where there’s very little traffic or where they or a metropolitan commuter 
railroad owns the tracks.] 
 

Our breakfast companion was a young actor from New York City who had been in Chicago to meet his girlfriend’s parents.  His 
girlfriend had flown to Chicago, but the actor was apparently afraid of flying [a fairly common reason people take the train].  The two 
had apparently arranged their schedules so they would get back to New York at about the same time, but now it was certain that the 
girlfriend would arrive well before him. 

 
Many guide books speak well of the dining car cuisine on Amtrak.  Apparently the chefs are trained at famous culinary 

institutes, and it’s all supposed to be top gourmet fare.  I must say, though, that I was rather unimpressed with the meals we had.  This 
morning I had French toast and bacon.  Both arrived cold, and both were rather flavorless.  Margaret had an omelet, which I gather she 
liked a bit better.  Other meals seemed to feature quickly heated pre-prepared meals—very similar to the type of things they serve on 
planes.  On planes, though, the food is free; on Amtrak you pay fairly expensive restaurant prices for rather mediocre food. 

 
[Food is better on the Superliner trains, where the double-decker cars provide more spacious kitchen facilities.  It’s 

still not exactly haute cuisine, though.  By comparison with planes, these days Amtrak’s meals are a bargain—though the 



prices have gone up since we made this trip.  I recently checked Northwest’s website, looking at what amenities were 
available for Margaret’s and my upcoming trip to Hawaii.  I knew there was no such thing as free food in coach anymore, but 
the prices they charge have gotten absurd.  NWA’s main breakfast selection is a fake Egg McMuffin for $8, about three times 
what they charge at McDonalds.  Pretty much all the other food that used to be complimentary is now similarly overpriced.] 
 

The service is also rather inefficient in the dining car.  I’ve worked as a waiter—one of the many hats I wore at the Iris 
Restaurant years ago—and I have a fairly good idea of the work that is involved in that job.  In this Amtrak dining car there were two 
waiters and the maitre d’ to serve the car.  That meant each waiter had about six tables of four—a fair load, but less than many waiters 
in real restaurants serve.  While the waiters always seemed to be in motion, they really didn’t seem to do much of anything.  They 
simply took your order and brought your food—no refilling coffee or water or asking if everything was all right.  The maitre d’ didn’t  
seem to do anything other than seat people and handle money.  There was a long wait for virtually everything (the guide books 
describe it as “leisurely dining”), and overall I was unimpressed.  I would have left a minimal tip; but Margaret was paying, and she was 
a bit more generous than me.  [Many people are extremely chintzy in tipping on Amtrak.  A lot of the sleeping car passengers tip 
literally nothing—which I suppose is 15% of the cost of a “free” meal.  Many others undertip, leaving a dollar a head when $2 
or even $3 might be more appropriate.  The service (which was worse on this trip than others, but rarely is really good) may 
reflect that level of tipping.] 
 
 It was mid-morning when we finally got to Cleveland.  I had been here a year and a half ago on an Easter weekend getaway.  
The train came in on the exact same route the Cleveland transit trains took to get from my hotel to downtown.  I saw the hotel where I 
had stayed (the Baymont Inn near the airport [now a Holiday Inn Express]) and familiar points of interest such as the West Side 
Market, the new stadium, and the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.  Most of Cleveland is hideously ugly, but they’ve renovated the tiny 
downtown area (which is where the train stops) into a tourist destination.  The place was virtually deserted on Sunday morning—just a 
few joggers—precisely the same thing I experienced when I was here before. 
 
 Sitting across from us on the train was a family from Missoula, Montana—a mother and her three sons.  The mother was 
obviously divorced (she kept speaking vaguely of “the father of my children”), and she was very uncomfortable with raising her kids 
alone.  Whatever her reservations, though, she was doing an excellent job.  Rarely have I seen better behaved children.  It’s hard to 
keep kids entertained for one hour, let alone a four-day journey [it’s really more like three days] from Montana to the East Coast.  
These kids alternated between listening to music on their headphone CD players, playing cards, and reading.  Mom divided her 
attention between the kids.  She would have each kid read aloud to her, and she would question them about what they had seen on the 
trip.  She had packed a seemingly endless supply of snacks, and whenever a child was about to get cranky, she’d dig out the food as a 
diversion.  Train travel is interesting for a while, but any long journey gets boring fast.  I was amazed at how well these kids acted all 
through this trip.  [I’ve thought—briefly—about taking the train for some of the journey when my kids have gone to quiz bowls 
in New Orleans or Washington.  It’s an interesting thought, but I know high school kids would be quickly bored stiff by such a 
trip.  Driving they can at least stop when they want.] 
 
 At 10:30am we reached Erie, Pennsylvania, a place I would describe as “classic rust belt”.  I’m not sure Erie ever was all that 
prosperous, but today any good days it may have known are long gone.  We saw factories with their windows knocked out, downtown 
buildings that were boarded up, and row houses covered with graffiti.  It’s really a depressing place, and I was glad when the train 
started moving again and we headed off into the woods. 
 
 Beyond Erie I started feeling the first ties to my ancestors that I would experience repeatedly on this trip.  The Lake Shore 
Limited runs through the extreme southwest corner of New York State—precisely the area where [some of] the ancestors on the 
Burrow side of the family lived before they came to Iowa.  As we entered Chautauqua County, I gazed all around to see just what the 
area looked like.  As I had noticed other times I had been to upstate New York, the place looked a lot like eastern Iowa—gently rolling 
hills with neat fields separated by stands of trees.  The one big difference was that in addition to the requisite corn, many of the fields 
here were actually vineyards, with grape vines instead of soybeans. In spite of the odd crop, though, I could definitely see why my 
ancestors felt at home in the Hawkeye state. 
 
 We had two amusing announcements on the P.A. this morning.  First, Ira from the dining car announced breakfast.  He was 
just a loud and obnoxious as last night, but this time we did get a bit of a laugh out of his patter.  Most funny was his reference to the 
train as the “LATE Shore Limited”—in fact, what he actually said was the Late, Late, Late, Late, Late, Late Shore Limited … one “late” 
for each of the hours we were behind schedule.  The other amusing announcement came when the conductor announced “our next 
station stop will be in Buffalo in 1 hour, 20 minutes—or more”.  The whole train burst out laughing when he tacked on that “or more”—
but it was hardly surprising given our luck so far on this train. 
 
 When we finally got to Buffalo, we had even more delays.  The schedule calls for a 15 minute stop at Buffalo, but we were 
parked at the station (which is out in the middle of nowhere northeast of the city) for a full 45 minutes.  We were in the middle of a 
freight yard with “beautiful” views of a power substation on one side of the tracks and a parking lot on the other.  We finally left in the 
early afternoon—now six and a half hours behind schedule. 
 
 We passed more corn and grape fields, many of which were being irrigated in the middle of a long dripping rain.  Eventually 
we got to Rochester, a handsome old city that is obviously wealthier than many of the places around here. 
 
 Ira called lunch at 1:45pm (2 hours and 45 minutes later than it was supposed to start).  We made reservations, but again 
there was a delay before we could eat.  While we waited in the lounge car, the conductor gave us the Buffalo Sunday paper to read and 
let us snack on a bunch of grapes his wife had given him.  We finally began our lunch at 2:45pm, and we didn’t finish until 4:15.  
Margaret had a chicken pot pie, while I had a chicken strip salad.  Our luncheon companions were a yuppie couple from Boulder, 
Colorado.  The woman commuted from Boulder to Cheyenne, Wyoming, while the man apparently worked for an architecture firm in 



Denver.  As we ate we passed through the pleasant old city of Syracuse and the decrepit dump of Utica.  (It’s interesting that much of 
upstate New York seems to be named after places in ancient Greece.) 
 
 On our way back to our coach, I happened to notice a notebook on one of the lounge tables where the conductor was sitting.  
It was opened to a page called “Delay Report for Amtrak Trains”.  The entire page had been filled out, detailing the reasons for delay 
after delay for our train.  We could only wonder what would happen from here onward.  [Amtrak has since gotten better about 
communicating the reasons for delays with passengers.] 
 
 The Lake Shore Limited is the successor to the famous Twentieth Century Limited.  In the days when trains were trains, this 
was the primary connection between east and west.  The route is also called the “water level route”, because it follows the shoreline 
most of the way—first along the shores of the Great Lakes and then along the Erie Canal.  The Great Lakes were hardly lovely scenery; 
Ohio and Indiana are heavily built-up and industrial.  The trip along the Erie Canal, though, really was beautiful.  Most of the area is 
quite rural, and the land got much more rugged as we headed east.  The farms got fewer and fewer, until all we had was lush forest and 
fields of wildflowers.  Most people don’t think of New York as one of America’s most beautiful states, but the area we went through was 
absolutely gorgeous.  [Upstate New York remains one of my favorite scenic areas anywhere, and the area around the canal 
really is spectacular.] 
 
 At 5:30pm the conductor began a series of endless announcements about the fact that the train would be splitting at Albany.  
The Lake Shore Limited is actually two different trains, #48 and #448.  The two trains run together most of the way, as a single train.  
Then at Albany, #48 (the front part of the train) turns south to New York City while #448 (the back few cars) heads straight east to 
Boston.  Before you get to Albany they seal the two sections off, so you can’t pass from one part to the other.  It’s important that 
everyone return to their seat before they seal things off, so you don’t get caught in the part that’s going to the wrong city.  [It actually 
wouldn’t be that big of a deal if you were in the wrong section.  Both parts of the train layover in Albany for quite some time, 
and you’d have plenty of opportunity to correct your mistake while there.] 
 
 While the conductor was making the announcement, the train stopped dead in the middle of nowhere, somewhere east of 
Schenectady.  We were apparently caught behind a red signal, and we waited and waited and waited and waited before bring allowed 
to move.  Eventually a westbound Amtrak train passed us, and at 6:20 we finally started off again.  (I suppose they figured everyone on 
this train was already about as upset as they could be, so they would keep the people on that westbound train happy by letting them go 
first.) 
 
   Albany is a strange town.  It looks as if they completely abandoned what used to be the city center and re-built a new 
downtown southeast of there.  The old part is really run-down, with lots of boarded up buildings.  One of the strangest sights we saw 
was a building that had no windows at all on its lower seven stories.  Only above there (where presumably the vandals couldn’t reach) 
did they start putting glass in the solid brick walls.  [I don’t really know what route Amtrak takes between Schenectady and 
Albany, but it’s definitely not a nice one.  The Albany station isn’t actually in the state capital, but rather in the nearby and 
rather God-forsaken city of Rensselaer.  One of my former students would end up going to college there, which makes the 
place stand out.  Rensselaer is across the river from the government district of downtown Albany, though nothing in either 
city really stands out as particularly nice.] 
 
 We crossed the Hudson River 
around 6:50 and stopped at a station in 
the middle of nowhere a few minutes 
later—now seven hours late.  We were 
supposed to reach Albany at lunchtime, 
but by the time we got to the station the 
restaurant there had finished supper and 
was closing.  We had a layover in Albany 
while they split the trains, so we left and 
went into the station.  Shortly after we 
stopped the New York half of the train left 
the station.  Then they added a new 
engine and café car to our Boston train, 
re-fueled the engine (why they couldn’t 
have done that in the previous seven 
hours, I don’t know), and did safety tests 
before pulling back into the station.  
During the layover I called our motel in 
Boston  to  let   them  know  it   would   be  Spare engine at the Albany—Rensselaer Amtrak station 
extremely late when we got there and to double-check that the reservation was still confirmed.  I then read through the  Sunday Albany 
Times-Union (which was interesting) and New York Post (which was worthless) while we waited some more. 
 
 At 7:45 they finally called our train for boarding, and we finally left Albany at 8:00pm.  East of here the tracks run through the 
Berkshire Mountains, and I was disappointed that we would be covering what was probably the most beautiful part of the trip in 
complete darkness.  At least we were moving, though. 
 
 The schedule called for six more hours from Albany to Boston, which would have us arriving at 2:00am.  Our original plans 
were to take the subway from Boston’s South Station to Braintree, where our motel was located.  I knew, though, that the last subway 
trains left central Boston shortly after midnight—and even if the trains were running, neither of us wanted to take an unfamiliar subway 



in the wee hours.  [They almost certainly have a bus or some other alternative transportation that runs a “night owl” schedule, 
but I was unaware of what that might be.]  I asked the conductor whether we could get a cab at that hour, and he assured me we 
could.  I also asked how much it would cost, and after some thought he estimated $25 to $30.  I think he thought I might be destitute—
which I was perfectly willing to let him think.  After all these delays, if Amtrak wanted to pay for our cab, I was only too happy to let 
them. 
 
 Amtrak did conjure up one more apology for the endless delays—dinners for all the Boston passengers.  They called everyone 
to the lounge car and provided us with box lunches with a sandwich, chips, and pop.  This was probably about $3 worth of food, and it 
hardly made up for seven hours of delays.  We certainly weren’t going to turn it down, though.  [They’ve gotten more liberal in their 
free food on Amtrak lately.  On recent trips I’ve gotten food on trains that were delayed only an hour or so.] 
 
 Around 8:30 they announced a “smoking session”.  On larger trains, there is a designated smoking section that is open all the 
time.  [These have since been removed; today smoking is prohibited everywhere on all Amtrak trains.]  From Chicago to Albany 
this was a glassed off section of the lounge car.  For almost the entire trip the same group of teenagers seemed to be sitting in there.  
When the train split, though, we lost that lounge car.  On a short train like we now had running on to Boston, they handle smoking 
through periodic scheduled sessions.  During those half-hour periods, smokers can go to the lounge car and light up.  At other times, 
the there is no smoking anywhere on the train.  [The smoking sessions, of course, managed to make the lounge smell like smoke 
all the time.] 
 
 The ride across Massachusetts was lively.  Everyone was keyed up from the long journey, and absolutely no one slept.  We 
were entertained by Kevin, a sleeping car attendant.  Kevin was a portly black man who wore sunglasses indoors at night.  He told the 
Montana kids about life on the rails.  Apparently they are scheduled to work a continuous three day shift, making the round trip between 
Chicago and Boston.  Once back in Chicago, they have three days off before working again.  The crew is put up at the Suisse Chalet 
Lodge in Boston, but [because of the delays] they would only have about six hours there before they had to check out and go to the 
station to set up the train for the trip back to Chicago.  [The train crew does, however, have their own sleeping compartments so 
they can rest on the train.]  Kevin told a lot of interesting stories about train work.  We found out from him that the death on the L.A. 
train wasn’t all that unusual.  Almost anything you can imagine happening does happen at one time or another on Amtrak; the train 
crews have literally seen it all. 
 
 At 11pm I went to the lounge car and picked up some nuts and ginger ale.  We gradually made our way through a string of 
small industrial cities in Massachusetts (most notably Worcester—which is pronounced in the proper British manner, WOOS-ter).  
Finally the forest gave way to very dark suburbs, and then to the city proper.  We finally arrived at South Station around 1am—having 
made up time since Albany, but still six and a half hours behind schedule.  There was a long wait for luggage, but at least we were 
finally here. 
 
 Amtrak had gone out of their way to make arrangements to deal with people who had missed connections due to the delay.  At 
Framingham four taxis were waiting to shuttle passengers who had missed a train to Providence.  Other passengers received 
Greyhound tickets to their final destinations, and two were put up overnight in Boston while they waited for a train that would be leaving 
the next day.  There was even one passenger who was headed to Bangor, Maine, to be with his father during surgery.  Amtrak agreed 
to pay for a cab to take him all the way from Boston—a fare we found out was more than double what his ticket had cost.  [Amtrak is 
VERY good about seeing to it that missed connections are made and that passengers reach their final destination.  They’re 
MUCH better about that than the airlines.] 
 
 While they really didn’t have to, Amtrak also treated our missing the subway as a connection problem.  Instead of paying for a 
cab, the man whose title is “Supervisor of the Lake Shore Limited” (basically the “buck stops here” man for this route) personally drove 
us to our motel in his minivan.  He, like almost every Amtrak employee we dealt with except those in the station in Chicago, was very 
pleasant and helpful.  When we mentioned the rude staff in the Windy City, he gave an understanding grunt and said that Chicago was 
probably Amtrak’s biggest problem.  [That’s true—the Chicago staff is the least friendly or helpful among Amtrak’s employees.  
It’s unfortunate that virtually every passenger on Amtrak has to connect in the Windy City.]  He apologized for them, but I will 
also be writing a letter to Amtrak to make sure their management is aware of the problem. 
 
 [The result of the letter was a pleasant written apology and a certificate for future travel that made my next Amtrak 
trip (to Los Angeles and San Francisco) nearly free.  Because she did not file a complaint in a timely manner, however, 
Margaret did not get any compensation.] 
 
 We drove through an endless series of traffic circles (called “rotaries” here), and all the while police cars wailed their sirens 
and flashed their lights around us.  None of the cops seemed to be in any hurry nor after any vehicle in particular, but they all seemed 
to be running “code 3”.  We made it past all the cop cars and took the Southeast Expressway down to Exit 17, the Union Rotary at 
Braintree.  Just west of the station was our motel, the Motel 6—Braintree.  The Amtrak man let us off, and we checked in around 2am.  
We found our room, settled in, and finally around 2:30 went off to sleep. 
 

MONDAY, August 7 
Greater Boston, Massachusetts 
 
 I was up around 9:30 this morning [which has to be just about the latest I’ve ever gotten up on any trip]—after getting a 
very refreshing rest.  I went out exploring the neighborhood—which is mostly an industrial park with a couple of strip malls thrown in.  I 
picked up a few supplies at a K-Mart in one of the strip malls, and by the time I got back to the motel Margaret was just getting up. 



 We left the motel at 10:30.  From a transportation point of view, the Motel 6 couldn’t have been better located.  While we had 
chosen it primarily because it was the cheapest place in an extremely expensive city (the only place we could book for less than $100 a 
night), it was wonderfully located.  The motel was literally across the street from the Braintree “T” station, the end of a subway line to 
downtown and a major commuter rail hub.  From Braintree it was about a half hour ride downtown—mostly at ground level, with a nice 
view of various residential parts of the city.   
 

[Interestingly, this Motel 6 has actually gone DOWN in price in the past ten years (it’s now about $70 a night), while 
most other hotels in Boston have skyrocketed (around $200 for a “midrange” establishment).  If I returned to Boston (which 
I’ve considered on more than one occasion), I’d definitely return.  Many Motel 6’s are well located from the point of view of 
transit.  I think it helps that they are European-owned and in many cases geared to the mentality of tourists on the continent.  
In almost every city there’s at least one Motel 6 convenient to a subway or commuter rail line, and almost all of them are 
convenient to buses.] 

 
Newer red line cars on the MBTA “T” 

 Boston’s “T” is very heavily used.  While 
it’s worst at rush hour, there really is no time of day 
when the trains aren’t crowded.  It doesn’t help that 
they have very minimal seating space.  All the trains 
have sideways-facing seats with wide aisles down 
the middle.  They can probably seat thirty or so 
people in each car, and most of the time many more 
than that are standing.  It was fortunate that 
Braintree was the end of the line, because going 
into the city we always had seats.  The next two 
stops were in the affluent suburb of Quincy, and by 
the time we passed them it was always standing 
room only. 
 
 They use a wide variety of equipment on 
the “T”.  The red line, which runs to Braintree, uses 
a combination of old and new cars for its trains.  The 
newer ones make electronic announcements about 
the destinations, while on the old cars the driver 
calls off the stops. Our inbound destination was 
always “Alewife” (pronounced like a beer and a 
spouse), which is apparently named after some fish 
[according to Wikipedia, a type of herring also 
known as a sawbelly or a mooneye].  En route we 

passed Quincy Adams, Quincy Center, Wollaston,  North Quincy,  and  JFK/Umass   (where you can connect with buses to the John F. 
Kennedy Presidential Library and the University of Massachusetts).  Shortly after JFK we ducked below ground into the subway.  We 
passed Andrew and Broadway stations and then entered the real downtown area. 
 
 At one of the downtown stops we were joined in our car by a group of Naval cadets.  These Annapolis men stood out to me, 
because they wore name badges on their uniforms that announced they were part of the Class of 2003.  A former student of mine, Mike 
Reel, is also in the Naval Academy Class of ’03.  We never really spoke to the guys, but it would have been interesting to find out if they 
were acquainted with Mike. 
 
 Margaret was amused by the hat etiquette the Annapolis boys exhibited.  It is, of course, proper to remove one’s hat indoors 
[though that tradition seems to be lost on many people these days].  There seemed to be some debate among the men as to 
whether the subway counted as indoors or not.  About half of them had their hats off, while the others retained them.  I was amused by 
the one nearest me, when he took his hat off.  Tucked inside it were several tourist brochures, mostly advertising bars in Boston.  I 
guess college life is the same everywhere—even in Annapolis. 
 
 Both we and the Navy men got off the train at Harvard Square, the college town district named after America’s oldest 
university.  Margaret had brought along much of the genealogical work my brother Paul has been working on, and I was interested in 
getting a copy of it myself, so we stopped at a copy store and I fed some nickels into the machine.  We then had lunch at a pleasant 
Chinese restaurant and then checked out the Harvard bookstore. [I don’t remember the Chinese restaurant at all, but I do 
remember being quite bored while Margaret seemed to check out every volume on every shelf at the bookstore.] 
 
 Next we walked around the Harvard campus.  It intrigued me that this snootiest of all schools looked like—well—a college.  
While it’s old, most of it really isn’t as old as you might think.  They had a fire in the 1700s [and newer buildings have been regularly 
added since then], and what’s there today is pretty much the same collection of red brick buildings you’d find at the University of 
Anywhere.  On our walk we met up with a guided tour of the campus, and the guide (an over-enthusiastic Harvard student) was 
describing a statue of the “Mr. Harvard” for whom the college was named.  He described it as “the statue of three mistakes”.  The first 
mistake was that they got the date wrong on when the college was founded.  I don’t remember exactly, but it was sometime in the 
1600s [1636], and a few years off from what was on the statue [which says 1638].  Secondly, they described Mr. Harvard as the 
founder of the college.  He wasn’t; instead, the college was actually founded by the Massachusetts Bay Colony—sort of a colonial 
version of a state university.  [Well, yes and no—it was founded by the colonial legislature, but the main motivation for founding 
it was to provide a seminary to train clergymen for the puritanical colony.]  Finally, the person shown in the statue isn’t Mr. 
Harvard at all.  No one knows what he looked like.  Instead he’s a former president of the college, who was asked to model for the 
statue. 



 
 The guide added to this story by mentioning that 
most of the campus buildings are generally named after 
former college presidents (names like “Adams House”, 
“Folger House”, etc.).  They apparently ran into a problem 
in honoring a President Hore, because “Hore House” didn’t 
seem like a very appropriate name.  So instead of being 
immortalized in a building, President Hore became the 
model for Mr. Harvard. 
 
 After seeing Harvard, we got back on the subway 
and headed to Kendall station.  Guide books call special 
attention to this station because of a series of “kinetic 
sculptures” there that are named after famous scientists.  
Subway riders can pull levers on the platforms, and the 
sculptures move and sound musical notes.  The sculptures 
themselves are the worst sort of modern art—steel shapes 
that are hardly artistic.  Beyond that, two of the three levers 
were broken, so we were only able to get “Pythagoras” to 
make any music.  So much for that “must see” attraction. 
 
 We had originally planned to see the MIT 
Museum,  but  that would  have  been a long  walk from  the 

 
“Statue of Three Lies” – Harvard University 

station on a very hot day.  We opted instead for a quick visit to the MIT bookstore, where Margaret seemed to buy out the store.  [I 
again was bored.  I really wanted to see the museum, which is supposed to be a top-notch collection of technological history.  
Margaret didn’t want to walk that far, though, and one does make compromises when traveling with a companion.  Someday 
I’d like to go back and check it out.] 

 
Martin Luther King’s home – Boston 

 
 Across from City Hall is one of the oldest 
buildings in America, Faneuil Hall (FAN-yule, like 
someone who likes Christmas), which was built 
as a public meeting place in colonial times and is 
named after one of the early city fathers.  It was 
here that many of the plans for the Revolution 
were made.  Today the place and its neighboring 
buildings have been turned into a big shopping 
mall—with  downtown  locations of  Bath  &  Body 

 We returned to the subway, and our next stop was at Massachusetts 
Avenue (which is invariably abbreviated to “Mass Av” by the locals—both in 
speech and writing.  [The word “Massachusetts” seems to never be said in 
full.]  Just outside the subway stop is a rowhouse where Martin Luther King lived 
when he was a divinity student at Boston College.  It’s interesting that King chose 
to study here, because Boston is a virtually all-white city.  In fact of all the major 
cities I’ve ever been to, even Minneapolis and Winnipeg come across as more 
racially diverse than Boston.  I’d guess 90% of the subway riders were white, and 
the second largest group is probably Asian.  Blacks are a very small minority—I’d 
say their percentage here is not much larger than it is in Iowa. 
 
 After seeing King’s home, we went downtown to the State subway 
station, which is located directly under the old Massachusetts State House.  Once 
we exited, we had a nice view of the historic district from a big plaza outside the 
station.  Beneath the plaza was the main entrance to Boston’s City Hall, and out 
front of there was a display of street furnishings—things like a model bus stop and 
a model public toilet, all done in Victorian metal.  I don’t know if the city is 
considering purchasing these to spruce up the downtown or what, but it made a 
fascinating display in front of City Hall. 
 

 
Faneuil Hall – Boston 

Works, Abercrombie & Fitch, Waldenbooks, and all the other upscale suburban retailers.  Margaret and I looked around the place a bit, 
but there’s really not much to see except mall stores.  We ended up having an expensive cup of coffee at a place called The Red Barn 
(a local imitation of Starbucks) and were quickly on our  way. 



 In back of Faneuil Hall is Quincy Market.  This is three long buildings that once served as a European-style marketplace.  
Guide books say they still serve that function, but what they really are is the food court for the nearby mall.  There’s every kind of ethnic 
fast food you could imagine, with a few sit-down restaurants besides. 
 
 As we walked up toward Quincy Market, I saw a young man standing on the front steps, smoking a cigarette.  I did a double-
take, because when I looked at him more closely I saw he was wearing a “Garrigan football” T-shirt.  It turned out to be Tony Celaj, the 
Albanian exchange student who had been at Garrigan last year.  […And it’s no surprise at all that someone from Eastern Europe 
would be smoking.]  While I didn’t teach Tony, we were acquainted with each other.  I walked up to him and said, “I don’t believe who 
I’m seeing here,” and we had a short chat.  It turns out that Tony is now attending Bunker Hill Community College and working at a 
restaurant in Quincy Market.  Seeing him in Boston definitely made me believe that it really is a small world.  [This was one of the 
strangest encounters I’ve had in my travels—though by no means the only time I’ve run across someone local far from home.] 
 
 After Quincy Market, we took the subway to the Aquarium stop on the blue line.  We didn’t see the Massachusetts State 
Aquarium, after which the station was named.  We did, however, walk along the waterfront—which is still quite industrial, but gradually 
being gentrified.  [Unless it’s since improved, I’d say Boston is just about my least favorite urban waterfront.]  We probably saw 
more water in a fountain along the walk than we did in our infrequent glimpses of the harbor. 
 
 Just west of the waterfront is a rowhouse neighborhood called “North Boston”, where we enjoyed a pleasant walk.  The most 
noteworthy site in the neighborhood is Paul Revere’s house.  We skipped the admission and just snapped a picture of the exterior.  We 
did go into Sacred Heart Church, formerly called Bethel Chapel.   The church was founded in 1833 as a Methodist mission for the 
seamen, and through its history such literary luminaries as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Walt Whitman, Charles Dickens, and Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow all worshipped here.  In 1871 the church was sold to the Catholics, which used it to serve the area’s Italian 
population.  It retains that use today. 

  
LEFT:  Paul Revere’s house 

RIGHT:  Bethel Chapel 
 Beyond the church, the Italian population was most evident in a plethora of Italian restaurants in North Boston.  Most were 
quite elegant, and all were very expensive.  We looked at a variety of menus, but passed on the overpriced food.  [For some reason 
Italian seems to be just about the most expensive ethnic cuisine; I have no idea why that is.] 
 
 The other thing we saw in North Boston was St. Leonard’s Peace Garden, a charming little park built to house the decorations 
that were used when the Pope celebrated mass in Boston in 1979.  There’s nothing particularly historic about the place, but it’s a 
pleasant, cozy urban space. 
 
 The guide books rave about Boston’s urban spaces, and this is a place I agree with them.  While Margaret and I differed about 
the first such place we encountered (the treeless plaza by City Hall, where she found the sun oppressive), I think both she and I liked 
the numerous tiny parks that were scattered throughout the city.  Most of the parks are well kept, and they provide pleasant breathing 
room in what would otherwise be an extremely crowded city. 
 
 It was toward the end of rush hour when we headed back to the motel, and the trains were extremely crowded.  Although it 
was late when we got back, our room had not been made up.  The beds were un-made, the bathroom hadn’t been cleaned, and there 
were no fresh towels.  I went to the office and got some extra towels, and we settled in for the evening. 
 



I read through some of the papers I had acquired during the day (no matter where I travel, I end up bringing home newsprint 
souvenirs).  Both Margaret and I were utterly astounded at the wages and prices in what has to come close to America’s wealthiest and 
most expensive city.  The simplest jobs were paying $10 an hour, and salaried positions were rarely advertised below $40,000 per year.  
That money isn’t as good as it might seem, though—given the ridiculous housing costs in Massachusetts.  Nothing in the real estate 
want ads was cheap.  Old “fixer-upper” rowhouses started around $150,000, and there was really no ceiling for the prices.  Homes 
probably averaged from $500,000 to $600,000 (keep in mind that most of these are rowhouses), and we saw them as high as $5 
million.  Rents were equally high.  The cheapest studio apartment was $300 a month—precisely what I pay for a two-bedroom here in 
Algona, and rents as high as $2,500 were not uncommon. 
 
 One part of the local economy that surprised me, given the Republican references to “Tax-achusetts”, was that sales taxes 
were not in any way excessive.  In the city of Boston, tax is 5%, which is actually less than it is in most of Iowa—and far less than 
Illinois, New York, or anywhere in Canada.  Prices for everyday items were also reasonable; pretty much everything at K-Mart was the 
same price it would be at home.  Even gas was also not out of line—at $1.55 it was about a dime higher than it was back home in Iowa, 
and a good quarter less than the peak prices we paid here in June.  [These weren’t the taxes the Republicans rant about, of 
course.  Sales and gas taxes affect poor people more than the wealthy, and many conservatives actually support increasing 
that type of tax.  What they oppose are property and income taxes, and those are what’s high in Massachusetts.] 
 
 There was one part of the want ads that was completely different from what you’d see in Iowa.  Numerous ads solicited people 
to be part of scientific research projects.  Boston is very much a college town, and almost all of its universities are known for their work 
in fields like medicine and psychology.  We saw ads soliciting people for a study on shyness, ads wanting to study women who were 
HIV positive, ads looking for people who drank and used cocaine, ads wanting insomniacs, ads looking for convicted drunk drivers, and 
ads for people who had difficulty remembering things.  One ad even requested men who would be willing to have sex in a laboratory 
setting—anything for science.  Almost all the research subjects would be paid for their time—from $50 or $75 for a one-time session to 
as much as $2,500 for an ongoing study.  I have no idea how they go about selecting the subjects, but I’d think it would be interesting 
(and profitable) to participate in some of those projects.  Unfortunately, I have too boring of a life to qualify for most of them. 
 
 We had dinner tonight at Bickford’s, a restaurant located on the same lot as Motel 6.  Bickford’s is a chain with sixty 
restaurants all over New England.  It’s a lot like Happy Chef or Country Kitchen [and, like them, the chain has mostly folded], but the 
foods tend toward traditional New England favorites—which means it’s the sort of thing that often ends up on the senior menu in the 
Midwest.  Nothing wrong with that, mind you—most of the entrees are good, wholesome, filling food.  I had a meat loaf dinner, while 
Margaret had pot roast.  [I remember this as a very pleasant meal.  I like simple family restaurants a lot, and it bothers me that 
so many of them are closing in favor of those places that “make dining an experience”.]  As we left Bickford’s, we noticed an ad 
on their sign board saying that they needed a cook.  They were offering a $2,000 signing bonus to whoever agreed to take the 
position—more insight into the Boston economy. 
 
 We returned to our room and relaxed for a while when there was a knock on the door.  It was housekeeping.  We decided to 
decline the maid’s offer to clean our room at 10pm. 
 
 We watched the TV news, where the big story was whether the West Nile virus would be a serious problem in Massachusetts.  
We also read the local papers.  I was amused at the police news, where there were any number of “assault with a dangerous weapon” 
charges.  Rather oddly, though, the most common weapons were not guns and knives, but rather “shod feet”.  I know kickboxing is 
becoming a popular sport, but I hardly imagined shoes being classified as “dangerous”. 
 

TUESDAY, August 8 
Braintree & Plymouth, Massachusetts 
 
 Neither Margaret nor I slept at all well last night, and what we woke up to was certainly less than restful.  The whole time we 
were in Braintree, we saw a constant parade of emergency vehicles run past on Union Street.  I think there must have been a fire 
department to the west of our hotel and a hospital to the east.  [I just checked Google Maps, and sure enough the Braintree Fire 
Department is right next to the “T” station.  There are also three major hospitals within less than a mile of there.]  Virtually any 
time we looked out the motel window, we saw fire trucks, ambulances, and police cars rushing by with their sirens and lights on. 
 
 This morning things hit a bit closer to home.  We heard sirens close by, looked outside, and saw an ambulance in the hotel 
parking lot about thirty feet from our room.  Before long a fire department paramedic team joined them, then a police car, and finally a 
trauma ambulance.  Whatever was up, the problem appeared to be on the second floor of the hotel, upstairs and down a few rooms 
from ours.  We gawked for a while as anyone would, but before long the emergency vehicles pulled away.  I checked the papers and 
TV news to see if I could find out what was going on, but I never did find out anything.  [That’s a problem in big cities.  In small 
towns there’s always a newspaper of record that reports everything that happens; I have no idea where you go to find out 
about such things in a city, though.]  I do hope things turned out okay for the people that were involved. 
 
 We didn’t go into Boston today.  Instead we went to the commuter part of the Braintree “T” station and caught the 9:30 train 
southward to New England’s oldest city:  Plymouth, Massachusetts.  According to a sign on the platform, we were supposed to buy 
tickets in advance from a hot dog stand in the station.  I knew, however, that tickets were also for sale on the train, with a $1 surcharge.  
Before long the train stopped, and we got on board.   Rather oddly the conductor never asked us for a ticket or offered to sell us one.  
We ended up riding all the way from Braintree to Plymouth (about a 45-minute trip) for free.  [I’ve had this happen on other 
commuter trains as well.  Most likely they collect tickets just south of Boston, because virtually all the customers board the 
train there; inter-suburb transit (especially against the peak direction) is not very common.] 



 
Graffiti on the back of a warehouse across from Wal-Mart 

Plymouth “T” station – Plymouth, Massachusetts 

 Plymouth’s train station [the commuter trains are 
also called the “T” in Boston] is located at Cordage Park, 
a shopping mall that is housed in a former rope factory 
(hence the name cord-age).  The platform is located directly 
behind a Wal-Mart that looks like it ought to be historic.  
[Wal-Mart has since closed, and the industrial park in the 
other direction, shown in the picture at left, is less 
appealing.] 
 
 It is over three miles from Cordage Park to 
downtown Plymouth.  A circulator bus (actually one of the 
city bus routes for a neighboring city) connects the two, but 
when we arrived there were no buses anywhere in sight.  It 
was a very hot day as we started walking down the street 
toward town.  Eventually (about halfway to downtown) one of 
the buses caught up with us, and we got aboard.  Today 
must have been our lucky day, when it comes to transit 
fares.  It is supposed to cost $.75 to ride GATRA (the transit 
buses from Greater Attleboro), but today only some bank 
was subsidizing the fares.  They’d covered over the farebox, 
and all rides were free. 
 
 We got  off the  bus at the  post  office in  downtown 

Plymouth and then set off to see the town.   First we happened upon Leyden Street, named after the town in Holland where the Pilgrims 
came from (you’ll recall from history that they went from England to Holland before coming to America) and site of the original Plymouth 
settlement.  At the foot of Leyden Street is Plymouth Rock and the beach where the Pilgrims first set foot on the North American 
mainland. 
 
 Guide books describe Plymouth Rock as disappointing and 
unimpressive, but this was an important place for me.  Some families 
get teary-eyed over seeing Ellis Island or the Statue of Liberty, but 
there’s no personal connection for me among the immigrants who 
came through New York Harbor.  Here in Plymouth I really felt 
connected to my ancestors.  It was a thrill to look out over the rocky 
shore and think that this was where William Bradford, John Alden, and 
Priscilla Mullins stepped off the Mayflower. 
 
 There is a reason the books call the rock itself disappointing.  
Under a massive Greek revival canopy sits a relatively tiny boulder with 
the number “1620” carved on its top.  A charming old lady from the 
park service told us its history.  The original Plymouth Rock (which 
probably wasn’t the actual Pilgrim landing site, but was on the beach 
where they landed) was about four times the size of what is there 
today.  In the 1740s an old man identified it as the place he had been 
told the Pilgrims had landed, and it became important in the Revolution 
as a symbol of the unique American culture.  In the 1800s, large parts 
of the rock were carved up.  The city of Plymouth gave a chunk of the 
original rock to every city in America that had named itself “Plymouth”.  
Parts of the rock were placed in museums (we would see one up close 
later on today), while others were sold off as souvenirs.  Only in the 
mid 1900s did people recognize the need to protect the rock.  By that 
point it had shrunk to its present size, and the city built an enclosure to 
protect what was left of it.  The woman obviously hears complaints 
about the rock from lots of underwhelmed tourists.  She seemed both 
apologetic and annoyed about this.  She noted, though, that the story 
of Plymouth Rock includes the story of its use and misuse by 
Americans over the years.  What is there today reminds us not only of 
the Pilgrim landing, but also of those who have been to this site since 
then. 
 
 Just down the beach from Plymouth Rock is Mayflower II, a 
1950s re-creation of the ship the Pilgrims sailed on.  We paid our 
admission and stepped aboard.  While exact facts about the 
Mayflower’s construction are lost to the ages, they’ve done a pretty 
good job of creating as authentic of a ship as they could—using the 
construction techniques of the 17th Century.  It was absolutely amazing 
to me how small the Mayflower was.  The Pilgrims were essentially 
considered cargo on the ship, and they were jammed below deck for 
weeks on the  journey to  America.   The conditions  were not far above 

 
Sign marking Plymouth Rock and the rock itself 

Plymouth, Massachusetts 



what you read about slave ships being like.  You get an insight into the depth of their religion when you see the conditions they willingly 
endured for the right to worship as they saw fit. 
 
 I had joked with Margaret about this before, but while we were at the Mayflower a song kept running through my head.  It was 
John Bunyan’s “He Who Would Valiant Be”, the first hymn written in America from Pilgrim’s Progress in 1684.  We sang this song at the 
funeral for Brian Sullivan, Margaret’s late husband.  In the archaic language of the 1600s it expresses the Puritan beliefs that brought 
our ancestors to these shores and challenges us to live up to their example: 

 
He who would valiant be 

‘Gainst all disaster, 
Let him in constancy 
Follow the master. 

There’s no discouragement 
Shall make him once relent 

His first avowed intent 
To be a pilgrim. 

 
Who so beset him round 

With dismal stories, 
Do but themselves confound, 

His strength the more is. 
No foes shall stay his might; 
Though he with giants fight, 
He will make good his right 

To be a pilgrim. 
 

Since, Lord, thou dost defend 
Us with thy Spirit, 

We know we at the end 
Shall life inherit. 

Then fancies, flee away! 
I’ll fear not what men say, 

I’ll labor night and day 
To be a pilgrim. 

 
Mayflower 2 – Plymouth, Massachusetts 

 
 They have an extensive gift shop next to Mayflower II, and we spent quite a bit of time looking through there.  The range of 
merchandise is amazing—from the truly tacky (polished stones with 1620 decals affixed to resemble Plymouth Rock) to the truly 
elegant (fine china tea service from England) to the truly scholarly (the genealogy CD-ROMs that Margaret picked up) to the truly 
delicious (souvenirs made of locally-grown cranberries).  You could buy absolutely anything you could imagine with the image of the 
Mayflower on it [I got a little wood box with a ceramic top showing the ship that I still store my stamps in], and numerous other 
souvenirs featured other local themes (lighthouse decorations, maple sugar, and the like).  It’s been a long time since I lingered in a gift 
shop, and it was actually fun to browse through this one. 

 
Pilgrimage Church – Plymouth, Massachusetts 

 We walked back to the Main Street and had lunch at a place 
whose business cards said “Jubilee!, doing business as the Corner Deli”. 
[probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen on a business card]  We 
each had a salad and sandwich combo.  My sandwich was ham and cheese 
on an absolutely flavorless rye bread [which surprised me, since rye is 
much more common in the East than it is at home].  The salad however 
was excellent, with an outstanding fruit vinaigrette. 
 
 After lunch we wandered south through downtown Plymouth.  Our 
next stop was the Old Court House, which dates to Revolutionary times.  
There’s a small local museum inside, and we looked around the place 
quickly.  The courthouse is one of three main buildings around a small town 
square, the other two being the oldest churches in town.  It was amazing to 
see the one and only place that has the right to call itself “First Church of 
America”.  The classic white New England steeple-topped church is actually 
the third building on the site—this one dating back only about 200 years.  
The congregation, however, has met in exactly this place ever since that 
first winter in 1620.  The church was, of course founded by Puritans as a 
Congregational church (the forerunner of the United Church of Christ, of 
which I am a member today).  At the beginning of the 19th Century the 
congregation voted to change to Unitarianism (the same faith that 
worshiped at Unity Temple, where Margaret and I attended a dreadful 
Christmas Eve service in Chicago two years ago).  When the change 
happened, a large group of members separated from the original church 
and started Pilgrimage Church (the third main building on the square), 
which remains Plymouth’s main Congregational church to this day.  It was 
fascinating to see these buildings.   My  church is the  oldest in Algona,  and 



we are rightly proud of nearly 150 years of local history.  [We celebrated the sesquicentennial in 2008.]  However, that seems like 
absolutely nothing compared to the fantastic religious history on this square. 

 

 
LEFT:  First Church of America 
RIGHT:  Burial Hill – Plymouth 

 
 Behind the two churches is one of the oldest cemeteries in the New World, a place called simply “Burial Hill”.  [I love the 
directness of names like that.]  The cemetery is still in use, and in places you can see ten or more generations of the same families 
resting side by side.  The contrast between the old slim tombstones of the early days of our country and the stouter stones we use 
today really stands out. 
 
 Our family history was lying on burial hill.  To quickly abbreviate all the work Paul put together, Margaret and I (and Steve and 
John and Paul) are the children of Elizabeth Miller Burrow, who was the daughter of Edna May Pratt Miller Fishel.  Edna was the 
daughter of Dora Adell Feakins Pratt, the daughter of Hawley Giles Feakins, the son of Catherine Alden Feakins.  Catherine was the 
daughter of William Henry Allen, Jr., the son of Temperance Noyes Allen, the daughter of Sybil Whiting Noyes, the daughter of 
Elizabeth Bradford Whiting.  Mrs. Whiting was the daughter of Samuel Bradford, the son of William Bradford, Jr., who was in turn the 
son of Governor William Bradford who was born in 1589 at Austerfield, Yorkshire, England.   A large obelisk stands on Burial Hill with 
these words: 
 

Under this stone 
rest the ashes of 

WILLM BRADFORD 
a zealous puritan 

Gov. of Ply. Col. from 
April 1621 to 1657 
(the year he died 

aged 69) 
except 5 yrs. 

which he declined 
 
There is a Hebrew inscription at the top and a Latin prayer at the bottom.  I was really awestruck to see Bradford’s grave (and that of his 
son, whose original tombstone still stands).  It was really moving to think of the history—both national and personal—that this place 
represents.   
 

We found a few other historic graves, and a few names that might conceivably have been distant relatives—though not ones 
we could prove.  The other Mayflower voyagers from which we know we are descended are John Alden and Priscilla Mullins, whose 
graves are unmarked but probably are not far from the hotel where we stayed in Braintree.  There is actually one more generation in 
that lineage:  Charles Whiting (Elizabeth’s husband) was the son of Hannah Rogers, the daughter of Elizabeth Peabody Rogers, the 
daughter of Elizabeth Alden Peabody, who was the daughter of John and Priscilla.  The Aldens have been called the “founders of a 
nation”, because today more than three million Americans are descended from them.  The weekend before we were in Boston, the 
Alden descendents held their annual reunion in Duxbury—the ancestral home.  It would be fascinating to go to one of those sometime 
[in theory—I doubt I’d actually want to do it, though].  By comparison, all the relatives I see only every couple of years at the Miller 
reunions would seem positively close. 
 
 [I don’t seem to have mentioned it anywhere, but we also saw the Pilgrim Hall Museum, a privately owned and not 
terribly interesting attraction located in another museum housed in yet another historic building.  Perhaps most interesting, 
Pilgrim Hall’s collection includes remnants of the original Plymouth Rock that had been sent elsewhere but have since been 
returned to Plymouth.] 



 
Typical street in “America’s hometown” – Plymouth, Massachusetts 

 
 [Plymouth, by the way, is a gorgeous community. While it is well within Boston’s sphere of influence, it comes across 
much more as a small town than a suburb.  It’s very much a tourist trap, but not in an offensive way.  I’d love to go back and 
spend more time wandering around there.] 
 
 Our last stop in downtown Plymouth was a jump forward in time:  Cranberry World.  Southeast Massachusetts is the home of 
Ocean Spray, the cooperative that is synonymous with cranberries.  Just down the street from Plymouth Rock they have their visitors’ 
center, where you can learn everything you ever wanted to (and far more) about the little red fruit.  The displays were interesting, and 
the air conditioning was most welcome on a very hot afternoon.  We also enjoyed sampling cup after cup of various mixed fruit 
concoctions. 
 
 We waited downtown for a while and eventually caught a bus back to Cordage Park (again free of charge).  There was quite a 
bit of time to kill before the train left, so we went into Wal-Mart and had soft drinks at a “McDonalds Express” right there in the store. (I 
still have my Pedro Martinez souvenir cup, saluting the Red Sox lone good player.) It intrigued me that here in this most Anglo-Saxon of 
American towns, most of McDonalds’ employees were Hispanic.  In fact, Plymouth as a whole came across as much more ethnically 
diverse than Boston [another thing I liked about the place]. 
 
 We took the train back to Braintree.  This time the conductor quickly came around [as is always true on inbound commuter 
trains], and we paid about three bucks each for passage back northward.  We got back to the Motel 6 around 5pm, and the maid had 
just finished doing our room (the cart was outside the room next door). 
 
 We rested at the motel for a while and then walked to one of the nearby strip malls.  We intended to have dinner at Chili’s—a 
Mexican chain—but they had a long wait for seating.  Instead we opted for Tennessee BBQ, which looked like a fast food place, but 
was more like a cafeteria.  They served heaping portions of tasty ribs and chicken, complete with all the requisite country fixings.  The 
place is apparently a local chain, and they really do serve wonderful food.  [I read a review of this Motel 6 not long ago, and 
someone was lamenting that there was “nowhere to eat within walking distance”.  Their walking distance must be about a 
block, because there were dozens of possibilities within half a mile or so.] 
 
 Back at the hotel we watched “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire”.  I’m addicted to the show [I still record the daytime version 
on my VCR daily], but this was apparently the first time Margaret had watched it straight through.  We also enjoyed some cranberry 
cocoa I had picked up in Plymouth.  Then we settled off in our beds for what would prove to be a much more restful night than the one 
before. 
 



WEDNESDAY, August 9 
Braintree & Boston, Massachusetts 
 
 We went downtown today right at rush hour.  Across from us on the train were three suburban teenaged boys—two white and 
one black.  The black boy was as clean-cut as you could possibly imagine.  One of the white boys (the brown-haired one) had moussed 
hair and a few earrings.  The other had artificially blond spikes, more tattoos than you could imagine, and piercings on virtually every 
visible part of his body (I won’t vouch for what wasn’t visible).  He spent most of the time between Braintree and Quincy Adams trying to 
put on an eyebrow ring.  He seemed to have about my level of coordination, and he couldn’t get it through the tiny hole above his eye.  
Finally he gave up and put it in one of the few unfilled holes in his ear.  This young gentleman had a case of CDs as large as many 
travelers’ carry on bags.  He would listen to a CD for a few seconds, show it to his friends, put it away, and get out another one.  Time 
after time he listened to maybe fifteen seconds of a song before trying something else.  I guess I should be thankful when my students 
are able to hold their attention for five minutes. 
 
 [It amazes me just how short of an attention span many people have.  The switch from CDs to .mp3 players has made 
this a bit less noticeable, since fiddling with an I-pod isn’t quite so obvious as getting CDs out and putting them away.  Lots of 
kids do still just listen to short snippets of songs, though, which still strikes me as very odd.] 
 
 We got off at Park Street Station, right downtown under the famous park called Boston Common.  This is has the rather 
dubious title of “the oldest subway station in America”.  It was opened in 1897—almost a decade before the New York subway and not 
long after London opened its first tube.  The station entrance (an old fashioned brass canopy) is now a national historic landmark, and 
for the subway’s centennial they installed a commemorative mosaic in the lobby. 
 
 We exited the station, found our bearings, and walked across the street for breakfast.  The place we chose was a fascinating 
local chain called “Finagle a Bagel”.  Beyond the cute name, they really serve excellent food.  They pride themselves on serving their 
bagels fresh; the pans of newly baked bagels just barely keep up with demand.  When you order a bagel, the clerk places it on a 
conveyor belt behind glass at the front of the counter.  The bagel moves up to the middle of the counter, where a nasty-looking circular 
saw slices it in half and then flings it to the far end of the counter.  Another clerk catches the flying bagel and puts it on a plate, and then 
a third clerk slathers the bagel with tablespoons of warm, gooey cream cheese.  It was fascinating to watch the process.  In addition to 
the bagels, we had delicious freshly squeezed orange juice.  It was a little bit pricier than I’d normally pay for a fast food breakfast, but 
definitely fun and good. 

 

 
LEFT:  Finagle a Bagle on Park Street, 

 across from Boston Common 
RIGHT:  Freedom Trail marker – Boston 

 
 Our morning was devoted to exploring 
Boston’s Freedom Trail.  A tour book (Access:  
Boston) describes the freedom trail as “a 
pilgrimage along some of America’s most historic 
streets to sixteen sites dating from the city’s 
colonial and early republic years”.   That word “pil- 

grimage” is not as far from the truth as you might think.  I felt like a Moslem on the Hajj doing the circuit in Mecca as I carefully followed 
the red strip in the sidewalk past some of the oldest churches in America.  I also felt like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, except that the 
brick road I was following was red instead of yellow. 
 
 The main part of the Freedom Trail is three miles long, and it includes pretty much everything historic you’ve ever heard of in 
Boston—and lots of stuff you probably haven’t.  It starts at Boston Common (1634), the oldest public park in America and still a 
pleasant and surprisingly large green space.  As we walked through the park, a group of Asian schoolchildren was going for a stroll, 
arms chained together like giant snakes. 
 

Right next to Boston Common is Park Street Church, a towering 1809 red brick Congregational Church nicknamed “Brimstone 
Corner”.  The anthem “America” (My country, ‘tis of thee …) was composed here, and the church remains an active U.C.C. church with 
Boston’s largest Protestant congregation. 



Beside the church is the Granary Park Burying Ground—obviously named before we 
found a need of euphemisms for our cities of the dead.  This is the final resting place of Paul 
Revere, John Hancock, Samuel Adams (another distant ancestor of ours), and Crispus Attucks. 
 

The Massachusetts State House was built in 1798, and continues to function as the 
state capitol building more than 200 years later.  They give free tours of the place, but we arrived 
between them, so we continued following the red line. 
 

Next up is King’s Chapel, the oldest Anglican (today Episcopalian) church in America 
(founded in 1668, with the present building dating to 1754).  The church has the oldest pulpit still 
in use in America.  It’s a fascinating old church, with enormous white-painted boxes housing the 
pews.  The boxes are built so tall, that you can’t really see if anyone is in there or not.  According 
to their free literature, one of the church’s primary ministries today is to Boston’s gay community.  
It’s fascinating to ponder what George Washington (whose worshipped here when he was in 
Boston) or William Dawes (who is buried in the adjoining cemetery) would think about that—
would they cringe at changes the country they founded has made, or would they celebrate the 
fact that freedom and tolerance are still alive in America? 

 
The Old South Meeting House (1729) was the site of the rally before the Boston Tea 

Party.  They charge admission to see inside it, so we didn’t.  We also skipped paying to see the 
interior of the Old State House (1713). 

 
[I must say that all these old churches and other historic buildings just sort of 

blended together.  None of them really stood out, though when I look back through my 
photos from the trip they all look familiar.  It’s fascinating just how many of Boston’s old 
buildings are still standing and still in good shape.  I’d find later that much older cities 
like London and Paris had comparatively fewer truly old buildings.  Having been spared 
the scourges of war, Boston’s history is well preserved to this day.] 
 

I described Faneuil Hall (the downtown mall) in Monday’s write-up.  The building dates 
from 1761 and was modeled on the London Exchange—complete with a brass grasshopper on 
the roof.  From now on when I read references to the Exchange in Dickens, I will picture Faneuil 
Hall. 

 
We also saw Quincy Market (1826) yesterday; that’s where we ran into Tony, the Garri- 

 
“Brimstone Corner” 
Park Street Church 

Boston, Massachusetts 
gan student.  About a block from there is the Ebenezer Hancock House, a 1767 rowhouse that was owned by John Hancock’s uncle 
(they sort of stretch the history on that one, if you ask me [although its age along makes it historic, regardless of the owner]).  It is 
now the offices of a law firm. 
 

We again walked past Paul Revere’s House (1680) and Sacred Heart/Bethel (1833), which we saw the other day. Next door to 
Paul Revere is the Pierce-Hitchborn House (1710), an enormous brick mansion that contrasts greatly with Revere’s modest home.  It 
was apparently subdivided into twenty tenement apartments before being declared a historic site and being restored. 
 

Just up the street is St. Stephen’s Church (1804).  The church was originally Congregational, but it was sold to the Catholics in 
1864 to serve Irish immigrants.  This was Rose Kennedy’s home church. 
 

Beside the church is a tiny park that the Italian locals call “the Prado” and the city calls “Paul Revere Mall”.  It was built as a 
WPA project in the ‘30s.  One of my travel books described it as “a scruffy little park with a statue of Paul Revere”, while another calls it 
“a pleasant tree-lined passage plucked straight from Italy.”  Go about halfway between those two descriptions and you’ll get a pretty 
good idea of what the place is. 
 

On the other side of the Prado is what is probably Boston’s most famous building, the Old North Church.  Officially called 
Christ Church (a terribly British name that could only be Episcopalian), the place was built in 1723 from designs stolen from a 
Christopher Wren church in London.  It was, of course, here that the lanterns hung to signal that the British were coming for the battle 
made famous in Longfellow’s poem (which I hadn’t realized had been first published in the Atlantic Monthly).  Well, actually, that may 
not quite be so.  Many scholars apparently feel that the real Old North Church was a church called Second Church of Boston, which 
was burned down by the British.  Its location is now a parking ramp and is not marked on the Freedom Trail.  Even if Christ Church was 
the Old North Church, the steeple that is here today would not be the one of Paul Revere fame.  The original blew down in a storm in 
1804, was replaced, and blew down again in 1954.  So today’s steeple is not even 50 years old, rather than 225. 
 

In spite of all that, Christ Church is a lovely old place of worship.  It is also by far the most touristy Protestant church I have 
ever seen.  That’s both good and bad.  They handle the crowds well, and provide a lot of interesting information about the places 
national and religious history.  They also have an amazingly tacky gift shop where I’m ashamed to say I did drop a couple of bucks.  [I 
picked up a rather handsome gold Christmas ornament which adorns my tree every year.] 
 

Copp’s Hill Burying Ground, the cemetery for Old North Church, is the official end of the main part of the Freedom Trail.  We 
continued along a branch of the trail—nearly as long as the main part, and not nearly so interesting—that goes across the Charles 
River into the old neighborhood known as Charlestown. 
 



There are two main sites in Charlestown.  The first is the Charlestown Navy Yard, home of the U.S.S. Constitution.  This is the 
ship that is better known as “Old Ironsides”, the oldest ship still commissioned in the U.S. Navy fleet.  “Commissioned” is a relative 
term; it’s pretty much docked in the harbor full-time.  We joined countless other tourists and climbed aboard.  What can I say—it’s 
basically a big old ship; its history is really more important than the ship itself. 
 

The other site of interest in Charlestown is Breed’s Hill, where the Battle of Bunker Hill was fought.  I’ve felt disappointed at 
pretty much every battlefield I’ve ever visited, and this was certainly no exception.  The problem is that history fixes in your mind what 
the battlefield looked like in its day.  The point of the battle, of course, was to preserve land that people wanted—and since they wanted 
the land, they used it.  That means that today the battlefield looks absolutely nothing like what you’d expect it should look like.  Here in 
Charlestown, Bunker Hill is a neighborhood of ultra-expensive gentrified rowhouses.  It’s really a lovely neighborhood, but hardly what 
the place looked like in Revolutionary times. 

 
View of Charlestown from a portal at Bunker Hill Monument 

 
 There’s a small park at the top of the hill with a big obelisk at the top that looks like the Washington Monument.  The guide 

books say that there’s a lovely view of the city from the top.  I, of course, had to find out, so I huffed and puffed my way up 294 
claustrophobic steps without a single landing.  About every 50 steps they have tiny windows carved in the side of the structure.  All 
these windows look out in the same direction, providing a charming view of a public housing project.  Once you get to the top you have 
an even better view of public housing, but I’d hardly call the overall cityscape spectacular.  The problem is that Boston is frankly an ugly 
city.  It’s quite low rise (Des Moines has higher skyscrapers), and all its modern buildings are of the generic glass box variety that leads 
to a very boring skyline.  [The juxtaposition of old and new is fascinating, but it’s not in any way beautiful.]  The waterfront is 
almost entirely industrial [definitely the least appealing thing about the city], and there are lots of ratty buildings that aren’t old 
enough to be historic nor well enough located to invite gentrification.  Oh well, at least they didn’t charge me to walk up here. 

 
It was well past noon when we left Bunker Hill (or whatever it’s called), and both Margaret and I were getting rather both 

hungry and thirsty.  Most of Charlestown is exclusively residential, and what restaurants were there were well beyond our price range.  
So we crossed the bridge back into central Boston, where things looked a bit more promising.  We settled on a hole-in-the-wall Italian 
restaurant that looked like absolutely nothing from the street, but was really quite pleasant inside.  A stereotypical Italian mother was 
our waitress, and we enjoyed minestrone and heaping plates of pasta.  I also downed glass after glass of iced tea.  It was close to 90o, 
and after the long walk I was close to being dehydrated. 
 

The restaurant was about a block from one of Boston’s more modern points of interest, an enormous construction project that 
locals simply call “the Big Dig”.  Today there is one major expressway through downtown Boston—the Central Artery, which carries 
three different highway numbers on a crowded and decaying six-lane elevated structure.  While traffic never seemed all that awful while 
we were there, apparently gridlock is commonplace.  The airport would be just over a mile from downtown as the crow flies (probably 3 
or 4 miles by road), but I’ve read that it can sometimes take 90 minutes to get there at rush hour.  The Big Dig is an attempt to solve the 
traffic problems and beautify the city at the same time.  For over a decade they’ve been working on the biggest tunnel project on earth.  



They’ve already built a freight by-pass to relieve much of the downtown truck traffic.  When they’re finally done (in about ten more 
years) they’ll have eight-lane highways running north/south and east/west beneath the city, interchanging with each other underground.    
They’re sandwiching the new expressway system amid all the existing utilities, not to mention the subway and Amtrak tunnels—without 
disturbing service on anything and without dislocating a single house or business.  While there’s really nothing special to see (it’s just a 
big construction project, after all—and most of it is underground), the whole concept of the thing is fascinating. 

 
[The bulk of the Big Dig was completed in 2006, and it quickly gained notoriety.  In addition to being the single most 

expensive construction project in history (more than $22 billion in tax money spent—with another half a billion paid out by the 
contractors in various fraud settlements), several structural problems were soon discovered.  In particular part of the ceiling 
in the I-93/I-90 interchange collapsed in 2007, killing one person one motorist and leading to the death of a victim in an 
ambulance who was caught in the resulting traffic jam.  Investigations showed that the concrete used to construct the 
underground interchange was substandard, and the ceiling was literally held together with glue.  They spent several hundred 
million additional dollars to reinforce and inspect everything.  Congressman Barney Frank summed up the debacle by saying, 
“Wouldn’t it have been cheaper to raise the city than to lower the highway?”] 
 

I mentioned that we did not see horrible traffic in Boston.  That said, I must go on to say that Boston is a place I would never 
even remotely consider driving.  The quaint, rambling streets meet at odd angles, often at blind corners.  They change their names from 
block to block, and as often as not there is no street sign to tell you what the street name is anyhow.  Major streets tend to intersect at 
traffic circles (called “rotaries” in New England) that have rules all their own.  The only on-street parking is parallel.  It’s almost always 
full, and more often than not it’s reserved for neighborhood residents.  There are surprisingly few parking ramps, and those that do exist 
are usually approached from narrow side streets. 
 

There is also a collection of Massachusetts laws that favor pedestrians over wheeled traffic.  That was pleasant for us, but 
must be incredibly annoying for drivers.  Most notably, there is a $500 fine if a driver does not stop for a pedestrian in a marked 
crosswalk.  They obviously enforce this closely, because drivers are ridiculously careful at crosswalks.  If you’re on the corner and they 
have an inkling you might be about to cross the street, they stop.  Several times I was waiting for traffic (as I always do in the Midwest) 
when someone stopped (often squealing their brakes) and waved me across the street.  The pedestrians often seem quite arrogant 
about their rights.  I saw many people crossing without looking—even where there wasn’t a painted crosswalk.  It’s also quite common 
to wander among stopped traffic, assuming they’ll wait until you’ve passed before they go.  I walk a lot—often in big cities—and while I 
rarely strictly observe “Walk/Don’t Walk” lights (trusting instead in red and green and which way the cars are going), I’m definitely not so 
trusting as the Bostonians.  If a New Englander tried to cross the street in Chicago, we’d be hearing about his gruesome demise on 
WGN. 
 

We got on the subway again at Haymarket station and rode to Copley Square (surprisingly, pronounced just as it looks:  COP-
lee).  There are two big churches here.  First there’s Trinity Church, an 1877 Episcopal monstrosity that we just saw the outside of. 
More interesting is the “New Old South Church”, whose name alone creates interest.  The congregation of this U.C.C. church moved 
here from the Old South Meeting House in 1874.  The whole reason Margaret and I came here was that the entrance supposedly 
contains a fragment of our ancestor John Alden’s tombstone.  Sadly, we got distracted and forgot to look for it.  I guess that gives me a 
reason to have to return to Boston.  [While there’s a good chance I will return to Boston, I doubt I’ll go out of my way to try to 
find that obscure relic.] 

 
We next took the subway to Kenmore Square, 

the stop for baseball’s famous Fenway Park.  Having 
seen a number of ballparks—old and new—I must say 
Fenway did little to impress me.  Baseball nostalgists 
rave about how the park blends in with its 
neighborhood.  It does.  What they don’t tell you is that 
the neighborhood is a bunch of run-down warehouses, 
most of them covered with graffiti and several with their 
windows smashed out.  The park itself is a crumbling 
brick box with lights mounted on it.  The playing field is 
tiny, really not much larger than a high school park.  The 
famous “green monster” is there all right, and so is the 
big Citgo sign beyond the outfield.  I guess it’s time to 
haul out the sarcasm:  Wow, Fenway Park—been there, 
done that! … I’ll definitely complain if they carry through 
with plans to tear down Yankee Stadium, but having 
seen Fenway, I’ll shed no tears when it goes. 
 
 [Yankee Stadium has now been torn down; 
its replacement will be opening just over a week 
from now as I write this.  It honestly looks nicer than 
the old park did, though I wonder if it will have 
anything close to the sense of history.  I’ve not 
heard any plans of replacing Fenway.  Red Sox fans 
apparently  see  beyond  the  park’s faults,  though  I 

 
Back of the “Green Monster” at Fenway Park – Boston 

really can’t imagine seeing a game there.  The place makes Wrigley Field look nice, and (White Sox fan that I am) I personally 
think the pile of cement on Chicago’s north side is one of the least pleasant ballparks in baseball.] 



 We had one more church to see in Boston, and we took the subway to Bowdoin (the first syllable is pronounced like a tree 
“bough” and the second like a loud “din”) to see it.  We’d seen Old North Church and Old South Church (old and new), and there isn’t 
any Old East Church (if there were it would be in the middle of the  harbor).     That  left  “west”  as  the  only  remaining direction, and 
just outside Bowdoin station is Old West Church.  The original Old West Church was a wooden structure that was burnt by the British 
when they discovered it was being used to send signals across the river.  The “modern” brick structure dates to 1806.  It was originally 
Unitarian, but is now Methodist—yet another in the amazing mix of switched-around religions among Boston’s churches. 
 

Also at Bowdoin is the New England Bell Telephone building.  While he was born in Scotland and mostly lived in Canada, 
Alexander Graham Bell made his famous discovery in Boston.  Today the phone company (which is now called Verizon) has a museum 
replicating his original laboratory.  We would have liked to see it.  Unfortunately the employees of Verizon were on strike all over the 
East (probably trying to avoid massive lay-offs like those at their sister company Qwest), and neither Margaret nor I was keen to cross a 
picket line.  I guess that’s another reason I’ll have to go back to Boston.  [That’s one thing I really would like to see on a return trip 
to Bean-town.] 
 

 We went back to Braintree, and Margaret rested a while at the motel.  I went to Shaws, a local supermarket, and also to K-
Mart.  I didn’t buy much of anything other than coffee, but it made for a pleasant afternoon walk. 

 
For dinner tonight we went back downtown.  We ate at a Mexican place called Zuma that was located in the basement of 

Quincy Market.  Zuma exhibited a trend I’ve noticed at a lot of restaurants lately, which I do not like at all.  They served way too much 
food. I ordered what they called the “vegetarian feast” (cheese and salad on and in enchiladas, tacos, and burritos). It came on an 
enormous platter that was piled high with food. I forced myself to eat more than half of it, but eventually I got to the point where I 
honestly couldn’t have eaten another bite without becoming very ill. I’m sure they felt they were providing good value, but honestly I’d 
rather have paid two-thirds the price for half the food.  (Margaret’s enchilada plate was somewhat smaller, but it was also oversized.) 
 
 [Just this week I read an article in USA Today about how this trend is reversing itself, thanks to the tanking global 
economy.  Restaurants are being forced to cut prices to attract patrons, so they’re inventing “bargain” menus with smaller 
portions at lower prices.  I only hope that sticks after things start rebounding.] 
 
 It was going on 10:00 when we left Zuma, but downtown was still lively and full of people.  Boston is a college town and a 
tourist town, and both of those groups keep it hopping well after dark.  For us it was quite late, though.  We headed back to the hotel 
and packed our bags for our departure tomorrow. 
 

THURSDAY, August 10 
Braintree, Massachusetts to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
 
 It had dripped and drizzled all day yesterday, and today’s prediction was for serious rain.  Fortunately, when we got up it was 
overcast, but not raining.  We had breakfast (ham and eggs) at Bickford’s, and checked out of the Motel 6. 
 
 Our next job was getting our luggage to the Braintree station.  This was easier said than done.  While the station was literally 
next door, there was no sidewalk on our side of a very busy street—just a gravel path next to the traffic.  While both Margaret and I had 
wheeled luggage, it’s hard to drag it across gravel.  [Were I to do this trip again, I’d probably make a point of packing less 
luggage.]  So we carried it to the corner, where we encountered our next obstacle.  I had commented before about how Massachusetts 
drivers are overly deferential to pedestrians—especially at marked crosswalks.  Unfortunately, there was no marked crosswalk between 
us and the station.  The crosswalks were painted to easily connect commuters with the industrial park, but not the motel.  We could 
have gone about a block out of our way and crossed at official crossings [definitely not something we wanted to do in the rain], but 
here there was nothing.  [I’ve found this type of intersection, with crosswalks in some but not all of the logical crossings, in a 
surprising number of places.  Why they don’t complete all four corners of each intersection, I’ll never know.]  Compounding 
things, it was also a relatively blind corner, with a big tree blocking our view of upcoming traffic (and its view of us).  It was rush hour, so 
there was a lot of traffic to contend with, but we found a break and quickly wheeled our bags across the street. 
 
 We caught the first train downtown, right at rush hour.  Fortunately, having gotten on at the end of the line, we were able to 
find seats and balance our luggage on the floor in front of us.  Unfortunately, after just a few stops (at JFK/Umass), they announced that 
the train was going out of service and everyone would have to exit.  [I don’t know if there was a mechanical problem or what; it 
seems very strange to me to take a train out of service in the middle of a run.]  So we joined the mob on the platform and then 
crowded on board the next train—which was already full when it got there.  We and our luggage effectively blocked one of the exit 
doors, but there really wasn’t anything we could do about that.  Fortunately, it wasn’t all that far before we arrived at South Station and 
left the train. 
 
 We took a series of escalators and elevators up to the Amtrak station, double-checked the status of our train, and killed some 
time having coffee in the waiting area.  Unlike Chicago, Boston’s South Station was bright and friendly; the staff was helpful, and every 
single train on the schedule was listed as “on time”. 
 
  We had originally planned to take a train that left around 11:30, but our tickets were interchangeable on any of the East Coast 
trains (except those at rush hour or the high-speed Metroliner service).  We decided to leave a bit earlier and opted for a train 
scheduled to leave at 10:20.  They announced the train about 10:15, and we left just four minutes after the scheduled time.  [We’d find 
elsewhere that most trains without checked baggage leave about this quickly.] 
 



 Coach seating on Amtrak’s “Northeast Direct” service is completely unreserved.  When they called the train we elbowed our 
way to the gate—and ended up near the front of the line.  This was definitely fortunate.  The train was nearly full by the time we left 
South Station, and by the time we had picked up passengers at Boston’s other two stations (Back Bay and Route 128), it was standing 
room only.  One woman who got on at Back Bay complained and complained because she did not have a seat.  She felt that because 
she had bought her ticket three weeks ago, she should have the right to a seat.  I assume her ticket was similar to ours—which we had 
purchased several months earlier.  It was marked “unreserved”, had no particular train number or time indicated, and clearly indicated 
that seating was not guaranteed.  Fortunately, by the time we got to Providence, she managed to take a seat from someone who got off 
there.  The train staff tried to do their best to make sure long-haul passengers had seats, while those just going a short ways either 
stood or spent their time in the lounge car. 
 
 If the California Zephyr is the high end of Amtrak’s service, the Northeast Direct (a.k.a. “Clockers” for their roughly hourly 
service) is definitely the low end—even though it’s this route where Amtrak makes the bulk of their money.   The entire way, the train 
follows commuter rail routes; in fact you could go all the way from Virginia to Boston by transferring endlessly from one commuter train 
to another.  [That’s not quite true.  There is a break between Providence and eastern Connecticut and another break in extreme 
eastern Maryland that have no commuter rail service—though hourly Amtrak service would certainly fill that void.]  Basically 
the Northeast Direct is like an express commuter service—not unlike the Metra express trains that run straight from Aurora or Joliet to 
Chicago, skipping the suburbs between.  The single-level coaches were the same size as those we had on the Lake Shore Limited, but 
the seats were much closer together—similar to the configuration on a long-distance bus.  [These are designed for relatively short 
trips.  We were on this train for most of the day, and we’d repeat the experience when we went from Schenectady to Montreal 
years later.  Both times the cramped seats got old fast.]  The car attendants here really do nothing more than deal with tickets, and 
that pretty much occupies all the time they have.  Ours was a mousy woman who reminded me of our mother’s old friend Joyce 
Jones—that is, until she opened her mouth and revealed her thick New England accent. 
 
 Speaking of the car attendants reminds me that I should talk about how Amtrak deals with tickets.  The tickets themselves are 
printed on tagboard and stapled together in a little booklet, like [old-fashioned] airplane tickets.  At most stations someone at the gate 
checks the validity of your ticket before you are allowed to go out on to the platform.  Once the train starts moving, the car attendant 
comes around and takes your ticket.  Typically he or she punches both the ticket and the stub.  Then they place a handwritten seat tag 
on the luggage rack above your seat with the three-letter code for your destination written on it (ours this time was “PHL”—and most are 
the same as the airport code for the same city).  The seat tag is your receipt and proof of payment once the car attendant takes your 
ticket.  It is also the attendant’s clue as to who has to get off at what destination.  In addition to the three-letter codes, there also 
appears to be some color coding system (which may deal with where you got on, rather than where you are getting off), but we never 
did figure that out.  What really seemed odd to me was that the seat tags were all handwritten.  You’d think in the computer age they 
could work out a better system than that. 
 
 [The seat tag system is strange.  On some other trains I’ve taken, the car attendant and/or conductor take tickets as 
you enter the train and exchange them for seat tags.  Sometimes the seat tags are handed out in the station, before 
passengers go out to the platforms.  Regardless, the tags (which could be quite easily forged, particularly by someone who 
has been on Amtrak in the past) are the main proof of payment once you’re on the train.  There is, by the way, no color coding 
to them at all—the attendants just use whatever they have available.  They might change the card stock from day to day, and 
those that are handed out before passengers board the train may not match what others are.  Also some popular destinations 
do have pre-printed seat tags.  These are used especially on long-distance trains when passengers board at big stations.  
There is no consistency with the process at all, though, and it mostly seems to be the conductors’ memory of who has 
boarded that keeps things working.] 
 
 We got to Providence on time at 11:11am.  This was the first time I had ever been in Rhode Island, and there was a certain 
thrill to being there, even if I never did actually set foot on the ground.  Rhode Island was, of course, founded as a place of tolerance.  
My Congregational ancestors, who had come to America in search of religious freedom, found that practicing tolerance themselves was 
a difficult virtue.  Roger Williams found Massachusetts oppressive, so he fled southward and founded the American Baptist Church here 
at Providence.  At least from the surface, it would appear that Rhode Island is continuing to surpass Massachusetts in the area of 
tolerance; the population of Providence is far more diverse ethnically than that of Boston.  Providence apparently has a very large 
Hispanic population, as is evidenced by billboards in Spanish along I-95.  We also saw a lot of Blacks and Asians getting on the train in 
Rhode Island. 
 
 [I recently did some in-depth reading about Providence and found that it has the highest percentage of Hispanics of 
any city in the Northeast.  About 40% of Rhode Islanders speak Spanish natively, and almost two-thirds of the students in the 
Providence schools are “English language learners”.  Non-Hispanic whites make up another 40% of Rhode Island’s 
population, and many of them also speak other languages (notably Portuguese and Russian) natively.  The rest of the 
population is evenly divided between Asians (mostly students and young professionals) and African Americans.  The city of 
Providence itself is quite tiny (smaller than Des Moines), but it anchors a metropolitan area of about a million and a half—
including all of Rhode Island and most of southeast Massachusetts.  One interesting tidbit is that Boston’s football team, the 
New England Patriots, are actually located in the Providence metropolitan area.  There’s not really a clear definition of where 
metro Boston ends and where metro Providence begins—it seems to depend on which direction you’re coming from.] 
 
 We really didn’t see much of Providence.  The station itself is underground, and the tracks mostly go past ancient factories and 
modern strip malls.  We did catch a glimpse of the Rhode Island State Capitol, though, as well as a few boxy houses that were similar 
to the ones we had seen years ago in Newfoundland.  [If I return to New England, I’d like to spend some time in Providence.  It’s 
supposed to be quite a lovely city, and it’s nearly as historic as Boston.]  Then, just past Providence, we got our first glimpse of 
the ocean.  Technically this was Rhode Island Sound, an inlet of the Atlantic.  It amazed me that forest changed near the ocean, in 
precisely the same way it did in Mississippi and Louisiana.  Where there had been thick, tall trees between Boston and Providence, 



once we were in Rhode Island, the soil was sandy and the trees were short and scruffy. We paralleled U.S. 6 across the state for about 
an hour, stopping briefly at the beach resort of Kingston and arriving at Westerly (on the Connecticut border) 15 minutes late.  It’s 
amazing to think of crossing a state in less than an hour, and being late when you finish. 

 
LEFT:  Recreational harbor at Westely, R.I. 

RIGHT:  Amtrak station in Kingston, R.I. 
 
 Connecticut makes the 49th state I have 
been to (someday I’ll have to visit my friend Sandra 
in Hawaii and finish my collection [and that 
someday will be this summer, August 2009—
though I won’t be visiting Sandra, who seems to 
spend  most  of  her  retirement  days   traveling   

abroad]).  I was expecting tiny Connecticut to go nearly as fast as Rhode Island, but in fact we spent the largest part of our day in the 
Nutmeg State.    Just beyond the border we had a long stop for no discernable reason.  We had another long wait at New London, an 
old industrial city whose station is right next to the port.  We left New London 30 minutes late, and then literally inched forward past a 
strip of beaches next to Long Island Sound.  Such delays are obviously not the norm on this line, and the other passengers were getting 
visibly upset about it.  One young man apparently had a job interview in New York at 4:00, and he was obviously quite worried about 
whether or not he would make it.  Before long the conductor came on and apologized for the delay (which was actually one of the 
shortest we had experienced on Amtrak).  He said that the cab signals were down—whatever that might mean.  [It’s a more modern 
version of any other train signal—the red and green lights that signal the engineer to go, proceed with caution, or stop.  
Instead of having the lights on poles at the side of the tracks (which could be confusing in a congested area like this), 
electronic signals turn lights in the engineer’s cab on and off depending on the conditions of the upcoming track.  If the 
system is not working, trains must stop to determine whether there might be another train ahead of them.  Even after verifying 
this, they are only allowed to proceed at a slower than normal speed.]  We would be late arriving in New Haven, but there we 
would switch to an electric engine, and we should make up time south of New York. 

 
Long Island Sound near Mystic, Connecticut 

 We were in fact 44 minutes late leaving New Haven.  Once they added the electric engine, the loudspeaker system developed 
an annoying buzz.  Eventually it got so loud that the conductor had to turn it off and do all the announcements in person.  Between New 
Haven and New York I bought my lunch for the day:  a plate of assorted crackers and cheese from the lounge car.  It was the sort of 
thing they package at Christmas time as a gift for someone you don’t really know.  At $3, it was really quite reasonably priced, and it 



was interesting to try all the different varieties of cheese.  I was still snacking on the crackers when we entered New York state at 
3:15pm.  [I’ve since bought the Amtrak cheese and cracker pack on numerous occasions.  While they’ve made it smaller to 
keep up with inflation, it’s still just about the best value there is in the lounge.] 
 
 We drove past suburb after suburb south (actually west) of New Haven.  We flew past commuter stop after commuter stop, 
pausing only briefly at New Rochelle (where Lucy and Ricky moved to when they left the city on “I Love Lucy”) before turning south for 
New York City.  We entered New York through the Bronx, past aging tenement blocks and ugly factories.  Then we turned southeast 
and entered Long Island on an imposing old concrete pier bridge called “Hell’s Gate”.   We passed the New York subway rail yard [one 
of many of them—most likely the yard for the 7-train] in Queens, and shortly beyond there tunneled underground to enter 
Manhattan from the east—running directly under the Empire State Building [actually directly under 34th Street, just south of the 
Empire State Building]. 
 
 We arrived at Penn Station at 3:51pm—46 minutes late, and chances are not soon enough for the young man to get to his job 
interview on time [and, unfortunately for him, New York is not one of those places that functions on “approximate” time].  
Probably three-fourths of the people on board left here, and equally many people got on.  The platform was under construction in New 
York, and some people seemed to have trouble finding their way to the exits.  We finally left New York at 4:05pm. 
 
 We tunneled under the Hudson and surfaced in New Jersey.  We followed exactly the same route that we had taken on the 
New Jersey Transit commuter trains when I brought the quiz bowl team out here two years ago, and many of the landmarks looked 
familiar.  There was one big difference, though—the Amtrak train moved much faster than NJT.  We literally raced across New Jersey, 
stopping only briefly at the “Metropark” station that is adjacent to the NJ Turnpike.  NJT, in contrast, stops every couple of miles.  Two 
years ago it had taken well over an hour to go from the city back to New Brunswick, where we stayed.  As we raced along, I soon 
realized we were crossing the Raritan River and riding high on the viaduct over New Brunswick—barely half an hour after we had left 
New York. 
 
 We continued to move fast south of New Brunswick.  This was new territory to us, but nothing really very different.  Until well 
past Princeton the area was heavily built up—still very obviously part of metro New York.  As we neared Trenton, we finally saw a few 
farms that might hint at New Jersey’s “Garden State” nickname. 
 
 Trenton is a place I have absolutely no desire to see again.  New Jersey’s capital city is a decrepit, unsightly industrial town 
with nothing I could see for redeeming value.  The train stopped briefly at a crumbling outdoor platform next to a junkyard.  We could 
see the state capital dome in the distance, but it hardly made up for the hideous foreground. 
 
 We crossed the Delaware at Trenton and entered Pennsylvania at 5:09pm.  We made our way through Philadelphia’s northern 
suburbs (which had all the charm of Trenton) and then into the city itself.  My first impressions of the city were that it looked a lot like the 
bad parts of Chicago.  The rail corridor goes through a series of bad neighborhoods that switch from boarded-up rowhouses to graffiti-
covered factories.  While Chicago has a lovely skyline and a charming downtown, though, to my mind downtown Philadelphia wasn’t 
much better than outlying districts.  Even after staying there a few days, I never did care much for Philadelphia.  Margaret obviously 
liked the city, but for me it was a big step down from Boston.  [Philadelphia for decades had a rule that forbid skyscrapers from 
being built.  That’s good when you’re in the historic district, but looking at it from the suburbs it makes for a very boring 
skyline.  The city is also obviously much poorer than Boston, and things just aren’t as well cared for.  It’s probably not a bad 
place to live, but it’s just not a place I cared much for.] 
 
 The conductor was definitely right about making up time south of New York; we arrived at Philadelphia’s 30th Street Station on 
time at 5:30pm, and they expected that the train should continue on time to Wilmington, Baltimore, and Washington.  We stepped off 
the train, and made an easy transfer to the commuter rail portion of the station [which meant going a couple platforms down from 
where we got off].  We were staying near the Philadelphia airport, and SEPTA (the Southeast Pennsylvania Transportation Authority) 
runs trains out there every half hour.  We purchased tickets [from a vending machine] and made our way to the appropriate platform 
to catch the R-1 train.  Margaret immediately noticed the lovely computerized signs they had on the platforms (Metra has similar signs 
at many Chicagoland stations), stating which train would leave next and what its status was (ours was 2 minutes late).  We found out 
later from a rather cynical local resident that these signs were one of many long-promised improvements that had been installed just a 
week before—hoping to impress the politicians at the Republican National Convention.  When we found this out, I instantly 
remembered when we had visited Chicago four years ago, right before the Democrats held their convention there.  They were making 
over the whole city—right down to giving every el platform a fresh coat of paint.  I’m sure the same thing had happened here.  However, 
regardless of their motives, at least they now have those nice new signs which will benefit passengers long after the conventioneers 
have gone. 
 
 While we waited I read through a paper called Metro, which is a most interesting publication.  It is distributed free each day on 
transit platforms all around greater Philadelphia.  Unlike most free papers, though, which are either bullhorns for someone to shout their 
bizarre politics or covers for dating services, Metro was a real newspaper published daily in tabloid format and supported by traditional 
advertising.  I found it every bit as informative and quite a bit more interesting than the Philadelphia Inquirer, the city’s primary daily.  
They have USA Today-like summaries of world and national news, plus in-depth reports on local issues (today’s big story was a plane 
crash in the New Jersey suburbs).  In the middle there’s a page devoted to SEPTA, where you can find any service changes for the 
next few days.  I was fascinated by the concept, and it amazes me that other cities haven’t gone for the idea.  [Metro is actually based 
in Amsterdam, and they now have versions in many cities around the world.  I most recently encountered it in Vancouver.  
They attempted to make a go of things in Chicago, but they folded there after a little more than a year.  The same niche is now 
filled in the Windy City by Red Eye, the free tabloid edition put out daily by the Tribune.] 
 



 The train arrived, and we quickly boarded it.  [Interestingly, downtown is at the CENTER of the suburban train routes in 
Philadelphia, rather than the start of the route.   Our train originated up by Trenton and continued well south of downtown.]  
Unfortunately, we couldn’t place our luggage in the overhead racks, because a woman with a baby stroller was blocking the aisle.  So 
we crammed ourselves and our bags in one bench seat for the fifteen-minute ride southward.  [This was just about the most 
uncomfortable fifteen minutes of my life; it’s hard to describe just how cramped we were.]  We stopped at Eastwick station, 
where both we and the woman with the stroller got off.  Most of the platform at Eastwick is at ground level, but they have one small 
section that is raised for handicapped access.  They stopped the train so that the door of our car was by that raised section, but that 
didn’t help much with either the stroller or the luggage.  There was a gap at least eight inches wide between the car and the platform.  
The conductor helped lift both people and bags from the train to the platform, and before long the train was on its way again. 
 
 [I recently read that SEPTA had discontinued the airport service.  That’s too bad, as we had chosen a hotel in this 
area specifically because it was convenient to the commuter train.  While there’s probably a bus that goes near there, that 
would be a much more awkward and less reliable way to get around.] 
 
 We now had to figure out how to get to our hotel, which was not nearly so close to the station as the Motel 6 in Braintree had 
been.  In fact, there wasn’t much of anything that was close to Eastwick station—a few blocks of rowhouses and a bunch of 
undeveloped land, but virtually no businesses of any sort.  We left the station and walked south on Bartram Avenue, a six-lane highway 
that now (like virtually the entire time we were there) was almost completely empty.  It was raining as we walked, and again there were 
no sidewalks.  Most of the way we walked along the median of the highway, but we had to carry our heavy bags, so we kept stopping 
every few feet.  Eventually we found a stretch of the highway that had a paved shoulder, so we crossed over to there and wheeled our 
luggage the rest of the way.  It was a little over half a mile from the station to our hotel. 
 
 The Fairfield Inn—Philadelphia Airport is located in what amounts to a small city of hotels that are otherwise close to nothing.  
We passed the Microtel and the Hampton Inn coming from the station.  Closer to the airport were at least a dozen hotels, ranging from 
Embassy Suites and Hilton to Holiday Inn Express and Knight’s Inn.  All of them had obviously been built quite recently (the Fairfield 
was new in 1999), and besides one lone office building (the headquarters of “PNC Bank”) there was nothing but the hotels in the 
neighborhood.  Someone could make a fortune if they’d open a Perkin’s or a McDonalds here.  [We’d return to this hotel on a quiz 
bowl trip a few years later, and there was still no food anywhere nearby.] 
 
 Both this and the Motel 6—Braintree were the cheapest convenient places we could stay in the two respective cities.  [That’s 
probably not strictly true; almost certainly both the Microtel and the Knight’s Inn were cheaper than the Fairfield Inn.  I don’t 
think I ever seriously considered either of them, though.]  You get a bit of a clue into the economies when you realize that the 
Fairfield Inn cost only two-thirds as much as the Motel 6, but was a much better grade of hotel.  There was certainly nothing wrong with 
the Motel 6, but here our room was half again as large, with an enormous bathroom and lots of incidental furniture.  There was a pool 
and exercise room (not that we used them), as well as a large lobby and a separate room where they served their complimentary 
breakfast. 
 
 We really wished that we could have gotten that complimentary breakfast at 6:30 at night, because we were getting hungry 
and there was absolutely nowhere to eat anywhere around.  We attempted to order pizza from a place that advertised in the hotel 
guide, but we couldn’t get through to them (I think this part of Philadelphia has recently changed area codes, and that was screwing 
things up).  [At the time, with the proliferation of cell phones, new area codes were being introduced almost daily around 
America.]  So we ended up snacking from the hotel vending machine and then calling it a night.  
 
 Before I actually dozed off, I read through the Philadelphia Inquirer and a couple of other papers I had acquired, and I got a bit 
of insight into this city.  Most cities offer adult services of various types, but Philadelphia seems to be a place where anything goes.  
There were page after page of personal ads where they described the indescribable in exacting detail.  There were also countless 
display ads for strip joints (most euphemistically referred to as “gentlemen’s clubs”) and adult theaters all over the area.  In the “Culture 
& Arts” section they were reviewing a play called “Making Porn”, which is apparently a serious Broadway traveling show, but whose title 
certainly seemed to fit in with a running theme.  It’s not like I couldn’t find most of these same things (except for the play) in Waterloo or 
Dubuque [though actually those places have cleaned up a bit from how I remember them from when I was in college], but there 
seemed to be an extraordinary over-abundance in Philadelphia.  I wonder how many of the Bible-thumping Republicans enjoyed a 
hypocritical boys’ night out last week.  [I recall reading an article in the Minneapolis Star—Tribune last summer when the 
Republicans met in St. Paul.  They were interviewing prostitutes, strippers, and the like in the Twin Cities’ red light districts, 
who anticipated a windfall from the convention.  I also red an article just this week that contrasted spending patterns in “red 
states” and “blue states” and noted that the conservative states tend to spend nearly twice as much per capita on “adult 
entertainment” as more liberal areas.] 
 
 I really wish society could find a happy medium on issues like this.  Although my own life is really quite dull, I’ve certainly 
known people who did just about anything, and in general I figure that when it comes to consenting adults, what people do is pretty 
much their business.  The problem comes up when that business becomes my business.  I don’t want to hear about people’s personal 
lives, and I don’t think adult establishments should be advertising in family newspapers.  My attitudes on this were really driven home 
last year during the Clinton/Lewinsky scandal.  I honestly don’t care what the President and his aide may have done.  That’s really for 
the President and his wife to work out; it’s none of my business.  Unfortunately, all the Republicans in Washington felt compelled to 
make it my business, and frankly I resented them for it.  If anything will make me vote for Al Gore it’s all those “holier than thou” 
Republicans who had to called attention to Clinton’s actions by describing them in no uncertain terms for weeks on the evening news.  
It’s a wonder our kids turn out as well as they do, when these so-called “conservatives” who say they are “protecting” children expose 
them to ideas like this so publicly. I really do believe there are some things that are nobody’s business, things that should not be talked 
about in public or advertised in daily newspapers.  My Puritan background came out again in Philadelphia; I was downright offended by 
all the sleaze.  [I would later find Philadelphia was tame compared to places like Portland and Vancouver, though.] 



FRIDAY, August 11 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  
 
 We slept in fairly late this morning and had breakfast (bagels and muffins) at the hotel.  We walked to Eastwick and took the 
train back to 30th Street station.  There we transferred to the local subway system.  The Philadelphia subway had also been scrubbed 
up for the Republicans.  This was immediately obvious to me; the stations were immaculate, while the tunnels were plastered with 
graffiti.  They also have absolutely brand new subway cars, which can’t be more than a few months old—very convenient timing for the 
convention.  That said, as on the commuter trains, I’m sure the improvements were needed, and they will be used long after the 
politicians have been forgotten. 

 
Independence Hall – Philadelphia 

 We took the subway downtown to 5th Street, 
which is in the heart of the city’s tourist area—right in front 
of the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall.  Our luck was 
with us this morning, because there was virtually no line 
at Independence Hall and we got in for a tour almost 
immediately. 
 

They start the tour with a fascinating little film.  It 
says nothing about the history and background of the 
building (that comes from the guide while you are looking 
around the place).  Instead, what the film does is teach 
proper historic site etiquette.  They do a good job of 
politely saying what you can and can’t do here, and why.  
It’s all stuff that really should be common sense, and it’s 
really too bad that they find the need to show it. 

 
Independence Hall has been declared a World 

Heritage Site by the United Nations [which I found odd, 
since most of the other World Heritage Sites I’d seen 
were natural areas like the Gros Morne fjords in 
Newfoundland].  Our guide repeatedly referred to it as 
“the most  historic building in  America”.   That’s  probably  

true; there are certainly few buildings that could compete with it—and those that could wouldn’t have existed were it not for what 
transpired here.  Construction began in 1732 on the building that was to be the Pennsylvania State House.  In 1776 the Declaration of 
Independence was adopted here, and then in 1789 the building was used again for the drafting of the U.S. Constitution.  Given that the 
Constitution has now stood longer than any other formal articles of government in history and that it has served as the model for 
constitutions in nations around the world (even the old Soviet Union modeled their constitution on ours), the world heritage designation 
is certainly understandable.  [It’s weird to think of our country as “old”, but really we are.] 
 

It is fortunate that such a historic building is also truly beautiful.  Its Quaker simplicity contrasts quite favorably with the 
government temples down the road in Washington.   It is a simple, elegant, and really lovely building—both inside and out.  [Quincy 
Market in Boston looks quite similar, but Independence Hall is surrounded by park land, which gives it a better setting.] 

 
Crowd around the Liberty Bell 

 
We first saw the Supreme Court 

chamber, which was originally used by the high 
court of Pennsylvania and later became the first 
home of the United States Supreme Court.  Then 
we went into what our guide called “the most 
historic room in the United States”.  The 
legislative chamber has been set with period 
furnishings to look as it would have when the 
Declaration of Independence was signed.  They 
even have an assortment of the delegates’ 
original personal effects.  Most prominent is the 
famous Speaker’s chair from which Washington 
presided over the assembly.  The top of the chair 
is carved with half the image of a sun.  Ben 
Franklin is quoted as saying that during the 
Constitutional convention he pondered that sun 
repeatedly, wondering whether it was a rising or 
a setting sun.  Once the Constitution was 
adopted, he said he was pleased to be able to 
say that it was a rising sun—rising over the new 
nation.   We then went upstairs and saw a grand 
banquet hall and offices that were also restored 
to colonial days. 

 



 Directly in front of Independence Hall is the Liberty Bell Pavilion, a garish modern structure that was built for the Bicentennial 
and clashes rather violently with its historic surroundings.  There was a large line there, made up mostly of Chinese people from 
“Golden Dragon Tours”.  The line moved fairly quickly, though—especially for English-speaking visitors—and before long we were 
inside.  The bell itself is really more impressive than I had imagined; it is four or five feet high and at roughly that wide as well.  The 
famous crack (which would be called a stress fracture in the metal today) is hard to miss, and the inscription from Leviticus “Proclaim 
liberty through all the land and to all the inhabitants thereof” is just as meaningful today as it was two centuries ago.  A German tourist 
asked us to take his picture by the bell, and we happily obliged.  Then we snapped our own shots and made our way through the sea of 
visitors to the exits. 
 
 We went back to the subway and took the train to 11th Street.  That’s actually two stops west of 5th; the stops are incredibly 
close together in Philadelphia.  We made our way from the station to Reading Terminal Market, a most fascinating destination.  This 
was originally the Philadelphia terminal of the Reading [pronounced RED-ing, like one of the most common names among the 
students I teach] Railroad of Monopoly fame.  Today the old train shed has been converted to a market which, unlike Quincy Market in 
Boston, really is an old European-style market (although, I’ll still take America over Europe; at Reading Terminal the meat was 
refrigerated).  In addition every type of meat and produce, they also have all kinds of take-out restaurants and a variety of stands that 
sell flea market items.  This weekend they were holding the annual Pennsylvania Dutch Festival at Reading Terminal Market, so they 
had tables of Amish crafts and baked goods—not to mention a choir of Mennonite kids entertaining us with Christian rock songs. 
 
 I bought an Amish quilt block wall hanging at Reading Terminal Market [another item that has become part of my 
permanent Christmas collection], as well as some freshly squeezed grapefruit juice and some very soft ice cream.  We considered 
having lunch, but the place was utterly packed to the point that it would have been both time consuming and annoying to eat there. 
 
 Next we took the subway back to 5th Street, and we walked north a couple of blocks to the United States Mint.  We had 
planned on touring the mint, but they had a sign out front saying that they were closed this afternoon.  We then walked back past 
Independence Hall to the Curtis Center, the former headquarters of the Curtis Publishing Company—which produced the Saturday 
Evening Post and the Ladies’ Home Journal.  Various guidebooks had informed us that there was a small museum of Norman 
Rockwell’s work in the basement of the Curtis Center.  Unfortunately, as so often happens with guidebooks, the information was out of 
date. Curtis Publishing no longer is located here (they apparently consolidated with some other company and moved their headquarters 
to New York).  Today it’s just an office building, and while they have a lovely Tiffany mosaic in the lobby (much like the ceiling at 
Marshall Field’s), there’s no museum of any kind here.  We asked a guard near one of the entrances where the museum was.  He 
obviously had heard the question numerous times from tourists.  He directed us down the street to the Atwater—Kent Museum, a 
museum of local history endowed by one of America’s first electronics manufacturers.  They were temporarily displaying the artifacts 
that used to be housed in the Curtis Center.  Where the stuff will go once the temporary exhibit closes, I have no idea. 
  
The Norman Rockwell exhibit at Atwater—Kent was really 
quite interesting.  They have all the magazine covers 
Rockwell ever produced, arranged to tell stories and trace 
the evolving history of our country.  In a few cases they 
also display the original artwork for the covers or studies 
Rockwell did for work that ended up going in entirely 
different directions.  Some of the most impressive pieces 
are the “Four Freedoms” series from World War II; his 
moving painting on school integration called “The Problem 
We All Face”, which shows a neatly dressed black girl 
being escorted to school by faceless Federal marshals as a 
tomato is thrown at her from the foreground; and a parody 
of modern art that shows a caricature of Rockwell standing 
perplexed in front of a very realistic Jackson Pollack 
painting.  It’s interesting that Rockwell, who was considered 
passé for years by members of the “real” art community, is 
now becoming more appreciated.  It’s probably true that no 
artist is really respected during his lifetime.  Whenever I 
see Rockwell’s work—especially the original oils—I am in 
awe of the almost photographic detail he is able to capture.  
I also like the optimism he shows in his work; while he does 
show some of America’s faults (as in the integration 
painting), he makes a point about how he feels America 
should be. 
 
 There was a second exhibit at Atwater—Kent 
tracing the history of political campaigns.  It was obviously 
timed to coincide with the Republican convention, but it 
was interesting to look through.  I must confess, though, 
that it was disappointing to see their comparatively small 
display after having seen the Smithsonian’s treatment of 
the same topic (which fills a floor at the National Museum 
of American History).  We made a point of seeing 
everything, but we didn’t dawdle.  

“Freedom of Speech” by Norman Rockwell 



 

  

 

TOP LEFT:  “Freedom of Worship” 
TOP RIGHT:  “Freedom from Want” 

BOTTOM LEFT:  “Freedom from Fear” 
from Norman Rockwell’s Four Freedoms series 
 
We made our way to a downtown mall called The Gallery 

at Marketplace East, which is basically a bunch of former office 
buildings that are now connected by skywalks.  It reminded me 
immensely of the Unicity Mall in Jackson, Mississippi, where I went 
a number of times in grad school.  On the inside, both malls look 
extremely generic—all the requisite mall stores in a wide variety of 
price ranges (this one ranged from K-Mart to a snooty place called 
“Strawbridge & Clothier” [one of the many regional department 
store chains that has now been swallowed up by Macy’s]).  
The thing that makes both memorable, though, is the clientele they 
serve—which is almost exclusively black.  In this respect, 
Philadelphia and Boston could not be more different.  Probably 
three-fourths of the people on the street in Philly are African-
American, with Asians, Hispanics, and white Anglos split almost 
equally among the other quarter.  While I’ve been in the minority in 
any number of cities, I’m not sure I’ve ever been to a city that was 
so overwhelmingly black.  [Baltimore, which is just a short hop 
down the road from Philadelphia, comes close.] The mall 
reflected this, with the stores all featuring fashions that appealed to 
black tastes.  Even where a style was universal, the color selection 
tended toward those that favored darker skin tones.  I got a bit of 
an idea of what a black person must feel like shopping in Iowa.  
You certainly can’t blame the stores, though; of course they’re 
going to stock what their customers want. 

 
 By now it was mid-afternoon, and well past lunchtime.  
The local food in Philadelphia is the cheesesteak.  I had read 
about  these  and decided  I should try one.   There was a cheese- 

steak place in the food court, so that’s where we had our late lunch.  To make a cheesesteak, the cook starts with probably half a 
pound of shaved beef, mixed with chunks of onion and often sweet pepper.  These are sautéed slowly, and gradually formed into a pile.  
On top of the pile the chef places strips of bland white cheese (probably jack or mild white cheddar), which melts into a slime amid the 



beef and onion mixture.  He then scoops the whole mess into a submarine roll, with criss-cross fries on the side.  It may sound 
disgusting, but boy is it good!   If I lived in Philly, I’d gain a hundred pounds eating these tasty things. 
 
 [It’s kind of weird to think that I’d never had a cheesesteak before, and I really didn’t know what went into one.  Many 
malls around the country have cheesesteak stands these days (I’ve stopped into Steak Escape at the Merchandise Mart in 
Chicago on multiple occasions), and I’ve since seen the sandwich featured on Food Network numerous times.  The onions 
and peppers are apparently optional, though I personally think that’s where the bulk of the flavor in the sandwich comes from.  
The most common cheese appears to be provolone (which is likely what was used on the sandwich I had here), though some 
Philadelphians swear by that extra-salty all-American cheese spread, Cheez Whiz.] 
 
 We intended our next destination to be a prison.  That may sound odd, but Philadelphia is home to America’s oldest standing 
penitentiary.  It’s no longer operative (although it just closed in 1971), but it is a national historic landmark.  We intended to add this to 
the ever-growing list of off-beat attractions we had visited.  So we took the green line subway (which amounts to a old-fashioned 
streetcar that runs through a tunnel downtown) west to 22nd Street.  From there it was a short walk north to the prison.  Unfortunately 
between us and it was one of the worst neighborhoods I have seen anywhere.  Immediately outside the station was a strip of adult 
theaters and related establishments (presumably some of which were among the advertisers I had read about in the papers yesterday).  
Beyond that we saw block after block of empty buildings with their windows smashed out.  Margaret felt especially uncomfortable, 
because the people in the neighborhood were exclusively male; but I was far from at ease myself.  We quickly retreated to the station 
and were only too happy when an eastbound streetcar arrived. 
 
 We made our way to 2nd Street, in the oldest part of the 
city.  Just north of there we found Christ Church, the oldest 
religious house in the city.  One of my guidebooks (Access:  
Philly) writes the following blather about Christ Church:  “If you 
sailed into Philadelphia during the 1700s, the white steeple of this 
church would have welcomed you, just as the Statue of Liberty 
held out her hand to travelers from afar in New York.”  What they 
don’t say, of course, is that the Statue of Liberty became a 
landmark more than a century after Christ Church, which was 
completed in 1744.  We got in on the end of a tour for a Christian 
group from South Carolina, so we heard a bit more about the 
history of the church than we would have if we had just poked our 
head in.  This place was also based on Sir Christopher Wren’s 
designs (I think there must be more American churches that stole 
his designs than there were original British churches).  [When I 
went to London, I never did get inside a Christopher Wren 
church, but I’d imagine they must look much like this.]  It was 
Ben Franklin’s home church, and George Washington was among 
many patriots who worshipped here with some regularity.  
America’s Protestant Episcopal Church was founded here in 
1785, and they’re also proud to have adopted the American 
version of the Book of Common Prayer here in 1789.  Having 
grown up with the old Methodist prayers, most of which were 
taken directly from the Book of Common Prayer (since John 
Wesley started as a priest in the Church of England), that was 
especially interesting to me.  There is an exquisite beauty in the 
language of those old prayers—definitely a high point for the 
English language.  [I still far prefer the Book of Common 
Prayer to the ultra-casual “Lord, we just wanna” prayers that 
so many churches insist on using these days.] 
 
 It amused Margaret and me when one of the tour bus 
Christians pointed to the hymn board at the side of the chancel 
and asked what it was.  He suggested the numbers (one of which 
was “11”) might be last week’s attendance.  The church I go to is 
not large,  but I can’t imagine having only 11 in church,  especially  

 
Pulpit and pews 

Christ Church – Philadelphia 
in a major city.  in a major city.  [I think the lowest we’ve had for a regular service was 23, which was in the period when we were 
between ministers; these days we typically have around 50.]  The guide explained what a hymn board was, and went on to point 
out that the actual attendance at last Sunday’s mass was over 400  (which was bigger than the highest-numbered hymn).  I know there 
are churches that don’t use hymn boards [the church I grew up in didn’t], but it amazed me that someone in a Christian tour group 
had never seen one.  
 
  Next up we saw a small neighborhood of gentrified rowhouses called Elfreth’s Alley, which proclaims itself “the oldest 
continuously inhabited street in the United States”.  That is simply false.  Leyden Street in Plymouth has been inhabited since 1620—
and we won’t even mention Florida or the Southwest.  What they probably mean is that the oldest of the homes here have been 
continuously inhabited since the 1720s, when they were built.  Certainly nothing survives in Plymouth that is that old, and I don’t recall 
seeing any homes in St. Augustine or Santa Fe that were that old either.  It must be mentioned, though, saying the “neighborhood” or 
the “street” dates to he 1720s would be stretching it.  Only a couple of the rowhouses are that old; most are from around the time of the 
Civil War, which means the bulk of New Orleans and Charleston (and even a number of residences in my old hometown of Mt. 



Pleasant) would predate them.  That said, it is still a charming little neighborhood.  I’m sure no one I know could afford to live here (one 
street away the residents fence in their snooty cars in razor wire lots), but walking through it made for a pleasant diversion. 

 
David Burrow at Fireman’s Hall 

 
 Our last point of interest today was Fireman’s Hall.  The Philadelphia Fire 
Department is the oldest in the country, one of many innovations created by Benjamin 
Franklin.  Today they run a lovely (and free) museum, housed in a turn-of-the-century 
firehouse.  I was a little kid again when I saw  the glistening brass fire pole (though they 
had the floor plugged up with plastic, so you couldn’t slide down), as well as the firebox 
reporting system.  While I last saw fireboxes when I was very young, they still have those 
old emergency alarms on street corners in Boston and Philadelphia (there was even one 
attached to the façade of the K-Mart near our motel in Braintree).  Here we saw the other 
end of the system:  a combination bell and telegraph system that recorded when a firebox 
was activated.  The museum also displayed every other type of fire equipment you could 
imagine:  trucks, hoses, axes, ladders, extinguishers, uniforms.  I really loved the place; it 
took me back to those days of watching Emergency when I got home from school. 

 
 We were browsing through the museum gift shop when the attendant (himself a 
fireman) got a phone call.  Apparently a fireman from Australia had visited the museum 
yesterday, and he called back today, looking for a fellow fireman who could take him out 
drinking (leave it to the Aussies).  The museum attendant directed him to the union hall, 
and I do hope someone there was able to show him a good time. 
 
 It started raining as we left Fireman’s Hall—not a hard rain, but enough that we 
hauled out umbrellas.  [I almost never travel with an umbrella, and it amazes me that 
I had one with me on this trip.]  Since there was nowhere to eat near our hotel, we 
figured we should eat downtown.  We wandered through the historic area, reading menu 
after menu, but nothing really seemed just right.  We ended up settling on, of all things, an 
Afghani restaurant.  Until now, most of what I knew of Afghanistan came from reading 
James Michener’s Caravans—or possibly from news reports of the Russian war there.  I 
certainly never imagined Afghanistan having a “cuisine”.  It apparently does, and we 
thoroughly stuffed ourselves with a wonderful dinner. 

 
Ariana is a tiny restaurant located on the street-level floor of a rowhouse about three blocks east of Independence Hall.  It is 

owned by a family of Afghani immigrants, and the walls are plastered with trinkets from Central Asia.  The tables, on the other hand, 
could be in an elegant European restaurant—with lime green table clothes, hardwood chairs, bone china and elegant glassware.  (The 
“Paul Revere” stainless flatware—the same pattern our mother bought after she sold her good silver to go to England—was a bit out of 
place, but it did lend a Colonial touch in the old city.) Our waitress might best be described as a liberated modern Moslem woman, an 
oxymoron if ever there was one.  She wore traditional Islamic headgear, together with form-fitting black pants.  Unlike the countless 
Moslem women we saw cowering on the streets of Philadelphia (and Islam is very big here, both among Blacks and Asians), I could 
definitely see this woman standing up to the rather wimpy men who worked with her. 
 
 The food was delightful—or at least mine was.  I had kebobs of peppery chicken chunks alternating with roasted onions and 
tomatoes, served over brown rice with sour cream on the side.  Margaret had some unpronounceable Afghani dish that consisted of a 
lentil paste on rice.  That sounded absolutely disgusting to me, but she seemed to like it.  We also had delicious soup, a simple salad 
with a creamy and flavorful dressing, and outstanding traditional desserts (spiced ice cream and custard-like nut pudding).  This was by 
far the most expensive place we ate—particularly since everything, including each glass of iced tea, was a la carte—but it was definitely 
worth it. 
 
 We lingered longer than we might have at Ariana, because while we ate it started pouring.  Still, the whole time we were in the 
place, there was only one other customer.  A lone businesswoman came in while we were having our soup.  She ate her whole meal 
and left before we got our dessert.  It was pushing 7:00 by the time we left, but there was still no one else in the place.  Either people 
eat late in Philadelphia [which is true in most cities], or we were just about the only people to discover the pleasures of Afghani 
cookery. 
 

SATURDAY, August 12 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania   
 
 We had breakfast at the hotel and then took the train and subway downtown.  We had an interesting experience on the train.  
Shortly after we boarded the conductor came around to collect tickets.  Margaret and I gave him our day passes, which he punched 
without comment.  Some of our fellow passengers presented zone-printed passes, and others paid him a cash fare for their trip.  Then 
he got to an obese black woman who was seated across the aisle and one seat back from us.  She apparently presented some sort of 
a pass—but one that wasn’t valid.  I didn’t see it, but from what I gathered, there was a sticker that told the dates it was valid that was 
missing.  The conductor explained the problem to her and patiently explained why this was a problem—that many people will tear off 
the sticker, stick it on another pass, and then try to use both.  The woman said and did absolutely nothing; she sat there as if she were 
mute.  When it became clear she wouldn’t pay, the conductor remarked that he should call the police—there were too many people 
trying to take advantage of the system.  He didn’t, and she did indeed ride without paying.  The second we got to 30th Street Station, 
she bolted from the train like a cartoon character making an exit.  It amazes me the nerve some people have. 



 [They could solve this problem by either giving the conductor the authority to issue citations or by going to a proof of 
payment system, where the fare inspectors are themselves transit police.  Requiring the person who inspects tickets to call a 
separate person to issue a citation is just silly.  I’ve seen people get fare evasion citations in Los Angeles, St. Louis, 
Minneapolis, Portland, and Vancouver.  The way things are set up in Philly, though, I doubt they ever issue any there.] 
 

Our first stop today was at the Gallery East Mall.  Margaret wanted to get a pedometer, like the one I wear for our summer 
wellness program at school.  [Actually, it’s been a while since I’ve worn a pedometer except while traveling.  I’ve pretty much 
memorized the distances to everywhere I walk in Algona.]  We tried first at K-Mart (which is where I got mine), but they had none in 
stock.  The clerk at K-Mart suggested we try Modell’s, which turned out to be a sporting goods store in the basement of the mall by the 
food court.  All they had was a rather expensive model, but after looking it over she decided to buy it. 
 
 Our first real stop this morning was at Franklin Court, a block of rowhouses that Ben Franklin rented out to tenants in the 
1700s. Franklin himself lived in a large house behind the rowhouses, which has since been torn down. They’ve done major 
archaeological work here, and one of the rowhouses is now a little museum that displays the work they found.  I commented to 
Margaret that it would be fascinating to live in a place where the broken pottery you dig up in the back yard was historic.  Our house in 
Mt. Pleasant was built on a former landfill, and we were forever finding broken cups and saucers in the yard.  Other than thinking they 
were “neat” I never gave them a second thought—then again, it’s not like it was Ben Franklin’s stuff we were digging up.  I wonder if 
some future resident of Mt. P. will dig up Tom Vilsack’s coffee cup and think of it as a historic find. 
 
 Underneath what was once Franklin’s home (filling in the hole that the archaeological excavation left) they now have what they 
call the Underground Museum.  This is an enormous, but surprisingly empty museum that traces Franklin’s life and accomplishments.  
Among their displays are Franklin’s many inventions—including one that we saw up close and personal.  It was the armonium, a very 
unique musical instrument.  If as a child you filled glasses with water and rubbed the tops to make musical tones, you understand the 
principle of the armonium.  Franklin placed a series of differently sized dishes on a dowel, with water running past them.  The dowel 
was turned (traditionally by a treadle, but on the instrument we saw by electricity), and the musician rubbed their edges as they moved.  
A park ranger had been practicing all summer to play a bad rendition of “Yankee Doodle”, but it least it gave us the idea of how the 
contraption worked. 
 
 Next up we headed back to the U.S. Mint.  They were definitely open today; in fact there was a line over half a block line in 
front of the entrance.  We joined it, and while we crept along we were entertained by a fife and drum corps in colonial costume across 
the street.  It turned out they were advertising a yogurt place, of all things.  Eventually we made it to the front of the line, went through a 
metal detector, past hallway after hallway of pointless exhibits (that were mostly designed to make you feel as if you were making 
progress), and into the main part of the mint. 
 
 The Philadelphia mint is the modern successor to the country’s oldest mint.  The current building dates to the ‘60s and is truly 
a fortress—which makes sense, given the millions of dollars in coins that are produced there daily.  It’s honestly not all that exciting of a 
place to visit.  Basically it’s a big factory where they do metal fabrication, in the form of money.  They walk you past the various stages 
of the process (annealing, burnishing, stamping, etc.), but I must confess the machines for each stage look pretty much alike.  The 
explanation is not all that good, so it’s often hard to tell exactly what is going on.  Many years ago I toured the Royal Canadian Mint in 
Winnipeg, and their tour is really quite a bit more informative than this one.  It was interesting, though—even if I didn’t really learn much 
of anything. 
 
 We walked west from the mint past the Philadelphia Police Department, which features a sappy statue of noble officers 
rescuing a child from danger.  It’s certainly heroic, but I preferred the memorials we saw in Massachusetts.  Scattered on buildings all 
over Boston and Plymouth were bronze plaques with names, drawings, and biographies of fallen officers.  Presumably each plaque 
was placed in that officer’s own beat, which would make it more personal than this big downtown monument. 
 
 West of the police department was Philadelphia’s 
Chinatown.  This is a tiny neighborhood, probably not more 
than about six square blocks. Quite abruptly the people on 
the sidewalk change from Black to Asian, though, and the 
signs beckon in Asian calligraphy.  We chose to have lunch 
in Chinatown at a place called Ho Sai Gai.   This was a 
fascinating place, basically a diner decorated in Chinese 
décor.  The walls were covered with a combination of beer 
ads and Christian motivational posters.  [Oddly, I don’t 
remember this strange place at all.]  The tables were set 
with silverware, and the waitress spoke English fluently.  
She spoke Chinese with many of the Asian guests, though, 
and she gave chopsticks to everyone she spoke to in 
Chinese. 
 
 [While we didn’t see it on this trip, not far from 
Chinatown is an interesting National Park Service 
property where my father and I went when were in 
Philadelphia back in 1983.  It’s the Edgar Allen Poe 
National Historic Site.  While Baltimore (his birthplace) 
and New York (where he died) also claim Poe as their 
native son,  the famous author did most of his writing in  
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Philadelphia.  I remember driving through Chinatown to find the rowhouse where Poe lived and parallel parking on a crowded 
street in a bad neighborhood—probably the only time in my life I’ve parallel parked properly.  We didn’t have time to see Poe’s 
home on this trip, but sometime I wouldn’t mind getting back there.] 
 
 After lunch we walked under the Chinatown gate, which stretches across 10th Street north of Reading Terminal Market.  We 
took the subway to 15th Street and got out outside Philadelphia’s City Hall.  I still wanted to visit the prison we had been looking for 
yesterday, as well as a couple of other points of interest in its vicinity.  Since neither of us wanted to go back to the horrible 
neighborhood we were in yesterday, I had devised another plan to get there.  Philadelphia has a circulator bus designed for tourists.  
The purple mini-buses, called “Phlash” make a circuit of the tourist attractions in and near downtown.  Our day passes wouldn’t work on 
Phlash, but if it got us where we needed to go, that was worth paying a little extra.  The problem is that the Phlash buses don’t run very 
frequently (about every half hour), nor do they stop very often.  We had a map of stops, but it was difficult to locate them on the street.  
There was supposed to be a stop right by the Philadelphia City Hall, for instance, but even though we circled the entire building, we 
never found it. 
 
 While we were at City Hall, it started raining fairly hard.  We ducked inside a covered passageway for shelter, which gave us a 
more close-up look at City Hall than we had intended.  It’s an immense place, filling most of the equivalent of four square blocks.  The 
city’s two main streets (Broad and Market) intersect in a traffic circle that goes around the massive building.  Topping the building is a 
rather nondescript statue of William Penn.  Until quite recently Philadelphia ordinances required that no buildings could rise higher than 
the brim of Penn’s hat in the statue—thereby guaranteeing that City Hall was the tallest building in town.  That rule was broken about 
ten years ago, and now there are about three small glass skyscrapers (the sort of thing you’d see in Des Moines) in this otherwise 
extremely low-rise city.  [Apparently since 2000 a bunch of new skyscrapers have gone up in Philly.]  One thing I really didn’t like 
about Philadelphia was that its buildings were so low.  There’s nothing remotely close to a skyline, and the place really doesn’t feel like 
a “city” at all. 
 
 Just west of City Hall is a small patch of grass and concrete called John F. Kennedy Park.  The travel books rave about this 
because it houses several of the city’s most famous sculptures.  Philadelphia is proud of its public sculpture—almost all of which dates 
to the 1970s, which has to be just about the worst era for art there ever was.  One of the civic “masterpieces” is an 54-foot-high bronze 
clothespin.  Another (which we passed frequently) looked like a combination between a flame and a pregnant woman about to give birth 
(I’m sure it must have symbolized something).  The focal point of JFK Park is the love sculpture.  Even if you haven’t been to Philly, 
you’ve probably seen this.  The sculpture, a 1976 tribute to the Bicentennial, spells out the word “LOVE” is giant red-painted aluminum 
letters. It was probably most famous as the subject of the Postal Service’s first “LOVE” stamp back in the ‘70s.  I tried to snap a picture 
of the monstrosity, but I was at the end of my roll of film.  I didn’t bother changing the film just for that. 
 
 The love sculpture reminds me of another strange quirk of Philadelphia.  Many cities and states now have slogans that they 
use to draw tourists.  Most of them are dumb, but Philly’s definitely takes the stupidity award. The city’s official marketing slogan is 
“Philadelphia:  the place that loves you back.”  (That slogan, by the way, is a registered trademark, and I’m probably in big legal trouble 
for quoting it here.) I suppose they came up with this in an effort to top “I love New York,” but I must say I found the slogan both false 
and presumptuous.  It presumes that you love Philadelphia to begin with—and while I didn’t dislike the place, “love” would be extremely 
strong.  It also suggests that Philadelphia is a friendly place—something again I didn’t really feel.  [I’ve been there three times now, 
and overall Philly strikes me as just about the least friendly place in America.]  Moreover, the slogan made my mind wander into 
areas that were less than appropriate—making it seem as if perhaps it was all those centers of adult delight that were supposed to be 
“loving” me back. 

 
“The Thinker” 

  
 As such slogans go, I far preferred Plymouth’s.  New England’s first city bills itself 
as “America’s Hometown”. That’s true in a couple of ways.  It’s our hometown in the sense 
that our country has its roots here—and for those of us of Anglo-Saxon descent, those 
roots are very personal.  It’s also has a pleasant small-town feel that almost makes you 
forget just what a tourist trap it is.   
 
 Since we couldn’t find a Phlash bus stop, we opened our umbrellas and set off 
walking.  Running diagonally northwest from Independence Hall is a grand boulevard 
called Ben Franklin Parkway.  As we walked along this elegant thoroughfare, it was hard 
to believe that those adult theaters and abandoned warehouses were just a couple of 
blocks south of us.  Unfortunately we still couldn’t find a bus stop.  By the time we did, we 
were only about three blocks from our destination—so we just kept on walking. 
 
 We stopped at a museum that is unique to Philly, the Rodin Museum.  If I asked 
my quiz bowl students where the only museum devoted to this sculptor was, my bet is that 
none of them would guess Philadelphia.  The museum (which houses the largest 
collection of Rodin’s work outside of France), was the gift of a millionaire who made his 
fortune from a chain of movie theaters.  Rodin was relatively unknown at the time, but the 
theater-owner had a feeling his work would be important.  He bought up sculpture after 
sculpture, and donated the whole collection to the city.  Today they have a really nice 
museum—not too large, but big enough to show a wide selection of bronze, plaster, 
marble, and wax creations.  The two most famous pieces, “The Thinker” and “The Gates 
of Hell” stand outside the main entrance, and inside there is a nice variety of Rodin’s work.  
I picked up the children’s guide to the place, and I’m glad I did.  It gave a nice background 
on Rodin and his better known sculptures, without running things into the ground with 
detail. 



 [Something I had not realized, by the way, is that because these sculptures are cast, there are actually multiple 
genuine versions of Rodin’s works in existence.  We think of named works of art as single pieces, but in fact Philadelphia’s is 
only one of several “Thinker”s around the world.] 
 
 We ended up spending more time at the Rodin Museum than we had planned.  That’s because the rain came harder and 
harder and harder as we looked around at all the sculptures.  It was pouring buckets for a while, to the point where it was difficult to see 
in the distance.  [There was also serious lightning, and the lights flickered in the museum.]  Eventually things let up just a bit, and 
we left the museum and headed out again. 
 
 We walked through a nicely gentrified rowhouse neighborhood (everything in Philadelphia is rowhouses) for four or five more 
blocks.  The streets were flooded when we left the museum, but the rain let up gradually as we walked along.  By the time we arrived at 
the Eastern State Penitentiary we could actually see small patches of blue in the sky.  When we went in, however, the guides tried to 
talk us out of taking the prison tour.  Apparently they had just experienced a major flood on the site, and they warned us we would 
probably get wet.  Since we already were wet, we figured a little more water wouldn’t hurt.  By the time the tour actually started, over a 
dozen people had showed up to join us. 
 
 In order to tour the prison, they made us put on hard hats.  This is apparently standard procedure, although they seemed more 
concerned than usual today.  The guides were a bit worried that the flood might have caused some structural damage.  They assured 
us that we would not go through any truly dangerous areas, though.  It intrigued us that they made other people on the tour sign 
releases before they could go.  Neither Margaret nor I signed such a document.  I don’t know if they just forgot or if they figured we 
weren’t the kind to sue. 

 
Visitors in hard hats at Eastern State Penitentiary 

 Eastern State Penitentiary is a truly 
fascinating place.  It was originally built in 
1836, and today its massive stone walls still 
make it look like a castle in the midst of all the 
rowhouses.  When it was built it was the 
largest and most expensive building in the 
United States—and there’s still nothing small 
about it.  When the place began the entire 
prison followed an experimental plan called 
the Pennsylvania system.  Under this plan, 
every prisoner served a two-year sentence in 
absolute solitary confinement.  When they 
entered the prison, they were blinded under a 
hood and spun around so that they became 
disoriented, then led to the cell where they 
would spend every minute of the next two 
years of their life.  The cells measured 8 feet 
by 12 feet.  By the standards of their time, 
they were quite modern—complete with the 
first flush toilets in the city.  Behind each cell 
was a tiny walled-in exercise yard about the 
same size as the cell.  Other than a skylight 
and a window in the door to the exercise 
yard, there was no light.  Food was delivered  

 

through a slot on the door, but there was no contact whatsoever with the guards or 
other inmates.  The only contact with the outside year was a single letter that 
inmates were allowed to receive from relatives at Christmas.  The prisoners were 
allowed no personal effects, and the only book they were allowed to read was the 
Bible.  The whole point of this absolute isolation was to make the inmates penitent—
hence the term “penitentiary” which was first used at this institution. 
 
 The other novel development at Eastern was its architectural design.  This 
was the first prison to use the “radial” or “hub and spoke” design with a central tower 
and cellblocks radiating out in all directions, like an asterisk.  That plan, which 
almost every prison in the world has since copied, allowed a minimal number of 
guards at the center could see what was happening in all the cellblocks. 
 
 The experiment with the Pennsylvania system was gradually determined to 
be unsuccessful.  They had abnormally high number of suicides, and they found (in 
the words of our guide) that “many of our guests were returning for another stay”.  
They also found that it would be cheaper to run a more traditional facility, because 
they could double up the prisoners and house twice as many in the same space.  By 
1900 the old system had been completely abandoned, and they were rapidly 
expanding the prison—filling in virtually all the empty space with new double-decker 
cellblocks.  By the time the place closed in 1971, over 3,000 prisoners were held 
here at a time. 
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Guard tower and cell blocks at Eastern State Penitentiary 

 
 Over the years they’ve had some famous residents.  Supposedly they’ve restored Al Capone’s cell, for instance.  We didn’t 
see it (probably due to the flooding), but we did see death row, a number of other cellblocks, the prison industry area, and their on-site 
baseball field yards.  The whole place is in dreadful repair.  When it closed, the state completely abandoned the property.  The 
gentrified rowhouses we had seen were then part of a very rough neighborhood, and apparently the place was severely vandalized.  
(Most of the windows were still broken out today.)  The city bought the ground, with plans to raze the building and use the land for a 
shopping center.  Preservation activists fought to preserve it, though, and now the place is a National Historic Landmark.  Current plans 
are to stabilize the structure—to keep it from falling down—but there are no plans to restore it.  Given the vastness of the facility, it 
would be virtually impossible to restore, even if they could find the money to do it. 
 
 It was sunny when we left the prison.  We walked back south to the Rodin Museum, where we finally caught the Phlash bus.  
We headed west for a while, past the Philadelphia Museum of Art whose famous steps were featured in the original Rocky movie, and 
then turned back down Ben Franklin Parkway toward downtown Philly. 
 

We had an interesting ride back downtown.  In their literature, they make it clear that Phlash is not a tour bus.  It’s public 
transportation; not a guided tour of the city.  Our ride was a bit more than that, though.  Most of the other riders in our minibus were 
black tourists who were visiting the city.  The driver, who was also black, seemed to be trying to impress them—and especially one 
woman, with whom he was basically flirting.  We heard about every landmark, every building, and every park.  For $2, we couldn’t have 
asked for a more thorough tour. 

 
For dinner tonight we went back to the Gallery East mall.  We went into McDonalds, which was probably a mistake.  Only 

rarely have I seen food service lines that moved as slowly as this one did.  Slow service seems to be a serious problem at McD’s, since 
they introduced their “made to order” system a few months back.  [I believe McD’s has since abandoned this innovation.]  This 
place was definitely worse than most, though.  We waited for nearly half an hour before we finally made it to the front of the line.  The 
clerk for our line, who we later found out had been on duty since breakfast, seemed to do everything in slow motion.  She also did only 
one thing at a time.  First she would get the sandwich (for which there was the “made to order” wait), then she got the fries, and finally 
she got the drink. 
 

We finally started to feel like we were making progress when the only people in front of us were a young Asian couple.  All 
they ordered was a happy meal.  That again was filled in slow motion, with the clerk getting the hamburger, fries, and toy one at a time 
from separate places around the restaurant—literally plodding as she made her way from one place to another.  The girl (who was 
probably 20—a bit too old for happy meals, if you ask me) opened her box and took out the “Hello Kitty” toy inside.  She then 
complained to the clerk that she already had that toy and wanted another.  The clerk got a second stuffed cat, but the Asian woman had 
that one too.  Finally the girl pointed to the one she wanted, the clerk brought it to her, and it was finally our turn to order.  If my mother 
hadn’t trained me well to be polite, I would have gotten downright irate.   Even if the woman is a collector, happy meal prizes should be 
like baseball cards—pot luck, and tough luck if you get a repeat.  Oh well—eventually our barbecue cheeseburgers were really quite 
good.  [I do distinctly remember the barbecue cheeseburgers, a short-term promotion that I wish McDonalds would make into 
a regular menu item.] 

 



We made our way through the mall to the Market East commuter train station, the modern underground remnant of what used 
to be Reading Terminal.  We bought our tickets from a machine and then went down to the platform to wait for a train.  An Asian girl on 
the platform first asked me if this was the right platform for the airport.  She was obviously not reassured when I told her it was, and she 
proceeded to have a long conversation with Margaret.  The girl spoke very little English, but she and Margaret managed to 
communicate fairly well.  The girl was from Korea and was in Philadelphia (working, I assume) for the summer.  She planned to fly to 
San Francisco to visit a friend or relative.  Something had come up, and the person she was visiting told her to postpone the trip a 
couple of days.  Now the girl had to go to the airport to change her tickets.  Margaret has far more experience in communicating with 
non-English speaking people than I do, and the girl was obviously delighted that Margaret was understanding her.  Margaret assured 
her that the train would take her to the airport and also that since the girl did not already have a ticket, she could buy one from “the man 
on the train”.  That particular phrase seemed to cause some difficulty in communication, because the girl clarified that the man would be 
in the train, rather than on it.  I have no idea what the equivalent Korean prepositions are, but I suppose that instead of a conductor, the 
girl must have been picturing someone sitting on top of the rail car.  The girl also had a question about which terminal her airline (one I 
had never heard of) was in.  Again, Margaret suggested that the conductor could help her. 

 
The train soon came, and the girl managed to get a ticket without incident.  The conductor also had trouble understanding the 

name of the airline the girl wanted, but once he understood it, he was able to look up the correct terminal on a list he had.  We got off at 
Eastwick, and the girl continued south to the airport.  I certainly hope everything worked out okay for her. 

 
On the news tonight we found that the rain we had seen this afternoon was nothing compared to what other places in the area 

had experienced.  The city had gotten around two inches of rain.  There was flooding in the eastern suburbs, and north of here in New 
Jersey they got over 14 inches!  I’m sure glad we weren’t trying to slosh through that. 
 

SUNDAY, August 13 
Philadelphia to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
 
 I woke up at 7:00 and walked around the hotel neighborhood.  I described this sterile neighborhood of nothing but hotels 
earlier, and I must say this was far from the most enjoyable walk I’ve ever taken.  After walking I had breakfast at the hotel.  Many 
hotels offer continental breakfast these days, but Fairfield Inn seems to have one of the better ones.  This morning I enjoyed flaky 
cream puffs and danish, instead of the usual half-frozen bagels. 
 
 We checked out of the hotel about 9am.  There was more rain predicted for today, but it held off.  The weather was overcast, 
but not rainy, as we wheeled our luggage down Bartram Avenue to the Eastwick station.  On Sunday morning there was very little traffic 
(actually it seemed as if there never was much traffic there), and we made it to the station without incident.  We rode to 30th Street and 
got off at the Amtrak station.  There we checked our main bags through to Mt. Pleasant and paid a dollar to drop our carry-ons at their 
“left luggage” desk.  (Actually I have no idea what the place was called here; I remember my mother using that British term, and I this is 
the only place in America I’ve ever seen that service offered.) 
 
 We had most of the day to kill before our train left.  Since nothing much was open yet, we spent a bit of the morning just riding 
around on the subway.  Just a couple stations west of 30th Street the trains surface on an elevated structure that runs across the west 
side of the city.  I remember back in 1983 when my father and I joined Paul when he came out here for a convention of the National 
Education Association.  We camped west of the Philadelphia [at Coatesville], and there was no good route into the city.  On one of the 
routes we took [state route 3] we drove under this very el.  It seemed decrepit to me then, and the neighborhood it ran through 
certainly wasn’t anything to write home about.  [I’ve seen that same neighborhood on America’s Most Wanted more than once.]  
The neighborhood hasn’t changed; it’s still mostly cheap rowhouses—many of which are boarded up—and even from twenty feet up I 
could see litter all over the streets.  The el, however, has definitely improved.  While the residential stations haven’t been scrubbed to 
the point the downtown ones were, they did come across as relatively pleasant. 
 
 Just riding on this el brought back memories of that trip in ’83, which was one of the most memorable trips I’ve ever taken—
probably since it was the last time I spent any significant time with my father before he was killed.  He was still getting over my mother’s 
death the previous year, and a lot of the places we visited (like Atlantic City and the other resorts on the Jersey Shore) held bittersweet 
memories for him.  The last time he had been to those places was on the marathon honeymoon he and my mother took right after 
World War II.  He really loosened up, though, when we visited Thomas Edison’s workshop and factory in West Orange, as well as the 
day we spent in midtown Manhattan (where we managed to park right on 42nd Street—legally—and then proceeded to leave the lights 
on in the car all day long).  [I’m pretty sure it wasn’t actually 42nd Street where we parked; I don’t think there’s any parking at all 
there.  It was a major midtown thoroughfare, though, probably 46th or so.  We had turned on the lights to go through the 
Brooklyn—Battery Tunnel, and I still remember coming back to find them on.  Fortunately the car started, but to this day I 
double-check the lights every time I park my car.]  My dad and I were never especially close when I was a child, but we grew closer 
on that trip than we ever had been. 
 
 Each day on that trip we’d drop Paul off at the convention center and head off on day trips around the area.  We saw Valley 
Forge and the place where Washington crossed the Delaware at Trenton, and we saw one of the oldest industrial sites on the continent 
at Hopewell Furnace National Historic Site.  We visited Edgar Allen Poe’s home in Philadelphia (which was closed for restoration when 
Margaret and I were here this summer […OK, so that’s why we didn’t go there this time]), as well as Walt Whitman’s home across 
the river in Camden, New Jersey.  In Camden I had my first experience with people in America who didn’t speak English.  I remember 
going to a McDonalds in one of Camden’s many slummy neighborhoods.  All the signs were in English, but everyone behind the 
counter spoke only Spanish.  My dad seemed impressed that I had actually learned something in my Spanish classes (and it’s a good 
thing I did, since I started teaching that subject at Garrigan the following fall), and I was impressed at having my first real encounter with 



this “foreign” language right here in the U.S.A.  It was a fascinating trip, and replaying it in my head was certainly more pleasant than 
watching the grim rowhouses pass by from the el.  [I wrote at more length about that ’83 trip in the travelogue I did when I flew out 
to Allentown and drove around New Jersey and upstate New York in 2007.  Doing this revision reminds me of one more thing 
from that trip, though.  Another thing Daddy and I did was to go to church, one of the few times I remember going inside a 
church as tourists (as opposed to attending with friends or relatives we were visiting or going to a campground worship 
service).  We went to a tiny Methodist church in the town of Washington’s Crossing, just south of Trenton, New Jersey.  I 
remember nothing of that service, but I do remember the church.  On the outside it looked almost identical to the wood-frame 
rural churches you see all over the Midwest.  Inside, though, it had straight-backed, almost walled-in pews similar to those 
we’d seen in the historic churches on this trip.] 
 
 The scenery got better as we reached the 
Philadelphia city limits.  At the next-to-last stop the 
rowhouses gave way to utter mansions.  Rather 
abruptly the ethnic make-up of the people below us 
changed, too; from ebony to lily white.  Writers criticize 
how segregated Chicago is, but it’s a veritable ethnic 
stew compared to Philadelphia. 
 
 69th Street (which is actually in the suburb of 
Upper Darby) is the end of the line for the el.  We 
stopped here, but for some reason the doors to our car 
didn’t open.  We saw people getting out of other cars, 
but we just stayed put.  Suddenly the train started 
moving again.  A black woman dressed for church 
pressed the emergency intercom button.  The driver 
responded, asking her what was wrong, and she said 
“you’ve got a whole car here that needs to get off”.  He 
kept going forward.  We went around a big loop at the 
end of the line, and then came pulled up on the 
opposite platform.  This time the doors did open, and 
everyone except Margaret and I got off.  We just stayed 

 
Spring Garden station – Philadelphia 

there and rode back east.  This time we went past downtown to Spring Garden station, which is in the middle of I-95, right next to the 
Delaware River.  By now things would be starting to open downtown, so we just waited on the platform for the next westbound train 
(which was detoured to the eastbound platform due to construction), and went back downtown again. 

 
View of the Ben Franklin Bridge (with a billboard for a strip club) from Spring Garden Station – Philadelphia 

 
 The first thing we saw this morning was Carpenters’ Hall.  The Carpenters’ Company is essentially a trade union, patterned 
after the old English guilds.  Their building, which was built in 1744, is a masterpiece that was designed to show off the carpentry trade.  
It still functions to this day as the group’s meeting headquarters.  What is most historic about the place is that this was the site of the 
First Continental Congress.  There’s really not much to see here; about the most interesting things are a couple of chairs used by the 
delegates and a bunch of early carpentry tools.  It was another of those “must see” things to check off the list, though. 
 
 As we walked west from Carpenters’ Hall, we passed a group of musicians in period costume who were just finishing a concert 
of colonial music.  They invited the kids in the crowd to join them as they sang “Yankee Doodle” for their finale. 
 
 We soon came to Washington Square.  Philadelphia was one of the first planned cities, and to this day it rigidly holds to 
William Penn’s original plan.  It’s really quite odd to see a place so old that has absolutely square blocks throughout; in that respect, 



Philly is the antithesis of Boston.  Part of Penn’s plan was a series of small parks that interrupted the grid at regular intervals.  The land 
where City Hall is now located was one such park (though there’s little green space left there today), and there are four others—one in 
each of the quadrants of the city.  Washington Square has an interesting history.  In its early days it was repeatedly used as a mass 
cemetery.  The bones of hundreds of yellow fever victims, as well as those who were simply too poor to afford private burial plots, lie 
beneath the square.  Hundreds of American patriots were also buried here in the War for Independence, and the park has a lovely 
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier of the American Revolution to commemorate their service.    Except for that tomb, you’d certainly not 
guess Washington Square’s history today.  It’s a lovely tree-shaded park, and we enjoyed a lovely stroll along its walkways. 
 
 We both needed to use a restroom at this point, and we made our way to a Burger King on Market Street where we had coffee 
in exchange for using the facilities.  This restaurant is in a fairly nice part of downtown, but it seems to be frequented by a lot of 
homeless people.  While we sipped our coffee, two down-and-out men were talking with each other at the next table.  They discussed 
another man, who had obviously recently died.  From the conversation, it was clear that his death was the result of alcoholism or drug 
addiction.  The men were obviously saddened by the passing, yet they seemed to fail to see an omen for themselves in it.  We were 
both struck by the men, and Margaret especially seemed to notice them.  As we left, she commented that one of the man put sugar 
after sugar and cream after cream into his coffee.  She wondered if that might not be getting all his calories for the day in a single cup of 
coffee. 
 
 Like most Americans, I’m perplexed and bothered by the problem of homelessness.  It would make more sense to me in a 
place like Boston, where housing prices are through the roof; yet there we saw almost no one who seemed destitute.  Here in 
Philadelphia, where apartments rented for no more than they do in Iowa, homelessness appears to be a real problem.  I can certainly 
sympathize with people being down on their luck, but I can’t understand choosing to be on the street.  I say choosing, because here in 
Philadelphia—as everywhere else in America today—everyone was hiring.  No, most of the jobs do not pay well, and most of them are 
not careers with a future.  They are jobs, though, and they do pay real money. I had a lot more sympathy for the homeless in the 
Reagan years—when unemployment was in double digits and we were closing aid agencies right and left.  Today it’s much harder to 
have sympathy for someone who chooses not to work, when jobs go wanting everywhere.  There’s my Puritan roots again—the good 
old Protestant work ethic:  there’s dignity in work, and I do believe everyone who can do it should. 
 
 [It’s a bit easier to have sympathy for the homeless with the economy in such horrible shape today, yet even now I 
see a surprising number of service jobs available almost everywhere.  If it were up to me to make such decisions, I would 
provide free, secure public housing and necessary medical care in exchange for mandatory work—whether that be service 
work in the private sector or WPA-style “make work” programs.  I would also insist on strict regulation of the financial 
industry to keep people from being victims of predatory lenders.] 

 
St. Augustine Church -- Philadelphia 

 
 We left Burger King and walked northeast to the corner of 4th and Race Streets.  
Two historic churches stand just north of this corner—thanks to the efforts of their 
parishioners a couple of generations ago.  One of America’s first expressways (what is 
now I-676 and was then the Pennsylvania Turnpike came over the Ben Franklin Bridge 
and into historic Philadelphia in 1926).  The proposed route would have plowed over both 
St. George’s Methodist Church and St. Augustine Catholic Church.  The churches fought 
hard, and in the end the won—just barely.  Today the expressway passes within about 
two feet of the south side of St. George’s before plunging underground just to the west.  I 
can only imagine how noisy it must get inside the building. 
 
 St. George’s is historic because it is the oldest Methodist Church in America.  
The church was built in 1763, and Bishop Francis Asbury preached his first sermon in 
America here.  After independence made people question the validity of the Anglican 
Church (the Church of England), Methodism became the leading church in the newly 
independent United States, and this was in many ways the “mother church” of the faith.  
We really didn’t see much of the church.  Outside it is dwarfed by the expressway and a 
couple of enormous trees.  We walked up the steps and on inside, but church had 
obviously just gotten out, and the congregation was having coffee in the fellowship hall.  
Still, it was interesting to see what we could of the place. 
 
 Architecturally, I really liked St. Augustine better than St. George’s.  This 
Catholic church dates to 1796 and is the founding church of what would later become 
Villanova University.  It’s a lovely old building that looks a lot like Independence Hall.  We 
didn’t go in here either, since mass was just starting.  We did see a fascinating sign 
outside St. Augustine.  They noted that each student in Catholic schools saved taxpayers 
some amount of money (between $5,000 and $6,000).  The sign had obviously been 
produced by the diocese, and there was a space for the parish to fill in how much money 
they had  saved taxpayers.   Looking at the figures,  it wasn’t hard to  deduce that  exactly 

four students from St. Augustine attended Catholic schools.  I’m not sure if this is a very small parish, whether the parishioners are quite 
poor, or whether there are a lot of elderly people in the church—but it certainly speaks well for places like Whittemore and St. Benedict  
[small rural parishes that send their kids to Garrigan, where I teach] that this big city church has so few Catholic school students. 
 
 We walked for a while through the area that locals call “Old City”, past such noteworthy places as Betsy Ross’ home.  We 
stopped for lunch at a place called Old City Pizza, which occupied the bottom floor of a corner rowhouse.  The pizza place was 
operated by a Greek family (who flew the flag of Greece in their window), but they knew their Italian food.  The pizza was delicious, and 
we thoroughly enjoyed our lunch. 



 While we were eating, a foursome of actors costumed in Colonial garb walked into the place on their lunch break.  One of the 
most amusing sights I’ve ever seen was a man in a tricorn using an ATM—which one of the members of this group did. 

 
LEFT:  30th Street Station – Philadelphia 

(Margaret Sullivan at right) 
RIGHT:  McDonalds inside 30th Street Station  

 We walked back to 2nd and Market and took the subway back to 30th Street station.  We still had a bit of a wait for our train, so 
we killed some time having coffee at a McDonalds in the station.  This was certainly not your everyday McDonalds.  It was designed to 
blend in with the station’s art deco decor, complete with streamlined fixtures, hardwood chairs and booths, and art prints on the walls.  
McDonalds, like pretty much everything at the Philadelphia Amtrak station, was very nice. 
 
 30th Street Station has one of those enormous old departure boards with letters that flip around to spell out the destinations.  
We entertained ourselves watching it for a while, until a track number was assigned to our train.  We then were first in line at the 
stairway.  We waited for the passengers arriving from New York to get off the train and then went down to the tracks to board.  The train 
eventually left the station at 3:04pm—roughly on time. 
 
 [The train we were taking, the Three Rivers, no longer exists on the Amtrak schedule.  They’ve cut back service so 
that now the only trains that run from Chicago to the East Coast are the Lake Shore Limited and the Capitol Limited, which 
goes across West Virginia to Washington, D.C.  To get to Philadelphia you either have to go all the way to New York or 
Washington and then transfer to the Northeast Corridor service or alternately take the Capitol Limited to Pittsburgh (arriving 
about 3am) and then transfer to the Pennsylvanian, a train that leaves Pittsburgh in the 5:00 hour for Philadelphia and New 
York.] 
 
 We had dismal views of run-down rowhouses as we left Philadelphia.  Just as on the el, though, those eventually gave way to 
much nicer homes as we reached exclusive suburbs like Bryn Mawr and King of Prussia.  Our first stop was at 3:30 in Paoli.  This was 
the quickest stop yet, barely longer than it would have been on a commuter train. 
 
 Our car attendant on Amtrak’s Three Rivers could only be described as “efficient”.  I mentioned to Margaret that she reminded 
me of the flight attendants on Aeromexico—who were constantly in motion the entire flight.  In addition to taking tickets and passing out 
pillows, she came down the aisle with a carpet sweeper—twice, and on several occasions she brought a trash bag around to pick up 
passengers’ garbage.  In between she filled time by cleaning the toilets, something no other Amtrak attendant ever seemed to do 
[though it would make life more pleasant for everyone if they would]. 
 
 The suburbs gave way to forest, interspersed with little towns that seemed to go on forever.  We were paralleling US-30, a 
route I remember taking decades ago when we went out to Delaware to visit my Aunt Max and Uncle Harvey.  All across Pennsylvania, 
US-30 is three lanes wide.  There are the two main driving lanes, plus a turn lane for the constant homes and businesses that line it all 
the way across the state.  While the city centers are distinct (and many are quite handsome), you really can’t tell on the fringes where 
one town ends and the next begins; it’s just a constant string of development. 
 
 [Pennsylvania is by no means unique in this.  Indeed, the state I most associate with run-on towns is Tennessee.  
Pennsylvania is where I first saw that sort of development, though.  What’s more, the state is cursed with universally bad 
roads, which means there’s not much way of avoiding all those God-awful run-on towns.] 
 
 I went to the cafe car to get a drink.  At the same time I also blew $7 for a souvenir Amtrak blanket.  This was money well 
spent.  While it wasn’t that necessary for warmth (indeed it was almost too warm in our coach), its padding made a much better pillow 
than the freebies we were provided.  [When I’ve done overnight trips in coach more recently, I’ve made a point of packing a 
pillow.  They rarely provide the free ones these days, and even when they do, a real one is much more comfortable.] 
 
 Quite suddenly we were in farm country.  This was the Pennsylvania Dutch area, and Margaret (almost always more 
observant than I am) noticed that it had to be Amish country, because there were no electric poles.  Until she said that, I really hadn’t 
noticed that there was no power.  Other than that, the area looks a lot like eastern Iowa. 
 



 We made another very quick stop at Lancaster at 4:20pm.  I remember being amused to see a factory in Lancaster called 
“Acme”.  It reminded me of those old Roadrunner cartoons, where every contraption the coyote orders came from Acme.  [Most likely 
this was actually a warehouse for a chain of discount stores called Acme, a Pamida-clone in the East.] 
 
 The next point of interest—at least for me—was passing Three Mile Island.  (I say “me”, because Margaret was in the 
restroom at the time.)  Those my age or older will remember America’s greatest nuclear disaster back in the ‘70s.  Three Mile Island is 
located in the middle of the Susquehanna River east of Harrisburg.  The cooling towers really loom over the suburbs, and it was a bit 
incongruous to see kids playing baseball in their shadow.  (It reminded me of the cityscapes of fictional Springfield that they have at the 
beginning of The Simpsons, with everyday life happening in the foreground and cooling towers in the background.)  Apparently the part 
of the plant that had the meltdown is permanently closed.  They still use two other reactors on the island, though—and like all nuclear 
plants, they store forty years of spent fuel on site in the middle of the river. 
 
 [While the previous paragraph sounds negative, I actually differ from many of my liberal friends in that I’m really not 
an opponent of nuclear power.  I think it should be strictly regulated and we need to find a good way to deal with the spent 
fuel.  Statistically, though, nuclear power is actually quite a bit safer than coal—which nobody gives a second though to.   
While wind and water are certainly preferable, I think that there is a place for atomic energy.  Our President was booed for 
saying that in his acceptance speech at the Democratic convention—just one of many places where I agree with him and 
differ with many other Democrats.] 
 
 The Susquehanna is really beautiful.  Three Mile Island is one of countless islands that dot it, and its tree lined shores made 
for a lovely ride.  We eventually crossed the river—which is nearly as wide as the Mississippi—and before long we were in Harrisburg 
proper. 
 
 We had paralleled SEPTA commuter trains all the way from Philadelphia to Harrisburg, which the atlas tells me are 114 miles 
apart.  We reached Harrisburg at 5pm, and I tried to imagine people making that trip (which would be much longer than two hours with 
all the intermediate commuter stops) on a regular basis.  I suppose what really happens is that people in the intermediate towns 
commute to both Philadelphia and Harrisburg; hopefully there’s not many workers who go all the way from one to the other. 
 
 We had a scheduled half-hour stop in Harrisburg, which appears to be a major Amtrak hub.  The rail yard here was full of 
Amtrak equipment.  It’s an old station, with all platforms covered by wooden canopies. 
 
 We left the commuter trains and entered a freight right-of-way at Harrisburg.  Shortly west of there it was farm country again.  I 
had a light dinner of tossed salad and a bagel as we rode westward.  Before long the sun was starting to set—at an angle that shone 
directly in our eyes through the window.  It was still quite pretty outside (foothills of the Appalachians), but we had to close the curtains 
to keep from being blinded. 

 
Satellite view of Horseshoe Curve – Altoona, PA 

(US Geological Survey) 

 Finally the sun got low enough that we could look out again.  We 
were obviously much higher, and the land was much more heavily forested.  
We looked out at gorgeous wildflowers right beside the tracks.  Then, just as 
it was getting dark we came to Horseshoe Curve, a ¾ mile-long stretch of 
track that makes curves for 240 degrees—or two thirds of the way around a 
full circle.  The curve was carved out of a mountain to make the pass for the 
first railroad to directly link the East Coast and the Midwest.  Today the 
curve and its surrounding area are a national historic site.  Apparently this 
rail link was considered so important that the Nazis had plans to sabotage it 
during World War II [the so-called Operation Pastorius].  Today the route 
is little used.  Most of the freight traffic follows the much more level route we 
had taken earlier on the Lake Shore Limited (which was, of course, why 
were so far behind schedule on that train).  The mountain route really is 
beautiful.  I just wish we had gone through it about an hour earlier, so we 
could have seen things better. 
 
 The next stop past Horseshoe Curve was supposed to be 
Johnstown, famous for two massive floods—one shortly after this railroad 
was completed and the other in the 1970s.  The conductor announced the 
Johnstown stop,  and we obviously slowed down as we went through an  old 

industrial town.  We never did stop there, though.  I suppose they knew from the seat tags that no one wanted off there and they 
probably radioed ahead and found out that no one wanted to get on at Johnstown either.  I must say, though, that I was a bit confused 
when we bypassed Johnstown and the conductor then announced the next stop was Latrobe. 
 
 I closed my eyes but never really slept as we passed Latrobe and the rest of western Pennsylvania.  For most of this part of 
the trip it was pitch black outside the train, as we drove through the heavily forested mountains.  Then suddenly it got much brighter, 
and we passed residential and industrial areas in Pittsburgh.  I’d love to know just where the Pittsburgh station is in relation to the city.  
We seemed to go through an urban area forever before we finally stopped.  When we did, we were obviously nowhere near downtown.  
Instead we seemed to be in the middle of a rail yard somewhere in the middle of nowhere.  [I’d find out later Pittsburgh station is 
just east of the downtown area, actually quite convenient to most of the city.]  We pulled into the station around 11:15pm (about 
15 minutes late), but ended up leaving roughly on time at 11:30. 
 
 The train crew switched at Pittsburgh, and the passenger mix changed almost as much as it had in New York on the Northeast 
Direct train.  Our car had been full across Pennsylvania, but there were a number of empty seats for the rest of the journey. 



MONDAY, August 14 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania to Cedar Rapids, Iowa 
 
 I slept across Ohio.  I remember leaving Pittsburgh, and the next thing I knew it was dawn and we were in Indiana.  I walked to 
the restroom and noticed just how much the train had changed since last night.  There were lots of empty seats now [which is 
probably why they discontinued service on this train between Chicago and Pittsburgh], and everybody’s seat tag—without 
exception—was for Chicago. 
 
 It amazed me looking out the window just how different the Midwest looks from the East.  The most noticeable thing is that in 
Pennsylvania everything was built of brick, while in Indiana everything is made of wood.  The land is much flatter and more open in the 
Midwest; you see farms all over, and you see elevators and storage bins—something we almost never saw in the East. 
 
 Margaret and I had coffee as we rode across Indiana.  By the time we got to Hammond—on the outskirts of Chicago—the sun 
was fully up and there was heavy traffic on the freeways.  We were forty-five minutes late at Hammond, but they obviously plan a fair 
degree of lateness into the schedule.  The official schedule calls for over an hour of travel time from Hammond to downtown Chicago.  
Even on the Metra commuter trains, which stop every mile or so, it only takes about 45 minutes to go that distance.  Running straight 
through, we officially arrived at Union Station 6 minutes ahead of schedule, around 8:20am. 
 
 Instead of a left luggage room, Chicago’s Union Station has electronic luggage lockers.  You put your luggage in a locker, and 
shut the door.  Then you feed in $1.25 in quarters, and the machine gives you a code that will unlock the door. The lockers aren’t 
cheap, either.   For anything over three hours, you pay the daily maximum of $6 per day.  [The lockers are huge, though.  We could 
easily store both Margaret’s and my bags in a single locker.] 
 
 We went outside and walked up Clinton Street to the green line el.  Quite rapidly it was apparent that this was Chicago, rather 
than Boston or Philadelphia.  First of all, there was a very different mixture of people than either of those Eastern cities had.  While 
Boston was almost all white and Philly was almost all black, Chicago has large numbers of whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asians—with 
no group in the majority.  Secondly, the buildings here are much taller than they are in the cities we had just visited.  Chicago was the 
birthplace of the skyscraper [though New York also claims that title], and it is proud to build things tall.  Even the old office buildings 
we passed by on Clinton Street were 10 – 15 floors high, compared to the 3 – 4 stories that were commonplace out East.  Third, 
Chicago is not a place where pedestrians have the right of way.  At many intersections, police officers direct traffic—both the motorized 
kind and the kind on foot.  Where there’s not an officer, you’d better make sure you look both ways before crossing.  Only an insane 
person would cross against the light or in the middle of the block in Chicago. 
 
 We took the el to southeast corner of the Loop, where we found the new location of Ronny’s, a place where we had enjoyed 
an after-theatre dinner on another trip to the Midwestern metropolis.  Ronny’s has good, hearty breakfasts at dirt cheap prices.  I had 
ham and eggs, with Texas toast and a huge pile of hash browns (or the chunks of potato that Chicagoans call hash browns)—all for 
$2.99.  They make up some of that money on drinks, but even with a $1.50 juice (and, of course the roughly 10% local tax), it was still 
not at all out of line.  [Ronny’s was only in this location at Adams and Wabash for a short time.  They’ve since moved into what 
seems to be a permanent home in the James R. Thompson Center, with their own private exit from the Clark & Lake blue line 
station.] 
 
 After breakfast we walked over to the Art Institute.  We had most of the day to kill in Chicago, and we planned to spend some 
of it here.  Unfortunately, we found out they didn’t open until 10:30—and it still wasn’t much after 9:00.  We walked around the Loop a 
bit, and killed quite a bit of time browsing through Marshall Fields.  I picked up a shirt and some socks there, and Margaret bought some 
books.  By the time we had done a bit more window shopping, it was time for the art museum to open. 
 
 We started out at the Art Institute by checking back on many of the works we had seen a few years ago—Grant Wood’s 
“American Gothic”, Alexander Calder’s “American Windows”, Edward Hopper’s “Nighthawks”, etc.  We also happened upon a few 
works we didn’t know were here—notably Picasso’s famous blue guitarist. 
 
 The main reason we came to the Art Institute was to see a special exhibit called “Pharohs of the Sun”, featuring archaeological 
excavations from ancient Egypt.  I’m sure Margaret liked this more than I did.  Having been to Egypt, she was able to appreciate things 
I really couldn’t.  I liked it, but I was really extremely overwhelmed.  The exhibit covered an entire floor of one of the buildings that make 
up the Art Institute; it really seemed to go on forever.  I think I would have liked it more if there had been about a third as much stuff on 
display, perhaps with a bit more information about each piece.  It was interesting, though, and certainly worth the $3 admission. 
 
 We had lunch this afternoon at Hinky Dinky Kenna, the English pub in the basement of Marshall Field’s where we had eaten 
twice before.  This time the food didn’t strike me as quite as good as before.  The service was also less than special.  It was not a bad 
lunch, though, and we were quite full when we went back to the station. 
 
 We arrived at Union Station around 1:30, and our train wasn’t scheduled to leave until 3:25.  The station was hot and 
crowded—two characteristics I think it has twenty-four hours a day and 365 days a year.  We spent most of our waiting time sitting on a 
ledge by a fountain, mostly doing some people watching.  The most entertaining part of the wait came when a young couple who were 
obviously very much in love asked us to snap their picture by the fountain. 
 
 Around 3:00 we made our way to the much more crowded south departure lounge.  All of Amtrak’s trains from Chicago to the 
west leave at mid-afternoon, and everybody from five major trains was jammed into the same lounge, waiting to leave.  We waited … 



and waited … and waited.  They gradually called every other westbound train for boarding.  For each boarding call, the same woman—
who had a thick black inner city accent—made the announcement, listing most (but not all) the various destinations to which the train 
was headed.  Several times we heard calls for the Southwest Chief (Iowa’s other train) … “with service to Naperville, Mendota, 
Princeton, Galesburg (pronounced Gals’-burg), Ft. Madison, La Plata (pronounced “luh PLATE-uh”), Kansas City, Lawrence, Topeka, 
La Junta (with the first syllable of the second word pronounced roughly like “joint”), Raton (pronounced like the wicker fabric “rattan”), 
Las Vegas [New Mexico, not Nevada], Albuquerque, Gallup, San Bernardino, Los Angeles  (pronounced closer to “Angle-lease” than 
anything else, definitely with a hard “g” sound) – and all scheduled intermediate stops”.  You’d think just saying “Train 3 to Los Angeles” 
would be sufficient. 
 
 While we heard train after train announced, I saw a line forming across the lounge, headed to Gate C.  As the line got longer 
and longer, Margaret and I both suspected it might be the line for our train.  I asked a “red cap”, the porters they have in Amtrak 
stations, which train the line was for.  She took one quick look at the line, saw that it was far longer than any other line in the place, and 
said “it’s got to be Train 5”.  That was indeed our train.  We got up and joined the line.  As we waited, several of people in line asked 
others if they were in line for the correct train.  Departure time was coming soon, and there was—as there always seems to be at Union 
Station in Chicago—more that a bit of confusion.  Everyone there agreed that they were waiting for the California Zephyr, and we were 
somewhat relieved when one person showed a ticket that had “Gate C” stamped on it.  We waited and waited, but still nothing moved. 
 

At 3:35 (10 minutes after the train’s scheduled departure), the announcer lady said in a rather snotty voice: “all of you on the 
carpet—your train will be delayed”.  She never did say what train that was, although by this time there was only one long-distance train 
left on the schedule.  Nor did she say how long the delay might be or what we were supposed to do in the mean time.  A little later we 
were at least given a reason for the delay:  they were “adding a power head”.  There was still no mention of how long the delay would 
be, though. 

 
Five minutes later, a man came on and announced that those passengers going to Denver should go from the south 

concourse to the north concourse to board the train.  We found out later why this was.  The California Zephyr is a LONG train; it 
completely filled the track under the station, stretching from well south of the south concourse to the end of the north concourse.  They 
were obviously following the Amtrak policy that travelers going the longest distance (Denver, and presumably San Francisco) were 
seated in the back coaches, while those going shorter distances were further forward.  It was easier for the Denver passengers to board 
from the north concourse than to walk most of the length of the platform underground. 
 
 Finally at 3:50, the man’s voice said “your train is ready for general boarding”.  Again, he never did say that this was “Train 5” 
or the “California Zephyr”, nor did they list off the stops like they had for all those other trains.  We made our way to the gate, though, 
gave the guard our destination, and went back to the car assigned to us.  Being short-distance passengers, we were in what I would 
call the “Iowa car”, at the very front of the coaches and just behind the lounge.  Still it seemed as if we went for ever before we made it 
to the car. 
 
 The train finally started moving at 4:04pm.  We crawled through the station, and it was only at 4:08 that we made it out from 
under the canopy.  Then we paused in the Metra yards just south of the station.  Only at 4:15 did we finally make it out of the yards.  
From there we crawled across the western suburbs, delayed by the rush hour Metra trains.  At 4:45 we got to Naperville, where we 
made a long stop, and numerous other people got on board.  The chief of onboard services (the guy who makes announcements) said 
the train was sold out and urged everyone sitting alone to make sure the seat next to them was available.  We left Naperville at 4:55 
and finally made it to the Aurora Metra yards at 5:05.  Past Metra territory we picked up speed and raced past the farms of north central 
Illinois.  Then at 5:40 we stopped for no reason we could figure out, right under the overpass for Interstate 39—roughly at the center of 
the state.  No train passed, but we finally started moving again at 5:48pm.  [I’d stop in this exact same spot on future trips; they 
must have some sort of signal problem there.] 
 
 Through much of our trip a group of girls kept running back and forth to the lounge car.  The lounge attendant got mad at them 
and made a rather snotty announcement asking parents to accompany their children to the lounge car.  That did absolutely nothing to 
stop the girls; they just kept racing back and forth.  The girls were really annoying.  Not only were they too loud and too fast, but they 
never seemed to stay anywhere for more than 5 minutes.  They were constantly in the aisles—shrieking, giggling, and running.  Several 
passengers, myself included, repeatedly scolded them as they raced past, but they were oblivious to almost everything.  Finally 
Margaret followed one of them back to her seat and had words with the girl’s mother.  That did help—at least with that girl and her 
sister.  It also helped when they started showing movies in the lounge car; that held the girls there for longer than just a few minutes. 
 
 While those girls were annoying, everything else about the California Zephyr was very comfortable indeed.  On the double-
decker trains the ride is so smooth that you barely notice that you are moving.  [That’s an exaggeration, but it is quite comfortable.]  
Once again the seats were set far, far apart—vast legroom and space to stretch out.  Another nice thing about the double-deckers is 
that there are far more toilets than on the eastern trains.  [This is a real problem on the eastern trains.  The ratio of passengers to 
toilets is MUCH higher in the East than in the West.  Not only does that mean you often have to wait to use the bathroom on 
eastern trains, but they get dirty (sometimes disgustingly so) fairly quickly.]  Instead of the two toilets found on the single-level 
cars, there was a bank of no less than 6 in our coach on the Zephyr—covering nearly half of the downstairs level.  It was fairly well into 
the trip when I used the restroom, and the toilet I chose had not yet been touched.  After some rather unpleasant toilets on other trains, 
it was nice to see one that was absolutely spotless. 
 
 By the time we got to Galesburg we were an hour and six minutes late.  The chief apologized for “mechanical difficulties”.  
Galesburg is a major transfer point, were several trains and bus routes come together.  A number of passengers got off, and equally 
many got on.  As we left Galesburg, the chief repeated all the welcome announcements—telling us about the emergency exits and the 
food services on the train. 
 



 I had Amtrak salad again for dinner, but this one was not as good as the one on the Three Rivers.  I also noticed that the 
coffee in the lounge car was weaker than it was on the eastern trains.  That reminded me of a Charles Kuralt remark that the further 
west one travels, the weaker the coffee got.  He attributed this to the fact that the pioneers must have run out of coffee and re-used the 
grounds; their descendents, he mused, must have grown up liking it that way.  Whatever the reason, the observation is certainly true.  I 
like my coffee strong—generally a bit stronger than most Midwestern restaurants serve it, and far stronger than the “funeral home” 
coffee they had on the Zephyr.  [While Starbucks and the like have given Americans nationwide a taste for stronger coffee, even 
today the coffee is weaker on trains west of Chicago than those east of there.] 
 
 We crossed the Mississippi around 8pm.  It was evening as we pulled into Burlington, but definitely night by the time we got to 
Mt. Pleasant.  We arrived in Mt. P. at 8:40pm, about an hour and ten minutes behind schedule.  A couple days later I checked the 
Amtrak site on the Internet and found out that the Zephyr eventually made it to San Francisco roughly three and a half hours late.  For a 
three-day journey, that’s not that bad, and I have a bit more sympathy with that delay than our six-hour fiasco getting to Boston. 
 
 Vicki was waiting for us on the platform.  We quickly got our checked bags, which had made the switch in Chicago without 
incident, and got things packed into Vicki’s car.  At 8:50 we left the station. 
 
 I picked up my car at Vicki’s, quickly said good-bye to her and Margaret, and headed north to Cedar Rapids.  I was amazed 
when I got to C.R. shortly after 10pm.  When I was growing up, it was a full hour to Iowa City, and nearly two to Cedar Rapids.  Now, 
with Avenue of the Saints, the trip from Mt. P. to C.R. is not much over an hour. 
 
 I may have made it to Cedar Rapids quickly, but unfortunately I drove to the wrong hotel.  Somehow I had gotten it in my mind 
that I had reservations at the Comfort Inn—North.  I was so confident of that, that I didn’t check the reservation, and just drove there.  
When they couldn’t find my reservation (and were sold out), the woman checked the print-out I had, and I was a bit embarrassed to 
discover my reservation was actually at the Comfort Inn—South.  So, after driving all the way through Cedar Rapids, I back-tracked and 
drove half-way back to Iowa City.  [I’ve stayed at just about every hotel in C.R. at one time or another, but I still haven’t been to 
the Comfort Inn—North.]  I ended up checking in at 10:30pm, with a beautiful king-bed room that cost less than any other hotel on this 
trip. 
 
 I got a pretty decent night’s sleep, and the next day (Tuesday, August 15) I drove straight through on back to Algona. 
 

OVERALL CONCLUSIONS 
 

DID YOU LIKE BOSTON?  PHILADELPHIA?  AMTRAK? 
Definitely, mostly, and a qualified yes.  I think Margaret and I have opposite opinions on Boston and Philly.  I really liked 

Boston—and Massachusetts in general.  If I could afford it, it’s a place I wouldn’t mind living.  Two things about Boston I especially liked 
were its cleanliness and its safety.  Even with all the sirens outside our motel window, I felt mostly safe in Boston.  We went through 
several neighborhoods and past many others on the train.  There was nowhere we went I felt uncomfortable or unsafe.  Yes, I locked 
the door and guarded my wallet in Boston—just as I do anywhere, including Algona—but I never really felt I had to be constantly 
vigilant.  Beyond safety and cleanliness, I just found Boston to be a pleasant little city.  It’s young and vibrant—as you might expect of 
the overgrown college town that it is.  It’s big enough to have all the fun things a city offers, but not at all overpowering. 
 
 [That’s still pretty much my opinion of Boston.  Writing this revision has made me want to go back there—to the point 
that I’ve actually done some pricing of things, though not any actual plans.  I mentioned that to Margaret, and it was clear she 
also was eager to return there.  Before making this trip I had stereotyped Boston as a snooty, stuffy, close-minded city.  I 
found it really was not like that at all.  It was both fun and historic, easily one of the favorites among places I’ve been.] 
 
 While I liked Philadelphia, it doesn’t rank nearly as high on my list as Boston.  I found Philadelphia dirty and crowded, precisely 
the reaction I had to the place when I was there with my father back in ’83.  There were many places I would not have dreamed of 
getting off the el, and you’ve already heard about the seedy area we happened upon when we did choose to surface from the subway 
at 22nd Street.  Philly’s historic attractions are both more numerous and more interesting than Boston’s, but the rest of the city is pretty 
much nothing. [While I wouldn’t object to going back to Philadelphia, it’s not a place I really want to return to.  In short—been 
there, done that.]  
 
 Amtrak is something I will almost certainly take again at some point in the future.  [I’m not sure I could count how many 
times I have taken it in the past decade.]  In spite of the horrible delays on the Lake Shore Limited and all the unpleasant station 
people in Chicago, I really enjoyed traveling by train.  It’s certainly not the elegant means of transport it once was, but it is certainly 
more pleasant than either bus travel and less tiring than going by car.  If you’ve got the time to do it, train travel is quite a bit nicer than 
flying.  It’s also quite competitively priced—especially when you consider that you’re not paying for a hotel when you travel overnight.  
I’m already plotting a trip for some future year where I’ll make a triangle on the West Coast, much as we did in the East this year.  I’d 
love to take the train out to San Francisco (the trip over the Rockies is supposed to be absolutely gorgeous) and then go down to Los 
Angeles and back home again from there.  That probably won’t be any time too soon, but I’d bet it will happen someday. 
 
 [The trip out West came quite soon—mostly thanks to the certificate Amtrak gave me to apologize for the problems 
on the Lake Shore Limited.  Both Margaret and I thoroughly enjoyed that trip.  I’d later take the train out to Portland and 
Vancouver (two separate trips), Pittsburgh, and most recently Montreal.  I’ve also taken short distance train trips in southern 
California, Wisconsin, and Illinois.  I find taking the train both relaxing and affordable.  It’s definitely become one of my 
favorite ways to travel.] 



WHAT DID YOU LIKE MOST? 
Plymouth.  I’ll be headed back there someday—and probably out to Cape Cod, too.  [I’d still agree with that statement.  On 

a later trip I’d go to Cooperstown, New York, a town that reminded me a lot of Plymouth.  They’re both tourist traps for a 
reason; they’re gorgeous old towns that have been lovingly kept up.] 
 

WHAT DID YOU LIKE LEAST? 
Union Station in Chicago.  That’s too, bad, too, because this could so easily be Amtrak’s showcase station.  The building itself 

is spectacular, but the place is so disorganized and the workers seem to care so little for the passengers, that it really makes a transfer 
there unpleasant.  If I do ever go out west by train, I’ll probably arrange to have someone drop me off in Mt. P. or Ottumwa and pick me 
up again in Ft. Madison on the return trip.  That would be cheaper than going via Chicago, not to mention much more pleasant.  

 
[When we did take the trip westward, we transferred in Galesburg instead of Chicago.  Union Station is badly 

designed and badly operated.  It remains my least favorite part of the Amtrak experience.] 
 

WHAT WILL YOU REMEMBER MOST FROM THE TRIP? 
The day in Plymouth, when I really felt in touch with my ancestors. 

 
It’s weird.  I can remember watching Roots back in the ‘70s and not really getting what the big deal was to find out about your 

ancestors.  At that point in my life, I didn’t really realize just who my ancestors were or how long ago they’d come to America.  I did 
know, though, that we were Americans—not Italian-Americans or German-Americans or Mexican-Americans or Asian-Americans.  Our 
ancestors had been here far longer than the oldest people in the family could remember; indeed most of them had been in Iowa longer 
than anyone could remember, and we knew they’d been settled in the East long before they came here.  We weren’t immigrants, and 
neither was anyone in the family for as far back as anyone could remember.  I can remember not long before Roots came out being 
given a grade school assignment to write about my family’s heritage.  I honestly didn’t think we had one.  Some kids talked about their 
ancestors coming through Ellis Island, while others interviewed their grandparents about “the old country”.  A couple of black kids did 
reports on slavery, while one Jewish girl described the Holocaust (though in retrospect, she couldn’t possibly have had direct relatives 
who lived through it—her local ties went too far back).  One of my classmates had been born in Mexico, and two had escaped the war 
in Vietnam.  All I could do was say that we were Americans and then try to brag vaguely about the American Indian blood that crept into 
the pedigree a few generations back.  To my little kid’s mind our family was boring compared to everyone else. 
 
 I’m grateful to Paul for the research he has done into the family history, clarifying just how far back that history goes.  If I were 
to do that report today, I’d have a lot to tell.  We’re still mostly Americans (though the roots do go to England and Holland, among other 
places), but my ancestors were literally the people who founded this land.  They’re the ones who allowed everyone else’s ancestors to 
come here.  If I were to write that paper today, I’d talk about the Pilgrims, not as people in funny hats at the first Thanksgiving; but as 
strong-willed, deeply faithful pioneers.  When I saw Plymouth Rock and the old churches where my ancestors had to have worshipped, 
I got a sense of what Roots’ Alex Haley must have felt when he came in touch with his ancestors in Gambia.  For me, I think there’s 
more connection with the past at Plymouth than there would be if I went to Yorkshire or the Netherlands.  I was truly moved to see 
William Bradford’s grave, and the whole day in Plymouth was definitely the highlight of this trip. 


