
Un voyage vers Montréal en hiver 
(A Trip to Montreal in Winter) 

 
[UPDATE:  July, 2014—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.] 

 
[I’ve purposely waited six years before writing any of these revisions.  Sometimes when I’ve gone back it seems like 

the trips were ages ago, so long ago that I barely remember.  With this trip, though, it seems almost literally like yesterday.  I’ll 
be re-tracing some of the same route on an upcoming trip to upstate New York, and it’s weird to think that it’s already been 
six years since I spent the holidays in Montreal.] 

 

Dimanche, le 21 de décembre (Sunday, December 21, 2008) 

Algona, Iowa 

 
Lights in the windows of David Burrow’s apartment, with snow 

piled deep in front – Algona, Iowa 

Today was supposed to be the start of my Quebec-
bound vacation, but I‘m sitting at home at my computer 
watching snow whirl outside my window.  How appropriate 
for the first day of winter!  My church cancelled services this 
morning, and I decided that with a blizzard warning it was 
prudent to postpone my drive over to Margaret‘s house until 
tomorrow.  [We seem to have had a string of pre-
Christmas storms in recent years.  It seems like more 
than our share, though that may just be because I’m 
often trying to travel at the holidays, so I’m more aware 
of any weather problems.] 

 
I‘ve been wanting to go to Montreal for years, and 

on a whim on a snow day last winter I started pricing plane 
and train fares to there.  The flights were completely 
unaffordable (from my point of view; my sister Margaret, 
however, will be flying there for an Elderhostel trip next 
summer), but Amtrak had quite reasonable coach fares.  
When I did the checking they also had an offer for an almost 
unbelievably low rate on a sleeper.  That turned out to be too 
good to be true (while I actually clicked to book it, suddenly 
the fare was unavailable), but I did manage to find a rate that 
was not unreasonable.  Everything was booked and paid for  

nearly a year in advance, and after booking the trip I all but forgot about it. 
 

Because of that things sort of crept up on me, and suddenly it was December and time to head out to Montreal.  This was 
definitely not one of those trips that was planned to death, where everything was determined down to the smallest detail long before 
setting out. 
 

Lundi, le 22 de décembre (Monday, December 22, 2008) 

Algona, Iowa – Decorah, Iowa 
 
 The wind had died down overnight, but the forecast was for more snow this afternoon.  I wanted to get a fairly early start to 
stay ahead of the storm.  One complication was that I discovered while showering that there was a problem with the drain in my 
bathtub.  I‘m still not totally sure what was up, but my bet is it was literally frozen shut.  We‘d had below zero temperatures for days on 
end, with the mercury at -18

o
 this morning.  The apartment below mine had been vacant since Thanksgiving, and the heat there was 

turned off.  I‘m betting things got so cold the drain pipe literally froze.  At any rate, water backed up in the tub, and I had several inches 
of it by the time I finished showering.  There wasn‘t much I could do, since the managers of the complex were closed for the holidays.  I 
baled a bit and then decided to just let things be.  I figured it wouldn‘t get any worse with me gone, and perhaps it might thaw and get 
better. 



 I left home about 8:15 and headed east on highway 18.  The road was closed most of the weekend, but today it was practically 
bare—pretty much ―normal winter driving conditions‖.  I made my way along at quite a bit over the posted speed limit. 
 
 I stopped for a bit of breakfast at Hardees in Garner and continued east to Clear Lake.  I turned onto I-35 and found it in 
somewhat worse shape than highway 18.  The right lane had been plowed, but not the left, and at times wind had blown snow from the 
left lane onto the right.  Cars continued to speed along in both lanes at 70mph or more, but I was very glad to exit just ten miles to the 
north. 
 
 I took state highway 9 across northeast Iowa.  While this is the shortest possible way to get from my place to my sister‘s, today 
it was probably not the wisest route to take.  Since it doesn‘t really go anywhere with much population, highway 9 is not at all a  priority 
road when it comes to snow removal.  It was passable, but not really in very good shape today.  Every time I there was any obstruction 
at all (a bridge, a farmhouse, or even a tree), there would be serious drifting.  The good news was that while the temperature was 
rapidly rising, it was still cold enough that everything was truly frozen.  If it were just a bit warmer, things could easily have become an 
icy mess.  [While I’ve done lots of it, I truly hate driving in winter.  My dad was killed in a winter storm, and I suppose that’s 
always in the back of my mind.] 

 
 My cell phone rang just as I got to Davis Corners, the intersection of highway 9 with U.S. 63.  It was Margaret, and she was 
calling to tell me that the county had yet to clear the road to her house.  While she could get out in her four-wheel-drive vehicle, she 
doubted I could negotiate the road in my car.  We agreed to meet at a Mexican restaurant in Decorah and decide how we‘d proceed 
from there. 
 
 We had lunch at Don José.  I had what they described as ―chicken carnitas‖.  To me the term carnitas has always meant 
shredded meat (usually pork).  Here, though, what I basically got was fajitas—thin strips of meat accompanied by peppers and onions 
that I could stuff into tortillas.  It may not have been what I expected, but it really was quite good. 
 
 We drove out to the new Wal-Mart in Decorah, where I temporarily parked my car.  The place is open twenty-four hours a day, 
so we figured it should be all right to park there for a while.  I then got into Margaret‘s Tracker, and we headed out to her place. 
 
 I was glad not to drive.  Old Stage Road (the paved road that leads from Decorah to a point near where Margaret lives) was 
slush-covered and in dreadful shape.  Margaret drove in 4WD the whole way.  The gravel road we turned on from there was actually 
somewhat better, but I couldn‘t have traversed Grouse Valley Road (Margaret‘s actual address) in my little car if I‘d tried.  In addition to 
4WD, Margaret‘s Tracker is a high-profile vehicle, offering good clearance above the snow.  While there were tracks leading down to 
her place, the snow between them was clearly deeper than the body of my car is off the ground.  Even if I‘d made it to the bottom, I 
can‘t imagine I could have turned around and come back up the hill. 
 
 We relaxed a while at Margaret‘s house.  We spent most of our time in her new sun room, which overlooks the woods in which 
her home is set.  She has put up bird feeders outside the sun room, and literally hundreds of birds come and go all the time.  We spent 
most of our time watching the birds, and I must say it‘s almost addictive to look at them.  While I don‘t think I‘d be comfortable living in 
such an isolated location [indeed, if anything I’d be likely to retire to a more urban locale], I must admit the place where Margaret 

lives is beautiful.  It‘s nice in all four seasons—and oddly winter is one of the nicest times of year there. 
 
 I didn‘t particularly want to leave my car at Wal-Mart on a long term basis.  (I‘m not even sure if that would be legal.)  Margaret 
recalled that when she went to Norway, some on the tour had left their cars in a downtown lot, so we decided it would be better to move 
my car there.  After moving my car, Margaret ran a couple of errands in town, and then we set off northward to Lanesboro, Minnesota. 
 

We had dinner in Lanesboro at a place called the Vintage, an extremely pretentious little restaurant that is located in the same 
building as the Commonweal Theatre.  The Vintage‘s website describes the restaurant as ―a dining event‖, and that concept of 
restaurant as event pretty much tells you what the place is like.  The waitress explained the ―farm to table dining experience‖ that 
stresses with the use of local ingredients, and she presented us with menus and mentioned the daily specials. 
 

The main issue at the Vintage is their prices.  While their food is good, it would be expensive even in a big city and in a small 
town is absurdly overpriced.  Everything comes a la carte, so a three-course meal would be a minimum of $30 could easily cost $50 or 
more per person—plus drinks and tip. 
 

Another problem I had with the place is that their menu is extremely limited.  Including the specials, they had five starters, six 
main courses, and three desserts.  Each item was to be served as the chef described (no substitutions), and some of the combinations 
were unusual.  For the starting course both Margaret and I had a white bean soup with truffle oil.  It was very flavorful, but I didn‘t care 
for the fact that they‘d pureed the beans into a paste.  For the main course I had a pasta dish with little bits of pancetta and butternut 
squash, while Margaret had a chop of ―farm raised wild boar‖  (how a ―wild‖ boar can be ―farm-raised‖ is beyond me).  The pasta was 
the cheapest thing on the menu, but it was really quite good.  While it would have been better with smoked bacon instead of unsmoked 
pancetta, it had good flavor overall.  The chef specified that Margaret‘s boar should be cooked medium rare.  Margaret generally orders 
her meat quite a bit rarer than I do, but she had to return the nearly raw hunk of pork she was served.  After further cooking it was 
edible and (she tells me) quite good.  We both had crème brulée for dessert, which was their special of the day.  Margaret‘s was 
basically just a standard custard, while mine had pineapple at the bottom.  That was unusual, and I can‘t say it was exactly my favorite 
dessert.  While the pineapple flavor was fine, the fruit changed the consistency of the custard.  All in all this was easily the priciest meal 
we‘d have on this trip, and it was most decidedly not worth its expense. 



 We‘d come to Lanesboro to see the Commonweal (a small professional theatre of which Margaret is a patron) perform Charles 
Dickens‘ A Christmas Carol.  The show is normally performed with a large cast, and it takes more than a little adaptation to make it 
work with the small company of performers they have at the Commonweal.  One thing I liked was that much of the show was presented 
almost as a readers‘ theatre, with various cast members setting the scene through narration in Dickens‘ own words.  I liked less the 
director‘s choice to cast all the ghosts as children—the same children who were in the Cratchit family. 
 
 The most unique feature of this version of A Christmas Carol was what would best be called ―tag team Scrooge‖.  Every adult 

in the cast—male and female—took turns playing the lead character.  A director‘s note in the program said this was supposed to 
convey that ―there‘s a little Scrooge in each of us‖, but I‘d bet that it was really a creative way of getting by with one less cast member.  I 
don‘t know that I had either a positive or negative reaction to this.  It wasn‘t nearly as distracting as I expected it might be, but I don‘t 
know that it really added anything to the play either. 
 
 We drove back to Margaret‘s and spent a bit of time on the computer, making a few last minute plans for the trip.  Margaret 
has a brutally slow internet connection, so even the simplest of tasks seemed to take forever.  [Six years later dial-up internet is still 
the only option available in her area.]  Eventually we finished what we needed to do, though, and then we headed off to bed. 

 

Mardi, le 23 de décembre (Tuesday, December 23, 2008) 

Decorah, Iowa – LaCrosse, Wisconsin 
 
 While it wasn‘t even Christmas Eve, today was when Margaret and I had Christmas.  We spent much of the morning opening 
gifts from the family and feasting on butter braid pastries I‘d bought from a fundraiser at school.  I felt like I‘d hit the jackpot in loot this 
year.  Everyone seemed to go all out, and I had a great pile of much-appreciated presents. 
 
 Margaret went back to the computer later in the morning.  While she‘s officially retired, she earns quite a bit of money doing 
translation for Hispanic families in the local school district.  Today she was translating the elementary school newsletter, with such 
wonderful tidbits as how much parents owed for milk for the spring semester (less than usual, thanks to a grant from a women‘s group).  
While she was typing, the county grader finally came by and plowed out Grouse Valley Road.  It was four days after the initial storm, but 
at last  they‘d gotten around to it.  I shoveled out Margaret‘s driveway, and at last there was a clear way out. 
 
 Margaret had hit a deer not long ago, and there was still some damage to her vehicle.  Now that there was a clear way to her 
place, it made sense for us to take my car on the first leg of the trip.  So, we went into Decorah, got my car, headed back to Margaret‘s 
(via a longer than normal route, since Old Stage Road was still in bad shape), and then started out on the journey. 
 
 We drove down to highway 9 and headed east to Waukon.  We stopped briefly for coffee at the Kwik Trip there, where a crush 
of customers made it take forever to check out.  We then headed northeast to Lansing, where we crossed the mighty Mississippi on an 
old steel deck bridge.  I didn‘t know there were any of those left, and I was certainly happy to make it into Wisconsin. 
 
 We followed the Great River Road northward along the east bank of the Mississippi.  It‘s a truly beautiful route, and the road 
was surprisingly easy to drive—even in winter.  The main traffic hazard was dodging trucks and SUVs that hunters and fishermen had 
parked at the side of the road. 
 
 We made it to LaCrosse about 2:30.  The LaCrosse schools were apparently in session today, but they dismissed early for the 
holiday.  [Something I like is that in recent years Algona has mostly opted for a full two weeks at Christmas.  It’s especially 
nice to have some time off before the holiday.]  This was evidenced by adult crossing guards who were posted at all the major 
intersections.  The guards helped all the school children cross the street; even high school kids had to be supervised by the crossing 

guards. 
 
 We scoped out the exact location of the LaCrosse train station and then made our way to our destination for the night, a 
Comfort Inn at Exit 4 along I-90.  I‘d stayed at this hotel once before, when I attended Margaret‘s graduation when she got her master‘s 
degree from Viterbo College in LaCrosse.  While negotiating their snowpacked parking lot was no small challenge, the place was a 
perfectly adequate place to stay. 
 
 I wanted to call Amtrak to check on the status of the trains we‘d be taking.  I‘d left my cell phone on at Margaret‘s (where there 
is no reception whatsoever), and constantly searching for a signal ran the battery completely down.  Fortunately local and toll-free calls 
were free at this hotel, so I used the room phone to call ―Julie‖, Amtrak‘s voice mail system.  I found out that today‘s Lake Shore Limited 
(the train from Chicago to the East Coast) was running fourteen hours behind schedule—not a good sign for what might happen with 
our train tomorrow.  The Empire Builder, which we‘d be taking from LaCrosse to Chicago, was currently somewhere in Montana and 
running 3½ hours behind schedule.  We had about a six-hour layover in Chicago, but with the train already so far behind, I began to 
worry a bit whether that was sufficient. 
 
 The hotel was part of a shopping center, and I went to a grocery store (Festival Foods) at the opposite end of the complex.  It 
was interesting to see among the shoppers an interracial family that included a black couple and their adopted son, who was white.  



You fairly often see the opposite (white couples who adopt black kids), but I‘m not sure I‘d ever seen this combination before; it was 
really kind of refreshing. 
 
 I picked up some grapefruit juice at the store, as well as two classic Wisconsin snacks.  I got some lefse (basically tortillas 
made of mashed potatoes) and some cheese curds.  Back in the room I combined those and placed them in the microwave to create 
some very tasty quesadillas. 
 
 The lefse and cheese made a nice snack—particularly since we hadn‘t eaten lunch—but it wasn‘t really dinner.  For supper we 
decided to go to a Panera restaurant that was right in the middle of the shopping center.  I had black bean soup and a ham and cheese 
sandwich, while Margaret had chicken tortilla soup and Fuji chicken salad.  It was about a fourth the price of last night‘s d inner, and 
frankly I liked it better. 
 
 Back at the hotel we mostly watched TV.  On all the news channels weather was the big story.  The airlines had cancelled 
literally thousands of flights, and countless people were stranded on their way to their holiday destinations.  The forecast was bad for 
pretty much the whole country, including southern Wisconsin.  We certainly hoped our plans wouldn‘t be seriously affected. 
 

We flipped through several other channels and eventually found a marathon of episodes from a program called Bizarre Foods 
on the Travel Channel.  On this show a balding, overweight host travels to destinations around the world and eats some of the most 
disgusting things imaginable—the reproductive organs of both sexes of a wide variety of animals, for instance.  One episode revolved 
around a Chinese ―delicacy‖ that translates as ―stinky tofu‖, while another showed a Japanese dish consisting of fish entrails and rice 
that were left to rot in barrels literally for years.  I‘ve got to give the host credit.  In addition to having the guts to eat guts, he is also quite 
up front in his opinions.  He doesn‘t pretend disgusting foods are necessarily good, or that just because something is a delicacy 
somewhere else it means he has to like it.  It really was a fascinating show, and we watched episode after episode.  It was pushing 
midnight when we finally got to sleep.  [I’ve watched Bizarre Foods occasionally since.  It really is entertaining.] 

 

Mercredi, le 24 de décembre (Wednesday, December 24, 2008) 

LaCrosse, Wisconsin – South Bend, Indiana 
 
 We were up around 6:30 this morning.  I 
had a quick shower under a very wimpy 
showerhead and then grabbed some of the hotel‘s 
minimal breakfast.  The weather channel was 
playing in the breakfast room, and heavy snow was 
predicted across southern Wisconsin.  The hostess 
at breakfast was headed to Milwaukee and was a 
bit worried about making it there. 
 
 I called Amtrak and found the Empire 
Builder was now 7½ hours behind schedule, late 
enough that we would miss our connection in 
Chicago.  I knew there were regular trains between 
Milwaukee and Chicago and wondered if it might 
not be wise to take the interstate over to Milwaukee 
and then catch a train southward from there.  I 
decided we should go to the local station to check 
on how things were likely to go. 
 
 Things were a bit slippery driving around 
town, but we made it to the station without any real 
problem.  We got there right at 8:00, but everything 
was locked up tight when we arrived.  Before long, 
though,  the station attendant  showed  up.  He  un- 

 
Ticket window at LaCrosse Station, decorated for Christmas 

locked the door and ushered us in.  Once he‘d gotten things organized, we went up to the ticket window and asked what we shou ld do.  
He acknowledged that the Empire Builder was running extremely late, but said there would almost certainly be sending a bus to serve 
as alternative transportation.  After just a few minutes he found out that Amtrak had in fact added a special train that originated in St. 
Paul and served all the destinations between there and Chicago.  That train was had left St. Paul about 45 minutes late and was due in 
LaCrosse around 11:00.  That was certainly good news! 
 
 [Each day there is a train on the Amtrak schedule that runs from St. Paul to Chicago.  It’s called train #808, and most 
of the time it’s just one or two extra cars that are tacked onto the end of the Empire Builder.  There’s normally no difference in 
that version of the Empire Builder than the parts that originate in Seattle or Portland—except that the fares are often different 
since Amtrak’s computer treats it as a different train.  When there are serious delays out west, though, they can run #808 (and 
its northbound companion #807 as a separate train.  They do that as little as possible, because it requires paying an 



additional train crew.  This past year, though, they’ve run #808 quite frequently.  That’s because freight trains carrying oil 
from the North Dakota fracking country have caused countless delays on the Empire Builder.  There was one occasion this 
spring when train #8 was 20 hours late, but train #808 got into Chicago on time.] 

 
 We left the station and went back to the hotel to check out.  We then had a leisurely breakfast at the same Panera where we‘d  
eaten last night.  Today we had soufflés and some very tasty hot chocolate.  We called Paul and his family while we ate and had a good 
chat with all of them. 

 
David Burrow 

LaCrosse Amtrak Station 

 It snowed hard while we were at Panera, and there was a bit of ice mixed in 
with the snow.  It took quite a while to clear off the windows of the car, and they were 
practically covered again as soon as we cleared them off.  The roads had not been 
too bad when we went to the station earlier this morning, but they were downright 
dreadful now.  We had a hairpin turn to enter I-90, and I wasn‘t at all sure I‘d make it 
through the loop.  The interstate itself had a glaze of ice, and I almost missed the exit 
because I couldn‘t slow down to make the turn.  The streets had not been plowed at 
all, and it was quite an adventure negotiating four inches of fresh snow that had 
fallen in just an hour or so. 
 

 We did make it to the station all right, and we managed to check our bags 
through to Schenectady, New York—a destination that was definitely not somewhere 
the station manager was used to checking luggage.  We were among the first here 
for the special train, and we settled in to wait in the lovely old depot. 
 
 Over thirty people eventually showed up to board this train.  Among them 
was an Asian woman who didn‘t speak English.  Why someone from Asia would be 
traveling from LaCrosse to Tomah on Christmas Eve, I have no idea, but that was 
the trip she had booked.  She called attention to herself a couple of times.  First she 
gave her cell phone to the ticket agent so he could talk to the person on the phone.  I 
gather that person didn‘t really speak English, either, since the agent repeated things 
quite slowly and clarified her likely arrival time by saying the numbers in the time 
separately.  The Asian woman also left her purse at the counter.  She seemed in her 
own little world and barely noticed when a black man in line behind her returned the 
purse to her. 
 

 Others waiting included a young man whose only luggage appeared to be a  
guitar and another person who was wearing an elf cap in honor of the holiday.  There was also a middle aged woman at the next bench 
forward from ours who was being interviewed by a reporter from the LaCrosse newspaper.  They were apparently trying for a local 
angle on the ―holiday travel chaos‖ story.  Here there was measured hope rather than chaos, though.  While the original train was 
seriously delayed, with the additional train Amtrak was trying to stay as close to schedule as possible.  That was certainly better than 
any of the airlines were doing. 

 
Worker shoveling the platform – LaCrosse Amtrak station 

 

 We were expecting that this substitute train would be the 
bare-bones essentials, probably just a couple of coaches.  At 
11:15, though, a full-sized Superliner train showed up on the 
platform at LaCrosse.  It had at least three coaches, at least one 
sleeper, and food service cars.  There wasn‘t a formal baggage 
car, but they accepted checked luggage in a special section of 
one of the coaches, the place that quite obviously used to be the 
smoking lounge before smoking was prohibited all together on the 
rails. 
 
 [It really was strange that they had all this equipment 
available in St. Paul.  Normally Train #808 is a single coach, 
or sometimes two coaches.  I wonder if the ―real‖ westbound 
Empire Builder may have been cancelled west of St. Paul, 
and they were basically just sending that equipment back to 
Chicago.  Chicago is where Amtrak services all their long 
distance trains, so it’s very unusual to have a significant 
amount of equipment in any other location.] 
 

 As  they  usually  do  on  Amtrak,  they  assigned  people 

heading to different destinations to different cars on the train.  We were sent to the very back car (the one with the luggage), which held 
passengers bound for Milwaukee and Chicago.  The upper level of a Superliner coach holds 68 passengers, and normally the ―long 
distance‖ car would be quite full at this point in the journey.  Less than half the seats were occupied, though, and Margaret  and I easily 
found a pair of seats together.  We settled in, and before long the train headed off into the snowy Wisconsin countryside. 
 
 There was definitely some déjà vu on this trip.  At Easter I had taken the train to Milwaukee, in the midst of a record-setting 
spring snowstorm.  The view out the window on this trip was almost identical to what I‘d seen then.  The only difference was that at 



Easter the rivers were flowing freely through the snow-covered valleys, while at Christmas everything was frozen solid.  Everything 
really did look beautiful, and I was definitely glad I was on a train instead of a highway. 
 
 We made our way to the lounge, where we found they were out of virtually everything.  This wasn‘t really a surprise, since th is 
train appeared out of nowhere and wasn‘t part of the standard catering routine.  What the lounge attendant did have plenty of was 
chips.  In fact he was so overstocked with chips that he was offering either free coffee or free bottled water with the purchase of a bag 
of chips.  We took advantage of the offer, for entertainment value as much as anything.  The Lays chips had big lettering on the 
package that boasted that they were made with ―genuine natural oil‖.  I suppose they have to find some way to pretend that a high fat 
product is healthy. 
 
 We sat on the observation level of the lounge for a while.  This area is almost always packed on trains, and it was refreshing to 
be able to find a place to sit there.  While in the lounge I noticed signs that pertained to the California Zephyr, the train that goes 
through my old hometown of Mt. Pleasant.  How equipment from the Zephyr ended up in Minneapolis, I have no clue.  [That is a 
mystery, and I think this may be the only time on Amtrak I’ve seen equipment that was labeled for a specific route.] 

 
 We arrived in the Wisconsin Dells at 12:40pm and made a long stop there. The Dells stood out because out the window by 

our seats we had a view of an attraction called the Museum of Torture.  It‘s sad to think of how many new exhibits they might  add from 
our current government. 
 
 We left the Dells at 12:52, a couple hours after the original Empire Builder was scheduled to be there.  As we pulled out the 
conductor announced that there was free food being served in the lounge.  They‘d apparently contacted the local Subway shop to 
provide dozens of sandwiches, cookies, bags of chips, and cans of pop.  It was all available without charge, apparently as an apology 
for the fouled up schedule.  [It was also likely the reason we’d had such a long stop in the Dells.]  They had enough that anyone 

who wanted food got it, and then the attendants went throughout the train trying to get rid of the leftovers.  I couldn‘t help but think of the 
first Amtrak trip I took, when our train ran eight hours late, and it was only with great reluctance that we were provided a boxed 
sandwich and bottled water.  If Amtrak was giving us free food for this relatively minor delay, I wondered what they were giving the folks 
on the actual Empire Builder—which ―Julie‖ from the Amtrak hotline said was now more than nine hours late.  [Margaret took the 
Empire Builder this past spring, and she was fed a nice wild rice stew in the dining car free of charge.  It had obviously been 
catered ahead of time, and is probably considered a standard amenity on the now much delayed Empire Builder.] 

 
 Near Columbus (a small town north of Madison) the train slowed down, and from there on we almost literally crawled.  We‘d 
spend pretty much the whole afternoon in eastern Wisconsin.  The conductor made repeated announcements, but the speaker in our 
car was soft and garbled, so it wasn‘t until much later that we actually learned what was up.  It turned out that at Mile 117  (from 
Chicago) we hit a large chunk of ice that was on the tracks.  That ice caused the snow plow in front of the train to slide underneath the 
engine, damaging a track crossing in the process.  We were given permission to proceed at a maximum of 20mph, with the snowplow 
dragging on the tracks the whole way.  Just west of the Milwaukee station, we stopped in the CN Railroad‘s service yards, where they 
cut off the old snowplow and welded a new one onto the front.  That took forty-five minutes, and the people whose destination was 
Milwaukee were extremely impatient with the wait.  It was after 5:30 when we finally got to Milwaukee. 
 
 Milwaukee is a smoking and service stop, so we lost another fifteen minutes or so there.  However once the repairs had been 
made, we had clearance to go at maximum speed (up to 79mph, depending on conditions), and the car attendant told us it should be 
about another hour and a half into Chicago.  She finished her announcement by saying, ―Thanks for your patience … and remember 
Amtrak is running today.  Most of the airlines aren‘t.‖ 
 
 The final leg of this trip went quickly, and we had a nice view of Christmas lights throughout the suburbs and the north side of 
the city.  Chicagoans do a good job with their lights.  Almost every house lines their windows in lights or runs lights up the railing or 
around the roof.  The decorations are simple, but pleasant, and they were very pretty from the train.  [It’s an exaggeration to say 
―almost every‖ house decorates with lights, but a lot do—and they are pretty.] 

 
 On the very last part of the trip we saw a strange sight.  Amtrak shares tracks with the Metra commuter trains throughout 
Chicagoland, and in several places Metra had purposely lighted fires along the tracks.  This is apparently a standard method of de-icing 
the tracks, but it certainly was weird to see (and even go over) flames on the rails.  When we arrived at Union Station we could tell just 
what a problem ice was.  The wheels of every car of the train were almost completely covered in ice. 
 
 We got into Chicago right at 7:30pm.  Our original itinerary had a fairly long layover, and Margaret and I planned to spend part 
of it attending Christmas Eve services at the Chicago Temple downtown.  Unfortunately their service began at 7:00, so we missed it.  
We definitely considered ourselves fortunate, though, and we made a point of telling the employees how thankful we were that Amtrak 
had added this special train.  We found out later that the original Empire Builder wouldn‘t get into LaCrosse until after midnight and 
would arrive in Chicago until at almost 6am Christmas morning—almost fourteen hours after its scheduled arrival. 
 
 We made our way up the platform and into the main part of the station.  We admired the decorations in the Great Hall and 
confirmed that our next train, the Lake Shore Limited, was scheduled to depart on time.  Then we looked at a map of the station to 
figure out where the Metropolitan Lounge was.  After locating it we made our way past a line and into that special room. 
 



 The Metropolitan Lounge is a facility 
reserved for the use of sleeping car 
passengers.  If I were traveling by myself, I 
almost certainly wouldn‘t have gotten a 
sleeper, but Margaret definitely preferred 
traveling that way, and dividing the price by 
two made it slightly less unreasonable.  
Booking a sleeper gives a number of added 
perks, one of which is this lounge.  There are 
Metropolitan Lounges in several Amtrak 
stations, but the one in Chicago is probably 
the most useful from a passenger‘s 
perspective.  Union Station is an extremely 
chaotic and frankly unfriendly place, and the 
coach waiting lounges are cramped and 
confusing.  The Metropolitan Lounge in 
Chicago was not nearly as nice as the one 
we‘d used in Portland on an earlier trip, but it 
did provide an oasis from the frenzy of the 
station. 

 
 [The Metropolitan Lounges and 
their eastern equivalent, Club Acela, are 
Amtrak’s equivalent of the airport lounges 
that airlines provide for first class and 
business class passengers. We’d later find 

 
Christmas decorations in the Great Hall at Chicago’s Union Station 

that Amtrak provides lounge passes that can be had by redeeming ―Guest Rewards‖ frequent traveler points.  The passes are 
actually fairly good value, particularly if coach passengers make a trip that involves a long layover in a connecting city like 
Chicago, New York, or Washington, D.C.  In addition to just being a pleasant place to relax, the lounges provide a baggage 
storage service, and they have free internet and complimentary snacks and non-alcoholic beverages.  Margaret and I will be 
using a couple of those passes when we go out east this summer.] 
 

 A middle aged black woman oversees the Metropolitan Lounge.  To say she is one of the friendliest of the Amtrak employees 
in Chicago is to damn with faint praise.  She was cold, abrupt, and commanding, but she did do her job.  Unlike most of the Union 
Station staff, she was not overly rude.  She eyed us suspiciously when we came through the door and inspected our tickets very 
carefully.  Once she had confirmed we were in fact sleeping car passengers, she gave us a pass card with the date and the words ―NO 
DINNER‖ written on it.  [Chances are many other passengers were probably provided with a complimentary meal at the station 
because of missed connections.]  She ordered us not to lose it and pointed out that if we left it was essential to have that pass to 

return.  She then advised us not to go far, as she would call us for boarding around 8:00. 
 
 Once we had been welcomed we found a place to sit.  The lounge is furnished with conversation groups of leather chairs and 
couches, separated by end tables.  On a wall toward the center was a gas fireplace, with Christmas trees to the side.  Across from that, 
near the check-in desk, was an area where guests could store their luggage without paying the exorbitant fee they charge for lockers in 
the main part of the station.  At one end of the lounge a big screen TV played CNN, and at the other were restrooms and a supply of 
complimentary beverages.  There was a juice dispenser similar to what many hotels have at their breakfast bars with orange, cranberry, 
and apple juice available.  They also had a case of bottled water and a machine that supposedly dispensed coffee and hot water.  In 
fact it dispensed either luke-warm water—either in clear or brown.  One woman asked if there was hot chocolate available.  She was 
basically scolded for asking and informed that there was tea (though I‘m not sure tea would brew in the temperature of water that was 
provided). 
 
 The lounge was not especially clean.  A woman who had been waiting there some time told us that the place had been a 
madhouse around 5:00.  Then all the big westbound trains left, and now it was much quieter than before.  They‘d obviously not cleaned 
since the crowd left, though.  While we were there a janitor came through and emptied the wastebaskets.  The carpet was filthy, though, 
and he did nothing to remedy that.  [I’ve been in the Metropolitan Lounge on other occasions when it has seemed cleaner.  It 
does get far too much traffic, though.] 

 
 The woman who had been waiting so long was headed to Niagara Falls.  She was an elderly black woman who was originally 
from San Diego and now lived in Texas.  Her purpose for going to Niagara was to see snow.  She apparently loves living in the Sun 
Belt, but every now and then she feels a need for the white stuff.  She recalled a time many years ago when she took off on a whim and 
flew to Alaska at Christmas.  Her husband thought she was crazy, but apparently let her do what she needed to do.  She‘s now 
widowed and felt she‘d earned the right to go where she wanted when she wanted—and now she was going to see Niagara Falls in 
winter. 
 
 Before too long it was time to board our train.  The woman from the desk first called those who needed special assistance with 
boarding and became angry when people who weren‘t handicapped (including Margaret and me) came up front at the same time.  



Once she had dispensed with the pre-boarding group, she barked out instructions to the rest of us.  Basically she would be leading us 
to the platform, and we were to walk single file all the way there, keeping a close eye on the person in front of us to make sure we didn‘t 
get lost along the way.  The line got goofed up a bit when we had to pause as she unlocked the platform doors, but I think everyone 
made it to the train all right.  [I’ve been here on other occasions when they had people exit from a door right in the lounge and 
go down the easternmost platform in the station to the main concourse.  That’s really a better method, because it keeps the 
lounge group from getting mixed up with those in the main waiting area.] 

 
 The car attendant (a young black man named Ainsley) was clearly annoyed to see people boarding and remarked that the car 
wasn‘t ready.  He asked if we‘d been told about the problems with the car and seemed bothered that we hadn‘t.  He pointed out  that 
there were plumbing and electrical problems.  No one in the car could use the toilets in their compartments, and apparently the shower 
didn‘t work either.  There were also problems with the lights, most of which didn‘t work.  He muttered that the station personnel 
(presumably the woman in the lounge) should have informed us about how to get a refund for the problem, but he never said anything 
further after that. 
 
 Except for those problems our compartment was fine, and Ainsley had prepared it for the trip.  The eastbound ―Viewliner‖ 
sleepers are slightly larger than the Superliner sleeper we‘d been on going out to Portland, but I think both Margaret and I preferred the 
westbound ones.  [That’s definitely true.]  The main difference is that in-room toilet, and even if it had been functional that would have 

been a pretty pointless feature.  It‘s hard to imagine wanting to use the toilet in your bedroom, and unless you‘re intimate with your 
roommate, someone would need to leave to allow the other to use the facilities.  (Actually I‘d think even most intimate couples would 
want their privacy in that situation.) 
 
 The compartment featured two seats (upholstered in turquoise) that faced each other.  One was a bit narrower than the other, 
to allow room for the toilet.  The seats made up into a single bed in much the same way that the dinette in a trailer converts into 
sleeping space.  The Viewliner sleepers have a second bed that literally drops from the ceiling.  In its ―day‖ position the p latform rests 
about eight inches away from the ceiling, providing a bit of storage space.  A lever on the bottom of the bed drops it down to just above 
the top of the seats.  It would be possible to sit in the seats with the top bunk down, but there would not be much headroom.  In the day 
position, there is excessive headroom. 
 
 The toilet is covered with a thick, solid top that also serves as a step to get up to the upper bunk.  The bunk is wider at the 
head than the foot because of an indentation taken out where the toilet is.  Above the toilet is a foldable sink.  This was a strange and 
rather clever contraption.  It literally folds flush with the wall in its resting position.  When you fold it out, it comes nearly as far out as the 
toilet.  The sink itself is stainless steel, and it has funny faucets similar to what you‘d see in an airplane sink, with an additional lever that 
operates a spigot for drinking water.  The pressure is fairly good, enough to adequately rinse out a toothbrush [which puts it way 
ahead of most hotel sinks].  There is no drain in the bottom of the sink.  When you run water, it just accumulates in the bowl.  There 

are, however, little holes at the top of the back, which are the lowest part of the sink when it folds into the wall.  When you fold up the 
sink, the wastewater flows through those holes and drains somewhere into the back. 
 
 Beside the larger seat (across from the toilet) is a small coat rack with a couple of hangers.  Above the toilet (over the door to 
the hallway) is one of two advantages the eastbound trains have over the Superliners.  There‘s a fairly large storage area that extends 
out over the hallway.  While it‘s awkward to get at, it provides a lot of storage space.  It was much more than adequate for my coat and 
our two duffel bags, and if you could get it up there (no small challenge, literally lifting over your head), it would hold a roller bag with no 
problem.  There‘s basically no in-room storage in the Superliner sleepers, so this is a definite improvement.  [On the other hand, 
there’s quite a bit of storage by the exit doors on the Superliners, while there’s almost none on the Viewliner sleepers.] 

 
 The other nice thing about the Viewliners is the thing that gives them their name.  The single-level trains have two sets of 
windows.  There are large picture windows down by the seats and a second smaller set of windows at the top, basically at the level of 
the upper bunk.  The extra windows provide good lighting by day, and they also allow people in the top bunk to look at the scenery 
while they lay there.  [This is a major advantage.  The Superliner sleepers come across as very dim, and having the windows 
beside the upper bunk is nice if you wake up early or have trouble getting to sleep.] 

 
 The Lake Shore Limited wasn‘t scheduled to depart until 10pm.  However, they allow boarding at 8:00 and hold a special 
reception for sleeping car passengers in the diner.  [They’ve apparently done away with this and similar events on other trains as 
part of cost reductions mandated by Congress.]  Margaret and I made our way there and were seated across from an older couple, 

the husband of which was a career military man.  They now lived south of the Twin Cities and were headed for Watertown, New York, 
which is apparently home to one of the bases where the guy had been stationed in the past.  They‘d be taking the train to Syracuse and 
renting a car for the rest of the trip. 
 
 At the reception the waiters almost literally threw plates in front of us.  Each plastic plate had a small bunch of grapes and little 
chunks of orange and white cheese (probably a mild cheddar and Monterrey jack—definitely ―least common denominator‖ cheeses).  
There were bowls of toothpicks in the center of the table we could use to eat the cheese.  Next the waiters put down clear plastic 
stemmed goblets and offered us a choice of red or white wine.  (Those who were obviously younger than drinking age were offered 
Pepsi or Sierra Mist.)  The wine was apparently from South Australia, though I don‘t recall exactly what it was.  I had the red wine, 
which was pleasant and inoffensive—about the same as the cheese.  The grapes were really the best thing they offered.  
[Interestingly, I distinctly remember those grapes six years later.  They were extremely juicy and flavorful, much more so than 
either the wine or the cheese.] 
 



 We departed right on time at 10pm and had a quick ride through the Metra yards south of the station.  Here, too, they had fires 
burning on the tracks.  Ainsley made up our beds almost immediately after we departed, and I spent an hour or so staring out the 
Viewliner windows at the refineries and steel plants of northern Indiana.  I couldn‘t help but think as I lay there that this bunk seemed 
remarkably similar to those cubicle hotels you read about in Japan (though they apparently don‘t have windows of any sort).  It was 
perfectly acceptable for a single overnight on a train, but I tried to imagine staying in such a space for an extended time. 

 
Website view of the upper bunk on an Amtrak Viewliner train 

(Something I hadn’t noted in the text is that there is quite a bit more vertical room in the upper bunk than on Superliners.) 
 

It was quite warm in the compartment, and the heat kept me awake until we reached South Bend, about an hour and a half 
east of Chicago.  There we switched to Eastern time and it was officially Christmas day.  Past South Bend the gentle movement of the 
train soon rocked me to sleep. 
 

Jeudi, le 25 de décembre—Noël (Thursday, December 25, 2008—Christmas) 

South Bend, Indiana – Schenectady, New York 
 
 I woke up somewhere around 7:00 this morning.  It may have been too hot when I‘d gone to bed, but now it was COLD!!!  The 

[Amtrak sleeper beds] come with sheets and a single thin blanket that is precisely the size of the mattress.  That means that when I 
covered myself with the blanket it wouldn‘t cover my whole body; either my shoulders or my feet were uncovered.   While those upper 
windows provided a nice view, they gave absolutely no insulation, and I was literally shivering when I woke up. 
 

Ainsley had not said anything about the shower being broken, so the first thing I did was to make my way down to the end of 
the narrow hallway to use it.  Unfortunately it was completely inaccessible, blocked off by a large box for trash and stacks of supplies for 
the rooms.  Since the toilets didn‘t work, it made sense that the shower wouldn‘t either.  However, it would have been nice to at least 
have had the space available for changing.  Instead I went back to the compartment, climbed back up to the top bed, and preformed 
some acrobatics as I attempted to change clothes without disturbing Margaret or putting on too much of a show for her or anyone who 
might see through the windows. 
 



I made my way through the diner and into the coach past there.  The coach restrooms on eastern trains are nearly as large as 
our sleeping compartment—literally.  It would have afforded much more space to change than the bunk did, and if it weren‘t two cars 
away, that‘s likely what I would have done.  This coach had a standard restroom and a handicapped restroom.  They seemed the same 
size to me, though perhaps the handicapped one was just slightly larger.  The main difference seemed to be that the handicapped 
restroom had its stool set at a 45

o
 angle in the corner.  That was probably intended to make it possible (though I can‘t say how) for 

someone to slip on it from a wheelchair, but it also made it very awkward for a full-size person to sit on at all.  Fortunately the regular 
restroom had space around the toilet.  I managed to do my business and also clean up a bit.  Then I made my way back, and Margaret 
and I went to breakfast. 
 

Meals are included for sleeper passengers. When we took the Empire Builder out to Portland, that seemed like good value.  
Here it was notably less so.  They‘ve converted the food service on the Lake Shore Limited into something called ―diner lite‖, which 
offers a more limited menu and is served on plastic and paper rather than china and linen.   I‘m sure it saves money, but it‘s definitely 
not the old-time dining experience you‘d expect on a train.  [This was among the first of a host of penny-pinching measures forced 
on Amtrak by Republicans in Congress.  Because Republicans control the House, they are in control of all government 
spending—not that they’ll admit that, of course.  The Congressmen’s philosophy is things like transportation should be run 
exclusively by private ventures.  The fact that private railroads couldn’t run passenger service profitably is to them an 
indication that passenger service should not exist.  They would prefer to do away with Amtrak’s subsidies all together, but 
until they can they’ve required this cost-cutting in exchange for allowing the allocation for Amtrak out of committee.  These 
politicians don’t seem to understand that bus and air travel are also subsidized.  The very act of building a road or hiring an 
air traffic controller, though, costs the government money that is not repaid by the transportation companies.  Because that’s 
not a direct subsidy, they somehow justify that as all right, though, while giving a much smaller sum to Amtrak is somehow 
evil.] 

 
The diner was nearly empty when we entered, and the attendant instructed us to sit wherever we wanted.  We sat across a 

table from each other, which is quite unusual on Amtrak (where they try to cram four people at every table, no matter what number 
different parties include).  The complimentary breakfast includes coffee and juice.  A mousy-looking young waitress gave each of us 
one of the same stemmed goblets we‘d seen at the welcome reception, this time half-filled with cranberry juice.  My glass leaked, so 
and she replaced it with another flimsy plastic glass.  Coffee was served in white plastic cups, again half filled.  I suppose partially filling 
the beverages makes for fewer spills.  Unfortunately, they aren‘t particularly good about re-filling things, so we basically ended up with 
half a cup of coffee.  They‘d do well to put out one of those insulated carafes like you get at Perkins and let you re-fill your own cup. 
 

The first order of business at any meal is for the waiter to take care of the paperwork.  Sleeping car passengers must identify 
their room and car and sign the bottom of the meal ticket.  We were in Room #2 of Car #4810.  The numbers for Amtrak sleepers 
always begin with the number of the train, followed by 10, 20, and 30 for the first, second, and third car.  (We were the first sleeping car 
on train #48.)  The front of each sleeper includes four larger rooms (a handicapped room and three ―family‖ bedrooms that are  signified 
by letters.  Behind those are about a dozen smaller rooms with numbers.  Ours was the first room on the right as we walked back from 
the diner.  (By the way, coach cars on the same train would be numbered 4811, 4812, etc.; the sleepers are always multiples of ten, 
while the coaches end in numbers other than zero.) 

 
The food we had was basically the same thing you‘d find at a mid-range hotel that uses ―hot breakfast‖ to distinguish itself from 

the continental breakfast at the competition.  Everything is pre-made (that is packed onto the train already made) and put in warmer 
trays from which the staff can quickly assemble plates.  I had scrambled eggs for breakfast, while Margaret had an omelet (which is to 
say a pre-formed bunch of eggs and cheese that had been frozen and re-warmed).    Both dishes came with rather soggy potato 
chunks and a croissant with butter and jelly.  As sleeping car passengers we could have sausage patties on the side at no extra cost. 
(They‘d be $3 a la carte.)    While I had to liberally salt the eggs and potatoes, things mostly tasted as they should.  It would certainly 
not have been worth paying full menu prices for it, but as in included bonus it was perfectly adequate. 
 

There was only a handful of other people in the diner as we ate.  Most noteworthy among them was a woman sitting by herself 
who was rather obviously hung over.  She sat alone at the table across from us and looked quite miserable.  She toyed with her food 
but never really ate anything.  We found out she had noticed us, though.  Later in the day she walked past our room and commented 
that she had noticed the snowflake pattern on Margaret‘s sweatshirt at breakfast and really liked it. 
 
 We made our way back to our compartment, which Ainsley had made up for the day in our absence.  While we had opened 
our main Christmas gifts at Margaret‘s, we had a few stocking stuffers to go through this morning.  I‘d also brought along Christmas 
crackers (which we found had been made by a company from Montreal), and we had fun pulling them and discovering the cheap prizes 
inside. 
 
 I spent some of the time this morning making notes for this journal.  These were placed into the same notebook I‘ve used on 
almost all my recent trips—a spiral book of lined paper with a hot pink plastic cover that I rescued from the trash at the end of the 
school year a few years ago.  It certainly stands out.  What was harder to keep track of was the pens I was writing with.  It became 
almost comical as I kept misplacing pens and had to search or borrow one from Margaret each time I wanted to jot something down.  
[Not long after this trip, my method of keeping notes would change because I bought a little netbook computer.  The computer 
doesn’t require a pen, of course, but it does need to be out and powered up each time I want to add to the saga.  That’s why 
these days I mostly do my writing at night.] 

 



 
Margaret Sullivan in Room 2 of Amtrak car 4810 

To the left is the back of the toilet.  On the ledge above that is a box of 
Christmas crackers and Margaret’s purse.  The folding sink is behind those. 

 The train remained essentially on 
time through the night, just as we had 
when we went out to Oregon at Christmas 
on Amtrak.  That was certainly a 
refreshing change from the previous day‘s 
train or the one we‘d ridden on when we 
went out to Boston.  We were in fact 
ahead of schedule when we got to Erie, 
Pennsylvania, and we had to stay there 
for quite a while so we would leave the 
station on time.  [Amtrak always does 
leave precisely on time—never early—
when they’re ahead of schedule.  
That’s interesting, since all travel is 
now by reservation only, so no one 
should be showing up at the last 
second trying to board.] 

 
 As we rode past Lake Eire, it was 
clear the woman from Texas would get 
her Christmas snow.  While there wasn‘t 
nearly as much of the white stuff as we‘d 
left in Iowa or Wisconsin, the forest floor 
did have a nice blanket of white.  It 
appeared that they‘d had a lot more snow, 
but more recently it had either been quite 
warm or they‘d gotten rain that settled 
things.  Something that stood out in the 
snow  was vineyards.   Both Pennsylvania  

 and New York are major wine producers, but I must say it was kind of strange to see grape vines in winter. 
 
 Some of the towns in northern Pennsylvania and western New York are handsome, while others look truly grim.  This is the 
heart of the rust belt, and it was clear some places just hadn‘t adapted well to the changing economy.  We past one forlorn town that 
was little more than a collection of run-down houses in the shadow of an enormous power plant.  We also passed countless abandoned 
factories and warehouses.  Many were architecturally quite interesting and likely were most impressive when they were active.  Now 
they just stood there with smashed out windows and rusting equipment.  In big cities such places would have been converted to loft 
apartments or offices.  Small towns, though, have neither the funds to preserve abandoned buildings nor the need for their space.  So 
they just leave the old factories to rot. 

 
Wikipedia image of Buffalo Central Terminal 

 When we got to Buffalo 
we passed an architectural masterpiece, 
the city‘s old Union Station.  [Technically 
this building isn’t called Union Station, 
but rather Buffalo Central Terminal.]  

The immense art deco palace is not 
where Amtrak stops in Buffalo, and 
unfortunately it is also nowhere near 
downtown.  It‘s probably the bad location 
that has kept Buffalo from joining the host 
of other cities that have restored their 
grand old depots.  The old Buffalo station 
looks great from a distance, but up close 
it‘s a tower of graffiti and broken windows 
that looms over a bad neighborhood.  The 
Lake Shore Limited stops in the middle of 
some train yards in the eastern suburbs, 
quite near the Buffalo airport.  There‘s a 
second Buffalo Amtrak station downtown, 
which connects with the city‘s subway.  
The beautiful old station is not on any 
train‘s route, though. [Central Terminal 
was  the  city’s  principal   Amtrak  stop 

until 1979, continuing the stopping pattern of the New York Central Railroad before it.  The owners of the building went 
bankrupt, though, and it was basically just abandoned.  The best information I found about the place was on a website with 
the fascinating name ―Urban Tragedy #2‖.  They give a fascinating history of the place.  It has never been used at its full 
capacity, since it opened at the start of the Great Depression and declined with the rise of automobiles.  While it’s not quite on 



the level of the derelict station in Detroit that is featured in endless documentaries on urban decay, Buffalo Central Terminal 
is in terrible shape.   There have been numerous attempts to restore it, but the cost has proven prohibitive.  It’s on the 
National Register of Historic Places, which makes it all but impossible to tear down.  So, it just stands in literally a shell of its 
former glory.] 

 
 Later in the morning I needed to use a restroom again, so I made my way up past the diner.  The toilet we‘d been directed to 
use had a long line, so I kept walking forward to the other coaches.  I eventually found an empty toilet, but when I went in, I could see 
why it was empty.  First, the door wouldn‘t lock.  Second, the place was completely filthy.  While we‘d left Chicago less than twelve 
hours ago, you‘d think it was a week from the disaster this place had become.  Some people had obviously missed the actual to ilet 
while doing their duty,  which made the place reek of urine.   Water from the sink had also splashed all over the place, wetting the toilet 
paper to the point that it was unusable.  There was also trash strewn all over the place.  I had to go pretty badly, but I couldn‘t bring 
myself to use that particular restroom.  I went to yet another coach and stood in line for a while there.   
 
 At one point Margaret and I headed to the lounge car, which was a long way forward.  The Lake Shore Limited is actually two 

trains in one.  The train splits in two at Albany.  The rear cars end up in New York City, while the forward cars head to Boston.  Our 
sleeper and the diner were among the New York cars, while the lounge was in the Boston section.  We went through car after car to get 
there, but eventually we made it.  We bought the best value item on Amtrak‘s menu, cheese and cracker trays.  For $3.50 this includes 
four different types of packaged cheeses and about a dozen assorted crackers.  It‘s enough for a meal, and it‘s just about the cheapest 
thing they sell in the lounge cars.  We didn‘t eat this now, but put it in our luggage to have at night.  We were staying overnight in 
downtown Schenectady, and we weren‘t sure if there would be anywhere to eat there on Christmas day. 
 
 The miles passed fairly quickly as we went through western New York.  When we passed Rochester, which is dominated by 
Kodak‘s headquarters, things became much snowier.  They get lake effect snow here, the sort of snow that is measured in feet.  
Unfortunately the lady from Texas had left the train in Buffalo, where the snow was quite a bit scantier.  She should have come a 
hundred miles further east. 
 
 I passed some time by starting one of my annual holiday traditions, reading through the book A Christmas Carol.  Having just 

seen a dramatic version of the story, it was interesting to contrast the differences.  The version we‘d seen was actually more faithful to 
Dickens than many, and it included a lot of the author‘s Victorian language and some of my favorite  scenes (like the journey to the coal 
mines and the lighthouse).  It had to be severely condensed to make a ninety-minute performance, though, and I enjoyed finding the 
things that were left out.  [Sometime I’d like to see A Christmas Carol presented just as a dramatic reading, which Dickens 
himself apparently did on occasion.  The real problem with such a performance, though, is that the unabridged version would 
be too long.  While writing this revision I downloaded a recording of the entire book, which has a running time of nearly four 
hours.]  

 
 I also read through the Amtrak 
route guide for this train.  They describe 
what there is to see and do at each of the 
stops, as well as in some towns along the 
way where the train doesn‘t stop.  They also 
point out numerous photo opportunities 
along the way.  One of those was Gary, 
Indiana.  I really have no clue what they 
think is photogenic about Gary.  The place is 
nothing if not industrial, and while it‘s 
survived better than some of the towns we 
passed through this morning, there‘s little 
that‘s beautiful about refineries and steel 
mills. 
 
 Margaret spent much of the 
morning knitting.  Apparently Guideposts 

magazine has a program where they accept 
hand-knitted children‘s sweaters that they 
distribute to the needy.  On this trip Margaret 
was knitting a sweater in fall colors that 
looked as if it would turn out to be quite 
pretty. 

 
Website photo of approximately the view one has of Gary, Indiana  

from an Amtrak train  (I’m glad we passed through at night.) 

 At noon we returned to the diner for lunch.  Even on trains that have ―good‖ meal service, lunch is the weak link.  The menu is 
limited, and the food is nothing special.  With ―diner lite‖ it was a pretty worthless meal.  I had a cheeseburger that consisted of a pre-
cooked patty warmed in the microwave.  It tasted stale and had an unusual texture.  They placed a slab of process cheese and 
assorted vegetables on top of that and served it on a bun with a pickle spear and some potato chips.  Dessert was also included with 
the meal.  Margaret had cheesecake, while I had a chocolate torte.  The dessert wasn‘t bad, but it wouldn‘t have been worth the $5 they 
charged a la carte.  [I wish they’d let sleeping car passengers have lunch in the lounge, which has a much wider variety of 
offerings at midday.[ 



 We arrived in Syracuse during lunch, roughly on time.  We had a long stop, though, and were behind schedule leaving there.  
East of Syracuse the train goes through country that seems really remote.  While we weren‘t far from numerous large cities, the area 
here (the forested Appalachian foothills) seems very rural indeed.  It started snowing quite heavily as we made our way along, and that 
added to the desolate feeling of the area. 
 
 The snow continued as we neared Utica, another old town filled with decaying factory shells.  Both Margaret and I remarked 
that when covered with snow, even dead industry looks nice.  My bet is that Utica is frankly ugly much of the time, but under a fresh 
coat of white it looked rather pleasant. 
 
 We went through more forest land before reaching the outskirts of our destination:  Schenectady.  Before this trip I couldn‘t 
have told you much of anything about Schenectady, except that it‘s almost impossible to spell.  I did some reading on the place before 
coming here, though, and it has quite an interesting history.  Schenectady (which means something like ―among the pines‖ in an 
Iroquois language) is one of the oldest cities in America, having been founded by the Dutch in 1661.  For nearly a century it was the 
company town for General Electric, the company Thomas Edison founded here in 1892.  Schenectady is noteworthy for having the first 
regular television broadcasts in America, on a station founded by G.E. that still exists today.  G.E. still has its headquarters here (at zip 
code 12345), though almost all their industrial operations have moved abroad.  They also used to make train engines here (at ALCO, or 
the American Locomotive Company), and there were assorted smaller industries.  At its peak there were about 100,000 people in 
Schenectady.  Today there are about 60,000, but it‘s still a substantial city.  Schenectady is part of New York‘s ―Capital District‖ 
metropolitan area, and the state capital of Albany is just fifteen miles to the east.  The city seems to have adapted better than many 
places to the post-industrial economy, and we found it a surprisingly pleasant place to stay. 
 
 [A couple years after this trip my church would hire a new minister who had grown up in Schenectady.  When I first 
met him, he was surprised I’d even heard of the place and even more surprised I’d actually been there.] 
 

 There‘s obviously a cushion in the schedule between Utica 
and Schenectady, because we arrived right on time.  While waiting 
for our luggage, we heard the station agent talking on the phone.  He 
said, ―We‘ve got an on-time 48 today.  How‘s that for a Christmas 
gift?‖  The Lake Shore Limited is notorious for being late, and 
schedules on every train had been thrown out the window because of 
the weather and the holidays.  Obviously the agent was as surprised 
as Margaret and I that we were arriving on time. 

 
 Displays in the station show that at one time Schenectady 
had a grand old railroad station.  That was apparently torn down in 
the 1970s.  It was replaced by a small utilitarian brick structure that 
sits under the viaduct where the train runs.  While it‘s small, the 
Schenectady station is quite busy.  Pretty much every train that goes 
to New York state stops here, and it‘s a fairly big transfer point 
among different trains (which was our purpose for being here).  Even 
on Christmas Day the place was busy. 

 
 We quickly claimed our luggage,  but we didn‘t  really know 

 
Lake Shore Limited on the platform at Schenectady, NY 

 

 
Railroad overpass decorated for Christmas – Schenectady, NY 

where to do once we left the station.  We had reservations 
at the Hampton Inn in downtown Schenectady.  On mapping 
services that appeared to be just a short walk from the 
station, but it wasn‘t really clear in real life where we needed 
to go.  I asked the station agent how to get there, but he 
didn‘t have a clue.  He suggested we take a cab.  
Fortunately, a ragged old man who was gathering up pop 
cans happened to come into the station just as I was asking 
for directions.  While he was someone I‘d have probably 
avoided if I saw him on the street, he was able to assure me 
that the Hampton Inn was quite close, and he gave easy 
directions for getting there on foot.  Basically we crossed a 
parking lot, passed under the railroad viaduct, and walked a 
block down from the station. 
 
 The Hampton Inn is probably an urban renewal 
project.  It‘s a brand new building in the heart of a very old 
downtown area.  We checked in quickly, though the woman 
at the desk was surprised we didn‘t need a parking permit.  
Our room was the standard for Hampton Inn, which is to say 
it was very nice.  Hampton is owned by the Hilton 
corporation.  I‘ve stayed  in  a Hilton  exactly once in my life,  



and to my mind the lower-priced Hampton properties are nicer than the chain‘s namesake hotels. [I’ve since stayed at the lovely 
Palmer House Hilton in downtown Chicago, which is a truly lovely hotel.  In general, though, I’d still agree that Hamptons are 
superior to Hiltons.  The real difference is that most Hamptons lack features like bellboys and room service, but those are 
things I never take advantage of anyway.]  Our room had two large beds facing a big screen LED television that received ridiculously 

many cable stations.  We spent time in both the evening and the next morning flipping through them, and we never did cover all the 
channels.  The numbers went well over 1000, and while not every channel was used, there were literally hundreds that were. 
 

We‘d expected to arrive in Schenectady late and basically just collapse and spend the night at the hotel.  Having arrived on 
time, we had quite a bit of time available before it would even be dark.  So, we set out walking and wandered around beautiful down- 

 
ABOVE:  Proctor’s Theatre and surrounding buildings 

BELOW:  State Street – Schenectady, NY 

 

town Schenectady.  Before this trip I‘d 
have expected the last three words of the 
previous sentence to be sarcastic.  I fully 
expected downtown Schenectady to have 
all the charm of downtown Waterloo, a 
similarly sized industrial city that long ago 
saw its better days.  Schenectady, though, 
is a much more vital place than Waterloo.  
They‘ve worked hard to preserve their 
downtown, and it while it was nearly 
deserted on Christmas, it was still a 
pleasant place to walk around. 
 
 Our hotel was at State and 
Clinton streets, right in the heart of 
downtown.  To the east was the county 
government complex and two similar 
looking grand old churches.  One was a 
Catholic church, while the other had signs 
with that said ―The First Methodist 

Church‖.  While this certainly was not the 
first Methodist church anywhere (we‘d 
seen that in London), it was a very old and 
historic-looking church that made an 
impressive downtown landmark.  West of 
the hotel was the main downtown 
commercial district.  There are still a 
surprising number of stores here.  
Schenectady is a college town, and a lot 
of the businesses cater to that clientele. 
None of those trendy shops was open on 
Christmas, but it was interesting to see 
them nonetheless. 
 
 The landmark you‘re supposed 
to notice in downtown Schenectady is 
Proctor‘s Theatre.  This is one of those old 
movie houses that has been restored to 
house Broadway touring companies.  
They apparently still have a screen there, 
too, and they show art films on a regular 
basis.  The historic theatre is next door to 
a modern I-Max theatre, and just down the 
street is the main multi-screen cineplex.     
It‘s refreshing to see the main movie 
theater downtown instead of at some mall.  
[One of the best things that happened 
to Algona in recent years was opening 
a five-screen movie theater downtown.  
While I pretty much never go there, lots 
of people do.  It keeps a lot of traffic 
moving through what might otherwise 
be a very dead area.] 
 

 We walked under the rail viaduct, 
and soon the neighborhood got noticeably seedier.  That‘s interesting,  because  supposedly quite near here is the  Stockade  Historic  



District, a neighborhood of mansions that were built for the early executives at G.E.  We saw no mansions, and we turned around and 
headed back to the hotel. 
 
 We could have had dinner downtown if we‘d wanted to.  There was a single restaurant open, a Chinese place near the 
Methodist church.  We chose to pass on that, though, and just enjoyed our cheese and cracker trays.  We watched a lot of TV, in 
particularly Mythbusters on the Discovery Channel and yet another episode of the Bizarre Foods show. 
 
 Late in the evening we went down to the business center at the hotel, where both Margaret and I checked our e-mail and 
cleared out all the accumulated spam.  Instead of vending machines, this hotel had a ―suite shop‖ next to the check-in desk that sold 
drinks, chips, and ice cream and extremely exorbitant prices.  We each had a $3 ice cream bar—hardly a deal, but a nice dessert after 
the cheese and cracker dinner. 
 

Vendredi, le 26de décembre (Friday, December 26, 2008) 

Schenectady, New York – Longueuil, Québec 
 
 While I hadn‘t slept badly on the train, it was nice to sleep in a bit later this morning.  We weren‘t up until nearly 8am.  My 
brother Steve called on my cell phone shortly after that, and we had a pleasant little chat with him. 
 
 The Hampton Inn serves a hot breakfast to all its guests, and today‘s buffet was essentially the same thing I‘d had on the train 
yesterday:  scrambled eggs and sausage.  Here things were fresher and more flavorful than on Amtrak, though, and I had a large 
helping.  The hotel had seemed absolutely empty when we checked in, but there was a fair number of people at breakfast. 
 

A middle aged black woman named Rochelle oversaw the breakfast room.  She really didn‘t seem to do much of anything and 
spent most of her time visiting with the guests.  There was a TV in the breakfast room that was set to Fox News, and they had a story 
about how the lagging economy has led to an increase in shoplifting among senior citizens in Japan.  That report certainly got 
Rochelle‘s attention.  She proceeded to comment on it almost endlessly.  She recalled merchants in New York‘s Chinatown who had 
attempted to swindle her in the past, and her attitude seemed to be that if Japanese people (who in her mind were the same as 
Chinese-Americans) were being arrested, that was somehow payback for what had happened to her. 

 
After breakfast I got money at a Key Bank ATM and bought some newspapers at a downtown convenience store (which 

appeared to be operated by Asian-Americans, by the way—I have no idea whether Rochelle shops there or not).  Then back in the 
room I flipped through hundreds more cable channels before it came time to leave. 
 

I stopped by the desk to check out but found there is apparently no formal check-out procedure at Hampton Inn.  They‘d put a 
bill under the door, and apparently if that was correct we were to just go on our way.  So we pushed our bags down to the street to the 
station.  [While I like having the folio put under the door overnight, it does make it unclear just what should be done on 
leaving.  Some hotels still want you to formally check out at the desk, which allows them to notify the maid so they can turn 
the room.  This was not the only time, though, that desk clerks seemed almost annoyed that I’d stopped by on my way out.  
The hotels I like print directions on the bill they process overnight that tell guests what they should do on departure.] 

 

The same attendant who  had been working yesterday was on duty again today at the station,  and he seemed equally unin- 
formed about  the  Schenectady  area  today.    A young 
man had taken a train to Schenectady, but was actually 
trying to get to Albany.  The agent seemed to have no clue 
how he should do that and gave very vague directions to a 
Greyhound bus station that was apparently somewhere 
nearby.  I pointed out that there was a map of the downtown 
area posted on a nearby corner that would probably have 
been more helpful.  Had I thought quicker, I should have 
pointed out that the buses along State Street went to 
Albany.  In fact there were bus schedules and maps for the 
complete transit system on a counter in the station.  I‘m sure 
a city bus would have been both cheaper and easier than 
Greyhound for the short trip over to Albany.  Unfortunately I 
didn‘t think of that, and I do hope the guy made it to his 
destination all right. 
 

We waited at the station for a little over an hour, 
and our train finally arrived about twenty minutes late.  
When they called it we took our bags and went up an 
extremely slow elevator to the platform.  The elevator moves 
so slowly there was literally almost no perception of 
movement.   In fact  a sign  inside  it  noted  the  speed  and  

 
Margaret Sullivan, waiting in the café car on the Adirondack 



cautioned riders to be patient.  I gather they‘ve had people in the past who picked up the emergency phone because they thought they 
were trapped between the lobby and the platform. 
 
 A rather flustered woman who was either the conductor or a car attendant (I never did figure out for sure which) greeted us on 
the platform and seemed surprised at the number of people who were going all the way to Canada.  She directed the Montreal 
passengers to the café car, where we would wait until she could figure out where to seat us.  We and about a dozen other people did 
so, and the train soon started off again. 
 
 The woman who greeted us and a bearded man (who was also either the conductor or the car attendant—whichever the 
woman wasn‘t) proceeded to seat most of the people in the lounge.  As they did so, the two of them kept arguing with each other over 
who should sit where.  Neither of these people seemed to have authority over the other, and neither really listened to what the other 
was doing.  They certainly expressed their disapproval once they‘d done anything, though.  It was really rather entertaining watching 
them work. 
 
 Margaret and I were the last to be seated. The man wanted to seat us in a ―family group‖, a set of four seats with two facing 
forward and two backwards that would normally accommodate two parents and two small children.  There were adults seated in two of 
those seats already, and the woman was convinced (and we‘d see later quite rightly) that there wasn‘t enough room between the  seats 
for two other adults.  There was certainly nothing wrong with sitting in the lounge, and we waited there until two standard coach seats 
became available.  
 
 We headed out past the ALCO plant and the north end of Schenectady.  We went through a bit of forest and then were in the 
town of Ballston Spa.  I was familiar with this town because it was the home of commentator Andy Rooney, who mentioned it repeatedly 
in an autobiography I‘d read.  While the name is interesting, there was nothing that particularly stood out about Ballston Spa.  It‘s just 
one of those small towns that is rapidly becoming a suburb. 
 
 Our first stop was at Saratoga Springs, an old-time resort for wealthy Easterners that is best known for horse racing.  While the 
track is closed in winter, Saratoga appears to be booming year-round.  This was by far the busiest stop between Schenectady and 
Montreal, and a lot of people got off.  It appears to be a ski area, and they also have an Indian casino nearby.  A couple dozen people 
exited at Saratoga, and only a handful boarded.  [Earlier this summer we competed at national quiz bowl against a team from 
Saratoga Springs.  Their coach was surprised to hear that a Midwesterner like me had been through there on the train.]  Just 

past there the woman who had greeted us directed us to a pair of adjacent seats in one of the coaches. 
 

 
―Welcome to New York‖ sign by the snowbound station at Ticonderoga 

 The Adirondack is part of what 
Amtrak calls its ―Northeast Regional‖ 
service.  These are comparatively short-
distance trains that provide the bulk of 
Amtrak‘s ridership.  The Adirondack runs 
daily between New York and Montreal.  
South of Schenectady it is one of about a 
dozen trains that serve the heavily 
populated ―Empire Corridor‖ along the 
Hudson River.  North of there it is the only 
rail service to about a dozen unstaffed 
stations in the part of New York that most 
New Yorkers never think about.  Beyond 
Saratoga we stopped about every half 
hour—at Fort Edward, Whitehall, 
Ticonderoga, Port Henry, Westport, Port 
Kent, and Plattsburgh.  Only Plattsburgh 
is a sizeable town, and even it is smaller 
than Mason City or Ft. Dodge.  The 
majority of the stations don‘t have real 
platforms, and many look like little more 
than city bus stops.  At most stations only 
one car (the one we were in) opens its 
doors, because there would be no place 
for people to go from the other cars. 

 
 The  equipment  on this train was 

different than on others we‘d been on.  There was no baggage car, nor a diner, nor any sleepers.  The complete train had an engine, 
two coaches, a café car (which would be called the lounge on a long-distance train), and two more coaches.  [The trains subsidized 
by the state of Illinois have a similar configuration, though in those the lounge car is combined with business class seating 
and is at one end of the train.]  Most of the long distance passengers were seated toward the front of the train, with those going 

shorter distances to the rear.  The woman told us that Canada Customs prefers that all the Montreal passengers sit in the same car, but 



that would be impossible on this particular run.  The seating was arranged differently than on long distance trains.  There was much 
less legroom, presumably since most of the trips cover much shorter distances. 
 
 While Margaret didn‘t seem bothered by it, I noticed a distinct smell of cigar smoke on this train.  Smoking has been illegal on 
Amtrak for quite some time now, but I smelled the smoke quite clearly.  My bet is that someone had been in an area with thick cigar 
smoke and brought it in on their clothing. 
 
 Various travel writers have described the Adirondack as one of the most beautiful train rides in the world.  While that is 
hyperbole, it is not untrue.  The scenery in upstate New York really was spectacular in winter.  The train ran through snowy woods and 
past granite mountains lined with frozen waterfalls.  We went past more vineyards and a few more traditional farms mixed in among the 
trees.  We passed countless frozen rivers and ponds and spent much of the day heading along the icy shore of Lake Champlain.  It‘s 
amazing just how diverse the state of New York is.  Few things could be more different than this extremely rural winter wonderland and 
the teeming streets of Queens or the Bronx. 
 
 You can tell just how rural the Adirondacks are from the fact that cell phone service here is spotty at best.  There had been 
strong, reliable signals all the way from LaCrosse to Schenectady, but north of there signals were either weak or non-existent.  My 
brother Steve had tried to call again multiple times.  Sometimes he couldn‘t get through, and once he was cut off when the signal gave 
out. 
 
 Besides Saratoga and Plattsburgh, the other big stops were Fort Edward and Westport.  From Westport there is a shuttle 
connection to Lake Placid, the winter resort that twice hosted the Olympics.  Fort Edward is quite near to the Glens Falls—Lake George 
area, a resort region I know for two reasons.  The Rev. Bob Adams, who was the minister at First Congregational Church when I moved 
to Algona, grew up there.  The place is also home to TV‘s Rachel Ray.  Ray first cooked her 30 Minute Meals on local TV in Albany and 
her first $40 a Day food trips were to Saratoga, Cooperstown, and Montreal. 
 
 At lunch time we went to the café car to get a bite to eat.  I had what they called a ―dinner salad‖ while Margaret had the 
―mixed salad‖.  The difference was protein and price.  Margaret‘s was a basic tossed salad with lettuce and a few other vegetables.  For 
almost double the price I got what amounted to a chef salad, with cheese, turkey, and egg mixed in.  They obviously had some 
problems with their refrigerator on this train.  Both Margaret‘s and my salads were nearly frozen.  The hard boiled egg on mine literally 
was frozen, and I had to wait a bit for the lettuce to become anything other than crunchy. 
 
 We lost a bit more time as we made our way northward.  A large part of this run uses a single-track line, and we had to wait at 
one point for the southbound train to pass us.  There was apparently an unusually high number of passengers today, so each stop took 
a bit longer than it otherwise would.  However regional trains generally run closer to schedule than long-distance trains, and we were 
never more than about an hour behind. 
 
 The train emptied out a bit as 
people got off at the different resorts and 
little towns, and our car was quite empty 
north of Plattsburgh.  We lost a couple 
more people during our quick stop at 
Rouse‘s Point, the border town at the 
extreme northern end of New York state. 
 
 The U.S./Canadian border was 
quite evident by a wide clearing cut 
through the middle of the forest.  We 
proceeded northward for about five miles, 
stopping pretty much in the middle of 
nowhere, a little ways east of the town of 
Cantic, Quebec.  We stopped about 5pm, 
and we‘d spend about an hour and a half 
here as customs inspectors went through 
the train. 
 
 I‘d never been through customs 
on a train before, and it was an interesting 
experience.  The conductor advised us 
that we should not take photographs of 
the customs agents, nor should people 
stand up or use the toilet during the wait.  
(Many people ignored that last directive.)  
Finally,  if  the  officers  brought  the   drug  

 
Website view of the Adirondack tracks in winter 

dogs aboard, we were not to pet the dogs.  Violating any of these rules could result in a delay.  There were apparently about 200 
passengers who needed to be processed, and they obviously wanted to do it as efficiently as possible. 



 Canada has privatized its customs inspections, so instead of ―Canada Customs‖ it‘s now some company that does the actual 
checking.  This group of officers was headed by a young woman and featured at least two women and four men.  The most noteworthy 
thing about them was that they all wore very obvious bullet-proof vests.  It made me wonder if anyone ever attacks the officers at this 
relatively obscure border—who knows?  [Sadly, I suppose it is better safe than sorry.] 

 
They first made a general pass through the whole train, giving the luggage a quick once-over and opening up the bathroom 

doors to make sure no one was hiding inside.  They then went car by car, individually questioning all the passengers.  As when I‘d gone 
to Vancouver last year, the Canadian officers seemed much more worried about immigration than customs.  There was no particular 
concern about what people might have in their luggage (and they didn‘t bring the drug dogs on board), but they were very concerned 
about how long people would be staying, what their occupation was, and whether their documents were in order. 
 

The only thing in luggage that raised any suspicion were things that were unusually shaped.  Two people in our car had 
musical instruments with them, and the officers specifically asked what was in those cases.  They never asked to see inside those 
cases (or any other luggage for that matter), but the odd shape seemed to merit a question. 
 

While most passengers were processed routinely, a few required additional questioning.  They were sent to the café car.  I 
have no idea exactly what they were asked there, but most just spent a few minutes there and then returned.  One man of south Asian 
descent was apparently denied admission to Canada, though.  Two different officers escorted him to the café car, and he never 
returned to his seat. 
 
 Exactly what documentation is required to enter and/or return from Canada is in the process of changing.  While they‘ve 
always officially required ―proof of citizenship‖ (such as a birth certificate), in practice little more than a driver‘s license was ever asked 
for—and often nothing at all.  More than a year ago things were supposed to have changed to require a passport to cross the border.  
They‘ve repeatedly pushed back the date when that requirement would start; now it‘s delayed until summer of 2009.  They do, however, 
actually require the proof of citizenship now—meaning you need at least a notarized birth certificate in addition to proper identification.  
At least one woman in our car apparently didn‘t have exactly what was required.  I think she was a Canadian citizen and had left her 
papers at home.  The customs officer gave her a stern lecture and a requirement that she needed to take the required document at 
some government office in Montreal the next day.  She didn‘t have to go to the café car, though. 
 
 A woman across the aisle from us had more paperwork than most people.  She was a young mother who was traveling with 
her baby daughter.  The woman was a U.S. citizen who was the daughter of an American woman and a French man.  Her parents were 
apparently divorced, and the father had then married a French Canadian.  The woman was taking the baby to meet her stepmother ‘s 
family.  In addition to her passport and the baby‘s birth certificate, she also needed a notarized letter from her husband giving 
permission for the child to travel out of the country without him.  All her papers were in order, and she and the kid were processed quite 
efficiently. 
 
 The young mother had apparently been dreading this trip, and she was pleasantly surprised that her little girl had been very 
well behaved throughout it.  Kids normally do act well on trains. Unlike on a plane, they can move around, and there are things to look 
at during the trip.  The woman noted that in the spring she would be flying to France so the girl could meet her grandfather‘s relatives.  
While the flight may well be shorter than this train ride, I bet that will be a much more difficult trip. 
 
 There was another interesting guy sitting right in front of me.  The customs officer asked him his occupation, and he said he 
was a youth minister, apparently with a fundamentalist church in Younkers, New York.  He spent almost the whole trip watching videos 
(mostly documentaries with a history theme) on his computer.  When he shut the computer off I couldn‘t help but notice his desktop, 
which had more than fifty different icons.  I have more clutter on my desktop than a lot of people, but I can‘t imagine navigating so many 
different things. 
 
 The train finally was cleared to leave customs around 6:35pm.  As we headed northward a group of college-aged girls came 
walking down the aisle.  One of them had apparently discovered her cell phone wouldn‘t work in Canada, and she swore loud enough 
that the whole train could hear that her *@%$-ing phone was broken.  I couldn‘t help but think of some teenagers who were almost 
thrown off the train in California for foul language.  No one said anything to these girls, though. 
 
 College kids made up about half of the group once we had passed the Canadian border.  The legal drinking age is 19 in 
Quebec, so lots of young ―adults‖ who are under 21 come up from the States to ―go clubbing‖ in Montreal. 
 
 Northern New York is mountainous and heavily forested.  Southern Quebec, on the other hand, is flat farm country.  It‘s also 
much more heavily settled north of the border.  We went through one town after another, many of which seemed quite large.  The train 
was right at street level and often ran right through people‘s back yards.  Because of that, we went quite slowly all through Quebec. 
 
 Going through all the towns gave us the chance to admire all the Christmas lights that people had put out.  The towns 
themselves didn‘t seem to decorate much, but people went all out on their individual homes.  Many of these towns featured duplex 
homes, and it was interesting to see one set of decorations on one side of a house and a completely different set on the other. 
 
 We crossed under an absolutely empty autoroute (―interstate‖ or expressway) and almost immediately entered metropolitan 
Montreal.  At about 7:45 we stopped at Saint-Lambert (sahn-lom-BARE), a commuter train station just south of the St. Lawrence River.  
Then we crossed the Fleuve Saint-Laurent on the Pont Victoria.  When it was built in the 1800s, the Victoria Bridge was the longest in 



Canada.  The four-mile bridge has been surpassed by the Confederation Bridge that carries the Trans-Canada Highway from the 
mainland to Prince Edward Island, but it is still very long.  It seems even longer, since trains have to slow to almost nothing to keep from 
shaking the old rickety structure.  Eventually we made it across, though, and we entered the city of Montreal. 
 
 Our first views of Montreal were certainly nothing special.  We were in the Lachine district, an old industrial area along a canal 
of the same name that looks much like what we‘d seen in Ohio and New York.  The main difference was that most of Montreal‘s 
factories were still active, since here there‘s no cheap labor Sun Belt that the companies can relocate to.  [Indeed, Quebec basically 
is the cheap labor part of Canada.]  While a lot of industry has moved abroad, Montreal is still a very industrial city.  Their top industry 

is probably transportation.  Companies like Bombadier and Alstom make everything from airplanes to subway cars to snowmobiles.  
There‘s a lot of other manufacturing, too, and all those factories were our first sight of Montreal. 
 
 Mixed in among the factories was one of the city‘s dubious landmarks, the Five Roses sign.  Beside an ancient factory is an 
enormous neon sign that flashes ―FARINE FIVE ROSES‖ over and over again.  It apparently used to say ―FARINE FIVE ROSES 
FLOUR‖ indicating the brand of flour that was milled there in two languages.  However, the Office québécois de la langue française 
(quite literally the language police) ordered them to remove the English word ―flour‖ from the sign.  ―Five Roses‖ is acceptable under 
Quebec‘s language laws because it is a registered trademark.  The Charte de la langue française (Quebec‘s French language charter) 
says that any English words on signs that aren‘t trademarks must be in a smaller font than the French (something I‘ve carefully done in 
the daily headers to this travelogue).  Since ―flour‖ and ―farine‖ were the same size, ―flour‖ had to go.  The entire sign apparently almost 
disappeared.  The mill where it is located was sold to Archer Daniels Midland, which no longer makes that brand of flour.  They 
understandably didn‘t want to advertise a competitor‘s product and turned off the lights on the sign.  There was a huge public outcry, 
though, and the thing was eventually declared a historic landmark.  While it‘s really a pretty ugly sign, having read the story, it was 
interesting to see. 
 
 Beyond the industrial area we saw the skyscrapers of downtown Montreal.  There‘s not much that‘s particularly noteworthy 
about the city‘s skyline [indeed it’s one of the uglier major cities I’ve seen], but it is a substantial city.  We only caught a glimpse, 

though, because soon we tunneled underground to arrive at Gare Centrale, Montreal‘s Central Railroad Station.  We arrived about an 
hour late, right at 8pm.  We grabbed our bags and made our way up some stairs into the main part of the station. 
 

 The design of Gare Centrale looks like a WPA 
project, though it‘s in the wrong country and quite a bit 
newer than Depression-era.  [Interestingly, it opened 
during World War II, a time when very little money was 
spent anywhere on public works.]  There‘s an enormous 

rectangular lobby that‘s mostly underground, with windows 
at street level the equivalent of about three stories above the 
floor.  At either end of the lobby the walls have a blue and 
white bas relief with noble images of Canadians.  The words 
to ―O Canada‖ are embossed below the images in French at 
one end and in English at the other.  At the center an 
enormous digital sign hangs from the ceiling, giving arrival 
and departure information for trains to all over Canada.  It‘s 
similar to what they had decades ago in airports, before 
banks of TV screens took over. 
 

 We just went through the lobby quickly and 
followed signs for Place Bonaventure.  To get there we 
made our way through a small part of what is called the 
Underground City.  Dozens of blocks of downtown Montreal  

 
Website view of Gare Centrale at the holidays 

are connected by subterranean passageways similar to the skywalk network in Minneapolis or Des Moines.  The tunnels are lined with 
shops and restaurants that make the whole place seem like one big shopping mall.  The idea is that between the metro (subway) and 
the underground city, people can make it through Quebec‘s severe winters spending only a minimum of time outdoors. 
 
 The first thing we did after leaving the station was to use an ATM in one of the underground tunnels.  I just checked that 
transaction in my bank account, and it‘s amazing just how different the exchange rate was on this trip to what it had been when I was in 
Vancouver a year ago.  Then the Canadian ―loonie‖ was worth significantly more than the U.S. dollar.  Canada‘s currency is closely tied 
to the price of petroleum, though.  Oil costs less than half what it did a year ago, and that has caused the Canadian dollar to plummet.  
The $80 in Canadian currency I got out of the ATM converted to about US$65, even including a $2.50 transaction fee.  That meant the 
U.S. dollar was worth nearly $1.25 in Canadian funds, a big change from last year.  The exchange rate would be a major difference on 

this trip.  Prices in stores were about the same as they were in 2007, but with the improved exchange what seemed expensive in 
Vancouver seemed cheap in Montreal.  Even with the steep Canadian sales tax, prices seemed quite reasonable. 
 
 We made our way through the underground city to the Bonaventure metro station.  They had some rather complicated ticket 
vending machines that were even more complex because the directions were only in French.  We figured them out, though, and bought 
one-way tickets (Can$2.75 or US$2.25) for the metro. 
 
 The Montreal metro was built for the World‘s Fair the city hosted in 1967.  It was probably state-of-the-art at the time, but now  



it has a boxy sixties look and seems very utilitarian.  
Literature published by the metro says that every station is 
different and has a unique look and personality.  In practice, 
though, the stations are pretty much identical, with only a 
minimal bit of artwork distinguishing them.  Something that 
was particularly noteworthy was that every single station 
has side platforms with the trains in the middle.  That means 
the train doors always open on the right hand side. 
 
 The metro system is fairly small, and it only serves 
about half the city and small parts of two suburbs.  There 
are four lines, but one has only three stations.  The orange 
and green lines run down two different streets in the city 
center, intersecting at opposite ends of the downtown area.  
The green line roughly parallels the river northeast and 
southwest of downtown, while the orange line makes a big 
―U‖ into residential areas of the city and the suburb of Laval.  
The yellow line, which was built primarily to serve the 
world‘s fair grounds, is a little shuttle that connects the Berri- 
UQÀM station downtown with Jean-Drapeau on the island 
where Expo 67 was held and Longueuil-Université-de-
Sherbrooke,  a huge suburban  park-and-ride  south  of  the  

 
Typical Montreal metro platform 

river.  There‘s also a blue line (far more recent than the rest of the system) that runs across the northern end of the city. 
 
 I‘ll likely use directions like north, south, east, and west in describing Montreal.  Montrealers also use such directions, but they 
have little to do with the compass.  The problem is that the St. Lawrence flows almost due north past Montreal, but locals consider it to 
be flowing east.  Maps of Montreal invariably show the river going across the bottom of the page.  Rue St.-Laurent is the dividing line 
between ―est‖ and ―ouest‖ addresses in the city, but ―est‖ (east) is actually north of downtown, while ―ouest‖ (west) is south.  [I was 
used to such confusion from my travels in New Orleans, though in the Crescent City locals tend to replace ompass directions 
with terms like ―upriver‖ and ―downriver‖.]  

  
 Montreal is one of only a few cities in the world that uses rubber-tired metro cars.  [Not surprisingly, these were pioneered 
in Paris.]  There are metal tracks in the tunnels, but they carry the current for the cars rather than guiding the wheels.  Supposedly 

rubber tires are both quieter and more stable, though I can‘t say I noticed either of those alleged advantages.  What was noteworthy 
was that Montreal‘s entire metro system is underground; there‘s nothing elevated or at ground level.  That‘s because in Quebec‘s 
extreme winters it‘s hard to maintain an outdoor running surface that works for rubber tires. 
 
 The announcements on the metro are made only in French by a recorded female voice that sounds rather like an old 
schoolmarm.  As you leave each station, the voice announces ―prochaine station – ???‖  (next stop – ???).  As you arrive it says simply 
―Station ???‖   At the end of the line it says ―Terminus – Merci pour avoir voyager en la STM‖ (Thanks for having ridden on the STM, the 
Société des Transports de Montréal).  In the stations a male voice periodically makes completely unintelligible announcements.  Those 
are probably also in French, but they were garbled beyond belief. 
 
 One other noteworthy thing is the station names, almost all of which consist of multiple words connected by hyphens.  This is 
also by order of the Office québécois de la langue française, which required the metro to add the hyphens to the names of its stations.  
Apparently in the version of French used in Quebec (but, oddly, not the version used in France) most place names are hyphenated 
because they are technically adjectives referring to missing noun (like Berru-UQÀM station).  The language police keep a database of 

the ―correct‖ spelling of every place name in Quebec, and they can fine anyone who misspells one of them in public.  To avoid such 
fines, the metro added hyphens to all its station signs.  [Obviously Francophone schools don’t let their students get away with 
―creative spelling‖.  Apparently there has been a trend in Canada, even in Quebec, toward unique spelling for children’s 
names.  Apparently names like Kaiden and Braydon are popular in Quebec today, though God only knows how you say them 
in French.  I wonder what if any effect this will have on the language police in the future.] 
 

We got on the orange line and rode a few stations eastward to Berri-UQÀM, by far the busiest station in the city.  UQÀM 
(pronounced roughly ―YOU-com‖) stands for Université du Québec à Montréal, the world‘s largest French-speaking school of higher 
learning.  [It intrigued me that it was pronounced as a word, rather than as letters like UCLA.]  The metro station sprawls 

throughout the basements of several university buildings, and it offers a ―correspondence‖ between three of the four lines.  Such 
interchanges aren‘t particularly easy, though.  They require a lot of walking and changing of levels, much of it using stairs .  Montreal is 
definitely not a city that is designed for the handicapped, neither above nor below ground.  They are putting in a couple of elevators at 

Berri-UQÀM as part of a project called RENO-METRO, but they won‘t actually be installed until late next year.  In the meantime even 
some existing escalators are out of service.  That made it more than a small challenge to negotiate our luggage as we transferred to the 
yellow line. 
 
 Once we did make it to the yellow line, the rest of our journey was simple.  A boxy blue train was waiting on the track.  We 
boarded, and just five minutes later we were at the opposite end of the line in suburban Longueil. 
 



 

 
Elevator renovation sign in Berri-UQÀM station 

 Before I continue, let me take a moment 
to describe what exactly Longueuil is.  That‘s not 
as easy as it might sound, because the place‘s 
status has changed repeatedly in recent years.  
Historically the suburban area south of the St. 
Lawrence has been divided into numerous different 
suburbs.  One of them has always been called 
Longueuil (after the place in France from which its 
founder came), while the others included 
Boucherville, Brossard, St-Lambert, Greenfield 
Park,. LeMoyne, St-Bruno-de-Montarville, and St-
Hubert.  In the year 2002 the provincial government 
forcibly merged all those suburbs into a new mega-
city called Longueuil.  Sixteen other mega-cities 
were also created by the same legislative act.   The 
official goal of the program was to streamline 
municipal government, but there were two 
underlying goals.  One was to create high-
population cities that would rival those elsewhere in 
Canada, and the other was to ensure that French 
was the majority language everywhere in the 
province (accomplished by legislating places like 
Greenfield Park out of existence). 
 

 Forced merger proved extremely 
unpopular, and Longueuil was one of numerous 
cities that petitioned for de-amalgamation.  The 
Longueuil plan divided the mega-city into four new 
cities, two of which are modern-day Longueuil and 
Saint-Lambert.  De-merger was difficult to 
accomplish, because the province required a set 
percentage of not just those participating in an 
election but of all eligible voters to vote ―yes‖ on the 
plan.  Most cities couldn‘t come up with the proper 
number and are still uncomfortably merged.  The 
most noteworthy among those that did dissolve 
were Longueuil and Montreal. 
 

 Well, enough of the detour into Quebecois 
politics.  We got off the train at Longueuil-
Université-de-Sherbrooke and made our way up 
from the platform.  The station is located in 
underneath a small shopping mall in the middle of  

a highrise development just south of the river.  The neighborhood reminded me a lot of the suburbs around Vancouver.  The mall is also 
the primary bus mixmaster for ATM (Agence des Transports Métropolitains), the bus company that serves everything south of the river.  
Surrounding the two-story mall is the business school of the University of Sherbrooke (whose main campus is in another city), which is 
connected to the station directly by a skywalk, a massive apartment complex called Place Charles le Moyne, and our destination, the 
Hotel Sandman. 
 
 While we had to go outside to get there, the Hotel Sandman couldn‘t have been more convenient to the metro.  It was literally 
just steps away from the station, across a small side street that rarely had any traffic at all.  The hotel itself was a seventeen-story slab 
of concrete that was almost identical to the apartment towers and the business college.  It would have fit in just as well in suburban 
Moscow as in suburban Montreal. 
 
 This hotel was part of a small chain that has most of their locations in western Canada.  While it wasn‘t ultra-luxurious, I liked 
the place a lot.  The neighborhood was quiet, and the rooms were immaculate.  What‘s more they had comfortable beds with old-
fashioned blankets and bedspreads rather than the awkward duvets most hotels insist on using these days.  It wasn‘t a cheap place, 
but it was just about the only affordable thing in the Montreal area that wasn‘t a hovel.  What‘s more, with the favorable exchange rate 
the Can$115 rate was a lot cheaper now than when I booked it. 
 
 We checked in quickly and easily, though again the clerk was surprised that we didn‘t need to park a vehicle.  We settled into 
our room (#524) and then went out to get a bite to eat.  The easiest choice was a McDonalds in the mall at the metro station (Place du 
Metro—―Place‖ is most often used as the name of a mall in Quebecois French).  The fast food emporium is open from 5am to midnight 
daily, which is longer than almost anything else that isn‘t a bar.  It does walk-up business only, and it has two entrances—one from the 
main area of the mall and the other from the waiting area for the bus mixmaster.  In addition to a traditional McDonalds, they also have 



a ―McCafé‖, an idea born in Quebec that is apparently now spreading throughout North America.  McCafé is essentially a clone of 
Starbucks, serving assorted coffee drinks and elegant pastries all day long.  We never did check it out, but the idea is interesting.  
[These days almost every McDonalds, including the one in Algona, has a McCafé.  They’ve evolved a bit, though, so they’re 
no longer seem as separate from the main restaurant.]  

 
 This McDonalds was our first key 
that in spite of what the language police 
might prefer, speaking English would be 
no problem at all in Montreal.  The girl at 
the counter greeted us by saying 
―Bonsoir—hi‖, which showed that she, like 
almost every service worker here, was 
truly bilingual.  [This is VERY typical in 
Montreal.]  While French is most people‘s 

preferred language, they have no problem 
whatsoever serving people in English.  
This was quite a change from what I 
recalled when I visited Quebec City and 
rural parts of the province on previous 
trips.  There was no attitude about French 
here, though, and using English was really 
not a problem.  Indeed, sometimes it was 
easier to use English here than it had 
been in Vancouver, where many people‘s 
first language was something Asian. 
 
 I had a salad with grilled chicken, 
while Margaret had a quarter-pounder 
cheeseburger.  We also ordered what is 
supposedly the traditional Quebecois 

comfort food,  poutine.  This  dish consists  
 

Christmas decorations at McDonalds – Place du Metro, Longueuil 
 

of french fries topped with cheese curds and then covered 
with brown gravy.  Technically what we had was 
McPoutine, and I‘m sure McDonalds‘ version of the dish is 
not the best example.  The fries and gravy were good, but 
the cheese curds were some of the least flavorful cheese 
I‘ve ever had.  They were an extremely mild white cheese 
with almost no taste at all.  The gravy completely 
overpowered them.  The stuff wasn‘t bad, though, and 
between the two of us we did finish it. 
 
 Prices on the menu board at McD‘s were just 
slightly more than what they would be at home.  They 
were, however, in Canadian dollars rather than U.S. 
dollars, which means things were actually cheaper in 
Quebec—even after adding 12% tax.  That was a big 
change from last year, when even fast food seemed 
expensive in Vancouver. 
 
 There were two other places open in the mall 
late at night.  One was a tobacconist by name, but 
functioned as a full-line convenience store.  The other was 
a  supermarket.   The  supermarket seemed  small on the  

 
McPoutine, from McDonalds Canada website 

outside, but it appeared to ramble through just about every unoccupied corner of the mall.  It was a crowded store, but they sold pretty 
much everything you could possibly want.  We spent quite a while browsing through there, and we each picked up some drinks and 
snacks.  I noticed they had blueberries (bluets) in the produce case, in little plastic containers for $1.59 (about US$1.30).  While I‘m 
sure they were past their prime [and obviously not local in winter], that was a bargain to be sure, and I picked up a tub of them.  It‘s 

been years since I‘ve had fresh blueberries, and these were delicious. 
 
 We went back to the hotel and settled in for the night.  As I closed the curtains, I couldn‘t help but notice the Farine Five Roses 
sign blinking in the distance.  I flipped through the TV, where I was pleased to find about a third of the stations broadcast in English 
(including CBC, CTV, Vermont affiliates of all the American broadcast networks, and a few U.S. cable networks).  The weather channel 
was only in French (Météo-Media), but it wasn‘t hard to figure out that tomorrow‘s forecast was rain and sleet.  Fortunately weather 
wasn‘t a problem at all today.  After checking out the TV stations I read through various travel brochures to prepare for  the rest of the 
trip. 



Samedi, le 27 de décembre (Saturday, December 27, 2008) 

Montreal & Longueuil, Quebec 
 
 We were up around seven this morning and fairly quickly got ready for the day.  The hotel did not serve a free breakfast, so we 
went over to McDonalds to catch a bite.  Breakfast is traditionally called ―petit déjeuner‖ in French, so it was interesting that here (and at 
almost every other restaurant in Montreal) the breakfast menu referred to just ―déjeuner‖, which back in high school I learned as the 
word for lunch.  Whatever it was called, it was pretty much the same menu they have tin the morning here in Iowa. This time we did 
order in French, though we probably needn‘t have bothered.  I had the ―Oeuf McMuffin‖ value meal, while Margaret had ―McFondant à 
la Cannelle‖, the monkey bread-like item that in English is called ―Cinnamelts‖.  We both also had ―café‖—strong Canadian coffee.  
Margaret ordered hers  ―avec crème‖, while mine was ―noir‖. 
 
 The décor at this McD‘s was rather interesting.  The walls are decorated with art prints showing restaurant scenes.  There 
were many artists and styles, but what they all had in common was the restaurant theme.  [It really is kind of strange to be 
contemplating an impressionist depiction of a Parisian sidewalk café while you’re sitting at a plastic booth at a McDonalds in 
a mall.] 

 
Olympic Stadium, lost in fog 

 When we finished breakfast we went down to the metro, bought 
tickets and headed to Viau station on the green line.  Viau and nearby Pie-IX 
serve the site of the 1976 Olympics.  The games were finally paid off thirty 
years after they happened, and the site is now a park filled with an interesting 
variety of attractions.  The most familiar site is the now nearly abandoned 
Stade Olympique or Olympic Stadium, which until a couple years ago was 
home to baseball‘s struggling Expos (now the Washington Nationals).  The 
stadium is best known for its angled tower that was built to lift what was 
supposed to be the world‘s first removable dome.  The roof never worked 
properly, and it hasn‘t been retracted in more than twenty-five years.  The 
tower is now a tourist attraction with an amusement park ride that leads to the 
top, where you can get a panoramic view of the city.  The whole thing was 
covered in fog today, though, which I personally think gave a more interesting 
view than we‘d have gotten from the tower. 
 

 When we walked out  of  Viau station,  we felt as if we were explorers 
setting  out  to  conquer  the  North Pole.   We  might as  well have been in the 

middle of the Arctic Ocean, since the entire plaza in front of us was completely covered in ice.  We‘d find this was pretty typical all over 
the city.  They‘d obviously had a major ice storm recently, and they obviously didn‘t really know how to deal with it.  Instead of chipping 
away at the ice, people tried to scatter salt here and there in the hopes that might melt things away.  Until today it had been too cold for 
salt to really work, though, so every sidewalk, parking lot, and plaza was covered in a slippery sheet. 
 
 We slipped and slid across the ice, barely keeping upright, until we finally came to our first destination of the day, the Biodôme.  
Built as the Olympic vélodrome (bicycle track), the place is now basically an indoor zoo and botanic center.  It‘s really quite a 
fascinating place. 
 
 Before going in we stopped at the ticket counter.  A woman greeted us in French, and I asked her, ―Parlez vous anglais?‖  She 
immediately switched to English, and we communicated well.  We picked up one of the best deals in the city, the Montreal Museum 
Pass.  For $50 (US$41) this provides incredible value.  It admits the holder to both the regular and special exhibitions at about forty 
different institutions all over the city.  In addition it provides a three-day pass for unlimited rides on the metro and the city buses.  The 
transit pass alone is worth $17, and individual museum admissions range from $10 - $20.  It doesn‘t take a lot of calculation to see that 
visiting just two or three museums would pay for the value of the pass. 
 
 It took a while for the clerk to process the passes, but we got them efficiently enough. Once we had them we proceeded inside 
the Biodôme.  While the building looks fairly small on the outside, it seems enormous once you‘re inside it.  The place is divided up into 
different ecosystems, each of which is kept at the appropriate temperature and humidity for the area it replicates.  The have tropical 
rainforest, a Laurentian (northern mountain) forest, the St. Lawrence River and Bay, the Arctic, and the Antarctic.  Each area is set up 
with native plants of the area it represents, and they also have land animals, sea creatures, and birds that fit into each ecosystem.  
They‘ve also painted murals and set up a landscape on the floor of each room to make it look like the area represented. 
 
 One of the big distinctions they make is between Arctic and Antarctic wildlife, particularly noting that the former is a marine 
ecosystem based in an ice-locked ocean while the latter is primarily based on land.  They show native animals from both areas. 
 
 They do the best job with Laurentian, St. Lawrence, and Arctic ecosystems—all of which are, of course, native to Quebec.  In 
addition to showing off the various plants and animals, they explain well how everything is inter-related within the different ecosystems 
and how human beings relate to the wildlife. 
 



 The Biodôme had a special set of exhibits set up, either for the holidays or at least for winter.  It was called Caillou et les 
Innus.  I  gather Caillou is the star of a series of French-language children‘s books that are popular in Quebec.  In the exhibits the young 
protagonist visits Inuit (the northern natives we used to call 
Eskimos) friends and discovers how they live.  Each exhibit had 
three buttons kids could press to hear recordings in either English, 
French, or the Inuit language.  When we reached an exhibit that 
has no one around it, I of course had to press all three buttons, 
though I can‘t say I understood much of anything in either French 
or Innuit.  They apparently have storytelling sessions for children 
all through the ―fêtes‖ (the holiday season), though no one was 
doing that while we were around. 
 
 After wandering through the Biodôme, we spent some 
time in their gift shop.  This combined ecologically themed 
products with standard Canadian junk that we‘d find were 
available in practically every store in the city.  I picked up a nice 
coffee mug with a modern Inuit art design and also some maple 
sugar candy (something I haven‘t even thought about since I was 
a kid) and some popcorn coated with a maple syrup caramel.  I‘d 
snack on the  popcorn throughout the trip,  which  was  really  very  

 
Caillou et les Innus 

good.   It was less sweet than many caramel corns, with just a slight maple flavor.  Margaret also bought a bag of the stuff later in the 
trip, and we‘d snack on it on the train trip home.  It‘s probably a good thing the stuff isn‘t available further south. 
 
 We slid our way over to the Centre Sportif, which lies between the Biodôme and the stadium.  There they had a map of the 
whole of Parc Maisonneuve, showing all the various attractions in the area.  We‘d have been somewhat interested in seeing the nearby 
Jardin Botanique (botanic garden, which is mostly indoors), but that would have required going about two blocks on solid sheet ice.  We 
chose instead to slip and slide our way back to the metro station.  It was hard to maintain our balance even for that short walk, and we 
were certainly not alone.  Another old Olympic building by the station houses a cineplex, and many people were struggling to get from 
the metro to the theater.  It was sort of funny to see everyone with their arms sticking out perpendicular to their body as they attempted 
to keep upright.  A teenaged employee at the theatre was sprinkling a bit of salt on the steps there, but that seemed to be the only 
acknowledgement anyone official was making to the ice. 
 
 The Carte Touristique we had been given as a three-day transit pass required us to scratch off the three dates on which we 
intended to use it with a coin.  We then were to show the pass to bus drivers or metro station attendants each time we wanted to take 
transit.  We had scratched off the dates by the Biodôme gift shop, and we had the passes out as we entered the station.  Unfortunately, 
there was no one at the ticket window to inspect our passes.  There was a sign in French on the window that I didn‘t fully understand, 
but I think it was actually directing us to jump the turnstiles.  While we were reading it, someone else did just that.  With my long legs, I  

 
Ice and snow on Amherst Street in the Centre-Sud district of Montreal 

easily made it over one of the turnstiles.  
Margaret struggled a bit, but eventually 
she got over as well.  We rather 
prominently displayed our passes as we 
made our way down to the platform, lest a 
security camera catch us doing something 
illegal. 
 

 Me took a train back to Berri-
UQÀM station and exited to Rue 
Maisonneuve (literally ―Newhouse Street‖, 
named after one of the city‘s early 
settlers) the street under which the green 
line runs.  At the exit we encountered a 
unique feature of the metro, its doors.  
Most of the metro entrances feature 
strange doors that are sort of like half a 
revolving door.  You have to push hard on 

them to get them to move.  Once they do, 
they will rotate up to 90 degrees, so they 
end up perpendicular to the doorway and 
provide an opening on either side.  I‘m not 
sure what if any advantage these have 
over traditional doors, but they are 
certainly omnipresent in Montreal.  [As 
with almost every topic I comment on 
when  revising these travelogues,  I did 
some reading about the metro entrance 

doors in Montreal.  The STM calls them ―butterfly doors‖,  and apparently they’ve gotten  LOTS of complaints that they are too  



 
―Butterfly door‖ at the entrance to a metro station 

(from the website of the Montreal Gazette) 

heavy.  In 2014 they’re in the midst of a ten-year project 
to replace the doors with new ones made of lighter 
materials.  The cost of replacing the doors is absolutely 
ridiculous—up to $45,000 each.  I can’t imagine 
spending so much on a single door, and I’m pretty sure 
there would be better uses for that money.[ 
 

 We walked east on Maisonneuve a few blocks until 
we got to Rue Amherst.  Maisonneuve had quite a bit of 
pedestrian traffic, which had worn down the ice somewhat.  
On Amherst, though, the sidewalks were all  but impassable.  
Occasionally business would have attempted to salt in front 
of their doors, but mostly no one had done anything at all.  
In many places we had to grab onto the buildings or to light 
poles or fire hydrants to keep  from falling down.  Even with 
baby steps, balance was all but impossible.  Eventually we 
noticed that most of the local people were walking in the 
street itself rather than on the sidewalk.  The street was all 
slush and  puddles,  but that was better  than  solid  ice.  We  

went against those elementary school instructions not to walk in traffic and made our way in the street to our next destination. 
 
 That destination was a rather nondescript brick building set in a relatively quiet residential neighborhood.  We went in and 
found a little-known but fascinating attraction, the Écomusée du Fier Monde.  I‘m not exactly sure what an ―eco-museum‖ is supposed 
to be (it would seem to be a better name for the place we had just come from.)  The rest of the name means ―of the proud people‖, and 
what the place mostly does is trace the history of its neighborhood, a traditionally poor working class district called Centre-Sud (South-
Central).  It‘s a relatively new museum, and I gather it doesn‘t get a lot of visitors.  The one employee on duty (most likely Felice 
Vaccaro, the man who is listed as curator on their website) greeted Margaret and me very warmly and informed us that we were the 
first visitors of the day—though the place had already been open for an hour and a half.  It wouldn‘t surprise me if we were the only 
visitors they had today. 
 
 The employee gave us their English brochure, which had a brief summary of the signs by the different exhibits.  While I don‘t 
really speak it well, I can read French with some fluency, and that was helpful here.  The original signs gave far more details than the 
English summaries. 
 
 Something they don‘t really make much of is the actual location of the museum.  It‘s in the former Bain Géneréux, a  traditional 
bath house used by east European immigrants.  You can see the tile floor and walls of the original bath, which is lovely.  I‘d have like to 
have gotten a bit more information on the bath house itself, in addition to the neighborhood history. 
 
 The bulk of the museum traces the history of industry in Montreal from the point of view of the workers.  There are numerous 
photos, as well as artifacts like furniture, dishes, and clothing used by people from this neighborhood.  They focus on the period from 
1850 – 1950, and they show what life was like in the factories and at home for those who made this Canada‘s premier industrial city.  
Except for a few uniquely Canadian details, we could as easily have been tracing the history of Baltimore or Pittsburgh or Cleveland.  
Like those places, Montreal saw wave after wave of immigrants, each of which was pretty harshly abused at first and then gradually 
moved up the social ladder. 
 
 In addition to the main exhibit, they had a large temporary exhibit about Émile Bouchard, a man I‘d never heard of who is 
apparently one of the greatest hockey players of all time.  A member of the NHL hall of fame, ―Butch‖ led the Montreal Canadiens to the 
Stanley Cup four times in the 1940s and 50s, and a trophy for the top defenseman in hockey is named in his honor.  After retiring he 
became a restaurateur and philanthropist.  He‘s now ninety years old and lives in Saint-Lambert, the town just west of Longueuil.  The 
exhibit was full of memorabilia from every point in his life.  I‘m sure older hockey fans would be in heaven looking through the stuff, but 
knowing little of hockey and nothing of Bouchard, we just gave it a quick once-over. 
 
 The Centre-Sud neighborhood has changed a lot since that 1950 date when they cut off its working-class history.  For a while 
after that time it was essentially skid row, and now it is one of the most rapidly gentrifying, trendiest areas of the city.  The part of 
Centre-Sud that every travel guide refers to is Le Village, which we walked through to get to a metro station that was slightly closer than 
Berri-UQÀM.  In English Le Village is most often called the Gay Village; its residents and clientele are merely alluded to in French.  
Montreal has Canada‘s largest gay population and a reputation as sort of the San Francisco of the North.  Le Village is the heart of that 
community, and everything in the area is decorated with a ―pride‖ theme.  Even the local Tim Horton‘s (Canada‘s ubiquitous doughnut 
shop chain) displays rainbow banners in its windows, and the Beaudry metro station in Le Village has rainbow pillars above its 
entrance.  There are a lot of businesses here that aren‘t exactly family friendly [something common in Montreal, and certainly not 
unique to Le Village], but on a Saturday morning in winter the place was really rather tame. 

 
 We made our way to the metro station.  This one did have an attendant.  He looked carefully at our passes and then pushed a 
button to open a turnstile so we could enter.  Beaudry station is in the midst of some sort of renovation, and the whole place looks like 
an enormous construction project.  We made our way down a long hallway to the platforms, though, and then caught a westbound train.   
 



As we rode along it was interesting to listen to the automated voice announce the various stations, particularly since a 
surprising number of the place names in this very French city are of English origin.  We passed McGill station, named after the Scottish 
founder of Canada‘s most prestigious university.  The announcement Frenchified the name to roughly ―MAH-geel‖.  Another amusing 
station is ―Square Victoria‖, in which the vowel in the first word is pronounced with an ―ah‖ sound and the queen‘s name comes out 
―veek-toe-re-AH‖.  There‘s also ―Atwater‖ (named after an Anglophone financier and industrialist); it‘s said ―aht-vah-TARE‖.  It‘s also 
strange to hear French-origin words that we‘re used to saying differently in English.  The station we had first joined the metro at, 
Bonaventure, is of course ―BOH-nah-vane-TYURE‖ in French. 
 

This time we got off a Peel station, which in French comes out as an incredibly short word that is closer to ―pill‖.  This is in the 
heart of the downtown shopping district.  Something unique in Montreal is that almost all of the downtown stores are incorporated into 
malls.  The malls are all connected to the underground city, and in fact many of the stores are located below street level.  Most of 
buildings in the shopping district are only two or three stories tall, but they then have two or three additional floors below the surface.  
Each building numbers its floors differently, so the ―first floor‖ could be at street level, it might be one floor up (a trad itional numbering 
system in Europe), or it might be clear down at metro level. 
 

We first wandered into Place Canada Trust, a mall named after a bank that is headquartered in the building.  We were mostly 
looking for a place to have lunch, and this particular mall didn‘t have much in that line.  Its two largest tenants were Indigo, an enormous 
bookstore much like Barnes & Noble or Borders, and a fitness center that occupied the entire top level of the building.  There were 
assorted smaller shops, but there didn‘t seem to be much in the way of restaurants at all. 
 
 We next went to Centre Eaton, an immense shopping 
emporium that used to house one of Canada‘s largest department 
stores.  The Eaton‘s chain went bankrupt about a decade ago 
(most of its locations are now Sears stores), and in Montreal the 
space is now a vast collection of different retailers.  This mall, like 
pretty much everything in Montreal, was lavishly decorated for the 
holidays.   The centerpiece was an enormous multi-story tree in 
the atrium that featured nearly life-size moving ornaments 
portraying scenes from the Nutcracker ballet. 
 
 The metro level at Centre Eaton has one of the largest 
food courts I‘ve ever seen.  There are at least fifty different 
counters there, and only a few are big chains.  Most are run by 
immigrant families who offer the cuisine of their native country.  
We could have sampled food from almost anywhere on earth.  
Margaret chose to get Middle Eastern food from a place called 
Basha‘s.  The serving was absolutely immense, far more than she 
could eat.  I went to Crêpes de Gérard, whose name is self-
explanatory.  [Crepes just seemed the appropriate thing to 
have for lunch in a Francophone city.]  I had a savory crepe 

filled with ―jambon et fromage‖ (ham and cheese) that was made 
to order and was really quite tasty.  Then for dessert I went to a 
place called La Crèmerie and ordered the Mont-Blanc.  This was 
basically a blueberry slush with a tower of soft-serve ice cream in 
the middle of it.  I don‘t know that I‘d order it again, but it was an 
interesting combination of flavors and textures. 
 
 As we browsed through the malls and window shopped 
on St. Catherine Street, we couldn‘t help but see sign after sign 
for after-Christmas sales.  ―GRANDE SOLDE D‘APRÈS-NOËL‖, 
―VENTE DE BOXING-DAY‖, ―RABAIS DE NOUVELLE-ANNÉE‖, 
and ―LIQUIDATION DES JOYEUSES FÊTES‖ they announced.   

 
Centre Eaton 

―Solde‖,  ―vente‖,  ―rabais‖, and  ―liquidation‖ all appear to be  inter-interchangeable words for ―sale‖, ―Après-Noël‖ means ―After 
Christmas‖, ―Nouvelle Année‖ is New Year‘s and ―Joyeuses Fêtes‖ is French for ―Happy Holidays‖.   ―Boxing Day‖ and ―Boxing Week‖ 
are among the many English terms that Quebecois French has borrowed  from  that  language they don‘t officially  acknowledge exists.  
The sales were everywhere, and the savings were enormous.  We‘d heard on TV that both in America and Canada retailers were 
lowering prices to rock bottom in an attempt to generate cash flow they hadn‘t gotten before Christmas due to the bad economy.  That 
was certainly true in Montreal.  Pretty much everything in every store was at least half off, and some places that were still in business 
(at least for now) had their whole stocks at 70% or 80% off.  A year ago in Vancouver I‘d remarked that even with the ―Boxing  Week‖ 
sales, things were more than a bit pricey.  Between the deep discounts and the exchange rate, this year pretty much everything was a 
bargain. 
 

Our main shopping stop was at ―La Baie‖, the downtown Montreal location of Hudson‘s Bay Company.  Canada‘s largest 
department store is now American-owned; it was purchased in 2006 by Jerry and Anita Zucker of South Carolina and is now owned by 
the  same  company  that  runs  Lord & Taylor  in  the  States.   The  Bay is  still  the  definitive Canadian store, though,  and enormous  



 

 
Hudson’s Bay Company – Rue Ste.-Catherine, Montreal 

downtown Montreal store is a grand old department store 
that would rival any retailer in any city on earth.  The store 
has something like eight floors (some of which are 
underground), and there isn‘t a lot of order to how the 
departments are organized.  It was fun to browse through 
the place and see everything, though, and we did a fair 
amount of shopping.  The top floor at the Bay is the 
equivalent to the bargain basement you‘d find in many 
stores, and everything was definitely priced to move.  The 
tags had already been lowered to about half the original 
asking price, and their after-Christmas promotion took 75% 
off the already marked-down price.  I picked up a sweater 
and shirt that were originally over $100 for next to nothing, 
and pretty much everything was equally cheap.  We also did 
some shopping in their ―Fêtes‖ department, where they had 
Christmas cards and ornaments at rock-bottom prices.  
English and French cards were mixed together on the same 
shelf, and I actually picked up some of each.  The cards I 
got were theoretically supposed to benefit the Canadian 
Breast Cancer Foundation, but I don‘t think I paid enough 
that any donation from them would actually amount to 
anything. 

 
 I also got a snowflake-shaped ornament, which turned out to be the single stupidest thing I bought on this trip.  It looked 
beautiful in the store and cost practically nothing, but it was made of glass and awkwardly shaped.  That made it pretty much impossible 
to transport without breaking.  So, the three-dimensional crystal snowflake I bought is now a flat glass cross. 
 
 We also spent quite a while browsing through the gourmet foods section at the Bay.  We didn‘t end up buying anything, but it 
was certainly tempting.  Among other things, they had boxes of Godiva chocolates for two-thirds off. 
 
 As we headed east on Ste.-
Catherine Street, the neighborhood 
changed quite a bit.  You could still say 
this was a shopping district, but what they 
had to sell was somewhat different.  
Suddenly we saw numerous stores 
displaying erotica and sexual accessories 
in their windows.  Mixed in with those 
were countless strip joints.  The eastern 
part of downtown appears to be the 
heterosexual equivalent to Le Village.  
The shops and clubs were all decorated 
for the holidays—which I suppose adds 
new meaning to ―making merry‖ at 
Christmas. 
 
 We had acquired quite a lot of 
stuff at this point, and it was awkward to 
carry it all around.  To remedy that we 
hopped aboard the metro and went back 
to Longueuil to dump the stuff at the hotel.  
We also rested just a bit and then set off 
to see our third museum of the day. 

 
 We took the metro just one stop 
north   to   Jean-Drapeau    station.   Jean-  

 
Rue Sainte-Catherine Est – Montreal 

Drapeau is located on Ile Sainte-Helene, an island in the middle of the St. Lawrence that was the site of Expo 67.  Many remnants of 
the  world‘s fair are still there, including Quebec‘s largest amusement park (La Ronde, which is now owned by Six Flags) and an 
international pavilion that now houses Casino Montreal.  The island is also home to an old fort (closed for winter) and also to our 
destination, the Biosphère. 
 

To get to the Biosphère (I‘ll avoid the French diacriticals in future mentions of it) we had another icy walk, though this one was 
at  least  quite  pretty.  It was roughly  sunset when  we showed up  (just before 4pm),  and the  path  leading  from  the  station  to  the  



 
Lighted tree trunks and icy path in Parc Jean-Drapeau 

Biosphere was lined with bare-branched trees that 
were covered with white LED lights.  It was like a 
magical forest, and it really was fun to walk through 
it—even though we got doused in sleet in the 
process. 
 
 The Biosphere (not to be confused with the 
Biodôme)  is an enormous geodesic dome built by 
the inventor of that shape, Buckminster Fuller.  On 
the outside it‘s pretty much identical to Science 
World in Vancouver, the dome that city built for the 
world‘s fair it held twenty-one years after Montreal 
and to Spaceship Earth, the gateway to Disney‘s 
Epcot Center in Orlando.  Unlike those, however, 
the Biosphere no longer has an outer shell.  The 
physical structure of the dome is there, but it doesn‘t 
actually support anything.  The building that houses 
the museum called Biosphere is a small, rather plain 
boxy structure that is entirely inside the dome. 
 
 The Biosphere is run by Environment 
Canada, and it features a variety of exhibits on an 
ecological and environmental themes.  Their 
seasonal special was a series of brief videos with 
the theme of ―Green Christmas‖, giving rather obvi- 

 
―Virtual postcard‖ from the Biosphere 

 (Notice the actual museum underneath the dome) 

ous tips on how to make the holidays more environmentally friendly.  They also had a large exhibit of artworks made from salvaged 
junk.  Some were fairly attractive, while others would best be described by words like ―interesting‖.  There was a fascinating interactive 
exhibit about water, where you could explore the effect dams and other man-made structures have on the environment.  Another 



interesting display had memorabilia from the world‘s fair, and yet another tells the story of Dr. Fuller and has an original copy of his 
―World Game‖ that promotes peace through cooperation. 
 
 We were the last visitors to leave the Biosphere today, and while the staff didn‘t rush us out, they were literally cleaning up 
behind us.  We again slipped and slid our way on the ice, this time making a detour across the snow to see a solar house that is part of 
the Biosphere grounds.  We then took the metro back to the hotel and snacked a bit in lieu of having a real dinner. 

 
Place d’Armes – Montreal 

 
 Shortly after 7:00 we went back to the metro and rode to Place-
d‘Armes station.  The station itself is located sandwiched between the Palais 
des Congres (convention center) and the Autoroute Ville-Marie (an 
underground expressway) and is at the edge of several different 
neighborhoods.  The downtown business district is to the north, while 
Chinatown is to the east.  One amusing sight was a Holiday Inn across the 
street from the station that was housed in a boxy building with a pagoda on 
top. Place d‘Armes itself, the public square for which the station is named, is 
located in Vieux-Montreal, the historic district that has been settled since the 
1600s.  Old Montreal is a strange combination of ancient and modern, old 
world and new.  It has narrow streets lined with stone buildings like you‘d find 
in Europe, but they run in the strict rectangular grid you‘d expect in America.  
You can buy freshly baked baguettes and artisan cheeses, or you can sample 
fresh sushi or Tex-Mex burritos.  I‘ll be honest and say the old city wasn‘t in 
any way my favorite part of Montreal (it‘s definitely over-hyped by the travel 
guides), but it definitely is a fascinating place. 

 

 
The front of Notre Dame basilica at night 

 
 While we fought a lot more ice to 
get up a steep hill to the Place d‘Armes, it 
was definitely worth it.  The Place d‘Armes 
at Christmas is absolutely gorgeous.  All 
the trees in the square are covered with 
blue LED lights, and lovely ornaments 
hang from all the street lamps.  On 
opposite sides of the snow-covered 
square, the main buildings of the 
neighborhood are also decked out for the 
season.  The Bank of Montreal‘s domed 
headquarters sported an enormous 
wreath that was light up brilliantly.  The 
other main building is the Basilique de 
Notre-Dame, or Notre Dame basilica, a 
grand Gothic church that rivals its 
namesake in Paris.  For Christmas they 
had completely covered the arches at the 
entrance in blue LED lights.  Those 
served as a background for three-
dimensional angels formed of white LED 
lights that blessed all passersby.  The 
display was elegant and simply 
spectacular. 
 
 Our  destination tonight  was  the  

basilica.  The one thing I had bought tickets for on this trip was ―Et La Lumière Fut‖ (―And There Was Light‖), a sound and light show 
presented right in the sanctuary.  I paid nearly as much in Ticketmaster fees as I did for admission, but it turned out to be an interesting 
show. 
 
 When we entered, we were offered headphones in either French or English.  Whenever I‘ve been anywhere that offered 
headphones before, they were at an additional charge, so I politely refused.  It turned out, however, that the headphones were 
essentially the ―sound‖ part of the sound and light show.  We really didn‘t miss much for not having them, though.  The first part of the 
show was basically a multi-screen movie on the religious history of this very Catholic city.  It was not a well produced movie, and I think 
both  Margaret and I had more  fun coming up  with rather  risqué  dialogue in  our heads  than  we would  have had listening  to  the  
actual soundtrack. 
 

Once the movie was over they removed the screens on which it had played one by one and revealed the amazingly beautiful 
church.  After the presentation was over we had time to go around and get an up-close look at everything.  It‘s quite a sight to see.  [I 
remember Notre Dame being an impressive church, but I really don’t remember much of any specifics about the sound and 
light performance.  It’s not something I’d be likely to pay money to see again.] 



 
 The one negative about Notre Dame is that everything at the place seems to be about money.     The sound and light show is  
just one of many ways the place 
sells itself, and they have a gift shop 
where they sell boring and tacky 
souvenirs.  They charge for tours 
during the day, and there is a fee of 
between $1 and $4 to light a votive 
candle.  The regular Sunday masses 
are free (though I‘m sure 
worshippers are strongly 
encouraged to put something in the 
basket), but we found a $15 ticket to 
Christmas Eve mass in the pew 
where we sat.  I‘m sure upkeep on 
the place is quite expensive, but all 
the different fees seemed like 
overkill. 
 

 We slid back down the hill 
to the Palais des Congres.  There 
was a metro sign at the entrance to 
the convention center, so we 
attempted to get out of the sleet and 
cold by running in there.  
Unfortunately the direct metro 
entrance from the building was 
closed off, so we had to go outside 
and slide some more to get to the 
main station building.  When we got 
back  to  the  hotel,  there  were  tour  

 
Interior of Notre Dame basilica 

buses parked out front.  A group was checking in, and we just beat them to the elevators.  We went up to our room and had a relaxing 
night. 
 

Dimanche, le 28 de décembre (Sunday, December 28, 2008) 

Montreal & Longueuil, Quebec 
 
 I was up precisely at 7:00 this morning, and I quickly showered and dressed.  While Margaret was getting ready I went over to 
McDonalds to get some coffee.  The previous day I‘d gotten their default size, which was ―petit‖.  Today I ordered ―grand‖, which was a 
much better value.  For 50¢ more ($1.89 vs. $1.39), I got twice as much coffee. 
 
 While I sipped coffee, I took a while to explore the Place du Metro mall.  Not much was open on Sunday morning, but it was 
interesting to check out the place.  The main floor is a big rectangle, with stores lining the perimeter. [The middle is basically a big 
passageway for commuters to get to the station.]   In addition to the supermarket, the convenience store, and McDonalds, there‘s a 

pharmacy, a card shop, a nail salon, a jeweler, and about half a dozen other shops I don‘t recall.  There were also three or four empty 
locations.  Downstairs, by the metro entrance, is a ―brasserie‖.  That word can actually mean both ―brewery‖ (as in the Molson 
headquarters across the river from our hotel) or ―grill‖ (which was the case here).  Upstairs was a government health clinic (this is the 
land of socialized medicine, after all), a dentist, and a couple other professional offices.  Also under the mall‘s roof was the enormous 
waiting area for the ATM buses.  The bus lobby was filled with vending machines, ATMs, pay-for-use internet machines, and more 
public phones than I‘ve seen in a long time.  This being the cell phone age, I don‘t th ink I ever saw a single person using one of those 
phones, but they were certainly prepared should the need arise.  [Chances are just a few years later the pay-per-use internet has 
also been abandoned.] 

 
 I went back and got Margaret, and then we returned to the metro.  When we switched to the green line, we found that the 
recorded announcements they were playing were wrong.  At each stop they announced that the next station would be the one we had 
just left.  [I’ve been on trains in other cities where this has happened on several occasions—most recently on the brand new 
light rail line in St. Paul.]  Fortunately we knew where we were going.  We got out at Peel, and a middle-aged Hispanic man held the 

heavy door for us as we left the station.  We walked westward (or southward, if you actually care about the compass or the sun) down 
the street, and it turned out both we and the Mexican guy were headed for the same destination—#1313 Rue Maisonneuve Ouest, 
which is the location of a restaurant I‘d read about called Eggspectation.  The Hispanic man was a cook there, while we planned to be 
customers. 
 



 Eggspectation is a Canadian-owned chain that has locations in Ontario, Quebec, Maryland, Virginia, and Maine.  [They’ve 
since expanded to India and the United Arab Emirates.]  Its name is an English pun on the bulk of its menu.  Their logo describes 
the place as a ―CAFÉ-RESTO-BAR‖, which is an odd concept.  ―Resto‖ is Quebecois slang for ―restaurant‖ [actually a fairly common 
colloquial term in several European languages], a ―café‖ is a place that serves coffee, and ―bar‖ means exactly what you think it 
does.  Picture Perkins with a liquor license located in a funky building, and you‘re not far off.  [A much higher percentage of 
restaurants are ―licensed‖ in Canada than in the States.  It’s fairly typical that family restaurants (which you’d expect to serve 
just coffee and pop in the U.S.) have wine and beer on their menu.] 

 
 The building was definitely funky.  Like countless urban restaurants, they took gutted an old brick building  to create a ―loft‖ 
space.  The restaurant was two stories, with the second essentially a balcony that overlooked the first.  Wrought iron staircases (which I 
don‘t think were original to the building) connected the two levels.  The furnishings were elegant wood, and they had egg-themed knick-
knacks all over the place.  Like everything else in Montreal, the whole place was decked out in Christmas lights.  While it was rather a 
jumbled mess, it was fun to see. 
 
 Eggspectation has an enormous staff.  The kitchen staff all dress in chef‘s whites, and we saw at least seven among them.  
They take an assembly line approach to their meals, with each cook having his own job on the line.  The wait staff is all in black—tight-
fitting black T-shirts and jeans.  There were fewer of them, though they seemed to work just as hard as the guys in the kitchen. 
 
 The restaurant is open all day, and they have an enormous menu with choices appropriate to each meal.  As the name and 
décor imply, though, they specialize in eggs.  Margaret had a bacon and cheese omelet that came with large fruit salad and potatoes.  I 
had a specialty they called the ―cabane au sucre‖, which basically translates as ―sugar shack‖.  The name apparently comes from the 
little houses in the woods where they do ―sugaring off‖ with maple sap.  It was the sort of thing that elsewhere might be called a hunter‘s 
or lumberjack‘s breakfast.  The combo plate included scrambled eggs, crepes (and they were crepes, not pancakes), ham, baked 
beans, and potatoes—all served with real maple syrup on the side.  (Maple syrup mixed in with the beans was really good.)  We each 
had coffee, and I also had a large glass of freshly squeezed grapefruit juice. 
 
 The potatoes at Eggspectation were unique.  They take thick slices of potato (maybe a quarter of an inch thick), boil them for 
tenderness, season them lightly, and then deep fry them quickly to make them crispy.  They‘re some of the best breakfast potatoes I‘ve 
ever had, infinitely better than the watery, greasy chunks Amtrak served. 
 
 While Margaret and I didn‘t partake of the ―bar‖ aspect of Eggspectation, many other diners did.  They serve a wide variety of 
what in New Orleans would be called ―eye openers‖, mostly vodka-laced juice concoctions.  I also saw someone having wine with their 
breakfast, a concept that‘s definitely alien to me.  To each his own, though. 
 
 After breakfast we walked westward on Maisonneuve to the next metro stop, Guy-Concordia.  Just north of here is an area 
called the Golden Square Mile, a mostly Anglophone neighborhood that at one time was home to two-thirds of all the money in Canada.  
While Montreal has ceded most of its economic might to Toronto and points west, the Golden Square Mile remains a very wealthy area.  
The Golden Square Mile gives a bit of a clue as to why language continues to be an issue in Quebec.  Until quite recently it was mostly 
English-speaking people who controlled the wealth in Quebec, but French-speaking people who did the work. 
 
 We got a bit more cash at an ATM and then made our way into Guy—Concordia station.  We got going the wrong way, but we 
soon corrected our mistake and headed to Square-Victoria station.  The guide book we‘d gotten with the museum pass said this was 
the nearest station to an attraction called Pointe-a-Callière, and we set out to find the place.  Unfortunately the directions were vague at 
best, and it turned out the place was really nowhere near the metro station.  Our search did give us a nice walking tour of old Montreal, 
though, so it wasn‘t a total waste. 
 
 After wandering around for over half an hour, we stopped in at a gift shop.  I picked up some postcards and asked the woman 
at the counter if she knew where Pointe-a-Callière was.  She wasn‘t absolutely certain, but she gave what she thought were the right 
directions—and the turned out to be right on the money.  When we got there, however, the place wasn‘t yet open, even though the 
guide book said it should have opened nearly an hour before.  They apparently had special hours for the holidays, and we‘d have to 
wait fifteen minutes for the doors to unlock.  We killed the time by browsing through the basilica‘s gift shop and wandering through a few 
more old town streets. 
 
 Once we got there and they finally opened, Pointe-a-Callière was a really fascinating place.  This national historic site is 
located on the location of the original settlement of Montreal.  The modern building that houses most of the museum is literally built right 
on top of the ruins of the original city.  The site also includes one of the oldest surviving buildings, the old customs house (later the 
Royal Insurance Building), which faces a square called Place Royale, and a tunnel that housed one of the city‘s first sewers runs 
between the two. 
 
 After they scanned our museum passes, we were directed into their theatre.  From the seats there we could see both a movie 
screen in front of us and the ruins of the old city below us.  They showed a film that was remarkably similar to what we‘d seen at the 
cathedral last night—a bit more secular, but largely the same re-enacted history, and with nearly as bad production values.  This time 
we did hear the dialogue—an interesting mix of French and English, reflecting the city‘s multicultural background. 



 After the movie we went downstairs to what I‘d call 
the catacombs.  That‘s not what they actually were, but that 
was the feeling I got there. It‘s hard to write about, because 
frankly old stone ruins were a lot more interesting to see in 
person than they are to describe.  [A few years later we’d 
go to a similar site in Reykjavik, Iceland which also 
featured the ruins of an ancient city beneath a modern 
building.] 

 
 Upstairs they had exhibits on the history of 
Montreal, including the different uses this specific location 
had throughout the past 400 years.  Then there was a 
temporary exhibit that seemed out of place with everything 
else.  It was about archaeology in Costa Rica.  Apparently 
the University of Montreal had funded archaeological 
expeditions there, and since Pointe-a-Callière itself is an 
archaeological site, they saw fit to display the pre-
Columbian Central American artifacts here.  Margaret is a 
fan of Latin American history; I can‘t say I am.  I think she 
could have spent all day looking through the exhibit, while a 
couple minutes was more than enough for me.  

Place Royale – the old customs house at Pointe-a-Callière 

 They have an observation deck at the top of the museum, where you can look out at the old city and the port.  Most of it was 
closed for winter, though.  I really don‘t think there would have been much of a view if it were open. Vieux-Montreal is a very crowded 
area, and the museum isn‘t much taller than anything else, so you‘d probably just see what was nearby. 

 
Lighted bells hanging over a typical street in Vieux-Montreal 



 After seeing the main part of the museum we went back down to the ruins, and we walked in through the old sewer over to the 
other part of the site.  There are more complete ruins beneath Place Royale, and they have dioramas set up to show how the things we 
were looking at would have fit in to the complete village as it looked in colonial days. 
 
 As with almost every museum, the exit was through a gift shop.  Margaret seemed to like the shop more than me.  She spent 
quite a bit of time there and picked up a number of things.  I found it overpriced and not terribly interesting and had more fun browsing 
through the free papers they had in the vestibule by the door. 
 
 We walked around the old city a bit more.  Everywhere we went, the streets were strewn with Christmas decorations.  Before 
making this trip I had read a New York Times article entitled ―Yes It‘s True:  The Magic of the Season Comes Alive in Montreal‖.  The 
title tells you it‘s a fluff travel piece, but it basically was right.  Montreal really does look magical at Christmas.  Everyone gets into the 
holiday spirit.  There are city decorations, neighborhood decorations, and decorations on individual homes and businesses.  The cold, 
snowy climate adds to the feeling as well.  The article contained then line ―Montreal IS Christmas‖, and after seeing the place in 

December, I can‘t say I disagree. 
 
 Our next stop was SAQ, the abbreviation for the government-operated chain of liquor stores in Quebec.  They have a branch 
on Place d‘Armes that seems to primarily cater to tourists.  I was half-tempted to pick up some Cuban rum (legal in Canada, but banned 
in the States), but I figured if I did I would surely be the one singled out for special inspection at customs.  I did buy two little ―airplane‖ 
bottles of ice wine and ice cider produced in Quebec.  To make ―ice‖ beverages, the fruit is apparently frozen on the tree or  vine, before 
being picked and fermented.  This supposedly makes for a more concentrated and sweeter beverage.  The stuff was absurdly 
expensive.  You could buy a full bottle of good table wine at Aldi for what they charged for the tiny souvenir bottles of ice wine here.  (It 
might have been cheaper in a less touristy location, but I never checked.)  I had the cider last night, though, and it wasn‘t bad.  [The ice 
wine was really disgustingly sweet.  It tasted a lot like cherry cough syrup.  It may be a Canadian delicacy, but I can’t say I’ll 
be buying any in the future.  The prices I pad (about five bucks for a single-serving bottle) probably were universal.  This was, 
after all, a government liquor store, and it’s unlikely they’d vary their prices between locations.] 
 

 We next took the metro up to McGill, where we got even more value out of our museum pass.  Just around the corner from the 
station is the McCord Museum of Canadian History.  (Notice that this, like many endowed institutions in Montreal, has an English name.  
[That does tell you who has historically controlled the money in Quebec.])  We began our visit by seeing our third film on the 
history of the city.  This was the best of the films, mostly because it told the story rather than attempting to re-enact things. 

 
 After the film we saw three of their four exhibits.  (The fourth, called ―Much more Munsch‖ was an interactive thing for children.)  
First we saw a temporary exhibit called ―Conceal or Reveal‖ that traced the history of women‘s fashions.  It was fascinating, though a bit 
too encyclopedic.  I also think it would have been interesting to show how men‘s as well as women‘s clothes have changed over the 
years.  There was nothing at all on menswear, and at least a small sideshow would have been nice. 
 
 By far the largest exhibit at the McCord is a permanent display called ―Simply Montreal:  Glimpses of a Unique City‖.  Basically 
they showed in artifacts precisely what we had just seen in their film.  In fact many of the explanations on the signs were word for word 
what we had just heard in the theatre.  It was interesting, though, and of all the places we went the McCord definitely did the best job of 
giving a historical overview of the city. 
 
 The final exhibit was called ―Trail of Solidarity‖.  It was a collection of photos taken by Norman Bethune, a French-Canadian 
surgeon provided emergency care (mostly giving out blood donated by Canadians) in Spain in the 1930s.  This was definitely not my 
favorite exhibit.  I‘d never heard of the guy, and the pictures were a bit too artsy for my taste.  I also can‘t say the Span ish Civil War is a 
period of history I‘ve ever thought much about.  Something that was interesting about this particular exhibit was that all the information 
was presented trilingually—in French, English, and Spanish (in that order).  Since the cook at Eggspectation was just about the only 
Montrealer I‘d seen who was likely to speak Spanish, that definitely stood out.  [The subject matter was probably the reason for 
including Spanish, though I seriously doubt they’d get many people flying over from Spain to view the exhibit.] 

 
 Mentioning that makes an appropriate place to discuss just what the population of Montreal is like.  While there are a variety of 
ethnic groups, the place doesn‘t seem nearly so diverse as Toronto or Vancouver—or New York, Chicago, or Los Angeles, for that 
matter.  The ethnic group Montreal does have that most other Canadian cities don‘t is black people.  Blacks are easily the top minority 
group here.  There are apparently a lot of Anglophone blacks who came to Quebec both to escape slavery and to help build rail roads.  
There are also Francophone blacks who come from Africa and the Caribbean.  There‘s a handful of Asian people in Montreal 
(particularly from east Asia), but comparatively much fewer than in other Canadian cities.  Montreal supposedly received immigrants 
from all over Europe (pretty much all the museums told us that), but pretty much all the white people here (and the vast majority of 
Montrealers are white) look French.  They are short (I towered above almost everyone), dark-haired, and have a Mediterranean 
complexion. 
 
 Something else I couldn‘t help but notice was that Montreal is a very young city.  It seems as if everyone here is a young adult.  
We‘d read that it has the highest percentage of college students of any place in Canada (which makes sense, given the presence of 
numerous large universities), and college-age people definitely dominate the mix of people here.  We saw almost no senior citizens 
(who may well have been wintering in warmer places [or just staying home rather than navigating the icy streets]) and a notably 

smaller percentage of middle-aged folks than would be expected.  We also saw surprisingly few kids (the children of those non-existent 
middle-aged people), which was odd during a school holiday. 
 



 We left the McCord and headed west on Rue Sherbrooke, one of the most elegant thoroughfares in the city.  Sherbrooke is 
lined with luxury hotels, stores with guards at their doors, and lots and lots of foreign banks.  There are also high-rise condominiums, 
law offices, and the consulates of several foreign countries.  It certainly made for an interesting walk! 
 
 Our next destination was the Musée des Beaux-Arts or Museum of Fine Arts.  The ―official‖ museum building is an old granite 
structure with pillars in front on the north side of Sherbrooke.  In reality, though, virtually the entire collection is housed in the annex, a 
much larger modern building across the street.  In spite of being modern, the annex wasn‘t particularly well designed.  It was broken up 
into far too many awkwardly sized rooms and didn‘t move traffic very well.  [This is a chronic problem with art museums.  Almost 
none of them seem designed to handle a crowd, and it’s almost always difficult to find particular works of interest.]  The 

collection was good, however, with a nice sampling of a broad range of artists. 
 
 The museum‘s special exhibition was on Andy Warhol.  I‘d been to the Warhol museum in Pittsburgh not long ago, and even if 
the works were different here (which I think they were), they were essentially the same stuff I‘d seen there.  [That’s not really 
surprising, since a large part of Warhol’s work was prints.]  Margaret obviously didn‘t care for his work at all, and even if we had 

wanted to dawdle, the exhibit was far too crowded to really see much up close. 
 
 We had seriously considered going to church in Montreal.  In fact I had researched various English-speaking churches online 
before we came.  A service that sounded interesting and convenient was an evening prayer service at Christ Church Cathedral, an 
Anglican church right next door to the Bay store downtown.  We‘d purposely dressed appropriately for church today, keeping that in 
mind.   
 

The cathedral website said Sunday evening prayer 
was at 5:30, so when the art museum closed at 5:00 we 
headed over there.  Unfortunately they apparently changed 
their schedule for the holidays but didn‘t bother putting the 
change on their website.  When we got there the church 
was obviously locked up, and they had beggars sitting on 
their steps.  [I’m amazed at the number of businesses 
and especially non-profit organizations that don’t 
bother keeping their websites current.  In modern times 
websites are the primary means of communication with 
potential visitors.  Schedules do change at the holidays, 
but that information can be easily shared on a website.  
A lot of places don’t bother doing that, though.] 

 
 Beneath Christ Church is Promenade de la 
Cathédrale, yet another shopping mall.  This being Sunday, 
almost everything here closed at 5:00, but we did a bit of 
window shopping there.  We walked the length of the mall 
and surfaced right where we‘d begun our afternoon, at the 
corner of Avenue President-Kennedy and Rue University 
(and it is Rue University, not Université), the far exit to the 

McGill metro station.  We hadn‘t  had  anything  to eat  since  
 

Tim Horton’s at Sherbrooke and University 

breakfast and by now were getting kind of hungry.  There was a Tim Horton‘s just a block away at Sherbrooke and University, and we 
decided to have dinner there.  Tim Horton‘s is by far the largest restaurant chain in Canada.  There are few things more Canadian than 
Tim Horton‘s (particularly now that they‘re again an independent company, having been divested from Wendy‘s).  Any town that‘s big 
enough to have business of any kind probably has a ―Timmie‘s‖, even in the most remote parts of the north and west.  [Even in the 
arctic territory of Nunavut, where it’s more than 1,000 miles to the nearest McDonald’s, you can find Tim Horton’s.]  They‘re 

never out of sight on suburban strips, and there are literally hundreds in every major Canadian city.  There are supposedly more than 
3,000 Tim Horton‘s outlets in Canada (almost three times the number of McDonalds)—with additional stores in the northeastern U.S., 
the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Afghanistan.  [The Afghani outlet was on a Canadian Forces base in Kandahar.  It has been 
closed since Canadian troops withdrew from that country.  They have recently opened stores in the Middle East, though, and 
they’ll soon be expanding into east Asia.] 

 
Tim Horton‘s was started as a doughnut chain, and that‘s still their primary business.  [Actually, just like Dunkin’ Donuts, 

coffee is the main business at Timmie’s.  Doughnuts are and always have been secondary.]  They‘ve expanded into general food 

service, though, and today their menu is more like Panera than Dunkin‘ Donuts.  I ordered a ham and cheese sandwich, while Margaret 
had egg salad.  We also each had a bowl of minestrone.   
 

When the clerk at the counter asked me what I wanted to eat, I responded ―iced tea‖.  He then asked if I wanted ―old or new‖.  I 
must have looked puzzled, because then he brought out the product to explain.  Apparently all their iced tea comes bottled, but they‘d 
recently switched brands.  He wanted to know which brand of tea-flavored syrup I wanted.  I hate sweet tea in general, and I particularly 
loathe bottled tea, so I switched my order to hot chocolate. 

 
This Tim Horton‘s had two employees.  The clerk at the counter did little to call attention to himself, but the cook certainly did.  

He was slow—and I think perhaps in every sense of that word.  If he wasn‘t mentally disabled, then perhaps he was under the influence 



of something.  He worked in slow motion, and as he prepared each order he would have to re-check the TV monitor that told the order 
numerous times.  Fortunately we were the first of what turned out to be a fairly big dinner crowd.  We got our food quickly, but others 
had to wait quite a while. 

 
 I said before there were surprisingly few middle aged people and kids in Montreal, but we did see one family at Tim Horton‘s.  
They sat between us and the door, and they entertained me as I ate.  The group consisted of a father, his high school aged son, and 
his middle school aged daughter.  They‘d obviously been out shopping, probably using the holiday ―cartes cadeaux‖ (gift cards), and 
they‘d stopped into Tim Horton‘s after the stores closed.  Only dad ordered anything, though, and all he had was coffee.  (Timmie‘s, by 
the way, sells three-fourths of all the coffee in Canada.)   The kids sat there looking extremely bored while dad had his coffee.  The boy 
especially stood out because of his hair.  From the front he looked very normal, with short dark hair.  When he turned to the side, 
though, I could see that the back of his hair was much longer, and the bottom of the back was dyed bright green.  It was certainly an 
interesting fashion statement. 
 
 We made one more stop, this time for a bit more shopping.  We took the metro over to Atwater station, which is directly 
connected to a mall called Place Alexis Nihon.  There were ads in all the metro cars for this mall, implying that ―Alexis‖ was the epitome 
of high style.  That‘s interesting, given that the mall‘s three main anchor stores are Zeller‘s (a discount store owned by the Bay that is 
similar to Target), IGA (the same supermarket chain that operates in the U.S.A.), and Canadian Tire (a general department store, but 
heavy on hardware and auto supplies).  I knew the place had a Zeller‘s, which was the reason I wanted to come here.  Pretty much all 
the smaller shops were closed, but Zeller‘s was open, and I had fun browsing through there.  The main thing I bought was some 
Canadian coffee.  They no longer package the standard Nabob coffee in travel-friendly bags (they have the same stupid plastic cans 
Folgers uses in the States), so I splurged and got a better brand.  What‘s more, in honor of the exhibit we‘d seen this morning, the 
coffee I picked up was from Costa Rica. 
 
 [The Zeller’s chain has folded across Canada.  Hudson’s Bay Company, which owned Zeller’s, sold about half the 
stores (including the Alexis Nihon location) to Target, which recently expanded their chain into Canada.  A few others were 
upgraded to become ―Bay‖ department stores, and the rest simply closed.] 

 
 I also used the bathroom at Place Alexis Nihon.  That was an experience for two reasons.  First, the wall was covered with 
three different condom machines.  Stranger than that, though, was a sign on the door.  It announced (in French) that there were 
security cameras in the restrooms.  While I understand wanting to prevent people from changing into stolen clothes in a stall, the sign 
certainly made me wonder just where those cameras were or what they saw. 
 
 I couldn‘t help wondering, by the way, just who Alexis Nihon was to warrant being honored by a mall (which apparently has 
offices and condos above).  I assumed the name Alexis was that of a woman, but according to Wikipedia the mall‘s namesake is male.  
He was a Belgian-Canadian businessman and industrialist whose major claim to fame is inventing the tubeless tire.  Perhaps that‘s why 
they‘ve got a Canadian Tire store here. 
 
 We took the metro back to Longuelil and crossed the street to the hotel.  In flipping through the channels on the television we 
saw that CTV was showing The Sound of Music.  It had been years since I‘d seen that movie, and I think both Margaret and I enjoyed 
watching it again.  [Not long after this trip I bought The Sound of Music on DVD.  I’m not sure I’ve watched it in the past five 
years, but writing this revision makes me think I really should get it out and watch it again.] 

 

Lundi, le 29 de décembre (Monday, December 29, 2008) 

Montreal & Longueuil, Quebec 
 
 I was up around 7:20 this morning.  Each day when I arose, I‘d find that the Sandman had placed a slip with the charges on 
my account under the door of the room.  Many hotels do this the day you check out, but it was odd to have a running total each day.  I 
kept expecting that they had the check-out day wrong and suddenly the key cards would stop working.  They didn‘t, though, and the 
exact same amount (which was the correct daily charge, with taxes) kept being added on each day. 
 
 I got coffee again at McDonalds.  I took a bit of a detour this time, though, and went out exploring the neighborhood.  I walked 
past the high rise apartments of Place Charles LaMoyne and under the autoroute just south of there (where the destinations are ―La 
Prairie‖ and ―USA‖).  Beyond the autoroute Longueuil proper starts.  Ahead of me to the south I could see single family homes that 
could be in a small city or suburb pretty much anywhere.  Only their bright colors betrayed the fact that this was Canada.  To my left 
was a brick office building housing ―Santé Canada‖, the national health department.  Once I passed that I was at the start of an almost 
endless suburban strip.  The names were all in French, but otherwise this strip could have been anywhere in America.  The main 
feature here is Place Longueuil, a big suburban mall.  Unlike the multi-story downtown malls with their direct connections to the metro, 
Place Longueuil prides itself on easy access to the autoroute.  It has a vast parking lot and lots of car-oriented business on the 
perimeter.  Most of the mall was not yet open; even the supermarket was closed.  The exception was the Place Longueuil Tim Horton‘s, 
which was doing a booming business.  The line at their drive-through literally wound all the way around the building; I counted twenty 
cars in line all at once. 
 



 I basically just scoped out Place Longueuil and headed back to the hotel.  When I got back Margaret was watching Canada 
AM on CTV.  This is clearly in the same genre as the American morning shows, though there are differences.  The main host is 
Seamus O‘Regan (the first name is pronounced ―SHAY-muss‖), a young man from Labrador with a disheveled look quite different from 
the ―pretty boys‖ on American TV in the morning.  There‘s also more news and less fluff (though there is plenty of the latter) and a more 
global perspective on what qualifies as news.  [We rarely realize just how little truly international news we get in the States.  
Unless it has a very direct American connection, we never hear about it here.]  Margaret noted that the whole time we were in 

Canada we hadn‘t heard a word about Governor Blagojevich (and I‘ll bet in a couple months no one in America will care about him 
either), but we had heard a lot about the brewing problems in the Gaza strip.  [Illinois Governor Rod Blagojevich was impeached 
and sentenced on corruption charges.  He is currently serving a fourteen-year term in federal prison.  People are certainly 
correct to point out that corruption is rampant in Illinois politics, but it is by no means limited to one party.  Blagojevich’s 
Republican predecessor, George Ryan, was just released from prison last year.  So far Pat Quinn, Blagojevich’s Democratic 
successor, has been relatively free from scandal—though he seems to be a comparatively ineffective governor, too.] 

 
 Around 9:00 we took the metro to McGill and exited to the university itself.  When we exited the station we walked past a 
number of homeless people, some of whom we had seen in the same spot yesterday.  Montreal has a lot of homeless people.  They 

aren‘t particularly bothersome from a tourist‘s point of view; they‘re just omnipresent.  I think the underground city (which is heated 
overly warmly) makes it relatively easy to be homeless here.  That‘s where the vast majority of the bums seem to hang out. 
 

The last thing we wanted to see with our museum pass, the Redpath Museum of Natural History, is located on the McGill 
campus.  Like pretty much the whole city, the McGill campus was covered with thick ice.  Their athletic field was a particularly 
interesting sight.  Instead of a place to play lacrosse (which I think was its purpose), it looked more like a hockey rink. 

 
McGill University athletic field, completely covered in ice 

 We slid our way across campus to the Redpath.  It was easy enough to find the place, but unfortunately when we got there we 
found a handwritten sign on the door announcing they were closed during the college‘s holiday break.  That makes sense, but neither 
our guidebook nor the museum‘s website had said anything about the closure.  So instead of seeing the museum, we saw frozen 
college campus.  [Yet again an organization didn’t bother updating its website.  I’m probably more sensitive to this since I 



manage the websites for the school I work at, my church, and the Iowa Council of Teachers of Mathematics.  It’s not that hard 
to keep a website up to date, though, and it really is important that people do that.] 

 
 We walked east along Sherbrooke, where we passed such fascinating sights as a mattress store called ―Dormez-Vous‖.  
(Maybe it was run by Frère Jacques—who knows?)  Otherwise the street was lined with high-rise apartments that seemed to cater to 
the middle class, the sort of thing I‘d seen all over Spain.  [Oddly, that sort of housing doesn’t occur much at all in the U.S.  Here 
high rises are either for the ultra-wealthy (like Chicago’s Gold Coast or Manhattan’s Upper East Side) or the poverty-stricken 
(the ―projects‖ in any city).] 

 
Eventually we made it to Avenue du Parc, where almost on a whim we decided to make a little side trip.  We turned north on 

Parc and walked a couple blocks north to a bus stop.  The bus stop sign had an amusing sticker affixed to it.  It said (in English) ―9-11 
WAS AN INSIDE JOB‖.  [A search for that phrase turned up countless results in Google.  While I’d love to blame it all on 
President Bush, I really don’t think that was the case, though.  There likely was some cover-up in how things were handled, 
but I don’t think the attack itself was an inside job.] 

 
 I was a little hesitant to take a bus in a French-
speaking city.  Being a government enterprise, transit is 
decidedly monolingual.  Buses are much less user-friendly 

than metro trains, and I wasn‘t at all sure I‘d be able to 
figure out when I should pull the cord so we could get off.  I 
carefully looked at the route map by the bus stop, though, 
and I memorized the two stops prior to the one we wanted.  
Just then the bus arrived, and we boarded. 
 
 Bus #80 has a fairly complex route, but at this point 
it just runs straight up Park Avenue.  We were only on board 
about ten minutes, but in that time the scenery changed 
several times.  We left the apartments behind as we went up 
the steep side of the Mont-Royal, the ―mountain‖ (or big hill) 
from which the city gets its name.  For a while we were in an 
institutional district, with hospitals and other public buildings.  
There was a small area of fairly wealthy single-family 
homes, and then we were on a business strip.  It looked 
rather like a small-town downtown—low-rise buildings with 
the businesses attached and only on-street parking. 
 
 Before long I  saw  ―Rue Fairmont‖ on a street sign, 

 
Interior of STM Bus #80 

(The lighted sign at the front says ―ARRÊT DEMANDÉ) 

the last street I‘d seen on  the route map before the one we wanted.  I pulled the cord,  and it turned  out ours was  in fact the very next  

 
Flour truck parked beside La Maison du Bagel 

stop.  The bus let us off at the corner of 
Parc and Saint-Viateur, just steps from 
our destination.  [Having to pull the cord 
to request a stop is a problem even in a 
familiar city.  In a place that speaks a 
different language, it is an incredible 
chore.  I really wish buses would just 
routinely stop everywhere, just like 
trains do.] 

 
 Our destination was a place 
Rachel Ray when $40 a Day came to 
Montreal, La Maison du Bagel (a.k.a. St.-
Viateur Bagels).  It was amusing to walk 
past a flour truck parked in an alley next to 
the place.  The ―Farinex‖ truck had a 
picture of an Eskimo with an igloo on the 
side—not exactly the politically correct 
way of portraying the ―First Nations‖ 
people. 
 
 La Maison du Bagel specializes 
in Montreal-style bagels.  If you, like me, 
didn‘t know there were different styles of 
bagel, there are.  Montreal bagels are 
softer and slightly less chewy than the 
New York bagels that you most often see.   



They‘re most often eaten fresh, rather than toasted and by themselves instead of accompanied by cream cheese or other spreads.  
Rachel Ray liked them, and I must say Margaret and I did as well.  We each had two bagels.  I had sesame bagel, which was served 
warm and was truly delicious.   [Bagels served warm and chewy, rather than toasted, really are delicious.]  I also had   a cinnamon 

and raisin bagel.  It wasn‘t as good as the sesame (mostly because it wasn‘t warm), but I‘d definitely have another.  They cost next to 
nothing, too, so it made a pleasant little treat. 
 
 Rue Saint-Viateur is in a neighborhood called Mile-End (yes, another English name).  In spite of wide, arrow-straight streets, 
Mile-End has a very European feel to it.  Much of the place is two- or three-story buildings with business at street level and apartments 
above.  The rest is either churches (like the namesake of the street) or rowhouses.  They‘d done a little bit better job of chipping away 
at the ice here, and we had a very pleasant walk through the neighborhood. 
 
 We walked east and south (again in Montreal directions, not in reality) for the better part of a mile until we eventually came to 
Laurier metro station.  This station was unstaffed, and this time there wasn‘t even a sign on the attendant‘s booth attempting to explain 
the situation.  We jumped the turnstile.  Almost immediately there was an unintelligible announcement over the P.A., however nothing 
actually happened.  A train soon came, and we were on our way. 
 
 We went a couple stations north to Jean-Talon station, where we transferred to the blue line, the one metro line we hadn‘t yet 
explored.  We rode it west to Côte-des-Neiges station.  The name could mean a lot of things.  It could be ―Coast of Snow‖, ―Next to the 
Snow‖, or ―Snowy Side‖.  Margaret read or heard somewhere that in Quebec ―Côte‖ meant ―Road‖, which would essentially make the 
meaning ―Snowy Road‖.  That would seem to make the name of the street in front of the station ―Chemin Côte-des-Neiges‖ a bit 
redundant, though.  [There appears to be a bit of disagreement even among Montrealers on the origin of the name.  One theory 
says the former village that now is now the Côte-des-Neiges neighborhood was supposedly named for a stream that flowed 
from the ―snowy side‖ of Mount Royal.  Another says the village was named for its Notre Dame des Neiges, and the name 
would essentially mean ―next to (Our Lady of) the Snow‖).  Yet another says it means ―Snowy Hill‖.  So apparently the truth is 
that nobody really knows where the name came from.  It’s just one of those places that’s always had that name.] 

 
St. Joseph’s Oratory 

 

 Côte-des-Neiges is one of several metro stations that provides 
access to Parc Mont-Royal, which is to Montreal what Central Park is to 
Manhattan.  The large green space provides numerous recreational 
opportunities, but it didn‘t seem too attractive in winter.  There is one main 
tourist attraction just a few blocks from Côte-des-Neiges, the Oratoire de 
Saint-Joseph.  Known as St. Joseph‘s Oratory (or hall or prayer) in English, it‘s 
a lovely church.  It‘s also next to impossible to get to.  Three hundred ice-
covered steps lead up to its base.  Between that and the steep admission, we 
chose to pass on the place.  I did snap a couple of nice pictures of the 
exterior, though. 
 
 We did a bit more shopping at a supermarket near the oratory.  The 
place was called Metro, part of a chain we‘d seen in England.  I picked up 
some more coffee as well as a traditional French holiday treat, a bouche de 
Noël.  Literally translated as ―Yule log‖, a bouche de Noël is thin sheet cake 
covered  with  butter cream and rolled into a log shape.  The commercial one  

 

we bought was technically a ―bouche des fêtes‖ (holiday log),  but it still served 
to introduce us to the concept. 
 

 It was lunchtime now, and since all we‘d eaten all day was bagels, it 
seemed appropriate to find a restaurant.  There were two choices in the 
immediate vicinity:  a specializing in chicken called St-Hubert and a strange 
little Russian restaurant.  The Russian place was called La Caverne.  It was 
appropriately named, since it did seem rather like it was in a cave.  You had to 
go down some rather hidden steps to a basement to get there.  Inside it was 
pleasant, if not elegant, and it was definitely a different experience. 
 
 We were the first customers of the day at La Caverne.  A young 
waiter (the college-age son of one of the owners) directed us to seat ourselves 
and presented us with menus.  The menus were trilingual.  Unfortunately they 
seemed to say different things in English and French, and my bet is that only 
the Russian descriptions were truly accurate.    They also seemed to be out of 
various things, or perhaps they just didn‘t serve them on Mondays. 

 
La Caverne Restaurant 

 
 Most of the menu was various combination meals—assortments that included appetizer, soup, main course, beverage, and/or 
dessert.  The choices seemed limitless.  However, each of the meals they listed was a specific combination, and it wasn‘t clear if 
substitutions were allowed.  (It would have been much easier to do the old Chinese restaurant method of picking an item from column A 
and an item from column B.)  Eventually we decided, and we had similar, if not identical, lunches. 
 
 The first  thing served was bread.   It was square instead of round,  but otherwise it was the exact same bread Paul and I had  



eaten in the Soviet Union years ago.  Russian bread is dark, coarse, and slightly sweet.  It reminds me in a way of the bread my Aunt 
Jin used to make at Thanksgiving in baking powder cans—though it‘s not so dark nor so sweet as that was.  [They recently had 
brown bread in a can as a mandatory ingredient on one of the competition cooking shows on Food Network.  Apparently the 
stuff Aunt Jin made was of Scandinavian origin.]  After the bread we were served salad, which was by far my least favorite part of 

the meal.  It was a beet and walnut salad.  I‘m not a great beet fan, but I will tolerate them, and I rather like walnuts.  What I didn‘t care 
for was that the whole thing (and it was absolutely enormous portion) was slathered in mayonnaise.)  I don‘t care much for mayonnaise 
in general, and in this salad it just seemed to make everything taste like grease.  I toyed with it a bit, but I couldn‘t make much of a dent 
in it.  Another diner had a nice tossed salad with vinaigrette; I‘d much rather have had that than what I did get. 
 
 Much better was the soup.  I really enjoyed the soups when I was in Russia, and what I had today was similar.  I had a pea 
soup.  Strangely, it was a bright yellow color.  It was thick and rich and flavorful, though.  Margaret had a spicy vegetable soup that was 
thinner, but looked equally good.  Were we actually in Russia, the soup would almost certainly have had sour cream dolloped on it. This 
didn‘t, but it was quite good nonetheless.  They served the soups with traditional Russian spoons—oversized wooden spoons painted in 
black, gold, and red in classic floral designs.  I bought one of those in Moscow, and I use it as a Christmas ornament.  It never occurred 
to me to actually eat with it. 
 
 For a main course Margaret and I had different dishes, but both were described in the English part of the menu as perogis.  
Margaret‘s dish was closer to that definition.  She had half-circles of ravioli filled with mashed potatoes and (I think) cheese.  I had snail-
shaped pasta filled with mystery meat (supposedly ―hashed beef‖).  Both were served with a cup of sour cream and a cup of what I‘d 
call salsa (though likely more tomato and less pepper than you‘d find in the Mexican version of that sauce).  My dish didn‘t have a lot of 
flavor, but then Russian food generally isn‘t particularly flavorful.  When I dipped it in the sour cream it wasn‘t too bad. 
 
 The different courses were served quite quickly, but after we‘d finished the waiter pretty much abandoned us.  That was also 
true of the other diners in the place.  One even went back to the kitchen to get the check.  We eventually caught the waiter‘s attention, 
and we were able to settle up and get on our way again. 
 
 After lunch we went back to the metro station, and again there was no one in the attendant‘s booth.  I think Côte-des-Neiges 
has multiple entrances, and we were at the secondary one.  Again there was no explanation as to what to do, though, so again we 
jumped the turnstiles. 
 
 The STM could solve this problem by coming into the 21

st
 Century and having passes that are scanned instead of inspected.  

Their single-ride tickets are scanned; you put them in the front of the turnstile, and the machine spits them out the middle as it unlocks.  
There‘s no reason at all they couldn‘t make their passes work on the same equipment, but they don‘t.  [STM has since switched to 
―Opus‖ cards that are touched rather than scanned, and they work for both single fares and passes.  They appear to be 
virtually identical to the Ventra card they just introduced in Chicago.] 

 
 We took the metro to Champs-de-Mars (fields or 
pastures of March [or more likely of Mars the god—it’s 
named after a Paris green space near the Eiffel Tower], 

which is right at the east edge of old Montreal.  Champs-de-
Mars is located right where the Autoroute Ville-Marie 
surfaces, and we had to take a rather lengthy pedestrian 
tunnel under the expressway.  As we walked through the old 
city, we saw an amusing sign.  It said ―CHUTE DE GLACE‖ 
and showed chunks of ice falling from a roof onto a 
pedestrian.  Given all the ice we‘d encountered at ground 
level, I‘d imagine overhead ice is quite a problem here. 

 
 Our destination this time was Marché Bonsecours, 
a market whose name would most likely be translated as 
(Our Lady of) ―Good Counsel‖ in English.  The building in 
which it is located is one of the oldest in the city.  It‘s both 
architecturally interesting and quite historic.  At one time it 
housed the Parliament of Canada [for a single session—it 
served as Montreal’s city hall for much longer].  

Unfortunately the building (and just the exterior at that) is 
pretty much all there is to see there.  With the name 
―marché‖ I expected a market—either the place people do 
their grocery shopping or a flea market where you could buy 
assorted  junk.  You  can buy stuff here,  but  pretty much all  

 
―Falling ice‖ sign on a building in Vieux-Montreal 

that‘s for sale is art.  Stall after stall has local artists trying to sell their paintings, jewelry, and sculpture to the tourists.  It‘s the sort of 
stuff you‘d  expect  to  see lining  the  sidewalks, and  in  summer hat‘s probably exactly where you‘d find it.  At least in winter, though, 
it‘s all in Marché Bonsecours. 



 
Marché Bonsecours 

 The most interesting thing I saw here was not 
actually for sale.  Various artists had created unique 
Christmas trees in various styles to decorate the hallways 
of the market.  One of them was made entirely of junk, 
primarily #10 cans that once held restaurant portions of 
vegetables and sauces.  It was quite a fascinating sight! 

 
 Perhaps needless to say, we didn‘t dawdle at 
Marché Bonsecours.  We took a long walk through the 
old city and ended up back at Place Bonaventure, the 
place where we had first entered the Montreal metro 
three days ago.  There was an attraction near here that 
our museum pass was good for, that seemed like it might 
be interesting, and that was actually open on Mondays 
(most of Montreal isn‘t).   That was the Montreal 
Planetarium.  While they do apparently put on star shows 
here, they mostly use their domed screen to show 
multimedia presentations.  Their December presentation 
was   called   ―The   Longest   Night‖   in   English   and   it 

 
Tin can Christmas tree 

supposedly showed how Christmas and other events happening near the winter solstice are celebrated around the world.  I think it 
would have been fun to see.  However, we arrived just shortly after the English presentation had started, and it would have been two 
hours before the next one. 
 
 We spent the rest of the afternoon walking around central Montreal.  We walked north from the planetarium to Cathédral 
Marie-Reine-du-Monde (Cathedral of Mary, Queen of the World), the seat of the Catholic archdiocese.  Just east of there is Gare 
Centrale, where we first arrived in Montreal.  The station is mostly below ground level, and we went down to scope out just where 
Amtrak‘s desk was. 
 

After that we walked down Boulevard René Levesque.  Named for the former provincial premier who pushed through the 
Charter of the French Language and attempted to have Quebec secede from Canada, this is the main traffic artery through downtown.  
The street looks a lot like Wilshire Boulevard in Los Angeles.  It‘s mostly lined by office buildings, and there‘s not much s treet-level 
business.  While it‘s a fairly elegant street, it‘s really rather dull from a pedestrian standpoint.  Still, it was interesting to see a different 
part of town. 

 
One of the Chinatown gates in Montreal 

(Note the bike-share cycle in the foreground.) 

On a whim we made a 
random turn off René Levesque, and 
suddenly we were in the heart of 
Chinatown.  Montreal‘s Chinatown is 
quite compact, and but it‘s very 
crowded with both people and 
vehicles.  The people all speak 
Chinese, but the signs are either 
bilingual or in French only—it‘s not 
just English the language police are 
fighting.  The main exceptions are 
two public gates and a pagoda at 
Place Sun-Yat-Sen, which were gifts 
to the city and came with Chinese 
characters on them. 
 

When I placed the China-
town picture on this page, I noticed 
something we‘d seen all over 
Montreal, an ancient bicycle chained 
to a sidewalk tree.  This isn‘t a bike 
someone rode through the ice and 
left there while running errands.  
After doing a bit of research, I found 
that they‘re part of an extensive 
bike-share program in Montreal.  My 
bet is they use older, unattractive 
models to discourage outright theft.  
Many of the bikes have advertising 
posters affixed  to them (which helps 

offset the cost of the program), and others have signs with a phone number on them.  The bikes are locked, and presumably the phone  



number would provide information on exactly how the program works.  With all the ice, the program was doing absolutely zero business 
while we were there, but it would be a good idea in better weather.  [Bike share programs seem to be ballooning these days.  I’ve 
seen them in Minneapolis, Chicago, and even Des Moines.  In the U.S. cities they invariably use brand new bicycles, and 
they’re usually painted green.  I think you scan a credit card to borrow them, so presumably there would be a hefty charge if 
the bike wasn’t returned.] 

 
 Having mentioned the possibility of bicycle theft provides an opportunity to force a transition to a completely different topic.  
Something that was very different between Montreal and Vancouver was the number of police officers and security guards.  In 
Vancouver there was security everywhere.  I saw a lot of actual police officers, and every business seemed to have private ―rent-a-
cops‖.  Montreal was quite the opposite.  We saw a few security guards by the exclusive stores on Sherbrooke, but that was just about 
the only place we saw any security at all.  I don‘t think I ever saw a police officer anywhere in the city of Montreal.  There was always a 
pair of Longueuil cops patrolling the busway there, though they never seemed to actually be stopping any crimes or enforcing any laws.  
I didn‘t have the feeling that either Montreal or Vancouver was particularly safer than the other; I think it may just be a d ifference in 
priorities. 
 
 We walked past a hospital near René Levesque and St.-Laurent and then turned northward.  This neighborhood, surrounding 
the UQÀM campus, is called the Quartier Latin.  It‘s the sort of bohemian area you‘d expect near a college, with lots of trendy shops 
and coffee bars.  We took a break at one of the latter establishments.  It was part of a chain called Van Houtte that apparently has 
locations all over Quebec and Florida. [They’ve since closed their U.S. operations, even though they’re owned by the American 
company Aramark.]  They also sell their coffee bagged in Canadian supermarkets.  Supposedly they are all about responsible 

corporate policies, fair trade, and sustainable Third World development, and they certainly cut down a lot of trees to print all their 
propaganda.  The place basically is Starbucks with a French accent, and in Montreal at least they‘ve got a lot bigger share of the  
market than Starbucks does (though nowhere close to Tim Horton‘s).  We didn‘t actually have their coffee, but rather pastries and 
Belgian hot chocolate.  What made it different than any other cocoa, I have no clue, but it wasn‘t bad. 
 
 We made our way to Berri-UQÀM station and took the metro back to Longueuil.  Margaret seemed quite tired and wanted to 
rest her feet for a while.  I wasn‘t feeling the best.  I suspect something at lunch didn‘t settle quite right.  So we waited at the hotel a 
while, and it was quite dark (after 5pm) when we set out again.   
 

We re-traced the route I‘d taken this morning and went over to Place Longueuil.  We checked out pretty much everything there 
was to see in the mall.  I‘m tempted to just say it was a mall, and indeed on the surface it did look like Linndale or Valley  West or the 
Sioux Empire Mall.  On closer inspection, though, pretty much none of its ―plus de 150 magasins‖ was exactly the same as a store 
you‘d see in America.  Sometimes it was just a French name (like ―Le Limité‖ rather than ―The Limited‖), but everything was somehow 
just a bit different.  It was kind of fun wandering around and comparing everything. 
 

The only place we did any actual shopping was at Dollarama, whose name is pretty self-explanatory.  I bought some plastic 
tablewear (eight knives, eight forks, and eight spoons) so we could eat the bouche de Noël I‘d picked up earlier today.  (We probably 
could have just stopped into a fast food place and robbed the counter, but I try to mostly be honest about things.) [I still have some of 
those plastic utensils in a drawer in my kitchen.]  I also got a set of New Years party supplies—five black and silver hats that said 
―Bonne Année‖ on them and five little noisemakers (that didn‘t actually seem to make any noise).  [I just dug one of these out while 
writing this revision and figured out that you’re not supposed to blow into the thing, but rather play it like a kazoo.]  A party set 

for five seems an odd number, but for a buck (or rather a loonie) I could hardly complain. 

 

 
The check-out clerk at the dollar store did not seem to speak English, 

but that wasn‘t really important.  I just gave her a five-dollar bill, and she 
counted back the appropriate change in French. 
 
 There was all kinds of fast food around the perimeter of the mall, but 
with my stomach and bowls still reeling from Russian mystery meat, I wanted 
something a bit more substantial.  The best choice in the mall itself was St-
Hubert, the same chicken chain we‘d seen at Côte-des-Neiges earlier today.  
While their sign features a cartoonish chicken, St-Hubert is decidedly not KFC 
or Popeye‘s.  Among American chains, it‘s closest to Applebees or Olive 
Garden, except that its menu primarily features rotisserie chicken.  It‘s a sit-
down family restaurant that serves drinks.  [They apparently do a lot of 
delivery business, too.] 

 
 When we walked in the door, the host confirmed that we were a party 
of two and asked me in French if we preferred to eat in the bar of the dining 
room.  I responded ―salle a manger‖ (dining room), and he immediately smiled 
and said ―oh—English menus?‖  Apparently I haven‘t mastered the best 
French accent.  He seated us, and a young waitress greeted us in slow and 
careful English.  She had obviously been instructed to serve us in English, and 
she did fine.  It was obviously not her first language, though.  I‘m sure I 
sounded to the maitre d‘ about like the waitress sounded to us. 



 Both Margaret and I had Thai chicken salad, which was an excellent choice.  It was a very nice tossed salad with assorted 
citrus fruits and Chinese noodles mixed in.  On top were skewered bits of chicken breast that had been drizzled with a Thai sauce that 
was spicy but not overly hot.  I also had a tasty bowl of chicken and rice soup.  Every meal they serve at St-Hubert also comes with 
complimentary coleslaw (I have no clue why).  There was a choice of ―creamy‖ or ―not‖.  We both had ―not‖, and it was a very mild 
vinegar-based slaw.  It was sort of weird to have salad with salad on the side, but not bad. 
 
 I had iced tea, but Margaret ordered a small glass of the house wine (a Quebec rosé).  The waitress served it as if she had 
ordered a bottle of a special reserve.  She brought out a fresh bottle and uncorked it in front of us (with some difficulty), poured a tiny bit 
and hard Margaret sample it, and then poured out the five-ounce serving Margaret ordered.  I wondered if they made such a production 
every time someone ordered a glass.  If they do, I wonder what happens to the rest of all those bottles. 
 
 We passed on dessert at St-Hubert.  Back at the hotel, though, we enjoyed the Bouche de Noël I had bought.  It was overly 
sweet (better than half buttercream frosting), but not bad. 

 
Bouche de Noël, decorated with an ―axe‖ to cut the ―log‖.  It says ―Joyeuses Fêtes–Best Wishes‖. 

 
 On TV tonight we watched Mythbusters again.  Tonight they were defending NASA, responding to people who were trying to 
―prove‖ the moon landing was a hoax.  It really does amaze me the things some people believe. 
 
 We packed up our stuff and prepared for our trip home tomorrow. 
 

Mardi, le 30 de décembre (Tuesday, December 30, 2008) 

Longueuil, Quebec – Buffalo, New York 
 
 Margaret had set her alarm for 7:00 this morning.  I was awake before that, but decided to stay in bed until the alarm went off.  
The next thing I knew Margaret was up and it was after 7:00.  We watched a bit of Canada AM while we finished our packing, but we 
were on our way by 8am. 
 
 It had snowed overnight, and we dragged our luggage through slush to get across the street to the metro station.  Fortunately 
once we were there we‘d be in enclosed spaces for the rest of the day. 
 
 Our ―cartes touristiques‖ had expired, so we had to again buy single-ride tickets from the vending machine and use their 
magnetic encoding to open the turnstile.  We made it to the platform and quickly caught a train.  It was rush hour, so no seats were 
available.  Since the yellow line is only three stops long, though, it wasn‘t a long ride. 
 
 I did a double-take when I looked around the car.  Standing by the door at the end of the car was a young man who looked 
almost identical to someone I know.  He‘s a guy from Ankeny who used to be their quiz bowl captain.  My quiz bowl players cou ld tell 



you more about him than you‘d ever want to know.  Besides quiz bowl I‘ve seen him on several occasions when I‘ve stopped in at the 
Ankeny Panera, where he works.  Well, this dark-haired guy on the metro in Longueuil could have been his double.  The resemblance 
was really striking.  I couldn‘t help but stare at him as we rode to Berri-UQÀM. 
 
 We transferred to the orange line (where we did get seats) and rode a few stops down to Bonaventure.  Then we had a long 

walk through the underground city to Gare Centrale.  For some reason the signs directed us via a different and much longer route than 
we‘d taken when we first arrived.  We did make it there, but it really seemed we took a roundabout way. 
 
 Our train didn‘t leave until 9:30, and we arrived more than an hour ahead of time.  [One of the great things about traveling 
by train is that you’re not cutting things close by arriving an hour ahead of time.]  There was already a fairly long line at Gate 17 

waiting for the Amtrak departure, though.  Gare Centrale is set up rather awkwardly, with no good place for lines to form.  The queue for 
Amtrak blocked access to several other gates and made it awkward for people to reach the ticket counters and information desk.  
Margaret held a place in line for both of us, and I went to the Amtrak counter, where I found that no check-in was necessary.  Then I 
went back and joined her. 
 
 For the first time since we‘d arrived in Montreal I hadn‘t gotten coffee at the McDonalds in Longueuil, and I was definitely in 
need of a bit of caffeine.  There was a McDonalds in the station, so I went over there to get some morning brew for Margaret and me.  
They had a new employee who obviously was having difficulties figuring out the register.  Her manager was getting irate with her 
(yelling at her in English), and a long line had formed.  I decided it was wiser to go somewhere else.  There was a place called Second 
Cup (another Starbucks clone) across the lobby from McDonalds.  There wasn‘t much of a line there, but they only had one employee, 
and the person she was serving had ordered several extremely complicated coffee drinks.  It was also likely to be a while before I‘d be 
served there. 
 
 I wandered for a while through the food court of Place Bonaventure, which adjoins the station.  Eventually I found a place 
called Saint-Cinnamon (a  local chain that‘s pretty much the same as Cinnabon) that had no line at all.  I got coffee and maple rolls for 
both me and Margaret, and it made a nice breakfast. 
 
 While I was gone, someone had gone through the line passing out customs forms.  We spent most of the rest of our wait filling 
them out.  I felt like I‘d bought a lot on this trip, but I was bringing back pretty much nothing of value.  The grand total was well under a 
hundred Canadian dollars, probably closer to US$50.  [It certainly helped that everything I did buy was on post-holiday 
clearance.] 

 
 Our place in line was right next to Via Rail Canada‘s information desk.  They had an extremely good employee there.  A 
balding, middle-aged man, he was obviously very fluent in both French and English.  He was also good at dealing with international 
visitors who didn‘t speak either of those languages well.  He was polite and efficient, and he seemed to give everyone precisely the 
information they needed.  The Amtrak staff in Chicago could learn a lot from him. 
 
 Via Rail runs Gare Centrale, and all their announcements are made bilingually.  The female voice is surprisingly easy to 
understand in both languages, and it sounded as if English may have been her native language. 
 
 We began boarding at 9:10am.  There are no ramps, elevators, or escalators—just a lot of stairs leading down to the 
platforms.  A elderly man in front of us was hauling luggage for both himself and his wife, and he was obviously struggling.  He seemed 
to be the sort of person who would be too proud to ask for help, and he did eventually make it. 
 
 People were 
assigned to cars based on 
their destinations.  All the 
passengers bound for New 
York City were in the front two 
cars, while those of us going 
shorter distances sat further 
back.  Margaret and I were in 
almost the exact same place 
we‘d sat coming up, about 
halfway back in the car 
behind the lounge.  They 
announced that the train was 
sold out, but at least leaving 
Montreal our car was virtually 
empty. 
 
 We left precisely on 
time and went surprisingly 
quickly through the industrial 
area   around    the     Lachine  

 
Farine Five Roses sign – near the Lachine Canal 

 



Canal south of downtown.  We got one last glimpse of ―FARINE FIVE ROSES‖ and then crossed the Victoria Bridge to the south side of 
the St. Lawrence.  The McCord Museum had told us that Montrealers had proclaimed the Pont Victoria ―the greatest construction 
project since ancient Egypt‖.  I pondered that as we clattered across it.  It‘s long, but besides that there‘s really nothing remarkable 
about it.  It‘s not a beautiful or graceful bridge, it‘s not high, and it doesn‘t span an impossible-looking chasm.  Basically it‘s just an old 
workhorse bridge. 
 
 It was bleak and snowy south of Montreal.  I filled the time between the city and the border by sipping coffee and looking 
through the digital pictures I‘d snapped.  We reached the border about 11am.  The stop on the U.S. side is in an actual town,  though 
Rouse‘s Point isn‘t much more than Whittemore.  An officer walked through the car and told everyone to have our ID and declarations 
ready.  We then waited while they inspected every other car before ours. 
 
 I‘d mentioned before that the most prominent thing about the Canadian customs officers was their bulletproof vests.  For the 
U.S. officers, the most prominent thing was their guns.  Margaret wondered aloud if the Americans were shooting northward at the 
Canadians.  It really does make you wonder. 
 
 Something else I wondered was just what these people do all day long.  Amtrak has just one train a day in each direction.  
Both countries had about half a dozen officers that inspected that train.  There may be freight trains along here as well, but we didn‘t 
see one going either direction.  I suppose the officers may spend most of their day at the highway border crossing (Interstate 
87/Autoroute 15) that‘s about five miles west of here.  If they do, though, that crossing must get really backed up when the train comes 
along. 
 
 I hadn‘t figured out much pattern to who the Canadian inspectors called to the lounge for further inspection.  For the 
Americans, it was everyone who was from outside North America.  U.S. and Canadian citizens were all processed routinely.  There 
were a few cursory questions and a quick check of ID—the same sort of thing you‘d expect if crossing by car.  Everyone from abroad, 
though, went to the lounge.  I know that when foreigners arrive by plane they now require them to be fingerprinted at customs.  I 
suppose this is something similar.  All the people the U.S. inspectors called forward came back fairly quickly, and no one was denied 
admission. 
 
 We started moving again just after 12:30.  Margaret and I then made our way to the lounge where we each bought a cheese 
and cracker tray.  As we stood in line the woman running the lounge announced repeatedly that she was out of American change.  On 
the Adirondack they will accept American currency at any time, but they also take Canadian currency while the train is north of the 
border.  South of the border only greenbacks are accepted, but she didn‘t have the correct change to deal with them.  Margaret helped 
her out a bit by paying with $1 bills and quarters.  One problem, though, was that almost everything on the menu was awkwardly priced.  
Coffee, for instance, cost $1.80 (all taxes included).  Everyone seemed to be paying with fives, and that quickly exhausted her change. 
 
 On the way up to 
Montreal we‘d had frozen salad; 
this time we had frozen cheese.  
They‘ve obviously got some 
problem with their cooler.  The 
little ―Babybel‖ rounds may as 
well have been hockey pucks.  
They were frozen solid, and they 
didn‘t thaw quickly. 
 
 A strange elderly couple 
boarded at Plattsburgh and sat 
directly in front of Margaret and 
me.  They had obviously been 
married a long time, but they 
seemed to be forever arguing 
with each other.  No matter what 
the man said, his wife would 
instantly correct him.  It was 
certainly entertaining to listen to 
them. 
 
 It was warmer out now 
than it was when we came up.  
This was most notable looking 
out at the water as we rode 
along.  Lake Champlain was 
entirely unfrozen, and even the 
smaller   lakes  and   ponds   had 

 
Lake Champlain – near Westport, New York 

thawed at their centers.  Streams that were frozen solid last week were starting to flow again now.  Strangely, as we went further south, 
it got colder and the water got more frozen.  By the time we were back to Saratoga and Ballston Spa, we saw people ice fishing. 



 The car filled up more as we continued southward.  Many people came and went along the way.  One of the most memorable 
was a soft-spoken high school kid who boarded at Ticonderoga and went to Saratoga.  He told nobody in particular as he boarded that 
this was the first train ride he‘d ever made on his own.  He‘d obviously just turned eighteen, and he flashed an ID at the conductor to 
prove he wasn‘t a minor (who would need special permission to travel unaccompanied).  After a while the boy struck up a conversation 
with the old man in front of us.  He was a football player from ―Ti‖ and apparently had been that school‘s starting quarterback before 
suffering a serious injury that ended his season.  The fighting Sentinels made it to the state championship game (probably in New 
York‘s smallest athletic class), and according to the kid, ―Everybody says we would have won if I‘d been playing.‖    I looked it up online, 
and Ticonderoga lost that game 64 – 6, so either the kid‘s really good or ―everybody‖ is full of it.  (While I won‘t reveal his name, as the 

quarterback for a rated team, there were of course numerous press mentions and pictures of him online.  He was a good enough to 
make the sportswriters as far away as Albany take notice of a small town athlete, but it would take an awful lot to turn around that 
score.) 

 
Times of Ti newspaper photo of the 2008 Ticonderoga football team  

after their state semi-final victory 

 [Ticonderoga High 
School is indeed in New 
York’s smallest athletic 
class, Class D.  By 
Midwestern standards it’s 
not all that small of a school, 
though.  The town has about 
5,000 people, and in Iowa its 
school would likely be Class 
2-A or even 3-A.  The town is 
a major tourist center, 
drawing history buffs to its 
namesake fort as well as 
those seeking recreation on 
Lake Champlain.  An 
interesting side note is that 
Lead Hill just outside the 
town was originally where 
graphite used in Dixon—
Ticonderoga pencils was 
mined.  Not surprisingly 
those pencils are no longer 
made in America.] 
 

 The boy from ―Ti‖ 
bought his ticket on the train, 
as did many of the people who 
boarded at the unstaffed 
stations along the way.  The 
Adirondack  is  an all-reserved  

train; you can‘t just walk on and buy a ticket.  The conductor asked those who didn‘t have tickets for their reservation number, which he 
noted on a form.  He then asked (word for word), ―So what price did they quote you?‖  People would respond with a variety of prices 
(the football player was paying $20 one way for his trip), and the conductor took their money.  I assume if they gave a wrong price it 
would sooner or later catch up with them, because the reservation number would have the correct amount with it.  The conductor just 
seemed to believe whatever people said, though.  [Amtrak has since switched to e-tickets.  Today it’s likely everyone pre-pays 
with a credit card when they book and just shows the e-ticket when they board.] 

 
 While it had been rather dismal weather in Canada, the further south we went, the nicer it got.  In fact, with no curtains on the 
car windows, it was almost annoyingly bright by late afternoon.  Fortunately it was not long before we got to Schenectady. 
 
 We arrived about 5pm and quickly made our way down from the platform to the main part of the station.  We were the first to 
get downstairs, and that allowed us to quickly check our bags on to LaCrosse.  While we were getting the bags tagged, the elderly 
couple who had been sitting in front of us came into the luggage storeroom and attempted to just set their bags in there.  The station 
attendant, one of whose jobs is to keep that room secure, got very angry with them.  The couple said someone on the train had told 
them they could store their bags there, though obviously no one had forwarded that information to the attendant.  She was polite, but 
she wasn‘t about to just let them come barging in there.  She made them wait until she was finished with us, and then she lis tened in 
detail to their story.  They did get to store their bags, but it was she who put them in and out of the storeroom. 
 
 After we settled into the lounge, I walked over to a nearby Burger King, where I picked up some shakes and potato croquettes 
(―cheesy tots‖) to snack on.  This was a bit of a cultural experience.  Everybody in the place was black, and they obviously weren‘t used 
to getting a lot of white people there—at least not as walk up customers.  They were perfectly willing to take my money, though, and the 
snack was both tasty and a good way to fill a bit of time while we waited. 
 
 I also filled some time by reading ―M‖, a publication that bills itself as ―the capital district‘s alternative newspaper‖.  I‘ve picked 
up the free papers in cities all over the country, and some have been quite good.  This one was definitely toward the bottom of the pile, 



though.  There was basically no news—neither real nor ―alternative‖ in it, and there wasn‘t even much interesting among the ads.  I did 
find out that the sleazy ―adult‖ district in the area is apparently a place called Colon ie, a suburb that is midway between Albany and 
Schenectady.  I doubt I‘ll ever use that knowledge, though, and beyond that there wasn‘t much useful in ―M‖. 

 
 Diana, the station attendant, kept busy dealing with assorted customers.  At least two of them were essentially flirting with the 
middle-aged attendant, and she responded as if she knew them fairly well.  One of the customers was missing a ticket.  He supposedly 
had purchased a round-trip from a ticket machine, but he only claimed the outbound ticket, not the return.  She was very gracious and 
helpful with him, more so than I would have thought she had the authority to be.  She also resolved a couple of other minor crises and 
sold a number of other tickets.  All in all, she seemed much more competent than the guy who had been staffing the station when we‘d 
been through Schenectady before. 
 
 We called my brother John from Schenectady and had a nice visit with him.  Then I went to a convenience store around the 
corner and bought some juice and today‘s Albany Times—Union (quite a bit more informative than ―M‖).  I could tell as I walked around 
that Schenectady had had about as much ice as Montreal.  They‘d dealt with it better here, though.  Instead of just scattering a bit of 
salt and hoping that would melt the ice, they‘d actually chipped away at it until the sidewalks were clear. 
 

Trains to Rutland, Vermont, and New York City came and went, and many more passengers arrived to take the Lake Shore 
Limited.  Among them was one of the strangest guys I‘ve seen in a long time.  He was a middle-aged guy who looked like a wash-out 
from the ‗60s.  That description definitely didn‘t seem to go along with some of the things he said, though.  He was talking with another 
guy about how global warming is a hoax, defending his argument with what he felt were alternative explanations of climate change.  
One of his main arguments was continental drift.  He noted that as the continents move, their climates are affected by their position in 
relation to the sun.  That‘s true, of course, but continental drift takes place over millennia; it‘s hardly an explanation of what has 
happened in the past few decades.  What was scariest was that apparently this guy was a member of the Schenectady school board.  
[Searching ―global warming is a hoax‖ brings up a list of sites quite similar to the results for ―9-11 was an inside job‖—and a 
lot of the believers in both theories believe schools have brainwashed everyone but them.] 

 
There were some other interesting passengers as well.  One of the most interesting was a young man whose only luggage 

seemed to be a guitar.  The guitar case was covered with numerous stickers, most of which were in German.  Then there was the 
family of four (a middle-aged father and three adult children) who came into the station together.  They waited together at the counter, 
and when it came their turn to be waited on, the older daughter in the group said to Diana, ―My brother is traveling.‖  The bearded 
young man was in fact the only one in the group who was taking the train.  Once he had his ticket, the rest of the family left him.  He 
then spent his wait either outside the front door or up on the platform smoking. 
 

Our train was scheduled to leave around 7:30.  At about 7:10 Diana announced that the train had left Albany and should be in 
Schenectady shortly.  Everybody made their way up to the platform and waited there.  We waited for about half an hour.  Then finally 
Diana made another announcement that the train had apparently been delayed in Albany and wouldn‘t be here for about twenty more 
minutes.  It was chilly upstairs, so we want back down from the platform and went up again around 7:50.  The train finally showed up 
right at 8pm. 
 

It was a large group, but everybody boarded quickly.  Margaret and I again had a sleeper, and we appeared to be the only 
passengers getting on at Schenectady who were in a sleeping car.  As we boarded, the car attendant (a very strange young man with a 
beard who the whole train staff just referred to as ―Ira‖) asked us if we‘d had dinner yet.  We wanted to get the full value out of our 
upgrade, so of course we responded in the negative.  After we put our stuff in the compartment, Ira immediately directed us to the diner. 
 

Our dinner companion tonight was a retired special ed teacher from suburban Detroit.  She was returning from Connecticut, 
where she had spent the holidays with her daughter‘s family.  While Margaret managed to keep up a conversation with her (I think 
mostly on the pretense that she was also ―from‖ Michigan‖), I found this woman very difficult to talk with.  It was also strange that she 
took only a couple bites of her meal, and that was it.  [I’ve seen a surprising number of people who eat only a tiny amount on 
Amtrak.  I’ve always been of the feeling that if you paid for something—either as part of the sleeper price or as a separate 
meal—you should get your money’s worth out of it.] 

 
Much more interesting was a father and his two young boys who were sitting across the aisle from us.  This was obviously the 

kids‘ first train ride, and dad was doing a great job of explaining everything to them and seeing to it that they had a good time.  While 
they talked, though, I couldn‘t help but overhear a strange part of their conversation.  The father matter-of-factly used the phrase 
―mommy and her girlfriend‖, and the kids‘ matter-of-fact response made it clear that taking the boys to visit that happy couple was the 
point of this trip.  It is amazing how some families work!  [At the time Massachusetts and Connecticut were the only states with 
same-sex marriage.  Iowa would soon follow, and today ―mommy’s girlfriend‖ could be her wife in almost exactly half the 
country.] 

 
They have a wide range of dinner selections on Amtrak, but I really wasn‘t all that hungry.  I chose to have the cheapest thing 

on the menu—a dinner salad with chicken breast on top.  I also had ice cream, which was a microscopic portion of Haagen-Dazs, 
smaller than those wax cups of ice cream we used to get in grade school.  (Of course, it still probably had more calories than the salad.)  
Margaret had the most expensive entrée, a beef dish that was basically glorified pot roast, with cheesecake for dessert. 
 



While the plumbing and electricity in our coach worked this time, I used the toilet in a coach, simply because it was a more 
pleasant alternative than the compartment.  We called Paul as we neared Utica, still about half an hour behind schedule.  Ira made up 
the beds at 9:45, and we settled into bed.  I‘d slept fairly well on the trip out, but this time I had a rather restless night. 
 

Mercredi, le 31 de décembre (Wednesday, December 31, 2008) 

Buffalo, New York – LaCrosse, Wisconsin 
 
 I woke up this morning shivering violently.  It was incredibly cold.  Margaret tends to like her sleeping area quite a bit cooler 
than me, and I suspected she had turned down the thermostat.  She tells me that she was actually cold this morning as well, though. 
 
 Besides freezing to death, what woke me up was that we weren‘t moving.  It‘s actually not that hard to sleep on a train.  As you 
go along the track, the movement literally does gently rock you to sleep.  When you stop, though, the little ―cradle‖ becomes exactly 
what it is—a thin, uncomfortable cot.  Between the cold and the uncomfortable bed, I was wide awake. 
 
 I couldn‘t really see clearly where we were, except that it was obviously in an old industrial area of some city.  The schedule 
called for us to be in central Indiana by now.  I figured we were probably a bit behind schedule, so I figured it was probably somewhere 
like Toledo. 
 
 Ira had asked when we wanted a ―wake up call‖, and he wasn‘t willing to take ―we really don‘t need one‖ for an answer.  We 
decided on 7am, and shortly after that time there was an extremely wimpy knock on our door.  Ira was nothing if not wimpy, and that 
was our wake-up call. 

 
The narrow hallway of an Amtrak Viewliner sleeper 

 I had checked out the shower 
last night and confirmed that this time it 
did in fact work.  So I shivered my way 
down the hall in shorts and a T-shirt to 
bathe and change.  Unfortunately, when I 
got to the end of the hall, I found the 
shower was blocked off by a large pile of 
luggage.  Apparently during the night 
someone had boarded with far more 
baggage than they could fit in their room.  
There was literally nowhere to move the 
luggage to (the hallways in sleepers are 
about the same width as an airplane aisle, 
and unlike on the westbound trains, the 
Viewliners have no dedicated luggage 
area).  So I had to turn around and head 
right back.  Once again I performed an 
acrobatic quick change in the upper bunk, 
but before too long I was ready for the 
day. 
 
 I was not in a good mood this 
morning.  The restless night, the cold, and 
the lack of a shower started it.  
Compounding things, Ira had not made 
any coffee in the complimentary drink 
area.     He  had  apple  and  orange  juice 

(though they were warm and there was no ice), but there was no coffee.  Margaret and I went to breakfast, and the waiter there almost 
pushed me over the edge.  The young black man was just far too happy.  His sunny disposition might have been tolerable, but he was 
far too loud about it.  I felt like punching him in the face. 
 
 The chipper waiter ―brightened‖ our day with the news that the place we were stopped was not Toledo, but Cleveland.  
Cleveland is in extreme eastern Ohio, only two stops beyond Buffalo, where I was conscious of stopping last night.  We were supposed 
to reach Cleveland in the middle of the night.  It was now after sunrise, and we were not yet to the station.  I comforted myself in the 
knowledge that the weird man who was expounding on climate change was headed to Cleveland.  He was almost certainly more upset 
than me. 
 
 The reason we were stuck in Cleveland was that somehow the train had hit a metal pole.  How it had done that I have no clue, 
but after we started moving, we saw the site of the accident.  We had been just slightly behind schedule until we hit that pole.  Once we 
did, though, we had to wait for an inspector to clear us to proceed, and in the middle of the night he was not exactly fast responding.  



We were now more than four hours behind schedule, and there was a very real possibility that Margaret and I (and many other people 
on the train) would miss our connections in Chicago. 
 
 Breakfast this morning was probably the worst single meal I‘ve had on Amtrak.  I ordered the same eggs and sausage I‘d had 
on the trip out.  Those weren‘t anything special, but they were way better than today‘s breakfast.  The eggs were watery, and  both the 
sausage and the potatoes were drowning in grease.   I normally love breakfast food, but I couldn‘t finish this.  Margaret had French 
toast, and it looked much better than my meal. 

 
 I needed to use the restroom, but there was a long line to use the one in the coach by the diner.  I went back to the 
compartment and tried to use the one there.  It was cramped beyond belief (particularly with the lower bed made up), and I really 
couldn‘t get anything to happen sitting so bunched up.  So I went back to the diner to have some more coffee, but the waiter never did 
refill my cup.  [They seem to be universally bad about refilling beverages on Amtrak.  Given that the meal service is leisurely at 
best, they should keep the drinks flowing to compensate.] 

 
 We lost some more time as we waited for the eastbound Lake Shore Limited to pass before we finally proceeded into the 
Cleveland station.  It was also behind schedule, though nowhere near as late as we were.  The stop in Cleveland was relatively quick, 
though, and before long we were headed southwest past the rapid transit yard and the airport. 
 
 Ira, our car attendant, seemed to go through life in slow motion.  I‘ve dealt with lots of Amtrak employees who were extremely 
efficient, but he was definitely not among them.  We had purposely dawdled at breakfast to give him a chance to make up the rooms, 
but the beds were still down when we returned.  I put the upper bunk in its ―up‖ position to give us a bit more headroom, but  there was 
still not really anywhere to sit.  Margaret sat on the lower bunk, and I ended up sitting on the toilet, with my feet sticking out in the hall.  
Eventually Ira came along and asked us if we‘d like to have the room made up and implied he‘d put it on his schedule.  He suggested 
we head down to the lounge and said things would be made up by the time we returned. 
 
 We went to the lounge and bought some coffee (since the complimentary coffee in the car wasn‘t there).  We spent about half 
an hour sipping it, but when we got back Ira was still working.  He had at least gotten to our specific compartment, but he seemed to be 
doing everything there at a snail‘s pace.  (It really should take no time to put up the beds, particularly since the sheets would be put in 
the laundry rather than being folded up.)  We went to the vestibule and stood there shivering for about ten more minutes while he 
finished getting the room ready. 
 
 It snowed for most of the way across Ohio.  Oddly enough, snow doesn‘t seem to affect the train schedules much.  In fact we 
made up just a little bit of time as we made our way across the state.  We reached Toledo at 10:12, about 4¼  hours behind schedule. 
 
 The station in Toledo is weird.  On first inspection, it looks like a WPA project (though I think it‘s a little newer than that)—tan 
brick, with buttress like ramps leading from the main part of the station down to six different platforms.  [It dates to 1950, but the 
streamline modern styling does make it look Depression era.]  The platforms are all curved, though there‘s no reason for them to 

be, as the station is built in the middle of a train yard with plenty of space around.  I can‘t imagine Toledo was ever busy enough to 
warrant six platforms in its station, and today the place is almost entirely abandoned.  Only one of the platforms is used at all, and only 
a handful of trains ever stop there. 
 
 Toledo is a smoke stop, with a fifteen-minute cushion built in to the schedule.  We stayed there longer than that, though, not 
leaving until 10:29.  The conductor made some announcement, but we couldn‘t hear it in our room.  That seems to be a real problem on 
the eastern sleepers.  The announcements they make are only audible in the halls.  If you have your door closed, you hear nothing in 
the compartments.  I suppose some people would prefer not to be disturbed by the announcements, but I think you should at least have 
the option of hearing them. 
 
 Our room really hadn‘t heated up all morning, and we were still shivering when we left Toledo.  We finally turned off all the 
ventilation in the room (which just blew around cold air), and finally we got just a breath of heat from the register.  Obviously something 
wasn‘t working right. 
 
 Ira came around late in the morning to discuss possible missed connections.  He said that if we didn‘t make our connection to 
the Empire Builder,  we should go straight  to passenger service  in Chicago,  and they  would put us up for the night.   I had dealt with  

 

Chicago‘s passenger service desk years ago on our first Amtrak trip, and I knew that would be chaotic 
at best.  They were indifferent and unhelpful to coach passengers; I could only hope they‘d treat those 
in sleeper a bit better. 

 
 It was entertaining to watch a fat teenaged boy whose parents were in the compartment 
across from us.  He was staying a few rooms down, but his luggage was apparently in his parents‘ 
room.  He pulled an amazingly large bag from the overhead storage area, but inside the bag was 
nearly empty.  There were a few pairs of gym shorts in there, a couple of T-shirts, and the item he had 
come for—an action figure.  I got the feeling the soft clothing was just in there to provide padding for 
his precious doll. 

 
 Before too long we came to Bryan, the last stop in Ohio.  We stopped right in front of the  



Spangler Candy Company, an appropriate location for the holidays, since Spangler is the world‘s largest manufacturer of candy canes.  
(They also make Dum-Dum lollipops.)  It was still cold in our room, so we went back to the lounge and warmed up with some more 
coffee and a cinnamon roll. 
 
 The weather and scenery was dramatically different in western Ohio and eastern Indiana.  Suddenly there was no snow 
whatsoever, and there was even green in the fields.  This seems awfully far north for crops to be growing in December, but something 
out there was green. 
 
 We spent quite a bit of time reading through a brochure Margaret had picked up from Via Rail Canada.  In May she‘s planning 
on taking an Elderhostel trip across Canada by train, and she‘d picked up information on what that would entail.  There are more 
options on Canadian trains, including single rooms and simple sleeping berths that aren‘t separate compartments.  [I like the idea of a 
berth.  The compartments feel very isolated, and it would be good to spend the day in a format similar to coach.[  It‘s hard to 

judge from something that is written to attract tourists, but my sense was that the Canadian trains were in general nicer, too.  It would 
be interesting to take Via Rail at some point, but making connections to it from the Midwest is awkward at best.  [Margaret loved her 
trip across the Rockies.  The two of us took Via from Toronto to Windsor on a later trip, and the experience was very similar to 
Amtrak.  The car was a bit newer and cleaner than most Amtrak trains, but there wasn’t really much else that stood out about 
it.] 

 
 We got to Elkhart, Indiana, shortly after noon.  Elkhart is normally a night stop eastbound and an early morning stop 
westbound, so it was strange to see the place at midday.  It‘s a small city, but it seems to go on forever.  We didn‘t stop long,  and we 
weren‘t going all that slowly away from the station.  Even so, it took nearly half an hour to pass through the place. 
 
 At 12:30 Ira went through the car and announced that everyone should go to the diner for a ―light lunch‖.  Lunch is not normally 
served westbound on the Lake Shore Limited, but it had now been quite a long time since breakfast.  According to the waitress, if they 
get more than four hours down, it‘s typical for Amtrak to give permission to serve an extra meal.  There is a limited amount of food on 
board, so they have to basically make due with leftovers.  Our light lunch was a beef stew that was basically a watered down version of 
the pot roast Margaret had for dinner last night, with a few vegetables thrown in.  It was served over rice, which is apparently an 
emergency stash kept for just this purpose.  We also had caraway rolls that were extremely tasty.  I ate every bite of my lunch, which 
was more than many of the passengers.  We ate with an almost silent woman who was bound for Oklahoma.  She just toyed with her 
rice and drank only a couple drops of the Pepsi she had been served. 
 
 We made up a bit of time and reached South Bend (with the unfortunate station abbreviation ―SOB‖) during lunch.  We 
continued making good progress through Gary and Hammond, places where freight traffic often slows Amtrak to a crawl.  With this 
switch in fortune, we were beginning to think we just might make our connection.  Then, shortly after we crossed the Illinois line, we 
came to a dead stop.  We were on a viaduct above a nondescript avenue on the far southeast side of the city of Chicago.  We could 
see CTA buses go past, and it was frustrating to think that we were in Chicago, but nowhere near Union Station. 
 
 We had our door open, so we 
could hear any announcements that were 
made.  None were.  I went to use the 
restroom in the coach, and on the way I 
passed the conductor.  I asked him what 
was up, and he explained that we were 
stopped because a drawbridge was stuck 
in the up position.  There are drawbridges 
all over Chicago, but I‘d never 
encountered one so far down on the south 
side.  I asked the conductor why no one 
had made any announcement, and he just 
shrugged.  They never did officially 
announce what was up. 
 

 They did, of course, manage to 
get the drawbridge down.  We were 
stopped just shy of the Calumet Canal for 
nearly half an hour, though.  On the last 
leg of the journey, toilet after toilet flushed 
in the sleeper as people got ready for 
arrival. 
 

 Just as the Chicago Skyway (the 
I-90 viaduct on the southeast side) came 
into view, they announced that Amtrak 
would be delaying departure on Trains 5 
and 7 so that people on this train could 
make  connections.  That  certainly  made   
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us happy, as Train 7 was the Empire Builder that we would be connecting with.  Delaying those two trains was probably a very wise 
decision on Amtrak‘s part.  There were easily a hundred people making those connections, and putting them up for the night would be 
extremely pricey—and might even be impossible on New Year‘s Eve.  [If the delay is short, it’s very common to hold trains so 
connections can be made—much more common than it is with planes.  They usually won’t hold trains for more than half an 
hour, though.  If they did the trains would get out of the time slot they have reserved with the freight railroads and lose their 
priority on the tracks.  That would cause them to get further and further behind.]  The woman we‘d had lunch with would miss her 

connection to the Texas Eagle, but she had apparently made several alternate arrangements on her own already. 
 
 According to Amtrak‘s website, we officially arrived at Union Station at 2:11pm, 4 hours and 26 minutes late.  My watch had 
stopped working, but Margaret‘s showed that it was actually after 2:15—not that the difference really mattered.  Both Trains 5 and 7 
were on Track #30, and we made a mad dash to get over there.  One positive thing I will credit Ira with was that he had people who 
were making those connections leave the car first, making those whose destination was Chicago or who had later connections wait on 
board until those in a rush had gone. 
 
 Track #30 is the easternmost track at Union Station, right next to the river.  The Empire Builder was at the north end of that 
platform.  We‘d come in from the south and were on one of the middle platforms, so it was quite a long walk over there.  We literally ran, 
though, and we said a little prayer that our luggage would also make the transfer. 
 
 Just as we reached the train, an Amtrak employee directed us back into the main part of the station, where a conductor was 
handing out seat checks.  These little cardboard tags with the destination codes on them are how Amtrak keeps track of what 
passengers are seated where.  They rarely do actual seat assignments, though.  [I really do wish they would.]  We had to get our 

seat checks, go to our assigned car (#711), and then hope we could find available seats there.  We ended up getting the only pair of 
available seats that were together in the entire car (though several people were sitting by themselves in seats that had signs saying 
they were reserved for couples traveling together).   
 
 We left at 2:37pm, twenty-two minutes after the scheduled time.  While some others on the train were complaining about that 
relatively minor delay, Margaret and I (and dozens of other people) were certainly grateful we had been able to make the connection.  
We made our way through the north side Metra commuter train yards, where we saw a Metra service vehicle with the name ―Burro‖  on 
it.  I felt appropriately welcomed. 
 
 As we neared the lake in the north suburbs Margaret noticed a place advertising ―sailboat time shares‖.  That‘s certainly not a 
bad idea, and it‘s surprising they don‘t use that concept with more luxury items. 
 
 We lost a little more time through the suburbs.  Amtrak uses tracks owned by Metra here.  The delayed departure had pushed 
us into rush hour (which ran about ah hour earlier than usual because of the holiday).  We were behind a commuter train that was 
stopping at every station, so even though we had clearance to travel fast, we couldn‘t. 
 
 The light lunch had been just that, and it had also been quite some time ago.  So we went to the lounge to get a bite of food.  
We had some overpriced microwave pizza and some hot chocolate.  Then we sat beneath the observation dome and watched the 
suburbs go by.  Several families were playing games in the lounge, including one father with two children who was playing some board 
game with the most complicated rules I‘d ever heard.  It really struck me as more advanced than either of the kids, but they didn‘t 
complain. 
 
 We returned to our seats about the time we entered Wisconsin.  There‘s an enormous power plant by Kenosha, and it certainly 
was quite a landmark.  I was amused to see a kid in the aisle across from us reading an atlas.  That was something I did all the time as 
a child (and I‘m still a big map fan today), and it was good to know at least one other kid was as big a nerd as me.   [I really could 
spend hours going through atlases when I was a kid.  I still keep one on hand (not in my car) today, and I also enjoy browsing 
through Google maps.] 

 
 I went downstairs to use the restroom.  I was the first person to use it on this trip, and it was immaculate—with one exception.  
The exception was graffiti that some gang had spray-painted all over the door.  I‘ve noticed graffiti in a lot of Amtrak restrooms.  It‘s not 
as bad as what you see on the side of freight trains, but there‘s still quite a lot of it.  Train yards must not be particularly secure, and 
they‘ve probably got better things to spend their money on than constantly cleaning up spray paint. 
 
 We saw a strange juxtaposition of sights as we neared downtown Milwaukee.  Right next to each other was a pasture (well 
within the city) with horses in it and a vacant lined with cars whose windows had been smashed out.  Seeing the two together was 
certainly strange. 
 
 Milwaukee is a smoking stop for the Empire Builder, although they don‘t have extra time built into the schedule for that 
purpose.  Margaret grew visibly perturbed as the stop grew to more than fifteen minutes.  We finally pulled out of Milwaukee at 4:45pm, 
fifty minutes late. 
 
 As we pulled out of Milwaukee station the conductor came through our car looking to take tickets.  He was surprised there 
wasn‘t anyone new in our car, particularly since the train was supposedly oversold past Milwaukee.  There were still three or four empty 
seats in our coach, though, and they‘d stay empty through Wisconsin. 
 



 One of those empty seats was right across the aisle from us.  The other seat in the pair (which had been tagged for couples 
only) was occupied by a middle-aged woman who was new to train travel.  She was a larger woman, and was concerned when the car 
attendant told her that someone might have to sit next to her.  (I‘d love to see how she handles things on the narrow seats on an 
airplane.)  She was also concerned with the delay, because she was afraid she might have to use the train restroom.  (Oh, the horror!)  
She also had difficulty getting her seat to recline and getting the footrest up.  At different times she asked both the car attendant and the 
conductor for assistance with the seat, and both times it took a split second for them to get it to work. 
 
 It amazes me just how big the Midwest megalopolis is.  We‘d entered it near Toledo, and it kept on going long past Milwaukee.  
For nearly an hour beyond Milwaukee we kept seeing countless housing developments and business strips.  I‘m just not a suburb 
person.  I can understand living in a city, and I can understand living in the country; to me, though, outlying suburbs like these offer the 
worst of both worlds.  [Amen![ 

 
 We switched from suburbia to the great north woods around Columbus, which we left about 6pm, 55 minutes down.  Just past 
there we were entertained by three boys who were sitting a couple of rows behind us.  The boys probably check ―Hispanic‖ whenever 
they encounter a form that asks for their race, but they were some of the most all-American Midwestern kids you‘d ever find.  They were 
passing a cell phone from one to another, flirting with a girl who one of them had called.  One of the boys wanted to impress the girl with 
his knowledge of Spanish, but that knowledge was obviously something he had learned in school rather than his native language.  A 
generation ago, these boys could have been the children of German or Italian or Norwegian immigrants.  Just like the others before 
them, their parents may have been foreigners, but they were nothing but Americans. 
 
 The woman across from us started visiting with the car attendant as we neared the Wisconsin Dells, and it was fascinating to 
listen to the conversation.  The attendant was a fifty-something woman from Idaho.  To get to work she flies from Boise to Seattle, 
where the crew for this train is based.  She is a career Amtrak employee.  Apparently she is eligible for retirement now, but if she works 
just a short time more, her pension will increase by $200 a month.  At least for the moment, though, it was clear she absolutely hated 
her job.  That‘s largely because the employees‘ schedule had been thoroughly goofed up by the holidays and the weather problems.  In 
fact she was now on her third consecutive round-trip, where normally she should have a break after each run back and forth from 
Seattle.  She had been away from home since December 22

nd
, and she was among the staff who had been working the horribly 

delayed train Margaret and I were supposed to have taken from LaCrosse to Chicago, when Amtrak instead added that extra train.  I 
gather that she‘s earned a lot of overtime over the holidays, but she was getting extremely burned out. 

 
The westbound Empire Builder on the platform in LaCrosse, Wisconsin 

 
 We reached the 
Wisconsin Dells at 6:52, exactly 
one hour late.  We were still 
about an hour late at Tomah, 
where we stopped across a busy 
highway crossing and caused a 
terrific traffic back-up.  The 
Hispanic kids left there, and for 
the next while our entertainment 
was provided by an elderly man 
with a Southern accent sitting a 
few rows further back.  He was 
loudly talking with someone 
whose destination was Seattle, 
cautioning that person about 
what he obviously found a very 
alien place.  ―The people in 
Seattle are just plain weird,‖ he 
said, and he proceeded to give 
specific examples of what he 
meant by that.  My own 
experiences in Seattle are limited 
to relatives who have lived there.  
Those people strike me as fairly 
normal, but I do know what the 
guy was saying.  The people he 
described were familiar to me 
from trips to Vancouver, 
Portland, and San Francisco.  I  

think  the Pacific Northwest  as  a whole tends to attract people who are on the margins of society, and while I‘d not personally seen 
those people in Seattle, I‘m sure they are there.  [I’d later go out to Seattle on one of my baseball trips.  There are some 
―weirdos‖ there, but it struck me as fewer than in places like Portland and Vancouver.]   
 

We reached LaCrosse at 8:12pm, and hour and three minutes after we were supposed to be there.  Surprisingly, the train 
didn‘t lose much more time as it continued farther west.  I checked online, and the Empire Builder reached its twin destinations on the 
west coast on the morning of January 2

nd
, just about an hour and a half behind schedule.  The California Zephyr left Chicago after we 



did, but it was on time by the time it reached Mt. Pleasant and actually made it to San Francisco (or technically Emeryville) ahead of 
schedule.   
 
 Our luggage had indeed made the transfer.  We claimed it on the platform after just a short wait.  I was pleased that my car 
started right up, particularly since it had been well below zero while we‘d been gone. 
 
 Because we didn‘t particularly want to be out driving with the drunks on New Year‘s Eve, we‘d made a reservation at the 
LaCrosse Microtel Inn.  Neither of us had stayed at this particular motel before, and the Microtel gave directions to it as simply ―I -90 at 
Exit 5‖.  We got on the interstate and took that exit, but there was no Microtel anywhere in sight.  We saw numerous other ho tels, but 
not the one we wanted.  We first drove north from the exit and then south, but no Microtel was to be found.  Eventually I stopped in the 
parking lot of a mall (which was closed up tight for the holiday) and called the hotel.  The clerk acknowledged where we were and said 
we were to drive back across the interstate and turn right at the first light north of there.  ―We‘re past Woodman‘s Supermarket, right 
next to the Department of Motor Vehicles,‖ she added.  I followed her directions and did eventually find the place, which was well away 
from the exit and not marked from either the interstate or the cross-road at all.  Apparently there‘s a big sign that is visible to westbound 
traffic.  Coming from the west, though, there isn‘t even one of those little blue signs that shows what business is at the exit.  I‘m glad I 
called; we‘d have never found the place otherwise. 
 
 A semi truck had just finished parking in the lot when we pulled in, and when I went to the office two men half my age who 
seemed impossibly young to be truck drivers were checking in.  They stood out even more because one of them was black, and you 
just don‘t see a lot of black truck drivers—particularly up north.  While I was checking in they were on their cell phones trying to get a 
girl they knew in LaCrosse to join them at the hotel, supposedly ―to watch some movies‖.  I gather from overhearing half the 
conversation that she was wise to what they really wanted and was politely declining the invitation. 
 
 We called Paul from the motel room, and then I drove to a nearby Target to pick up a few things.  Margaret was obviously very 
tired, and she didn‘t want to go out anywhere.  In fact, she noticed a sign offering delivery from TGI Fridays and suggested we take 
advantage of that.  I had French onion soup, which was a mistake in delivery.  My main course, spicy chicken with cheese sauce, was 
good, though.  Margaret had a salmon dish, and she seemed to like that as well. 

 
The weird TV channel 

 
 We flipped through the channels on the TV set.  One of them was particularly weird.  All 
it did was show a meter of some sort that looked like a line graph.  Perhaps it was showing the 
strength of the cable signal, but why it would be available for customers to see, I have no clue.  
The station we ended up watching most was The Weather Channel.  They were showing an 
episode of When Weather Changed History that told the story behind the Iditarod (which was 
originally run to get medical supplies to Nome to fight an epidemic).  I‘m not really sure they told 
us any way in which weather had changed history, but it was an interesting show.  We then 

watched the ball drop in New York, and we even stayed up late enough to see LaCrosse 
welcome the new year with fireworks.  We attempted to put on the party hats I‘d bought, which 
were sized for small children, and we used the noisemakers like kazoos.  One way or another, 
we managed to give a proper welcome to 2009.  Then we went to sleep, and we slept quite well. 

 

Jeudi, le 1 de janvier—Fête d’Année 
Nouvelle  (Thursday, January 1, 2009—New 
Year’s Day) 

LaCrosse, Wisconsin – Algona, Iowa 
 
 We had planned to be up fairly early this morning.  However the 
Microtel had black-out blinds that actually worked, and that kept us in bed 
fairly late.  We ended up getting up around 7:45. 
 
 The hotel had one of the most minimal breakfasts I‘ve ever seen.  It 
consisted of little more than toast.  They didn‘t even have lids for their coffee 
cups, so there was no practical way to get a cup to go.  It also took forever to 
check out, because I couldn‘t get the clerk‘s attention. 
 
 We drove west across the river, and I stopped at a Kwik Trip in 
LaCrescent, Minnesota.  I didn‘t really need gas, but I filled up and (more 
importantly) got a big cup of coffee.  We then followed the west side of the 
river down to Lansing.  From there we re-traced our steps back to Margaret.‘s.  
There was still plenty of snow, but the paved roads were clear and the gravel 
was perfectly passable. 

 
Happy New Year! 

Microtel – LaCrosse, Wisconsin 



 When we got to Margaret‘s we found her garage door was frozen shut, so we had to trudge through the snow to get to her 
basement door.  She was able to knock the bottom of the garage door from the inside with a hoe to get it open.  I think it might be wise 
for her to put a similar implement outside in case she has a similar problem in the future. 
 
 I picked up most of the rest of my stuff at Margaret‘s.  I had left a sack of stocking stuffers (and my Christmas stocking) 
somewhere, though, and I still haven‘t found it.  Hopefully it‘s somewhere at her place.  [I did eventually find it.  I’ve left the 
Christmas stocking elsewhere more than once, and I’ve also left it at home when traveling to other family members’ homes.  
I’m pretty sure at the moment it’s safely tucked away with my Christmas stuff, though.] 

 
 I had sort of a slow drive back home, stopping repeatedly along the way.  Just as we‘d seen in Montreal, all the American 
stores were offering deep discounts after the holidays.  I stocked up on underwear and socks for next to nothing, and I picked up a few 
other bargains as well. 
 
 I got home around 2:15, and I walked into a COLD apartment.  As I mentioned, no one is in the place below me, so there was 

no heat rising through my floor while I was gone.  The temperature had dropped below 50
o
, and it took until into the evening for it to 

heat up to a comfortable amount.  The good news, though, was that whatever the problem had been with my shower, it wasn‘t a 
problem any longer.  The excess water that had been there had drained, and the drain flowed freely now.  I celebrated by taking a nice 
warm shower, and then I started unpacking. 
 

… Et un peut plus  (And a bit more) 
 
It‘s been a while since I‘ve hauled out the old questions to end a travelogue, but they seem appropriate here. 
 
DID YOU LIKE MONTREAL? Yes.  Actually I liked it quite a bit more than I expected to.  I didn‘t dislike Quebec when I was there years 

ago, but it struck me as having a very ―French‖ attitude—if you know what I mean.  Montreal comes across as more laid back, and it 
was an enjoyable place to visit.  It was also surprisingly easy to visit, and we definitely had a good trip. 
 
WHAT DID YOU LIKE MOST? In Montreal itself, the most fun thing was probably just exploring all the different neighborhoods.  Each 

really was different from the next, and it was delightful to see the variety.  On the trip as a whole, my favorite thing was the trip on the 
Adirondack.  Someday I will do that trip again, though I‘d like to arrange to stop over in some of the little towns along the way.  [That 
really would be fun to do.  Later this summer Margaret and I will be renting a car and driving though part of upstate New York, 
but just taking the train from station to station would be very fun indeed.]  The scenery in northern New York is absolutely 

spectacular, easily rivaling the nicest mountains I‘ve seen anywhere. 
 
WHAT DID YOU LIKE LEAST? Old Montreal.  It‘s an over-touted tourist trap, and ―real‖ people seem to avoid it like the plague.  
Should I return to Montreal (and I probably will someday), I will too.  [That’s over-stated.  The place is picturesque, which is why 
you’re supposed to see it.  There’s not a whole lot to do there, though.] 

 
WHAT ARE MONTREALERS LIKE I‘ve mostly covered that elsewhere in this travelogue, but I‘ll summarize here.  Montreal surprised 

me by being quite a bit less diverse than most of Canada.  There are some immigrants (particularly a lot of black people), but far less 
than you‘d see in Toronto or Vancouver.  Most Montrealers are young French-Canadians, many of whom have moved to the big city 
from the Quebecois countryside.  This is unquestionably a young city; youthful exuberance is probably what stands out most among the 
people here. 
 
WHAT WILL YOU REMEMBER MOST FROM THE TRIP?  I could say any number of things here, but one thing that stands out is that 

we ended up having a basically uneventful trip on Amtrak at a time when the newspapers and TV reporters were constantly talking 
about travel havoc.  Literally thousands of flights were cancelled this holiday season, leaving hundreds of thousands of people stranded 
at airports.  Buses were also cancelled all over the country, and many stretches of highway were closed.  We were delayed a bit (and 
we could easily have been delayed even more), but basically our trip went off without a hitch.  Trains do keep running when every other 
form of transportation stops, and—for all its faults—Amtrak really does treat its customers pretty well.  That our trip could go so 
smoothly in the midst of such chaotic weather was truly memorable indeed. 


