
 

 

 
 [UPDATE:  February, 2016ðAs I gradually go back over my old travelogues, Ióll be 
leaving the original text intact but adding additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in 
brackets to expand on what was originally said. Ióll also add some additional photos to 
enhance the original travelogues.  This is another travelogue that is being revised from a .pdf 
document and as such will have some differences from the original. 
 

Itôs a little strange writing this revision in the winter of 2016.  Today (February 21) as I start on this, I just got back from 
visiting our former superintendent, Gene Meister, who is in hospice care.  Chances are by the time I finish with the revision, he 
wonôt be around anymore.  Gene has been battling cancer for the better part of a decade now.  Partly as a reprieve from that, 
he and his wife and grandson came out to Washington to join us on 5the 2010 quiz bowl trip.  We reminisced about that when I 
saw him this afternoon.  Itôs weird to think the trip was six years ago, but Geneôs grandson Andrew (who had just finished fifth 
grade at the time) is looking at colleges now.  I know Iôll be thinking of Gene a lot as I go through this revision, which may be a 
bit harder to write than some of the others.] 

 
Garrigan has had a long tradition of success in quiz bowl. In fact, we celebrated the schoolôs fiftieth anniversary last year, and 

one of the events that was part of the celebration was an alumni tournament that brought back many of those who had been to national 
tournaments in the past. [Those involved still talk about the alumni quiz bowl.  Weôll probably revive it if they do summer activities 
for our sixtieth anniversary, and it also spawned an annual community quiz bowl tournament that continues to this day.]   e kept 

up that tradition in 2010. My ñgoodò team handily won a tournament in Spirit Lake, and they finished in the top four at every regional 
tournament they entered. In addition each month they entered a ñ20 Questionsò contest sponsored by the company that runs the National 
Academic Championships.  That online competition [which has since been discontinued] tests research skills as much as knowledge, 

but either way Garrigan was among the top teams nationally every single month of the school year. We decided clear back in December 
that weôd be making a return trip to nationals (our eleventh overall). 
 

Between the extreme winter weather and a rush of events in the spring, the trip kind of snuck up on me this year. It seemed that 
before I knew it, it was May. Our seniors were graduating, and the journey to Washington was just around the corner. This ended up 
being one of the least planned trips weôve done, but it was a good oneðand a very successful oneðnonetheless. 
 

For the past fifteen years or so, the National Academic Championships have been held each year in three separate locations. 
While the first and last have varied somewhat over time, the middle one has pretty much always been Marymount University in Arlington, 
Virginia. [Theyôve since left Marymount, and now the ñD.C.ò phase of the tournament is at a hotel northern Virginia.]  Iôd done this 

trip before on several occasions, though it would be new and different for the students I was taking this year. I tried to vary things a bit 
from the past to keep things fresh for me as well. 
 

For the most part I enjoyed traveling with the group we had this year. This was a smaller group than weôve sometimes had, 
which was nice. Most of the kids were good friends with one another, which avoided a lot of the cliquishness weôve had some years. 
 

 
 

I was up at 5:15 this morning, well before my typical rising time in summer. After showering and throwing my stuff in my car, I 
stopped by McDonalds to catch a quick bite of breakfast. Iôve had a tradition (or perhaps a superstition) of eating ñgood luckò breakfasts 
at fast food places fort decades, going back to stopping at Hardees before every speech contest I went to in high school. Itôs convenient 
that our McDonalds now opens ridiculously early (5am), so I was able to get an Egg McMuffin and still make it out to school before 6:00. 

 
One of the kids was already there when I arrived, and all the others showed up promptlyða good sign for what was to come. 

This year weôd be taking two school vehicles on our trip. One, a blue 1994 Chevy Suburban, has been a familiar sight on school trips for 
some time now. While itôs a high-mileage vehicle, itôs been very well maintained and generally drives quite well. We were also privileged 
to be the first group to break in the schoolôs newest vehicle, a used (but nearly new) black 2008 Suburban that was loaded with just about 
any electronic feature you could imagine. Both the kids and the mothers who were accompanying us on this trip loved that vehicle. I canôt 
say I did as much. All those electronics just seemed like invitations for things to go wrong. When driving it, everything seemed very soft, 
too; it seemed to take time to respond whenever you did something. [The black suburban is still the main suburban used for school 
events at Garrigan, and I still donôt care much for it.  I most recently drove it to district speech contest, and it still felt soft and 
unresponsive.  Whatôs more the digital readout kept flashing silly warnings (like ñROAD MAY BE ICYòðduh, it was Februaryð
in the place where the odometer should be found.]    For most of the trip the women  (two mothers of team members who served as  



 
Loading up the suburbans 

chaperones) drove the new vehicle, while 
our science teacher (the other male 
chaperon) and I mostly drove the old one. 
Just about everyone was happy with that 
arrangement. 
 
 We were scheduled to leave at 
6:30am, and we were off shortly before that 
time. We headed eastward to avoid a major 
construction project between Humboldt and 
Fort Dodge. We encountered a bit of road 
work on Avenue of the Saints, but nothing 
that slowed us down in any meaningful way. 
Before long we made our first stop, at the 
Kwik Star convenience store in Janesville. 
 
 The next leg of our trip took us 
down to Iowa City and then on to the Quad 
Cities. Theyôre repairing the I-80 bridge 
between Bettendorf and Moline, so we had 
to take I-280 instead. The two routes are 
pretty much equidistant, though thereôs 
minimally more traffic on 280, because it 
goes past the airport and slightly closer to 
the downtown areas.  [Generally 280 is my 
preferred route around the Quad Cities.  
Itôs prettier in Iowa, and itôs more 
interesting in Illinois.]  At Moline we exited 

onto I-74 and then almost immediately 
exited again onto John Deere Road. Our 
captain is a farm boy whose family 
exclusively  uses  those green-colored trac- 

tors, and he was pleased at our choice of stops. We pulled into a Wendyôs in Moline for our lunch break. 
 

 To save a bit of time, I gassed up the vehicles while the kids were eating. There was a convenience store not far from Wendyôs, 
though it turned out to be more than a bit of a chore to get there. Gas was $2.799, which turned out to be the most weôd pay on the whole 
trip. That was still a bargain compared to a couple years ago, when we went to Chicago for nationals and paid over four buck a gallon.  
[Itôs weird to think that when I began this revision gas had plunged to just $1.399.  Itôs rapidly gone back up, but now in March 
itôs still 90Â less than what we paid on this trip.  It also should be noted that gas is now normally cheaper in Illinois than it is in 
Iowa.  Thatôs because a year ago Iowa raised its gas tax by ten cents a gallon.] 

 
Most of the kids had gotten enormous lunches [which Iôve learned is typical of teenagers], so even though it took a while to 

buy gas for two different vehicles, they were still eating when I got back to Wendyôs. I had chili and a frosty, and I finished eating my lunch 
before some of them were done with their meals. 

 
Iôd expected we might encounter lots of 

construction on this trip. A lot of the government stimulus 
funds were designated to road work, and the states weôd 
be going through on this trip both have good connections 
in Washington and also have no problem accepting federal 
funds. Indeed we did see a lot of highway projects. 
Throughout Illinois long sections of I-74 were coned off, 
allowing just one lane of traffic to pass in each direction. 
They didnôt really seem to be doing much of anything, but 
there sure used lots of cones! Fortunately traffic moved 
right along. 
 

We stopped briefly at a gorgeously landscaped 
rest area in Farmer City, Illinois. One of the mothers called 
home from there and found out it was raining heavily in 
Algona and there were tornado warnings all over the area. 
[Her husband was our county sheriff, so she always 
had detailed information on the weather.]  Our weather 

had been pleasant all day longðperhaps a bit on the hot 
side, but partly cloudy with just a little bit of wind. 
Compared to what weôve sometimes encountered in our 
travels, this was ideal. 

 
Team members in the blue suburban 

Greenfield, Indiana 

 
There were signs from Peoria onward warning of construction in Indianapolis. They said ñEXPECT LONG DELAYSò, and since  



our arrival would be right at rush hour, we figured weôd probably hit the worst of it. There was indeed construction on the Indy beltway, 
but it really wasnôt anything bad. Theyôd maintained six lanes all the way around the city (though one of those lanes was essentially the 
shoulder), and traffic moved along right at 55mph. There were certainly no long delays, and in fact it was one of the easiest times Iôve 
had getting through the area. 

 
 We stopped in Greenfield, a former small town thatôs rapidly becoming a suburb east of Indianapolis. I bought gas at a Sunoco 
station there ($2.499), and we had dinner at a White Castle restaurant. Almost all the kids had heard of White Castle, and several were 
eager to try it.  [This was not long after the movie Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle was popular, and that probably had to 
do with the appeal.]  Most found that the reality of greasy slyders wasnôt as good as the mystique. Even those that didnôt like it, chalked 

up White Castle as ñan experienceò, though. Iôve had kids in the past who did little but whine and complain; I must commend this group 
on their positive attitude toward just about everything.  
 

Throughout eastern Indiana we kept seeing signs for Tom Raper, who is apparently one of the largest R.V. dealers in the country. 
His unfortunate last name caught the attention of the kids, who would get on the CB radios in the suburbans and inform each other 
whenever another of Mr. Raperôs billboards came into view and making up stories about just what sort of a perverted character this guy 
must be. While Iôm not sure ñRaperò is actually a word (I believe ñrapistò would be better), it certainly was entertaining.  [Interestingly, 
while the companyôs website is still tomraper.com, theyôve changed the name of their business to Camping World.  Perhaps Mr. 
Raper has retired, or perhaps they realized that the name didnôt always have the best of connotations.]  The interstate in Indiana 
was also dotted with a number of adult entertainment establishments, which added to the theme [éand thereôs nothing like teenaged 
boys to notice adult establishments]. 

 
I was glad I wasnôt driving on the last leg of todayôs journey. Traffic was heavy as we made our way through eastern Indiana and 

western Ohio. In Indiana, particularly, trucks were a serious problem. Indiana has a slower truck speed limit (65mph, rather than 70), so 
cars either have to stay in the left lane or pass semis constantly. At one point [another of our drivers] nearly hit a car in our blind spot 
when he was trying to get past a truck. Ohio has sensibly removed the dual speed limit. There was still too much traffic, but at least it all 
moved along at the same speed. 
 

We took Exit 47 in Ohio and made our way north to Springfield. While itôs big enough to have an inset map in the atlas, Springfield 
gets dwarfed by nearby Dayton and Columbus. The suburban industrial area we went through was about as generic as the placeôs name. 

 
We drove a few miles north and stopped for the night at the Springfield Fairfield 

Inn. The hotel was about as generic as the city; it could have been a mid-range hotel in 
suburban anywhere. It was certainly pleasant, but there was nothing about the rooms or 
public areas that was memorable. 

 
What was memorableðin a very negative wayðwas the check-in clerk. This young 

black woman seemed to do everything in slow motion, and most of it she didnôt do very well. 
First, she couldnôt seem to understand that I had reservations for four different rooms. I 
attempted to show her my print-outs of those reservations, but she wasnôt interested in 
seeing those. She then insisted on having the name of someone that was in each of the 
rooms. There was no real reason given for this, and I could have made up fictitious names 
for all she cared. For some reason, though, she couldnôt list my name under more than one 
room. 

 
The biggest problem, though, was that I was planning to pay the bill with Marriott 

gift cards. Marriott (which owns the Fairfield chain) is one of the best deals in the scrip 
program. By using their cards for this hotel and another weôd stay at later in the trip, the quiz 
bowl team effectively made a $100 donation to the schoolôs tuition assistance program. Iôve  

 
Website picture of the extremely  
generic Springfield Fairfield Inn 

used Marriott gift cards on numerous occasions in the past (including last yearôs trip to nationals). Theyôre among the easiest scrip cards 
to processðmuch easier than the cards for Choice Hotels, where I stay more often. At Marriott properties, they just scan the card in their 

credit card reader at check-in.  Itôs processed like a debit card, and it appears as ñVisaò on the folio. Apparently the check-in clerk didnôt 
know this, though. She insisted that I present a ñrealò credit card (which is often required, in case there are incidental expenses), and she 
scanned the school card in her machine. Apparently, though, she processed it for the full amount of the rooms, rather than just as a holder 
for incidentals.  Once she had done that, she couldnôt get the machine to take the gift card (presumably since there was no longer any 
balance to be paid). Basically she just had her sequence wrong (she should have first slid the gift card, then the credit card), and she 
needed to go back and correct it. She couldnôt seem to figure that out, though.  She called the manager, but unfortunately that call went 
unanswered. I suggested she call the service number on the back of the card, but the clerk didnôt seem to want to do that. After nearly 
twenty minutes, I suggested that perhaps she could just keep the gift card with the folio and process it later. She didnôt really want to do 
that, but finally she did agree. 

 
We got settled in our rooms, and then I called a quick group meeting. Mostly I wanted to get the kidsô cell phone numbers in 

case there was any reason to contact them. It would turn out that I wouldnôt call anyone on the trip, but I figured I was better off safe than 
sorry. I can remember the early trips we made to nationals, when cell phones were new and expensive items. When we went to Dallas in 
1995 only my superintendent (Fr. Feierfeil, who was our other chaperon on that trip) had a cell phone, and its bulky electronics were the 
size of a briefcase. The following year it was big news that one of our kids had a cell phone, an expensive item he practically guarded 

with his life. Today literally every kid and every adult had his own cell phone, some cheap and simple (like mine) and others complicated 
ñsmartò machines that were more like small computers than telephones.  [Last winter I finally joined the smartphone age, though still 
with a prepaid Tracfone model.  I do like the ability to do computer-like functions on the phone, but I almost always find those 
tasks harder to do on a phone than on a ñrealò computer.  I still wonder why kids prefer having their technology so small.] 



 
After the meeting I went back down to check on the progress with the gift card. Nothing had happened, but the clerk assured 

me she was working on it. She said sheôd call when sheôd figured things out. The kids swam in the hotel pool, and I made a few notes for 
this journal. Then, I settled into bed fairly early.  I tossed and turned for nearly an hour and had just nodded off to sleep when the phone 
rang. Checking the alarm clock, I noted that it was 11:45pm. That was the time the desk clerk chose to call me about the gift card. She 
gave me the option of going down to the desk then or waiting until morning to resolve things. Since I was wide awake again, I figured it 
was better to get things taken care of now. 

 
The clerk who checked me in apparently hadnôt figured anything out herself at all. What sheôd done instead was wait for the shift 

to change. She called me down there when the overnight woman arrived for work. That woman seemed quite a bit more competent than 
the evening clerk. She slid the gift card and showed me a print-out that said it had been charged. I thanked her and made my way back 
up to the room. Again I tossed and turned, and it was close to 1:00 before I was finally asleep. 
 

 
 

Like many hotels, the Fairfield Inn had an express check-out system. Folios were placed on the door handles, and if they were 
correct, you could just leave without formally checking out. Unfortunately, my folio wasnôt right. It still showed the school credit card, rather 
than the gift card as having been charged for the room. While the kids were eating breakfast I tried to straighten things out at the desk. 
The same clerk who had processed things at midnight seemed confused about the folio (though Iôd bet she was the one who printed it 
out), but she punched some keys and slid the gift card again. When she was done she presented me with a folio she said was correct, 
though I personally had my doubts. It looked to me as if things had actually been double-billedðboth to the gift card and the credit card. 
I called the inquiry number to confirm the gift card had been processed, and the balance they gave was correct.  There was no way I 
could check on the status of the credit card, but the clerk assured me the charges on it had been credited back. I didnôt want to spend all 
morning arguing, so I took her word for that. 

 
Suffice to say this clerk was just about as incompetent as the first one. Iôd finally get things settled (I think) three weeks later, 

and it was almost by accident that I did. Marriott e-mailed me shortly after this trip requesting that I complete a survey about my experience 
at the Fairfield Inn, and I filled it out with mostly negative responses. That apparently set off an alarm, because I got a call from the hotel 
manager. She was both very apologetic and very helpful. She checked and found out that indeed the school credit card was still what 
appeared on the folio for my rooms. Somehow the gift card had been charged, but then re-credited. The manager issued an immediate 
credit on the school card, and she also ñcompedò one of the rooms for our troubleðcharging the gift card for only three rather than four 
rooms. She faxed the paperwork that showed what she did to the school and also mailed the originals of those documents, so hopefully 
everything is actually correct now. It was certainly a headache. [Marriott also gave me some ridiculous number of free frequent 
traveler points for my trouble.  I know I got at least three free nights later in the summer, thanks to this snafu.]  I must point out, 
though, that this particular Fairfield Inn is the only Marriott property where Iôve ever had a problem using their gift cards.  [I would have 
a different problem with Marriott cards later, which made me decide to avoid using them in the future.] 

 
We left the hotel at 7:30. That got us to Columbus right at rush hour, but things flowed surprisingly well through there. We took 

the southern leg of the Columbus beltway (which is slightly shorter), while most of the traffic seemed to head to the north. There were 
only a couple congestion points, and we mostly were driving about 60mph all through there. 

 
We repeatedly saw something interesting as we made our way through eastern Ohio. There are truck stops at almost every exit, 

and they all have digital signs that show the prices for different types of fuel. At three different stations those prices changed right at the 
time we were driving by. Mostly it was diesel that was changing price, with prices for the truckers either just below or just above $3 a 
gallon. Strangely, they donôt seem to be able to just switch directly to the new price. Instead they have to flip each digit through a series 
of numbers like setting the time on a digital clock. It was fascinating to see. 

 
Columbus is right at the dividing line between the plains and the mountains. Indiana is almost totally flat, and western Ohio just 

has a few gentle hills. Eastern Ohio, though, is really very rugged. While the Appalachians are old, well-worn mountains, they are 
mountains nonetheless. Fortunately theyôve done a lot of work on I-70 since the last time I was through here. They have creeper lanes 
on almost every upgrade, which means you donôt really notice all the trucks. Theyôve also smoothed out some of the curves. That meant 
we had lovely views without difficult driving. 

 
We stopped at a rest area near Old Washington, Ohio, and then continued on to the West Virginia border. Our plan had been to 

take I-470 to avoid the old industrial city of Wheeling, but signs warned of construction on that route. Instead we stayed on I-70, an ancient 
interstate that tunnels under a mountain, makes tight curves, and has almost constant exits and entrances.  [Actually 470 isnôt a whole 
lot better.]  Fortunately traffic was light, and it was actually kind of a fun route to drive. Wheeling itself lasted for about seven miles, and 

west of there the speed limit rose from 50 to 70mph. That limit lasted for about five more miles, lowering to 65 when we hit the 
Pennsylvania border. 

 
We drove east for about twenty more miles to Washington, Pennsylvania (just south of Pittsburgh), where we turned south on I-

79. From there we headed south about thirty-five miles before re-entering West Virginia.   [One of things I like best about heading out 
to Washington is going through so many states in rapid succession.]  We continued just a few miles further south before stopping 

for an early lunch at Morgantown. 
 



The kids had suggested Arbyôs would be a good place for lunch, so thatôs where I stopped. Again I went and gassed up the 
suburbans while they were having lunch. Today that was rather a chore. Morgantown is nestled in the heart of the mountains (the WVU 
sports teams that play there are, after all, called the Mountaineers), and the strip we had stopped on was no exception. The Arbyôs lot 
was not in any way level, and it was far below the main drag, U.S. 19. The highway is just two lanes wide, and it is totally packed with 
traffic. I needed to go left to find gas stations, but it was absolutely impossible to make a left turn. Eventually I turned right (having to really 
gun the engine just to get up to the highway), drove south about a mile, turned around, and headed back north. I then bought gas at a 
station called BFS. I have no clue what that stands for, but their $2.569 gas seemed to work just fine.  I bought a tiny ham sandwich from 
the Arbyôs dollar menu and assumed that would be my lunch. Then one of the mothers asked if Iôd like a much more expensive turkey 
sandwich she had bought. The woman had taken one bite out of the thing and decided she didnôt like it, mostly because it came with a 
spicy brown mustard. I like spicy mustard, and I was pleased to take her up on the offer of a sandwich. The ñMarket Freshò sandwiches 
at Arbyôs are typically in the $5 range, so it certainly wouldnôt be something youôd want to just throw away. 

 
From Morgantown we headed east on I-68 through eastern West Virginia and the Maryland panhandle. Whenever Iôve gone 

there, Iôve always been amazed at how incredibly mountainous Maryland is. We werenôt much more than a hundred miles from 
Chesapeake Bay, but you certainly wouldnôt know that from the rugged land all around us. I-68 has some serious grades, and the blue 
suburban struggled a bit on them. It was probably good that we were leading and the newer vehicle following, because we might not have 
been able to keep up otherwise. 

 
Mostly the route I-68 follows is very rural. The exception is the city of Cumberland, another place no one cares about thatôs big 

enough to have its own inset map in the atlas. Cumberland is a very dumpy old industrial city. Itôs on the Potomac, and is probably the 
uppermost point of navigation on that river. The city lies in a very narrow valley, surrounded by very rugged mountains. I-68 cuts right 
straight through Cumberland, snaking through every neighborhood and past every defunct factory. Apparently this ñexpresswayò was built 
in 1965 as ñnewò U.S. 40, and it doesnôt seem to have been improved any since then. The speed limit is mostly 45 mph through 
Cumberland, going down as low as 35mph at one point. 

 
 Fortunately most of the drive along I-68 was 
much more pleasant. Most of the western Maryland is 
really quite remote.  Driving through it, itôs hard to believe 
youôre just a couple hours from several of the largest cities 
in America. Traffic is relatively light, and it mostly moves 
along right at the designated 65mph speed limit. I 
personally like 65 better than the 70mph limit we have in 
Iowa.  It just seems a more relaxing speed to drive, and 
the difference isnôt enough to make the time significantly 
longer.  All along the road in the Maryland panhandle there 
are big brown signs saying ñMARYLAND WILDLIFE ï 
WATCH FOR IT!  STAY ALERTò. The signs feature 
stylized silhouettes of a deer and a bear, both of which are 
probably quite common in these mountains.  Fortunately, 
no animals came out of the woods and attacked us. The 
only Maryland wildlife we saw was on those signs. 
 
 We stopped at a rest area just west of Hancock, 
Maryland. There happened to be a car from Iowa parked 
at that rest area, and interestingly the other adults on the 
trip actually knew the people. I guess it really is a small 
world.  I had chosen to take a different route into 
Washington than weôd done in the past. Other times weôd 
continued east on I-70 and then come down through 
Frederick and Rockville. Our schedule would mean that 
today weôd be arriving on the Capital Beltway right at rush 
hour. Iôve done that before, and itôs not an experience I 
cared to repeat.  [Honestly, my preference is to avoid 
the Capital Beltway at all hours; itôs one of the worst 
highways in the country.]  I opted instead to cut back 

into West Virginia (at the extreme eastern edge of that 
stateôs eastern panhandle). We took I-81 down from 
Hagerstown, Maryland through Martinsburg, West 
Virginia, and on to Winchester, Virginia. South of there we 
picked up I-66, which leads straight into Washington.  If 
you look at a map, you will see that this is rather a ñZò 
shaped route. It was definitely the right choice, though. 
While  I-81  carried  annoyingly  much  traffic  (itôs  the way  

 
Maryland wildlife sign 

truckers avoid the even more heavily traveled I-95 further east), it all moved right along. We joined I-66 about 60 miles west of Washington, 
and for more than half that distance there was practically no traffic at all (very similar to what weôd been through in western Maryland). 
We passed numerous Civil War historic sites (most notable Manassas or Bull Run), and it might be fascinating at some point to come 
back here and actually see them rather than just driving past.    Manassas marks the start of metro Washington, and traffic picked up 
there. Through most of the suburbs, though, I-66 is eight lanes wide. Heading toward the city, that was more than enough to accommodate 
the load at evening rush. The same was not true in the opposite direction, though. The westbound lanes were clogged, with traffic at a 



total standstill for more than a mile. I was very glad we were headed the direction we were. 

 
The only real congestion we saw on eastbound I-66 was inside the beltway. Arlington County has repeatedly rejected attempts 

to widen I-66, so it remains just four lanes through one of the most densely populated areas in the country. Our exit was right at the point 
where the highway narrowed from four to two lanes in each direction, and just past a major interchange with the highway that leads to 
Dulles Airport. That created some problems, but far fewer than weôd have likely had if weôd come from the north and taken the beltway 
around the city. 

 
EconolodgeðMetro with condo building behind, Arlington, Virginia 

We arrived at our destination, the EconolodgeðMetro, right at 4:30. Iôd stayed at this hotel the last time I brought kids to 
Washington. Itôs easy to get to from the freeway and also within walking distance of the D.C. metro trains. In addition itôs about the 
cheapest place anywhere remotely close to central Washington. (Not that over a hundred bucks a night is cheap, mind you, but most 
other places are more like $200.) Itôs definitely not a nice hotel, but thereôs nothing at all wrong with it. I would bet the Econolodge was 
built in the ó70s, and at the time it probably attracted attention of passing traffic on Lee Highway, the main drag in Arlington. Today the 
motel is dwarfed by a sea of condo buildings that surround it. They were just starting to build these when we were here in 2004. Theyôre 
part of the ñtransit-oriented developmentò plan for the area surrounding the East Falls Church metro station. Apparently lots of people will 
pay a quarter million dollars for an apartment within walking distance of the train station, so theyôve choked the neighborhood with such 
apartments. The exact same thing is happening near all the light rail stations in Minneapolis and Los Angeles, and near many of the óLô 
stations in Chicago. Both here and elsewhere they look like rather nice apartment buildings. Iôm just amazed people pay so much for 
them.  [Those condos are likely half a million each these days, and rents for similar apartments would be $2500 or so a month.  
Itôs just insane what housing goes for in big cities.] 

 
Though parking is at a premium at the Econolodge, we did manage to find space for both our vehicles. Unlike last night, check-

in here was extremely efficient. The desk clerk didnôt really speak English (in fact, Iôm not sure what language she did speak), but she 
already had the keys ready and processed everything in no time. 

 
The Econolodge is built into a hill. Two stories are above ground level both front and back, while a semi-basement (which is 

where we were) has guest rooms only on one side of the building, with a laundry, a vending room, and other service areas on the side 
facing the hill. Itôs smart to put a group of kids in that area, because theyôre unlikely to disturb other guests in that location. The rooms 
were small, but serviceable, and no one had any serious complaints. 

 
As he had done the last time we were in Washington, my superintendent Gene Meister came out to watch the team play. This 

was especially meaningful to the kids this year. About a year and a half ago Gene was diagnosed with multiple myeloma, a serious cancer 
of the blood.  [Geneôs initial prognosis was not good, but heôd gotten very aggressive treatments and had steadily improved 
since the initial diagnosis.  Even so, heôd waited until the last minute to buy tickets and had made sure they were easily 
cancellable.  Heôd also brought along a full suitcase loaded with various chemotherapy drugs.]  Gene was able to get around well 

and seemed to really enjoy himself. It definitely impressed the kids that Gene made the trip out to see them compete, and I know some 
of them felt they owed it to him to do the best they could.  [When I visited Gene in the hospital the day before he died, one of the 
things we talked about was this trip, which he clearly remembered positively.] 

 
Gene flew out to Washington together with his wife MaryAnn and their grandson Andrew.  The grandson just finished fifth grade 

(which is kind of scary, since it doesnôt seem that long ago I taught his father in high school), and they felt (correctly) he was the perfect 
age to enjoy the sights of Washington. I think they were surprised he enjoyed the quiz bowl competition as much as he did. He got into 
the games like a sports fan, and I wonder if I may not see him on the team a few years from now.  [Andrew apparently did quiz bowl 



in junior high, but in high school heôs only occasionally competed at our home tournament on the ñjockò team.  Heôs brought 
up the trip to Washington several times over the years, and it was obviously a fun time for him.] 

 
Meisters had also reserved a room at the Econolodge.  They had arrived at National Airport about an hour and a half before we 

got to Washington. They took the metro from there, checked in at the hotel, and were settled in when we arrived. I had a nice visit with 
them and was pleased to find that all their flights and connections all went fine. 

 
Such was not the case with the last part of our delegation. Our captainôs parents had also made arrangements to come out to 

Washington.  The best deal they could find was on Air-Tran. They were to fly out of Des Moines early in the morning, make a connection 
in Milwaukee, and then continue onto Washington. Unfortunately their flight out of Des Moines was apparently cancelled due to a lack of 
aircraft (which might have had something to do with the severe weather weôd heard about yesterday). They were able to be re-booked 
on an afternoon flight, but ended up spending about eight hours at DSM, one of the dullest airports in the country.  They then had an 
extremely tight connection in Milwaukee (half an hour, I think), and they were told there was a good chance their luggage (which theyôd 
paid additional money to check) might not make it onto their flight to Washington. Fortunately it did, but they apparently had a very rough 
flight and circled repeatedly before finally landing at DCA.  They had originally planned to take a cab from the airport to the hotel, but they 
changed their plans and instead opted like the Meisters to take the metro. They phoned their son when they left the airport, and I agreed 
to meet them at East Falls Church station and escort them to the Econolodge. 

 
Meeting them also gave me the chance to check on another potential problem. Iôd bought day passes for the metro ahead of 

time from the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority website. WMATA only allows you to make $200 worth of transactions during 
a certain time period (a month, I think), so I had to buy the passes on two separate occasions. It just happened that between the time Iôd 
bought the first set of passes and the second, theyôd raised the price of the day passes slightly. I forget the actual amounts, but the first 
were just under $8 and the second just over. What I wanted to make sure of was that the old passes would still work, even though theyôd 
raised the fare since they were purchased.   

 
The station manager at East Falls Church agreed that the fare had recently gone up, but she had no clue whether the old passes 

would work or not. She was also not terribly helpful, which Iôd find was true of most of the WMATA employees. She suggested I look in a 
brochure for the customer service and assured me that if I called it, theyôd be open and able to help me. I got out my cell phone and did 
call, but the call went straight to voice mail. When I pointed that out to the station manager, she acted annoyed. She did eventually look 
up a different number, which she wrote down on a scrap of paper for me. When I called that one I just got a recording.  It wouldnôt even 
allow me to leave a message. Her only suggestion was that I continue to call that number. ñThey donôt close until seven,ò she said. 
ñSomeone will take your call.ò No one did.  

 
[Some people rave about the D.C. metro, but itôs just about my least favorite transit system.  A large part of the problem 

is the fare structure and customer service.  Theyôve since done away with the magnetic stripe paper farecards on which these 
passes were printed.  Their replacement, hard plastic SmarTrip touch cards, arenôt much better, though.  When we went to 
Washington last summer, almost every aspect of SmarTripðbuying them, using them, and re-loading themðwas needlessly 
complex and awkward.  Chicago and Minneapolis use cards similar to SmarTrip, but the transit systems in both those cities are 
MUCH more user-friendly than D.C.] 

 
Eventually I just tried one of the lower-priced passes in the turnstile (which was not really that big of a deal, since we were 

planning on using them later tonight anyway). It let me in and then back out again, so that convinced me it would work without a problem. 
We had other issues (the cardboard tickets with magnetic strips they use for fare media in Washington have never worked well, and 
theyôre getting more and more obsolete), but at least the passes were valid.  [Itôs interesting that the SmarTrip cards donôt seem to 
be much more reliable than the magnetic media they replaced.  Chicagoôs Ventra cards sometimes are slow to register on buses, 
but they always work in the train station turnstiles.  For some reason the D.C. turnstiles seem overly touchy, though.  They 
never seem to register properly.] 

 
Before long our captainôs parents arrived. They were obviously annoyed from all the flight problems, but in good spirits otherwise. 

I walked them back from the station to the hotel, and they soon checked in and got settled into their room.   
 
About 6:30 we all headed out as a group. We cut through the entryway to a condo building to get to a bike path that leads to the 

metro station. Iôd bet people do this all the time, though Iôm not certain of the strict legality of it. Past the condos the bike path has a high 
wall to its north side, keeping people from falling down to onto I-66 below. A fence separates the bike path from its neighbors to the south, 
which are mostly the back yards of single family homes from the mid-20th Century. Theyôre pleasant homes (though nothing spectacular), 
but at $500,000 and up theyôre way beyond my price range.  [Iôve seen homes in this area on HGTV in recent years, and most of 
them have been priced at over a million dollarsðand this is considered an ñaffordableò area or metro Washington.] 

 
Itôs the equivalent of about three blocks from the hotel to the metro station. At the metro entrance you can either loop a long way 

around on city streets or go down a steep flight of stairs that leads directly to the station building. The station itself is beneath I-66, which 
is elevated for an interchange at this point. After going through the turnstiles, we took an escalator up and arrived right on a platform right 
in the median of the freeway. The idea is the same as many of the óLô stations in Chicago, but itôs kind of strange to enter from below 
rather than above. 

 
I hadnôt eaten since Arbyôs in Morgantown.  Most of the kids had been snacking right along, but a couple of them were also 

getting hungry. To take care of that, I made our first stop Rosslyn station, since I knew there were several restaurants just outside the 
entrance.  I also chose Rosslyn because in the past Iôve had kids who were impressed by the extremely long escalator there. Several 
were, but unfortunately one of our girls apparently doesnôt care for escalators at all, and an extra-long one was definitely not a treat for 
her. Iôm not sure if sheôs scared of them or if she gets sick or what, but she definitely didnôt like the thing. Escalator-phobia is definitely 



not a good thing in Washington, because itôs hard to get anywhere without using escalators. Many of the metro stations are extremely 
deep, so long escalators like the one at Rosslyn are very common here. 
 

We divided into different groups for dinner. The bulk of us went to a multi-story McDonalds. Some others went to a nearby 
Subway and Burger King, while yet another group went to Cosi, a sandwich shop with pretensions thatôs a lot like Panera. I enjoyed my 
McDonalds Southwest salad and was pleased to find that the prices in Arlington were almost the same as they are at home right now.  
Nothing is cheap at McDonalds these days, but at least it wasnôt even more costly here. 

 
Once everyone had finished supper, we re-assembled in a little courtyard outside the metro station. Because of the girl who 

didnôt want to use the escalator, we instead opted for the handicapped entrance, which has an elevator that leads straight from the street 
to the platform. That ended up being a bit awkward with a group, because at the bottom we all had to scan our passes in a single turnstile, 
one at a time. We made it through, though, and before long we caught another train. 

 
Garrigan quiz bowl team posing with the U.S. Capitol behind them 

 We crossed under the 
Potomac and continued on to 
Smithsonian station, which is 
right in the middle of the 
National Mall in downtown 
Washington. There are several 
good places for photos right 
outside the subway station, 
and we got team pictures with 
the Capitol and the 
Washington Monument in the 
background. 
 
 I was pleasantly 
surprised to find that National 
Mall (and pretty much all of 
Washington) had a much more 
relaxed feeling than it did when 
we were last here, back in 
2004. Iôm not sure if thatôs due 
to the change in administration 
or if itôs just that enough more 
time has passed since the 
2001 attacks, but I really did 
get   the   feeling   things  were 

getting back to normal. When we were here before they had ugly concrete barriers surrounding all the big monuments and police tape 
that kept you off the grass on the mall itself. Tonight people were playing softball and soccer on the mall. We could move around freely 
wherever we wanted to and get right up close to the monuments without any special security precautions. It was nice to see the place 
looking like a park rather than an armed camp. 
 

We made our way over to the World War II Memorial. This was brand new when we were here in 2004, and it still seems a bit 
out of place on the mall. Itôs a nice monument, though, and a fitting tribute to the war. We then walked along the reflecting pool that 
separates the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial. That was a mistake. The water had obviously been left ñnaturalò rather 
than being cleaned; it stank and it attracted swarms of gnats. A flock of ducks seemed to like the water, but it wasnôt very pleasant for 
humans. 
 

When we got to the Lincoln Memorial we decided on a time and place to meet up and then divided up to explore the area.  That 
was something I liked about this group. Unlike some recent groups, they were willing to divide into smaller groups, rather than insisting 
on doing everything together. Iôd seen everything here before, but it was all new to our science teacher. He was particularly glad to see 
the Korean War Memorial, since his father is a veteran of that war.  [For the same reason, the World War II Memorial holds the most 
sentimental value for me.]  We also saw the Vietnam Wall, though by the time we got there it was too dark to make out the individual 

names on it.  
 
Finally we made our way up to the Lincoln Memorial itself.  A sign at the entrance to the Lincoln Memorial says ñQUIET ï 

RESPECT PLEASEò. Itôs too bad that pretty much no one paid any attention to it. The roof of the monument tends to magnify sound, and 
with thousands of discourteous people in there, it was just deafening. We did see the place, though, and we snapped a few obligatory 
pictures. Then we made our way back down to the plaza.  
 

Many of those who were inside the Lincoln Memorial were students on school trips. All over Washington weôd see middle school 
and high school kids all clad in identical T-shirts and being herded on and off charter buses from one attraction to the next.  Many of our 
kids were on a similar trip that our band and choir made to New York a couple years ago, and there are endless pictures of them all 
wearing identical yellow jackets (more appropriate for winter weather than the T-shirts). We didnôt see yellow, but we did see two different 
shades of blue, plus orange, green, white, and black. Tonight most of these groups were following guides around, and the guides 
invariably were holding up umbrellasðnot for protection from the elements, but so they could be more easily identified. As it got darker, 
many of them would put something on the umbrella to light it up.  [Itôs always been helpful when we travel that Iôm tall and I generally 
also wear a distinctive baseball cap.  That stands out without being quite so obvious as an umbrella.] 
 



 
LEFT: Quiet sign at the Lincoln Memorial 

RIGHT: People playing softball on National Mall (Is it a ground rule double if you hit the Washington Monument?) 

 
The bulk of the kids in these groups seemed only minimally interested in what they were seeing. Thatôs too bad, because thereôs 

really quite a lot of fascinating stuff in Washington. Nothing is all that interested when youôre just herded from here to there, though. I 
sometimes wonder what the point of big trips like this isðother than to make money for the tour operators.  [Just yesterday I got an e-
mail from a tour operator who said sheôd heard I take kids on trips and wanted to assist me.  While the groups I take would be 
far too small to be profitable to such a company, I donôt know that Iôd want to use such an operator even if they would accept a 
small group.  I like doing the planning, and it does provide a much more personalized experience for the kids.] 

 
While our group was much smaller than any of these, there were still a number of people in our delegation. We re-assembled 

and began to make our way back to Smithsonian station. That was easier said than done, though. The Washington metro stations are 
poorly marked by day (a brown pillar is their chief indicator) and almost impossible to locate after dark. We ended up walking well past 
the station and having to turn around and head back to it.  [There really is no excuse for how badly the Washington metro stations 
are marked.  I donôt think Iôve been to any other city in the world where itôs so difficult to locate transit stations.]  When we got 

there we discovered that for some reason the mall entrance to the station closes at 10pm. It was just a couple minutes after 10:00 when 
we got there. Had we not back-tracked, weôd have gotten there before theyôd closed. As it was, though, we had to find an alternate 
entrance.  [This is probably a crime-prevention measure, though in the age of camera surveillance Iôd think they could keep all 
their entrances open whenever the trains are running.]  Fortunately it was just a short walk to the ñmainò entrance (though Iôd bet by 

day the mall actually handles more traffic). A couple of the kids had problems getting their passes to work, but we made our way through 
(essentially having them jump the turnstilesðgoing through together with other people [which is surprisingly easy to do in D.C.]) and 

down to the platforms. 
 

We had a long wait for a train, and it was around 11pm by the time we got back to East Falls Church. When we made our way 
up to the bike path, we were surprised to find it was unlit. There are street lights all along the path, but none of them was actually on.  
Power seemed to be on throughout the neighborhood, though, so I donôt know what was up. Maybe the local residents complained that 
there was too much light in their back yards, or perhaps it was a city budget cut. At any rate, we made our way down a very dark path 
back to the hotel. 
 

 
 

I was up around 7:00 this morning and showered fairly quickly. Then I made my way up to the cramped lobby where the 
Econolodge had a small table set up as a breakfast buffet. This table seemed to be ever varying, and it was luck of the draw what was 
available at any given time. At one time or another theyôd have just about anything you could imagine on a breakfast buffet: cold cereal, 
oatmeal, pastries, toast, frozen waffles, bagels, yogurt, fresh fruit, fruit cocktailðand probably lots more stuff Iôm not remembering. 
[Notably absent, though, were eggs and breakfast meats.]  At any given time, though, there would be just two or three different things. 

When one item ran out, theyôd replace it with another. Partly because of this some people liked the Econolodge breakfast quite a lot, 



while others didnôt. I think it depended on just which version of it each person sampled.  [This was actually one of the better Econolodge 
breakfasts Iôve had, but the chain as a whole is definitely to the bottom of the hotel breakfast ladder.] 

 
Regardless of what we had, pretty much everyone in our party filled a plate at the table upstairs and then went down to a lower 

lobby area at the end of the hallway where our rooms were. This filled space that couldnôt be used for rooms, because it had no windows. 
It was, however, brightly lit, and two full walls of mirrors made the place seem larger than it was. Vending machines were at one end of 
the room, and a desk with a public computer was on another wall. The rest of the walls were lined with rather formal living room furniture. 
It was a rather pleasant room, except for having one of the ugliest carpets Iôve ever seenða busy pattern of red and yellow interlocking 
circles. Iôm sure it hid dirt well, but it really was hideous to look at. 

 
One girl in our group wanted to see the Holocaust Museum, so she and her mother left early to be sure to get tickets. The rest 

of us set off at 8:45. My plan was to arrive at the train station promptly at 9:00, when I thought the day passes would start working.  While 
Iôd like to blame WMATA, unfortunately it was my mistake that I hadnôt read the details correctly. I knew the day passes werenôt valid until 
after rush hour, but in fact that time was 9:30 rather than the 9:00 time I had in mind. Rather than have us stand around the station for 
half an hour, I used most of my available cash to buy individual tickets for everyone in the group to head to our first destination of the day, 
Arlington Cemetery. I checked the chart on the vending machines, which said the rush hour fare for that journey was $2.30. I put forty 
bucks in the machine and got fourteen tickets and a bunch of golden dollars back. 

 
The trip to Arlington Cemetery was uneventful, but we had a surprise when we arrived. The first kid in line put his ticket in the 

turnstile. Normally with a one-way ticket, the turnstile would eat the ticket and open thee turnstile. This time, though, the machine didnôt 
budge. The kid assumed he had put the ticket in a bad turnstile and tried another, but it still didnôt work. I happened to notice that the 
digital readout said ñADD FAREò, and I stopped all the rest of the group before they proceeded.  Because D.C. metro fares are based on 
both distance and time, you have to scan your ticket both to enter and to leave. If the amount on a fare card is insufficient to exit, you 
need to add fare at a vending machine on the secure side of the station before you can leave. I scanned my card at the vending machine, 
and it directed me to add 10¢. Though puzzled, I handed out a bunch of nickels and dimes to everyone and instructed them to also add 
that amount to their tickets. Once we did, everyone had enough money to leave the station. 

 
On the way out I asked the station attendant just why it was that the sign by the vending machine told me the fare was $2.30, 

when in fact it cost $2.40 to make this trip. I had checked the sign twice, I told him, and I would have gladly bought tickets for the correct 
fare if the sign had told me it. The man rather rudely told me that this was my fault; I should have known that there was a 10¢ supplement 
to all fares paid at rush hour (apparently part of the same fare increase that changed the prices on the day passes). When I asked how I 
was supposed to know that, when the ñrush hourò fare shown on the sign said $2.30, the man pointed out that in the corner of the fare 
signs was a tiny sticker that notified people of this increase. He was really quite rude and implied that it was my fault that I hadnôt noticed 
the sticker. 

 
Frankly this strikes me as false advertising. Itôs probably legal (similar to airlines that advertise a cheap fare, but then add any 

number of mandatory fees and surcharges), but itôs unethical. If they want to increase their fares, they should clearly disclose what those 
new fares are, instead of assuming a little sticker will get them off the hook. I understand that they need to cover those costs that arenôt 
subsidized, but they should be honest about what they charge. (é They should also train their station attendants in polite customer 
service, but thatôs a completely different issue.) 

 
Typical fare chart by a vending machine.   

(This website picture is more recent than our trip, since it refers to SmartTrip cards 
rather than farecards.  The fare structure remains needlessly complex, though.) 

[This is just one more of the 
numerous reasons I dislike the 
Washington metro.  When itôs easier 
to do your taxes than to pay the 
correct subway fare, thereôs a 
problemðand when people whose 
job is customer service pretend itôs 
the customerôs fault that they missed 
a tiny message on a 2 x 3 foot sign, 
thereôs a serious problem.  
Unfortunately WMATA is stuck with 
its absurdly complex fare structure 
because of its unique location that 
requires separate subsidies from two 
different states and the federal 
government.   However they could 
easily program the vending 
machines so that when you buy a 
one-way ticket it asks what station 
you are traveling to and then 
automatically charges the correct 
fare for that station and the time of 
day when the ticket was bought.  The 
vending machines for Seattleôs light 
rail (which also uses zone-based 
fares) work like this, as do most 
commuter rail ticket machines.  
Thereôs no reason the D.C. metro 
couldnôt do something similar. é  By 



the way, I wonder how many tourists were confused by the sign I borrowed a picture of when updating this travelogue.  If you 
look VERY carefully, youôll notice it mentions a $1 supplement on all fares paid with paper farecards.  The message is in small 
print to the right of the ñONE WAY SmarTrip CARD FARESò line above the table of fares by station.  Itôs actually larger than the 
rush hour supplement sticker that was on the signs when we took this trip, but Iôm sure LOTS of people miss it.  If passengers 
did actually spend the time to read these signs in detail, there would be huge back-ups at the vending machines.] 

 
The Arlington Cemetery station is weird. The platforms are elevated, the lobby area is underground, and the entrance is at 

ground level. That meant we had to go down and then back up a series of escalators to finally exit the station. I have no idea why they 
didnôt just build the station house below the tracks, but they didnôt.  [This is one of the strangest set-ups for a transit station Iôve seen 
anywhere.] 

 

Once we paid our ransom and exited the station, getting to the cemetery itself was easy. The visitors center is about a block 
down and across the street from the metro station. Itôs one of the few things in the Washington area that actually is convenient to a metro 
station. 

 
ABOVE: On the ñTourmobileò bus 

BELOW: Kennedy gravesite ï Arlington National Cemetery 

 

The visitors center may be 
close, but Arlington Cemetery as a 
whole is immense. Mr. Meister splurged 
and bought ñtourmobileò tickets for the 
group as his treat. This was not a small 
gift; most of the tickets were $7.50 each, 
though the Meisters themselves got a 
senior discount, and their grandson was 
considered a ñchildò. We thanked him 
and joined a long line of T-shirt clad 
school groups waiting in the heat and 
humidity to board the open buses that 
Tourmobile operates. 

 
 The tourmobile tickets were 
good in that they provided a way for 
Meisters to get up the steep hill to the 
main attractions at the cemetery. 
However, if an able-bodied person 
reading this is considering a visit to 
Arlington, my advice would be to skip 
the bus ride. We had a long wait (more 
than half an hour) before we were even 
able to board a bus. The ride up the hill 
was accompanied by a very bored guide 
essentially reading the National Park 
Service pamphlet aloud. Theoretically 
you can hop on and off the Tourmobile 
buses. They come so infrequently and 
are packed so full, though, that it really 
isnôt practical to do that. Once we were 
at the top of the hill, we walked between 
the attractions and then walked back 
down to the bottom. While I thank Mr. 
Meister for his generosity, I personally 
felt the tickets were a rip-off.  [Weôd 
return to Arlington on a later trip, and 
I canôt say my opinion was much 
better then.  They really need to 
double or triple the number of buses 
to make it a useful service.  Thereôs 
far too much demand for the 
available supply as it is.] 
 

 The bus let us off vaguely near 
the Kennedy gravesite. There was 
actually quite a long uphill walk from the 
bus stop to get to the site itself, but not 
nearly   so   long  as it  would have been 

from the visitors center.  [This is another problem with the Tourmobile.  It really doesnôt go all that close to any of the points of 
interest in the cemetery.]  Once we got there the Kennedy grave is really quite moving. A very simple brass marker indicates where 

President Kennedy lies, with an identical marker next to it for Jackie. An eternal flame burns behind their two markers. Their son who 
died in infancy and their stillborn daughter are also buried in the complex, and there is an additional space where Caroline Kennedy will 
be interred. (I had to check out of curiosity, and John Kennedy, Jr.ôs ashes were scattered at sea.) A wall surrounding the walkway by 



the graves is engraved with quotations from the President. Robert and Edward Kennedy are buried just down the hill. Their graves are 
marked by simple white crosses, distinct but in the same theme as the countless soldiers who are buried at Arlington. 

 
Grave of Robert Kennedy 

BELOW: ñPickensò students blocking view of changing of the guard 
 at the Tomb of the Unknowns 

 

 
 We considered taking the 
tourmobile to our next stop, but it rapidly 
became clear it would be quicker and 
easier to just walk. We went up, down, 
and up again, but fortunately the area 
was mostly well shaded. Eventually we 
made it to the other big attraction at 
Arlington Cemetery, the Tomb of the 
Unknowns. When we arrived the place 
was crawling with high school kids in 
colored T-shirts, to the point that it was 
difficult to see anything. It turned out that 
weôd arrived right at the time of the 
changing of the guard, and the crowd 
was gathered to watch the solemn 
ceremony. While we caught only a 
glimpse of it, it was still interesting to 
see. It was, however, better when the 
throngs of people left and we could 
actually see the site up close. 
 
 The Tomb of the Unknowns 
(which some call the Tomb of the 
Unknown Soldier and which officially 
has no name) contains remains of 
soldiers ñknown but to Godò who died in 
World War II, World War II, and Korea. 
The design is quite simple, and itôs really 
a very moving monument. The guard 
almost detracts from it. He patrols back 
and forth on a long, narrow mat that is 
set up in front of the tomb. While he (and 
I gather they all are heôs) adds to the 

somber mood, it is a bit distracting to 
see him constantly moving his gun 
around in formal drill patterns. I think it 
would more dignified to just have a rope 
around the tomb area, perhaps with 
guards at the side just keeping watch. 
The current guard pattern has been 
continuous since 1937, though, and just 
maintaining that tradition is fascinating 
in itself. 
 
 Itôs interesting that the guards 
do not wear rank insignias on their 
uniforms. This is supposedly so they will 
not outrank the soldiers they are 
guarding, whose rank is obviously not 
known. Also interesting is that 
apparently the guardsô guns are not 
loaded. I have no clue what would 
happen if there were an incident at the 
tomb.  While the crowd we encountered  

at the start was perhaps too loud to be considered truly respectful, they were not unruly and certainly not threatening. Iôm pleased to say 
our kids all had very good behavior, both here and elsewhere. 
 

I was also interested to find that there was once a crypt containing remains of an unknown soldier from the Vietnam War. The 
body was interred in 1984, but it was exhumed just four years later. Advances in DNA technology allowed the body to be identified and 
returned to his family. The remains of a handful of soldiers who died in Vietnam are still unidentified. Some of these apparently remain in 
forensic laboratories, while others have been buried in Hawaii. Theyôve decided not to inter another Vietnam unknown, and there are no 
unidentified remains from our nationôs later conflicts. Theyôve replaced the Vietnam plaque with a marker that reads ñHonoring and 
Keeping Faith with Americaôs Missing Servicemenò to account for those who are unknown because they have never been found. I found 
it odd that they chose to use the word ñservicemenò on a plaque created in the ó90s, but the basic idea is certainly appropriate. 

 
 



  
LEFT:  Tomb of the Unknowns ï Arlington National Cemetery 

RIGHT:  Typical marker ï Arlington National Cemetery 

 
Again the tourmobile was not a viable option when we had finished at the Tomb of the Unknowns. One stopped, but there wasnôt 

sufficient room to board, and it would be fifteen minutes before another would come by. It took about that long to walk back down the hill 
to the visitors center. 
 

 Our return took us through the main grounds of the cemetery. Arlington looks precisely like the military cemetery it is. Thousands 
and thousands and thousands of markers line the hillsides. The earliest (dating from the Civil War) were chosen by the families of the 
deceased and show quite a bit of variety. Since World War II, though, all the dead have been given identical marble markers similar to 
the one at left. Iôd seen these same markers at Vicksburg, and every time I take the light rail train in Minneapolis, I see them in the Ft. 
Snelling Cemetery just south of the airport. There are dozens of other military cemeteries around the country, with hundreds of thousands 
of those identical monuments. Arlington isnôt even the largest; itôs just well known because itôs across the river from the nationôs capital.  
[Actually in number of graves Arlington IS the largest national cemetery, though in area Calverton Cemetery on Long Island is 
largerðand it may one day surpass Arlington in burials.  Arlington is also one of the original national cemeteries established 
during the Civil War, and it is easily the most prestigious of the military cemeteries.] 

 
I was intrigued in looking through my photos that the close-up I took was the grave of a French Canadian who served in the U.S. 

cavalry. Whether Monsieur Payeur (whose first name has a feminine spelling, but Iôm sure had to be a man in World War I) was an 
immigrant or a foreign volunteer, I donôt know, but for just picking a random grave, it was an interesting choice for a picture. 

 
The cross on this grave is a generic marking indicating that the deceased was Christian (most likely Catholic, particularly as a 

French Canadian). A lot of Protestant denominations have specific markings unique to their faith. I recognized, for instance, the Methodist 
cross and flame, and there are a variety of other cross variations unique to various churches. I also saw a number of Stars of David 
indicating Jewish soldiers, and a few markings I didnôt recognize. Apparently there are thirty-one different approved religious markings 
that can be placed on military graves. We had a quiz bowl question once about the most recently approved of these, which happens to 
be the Wiccan pentacle. [That number has now risen to sixtyðincluding a number of Native American symbols and a couple of 
areligious logos such as a  bald eagle and an infinity sign.]  I found it interesting in our increasingly secular age that I didnôt see a 

single grave that didnôt have some religious marking. The vast majority bore the generic cross. 
 
Arlington Cemetery was in the news just after our trip there. Apparently there had been some mix-ups, and the remains of several 

recently-buried soldiers had been placed in the wrong graves. The supervisor issued a formal apology to the affected families, and the 
markers of the misidentified soldiers are being moved to the correct graves. In a cemetery as large as this, itôs amazing there arenôt more 
mistakes. 

 
While it was nearly 90o out, the cemetery is well shaded, and there were drinking fountains along the path at several strategic 

locations on the way down. We took our time, but we all made it down to the visitors center without any problem. I was especially surprised 



at how well Mr. Meister did on the walk. There are a lot of men much younger than him who would have trouble with a long walk in the 
heat, and they donôt have the excuse of recovering from cancer.  Gene did really well, both today and throughout the trip. I hope this is a 
good omen for his prognosis.  [While Gene did pass away shortly after I began writing this revision, he did lead a full life for nearly 
six years after this trip.  He continued coaching baseball, racking up the sixth most wins of any coach in history nationwide, 
and he was also instrumental in the capital campaign that led to a major addition at our school.  He actually seemed quite 
healthy when we had the dedication for the addition last fall, but he apparently went downhill rapidly starting around 
Thanksgiving.] 

 
We cooled off a little at the visitors center and then made our way back to the metro station. A couple in our group had troubles 

getting their passes to scan. The station attendant (a different person than was working when we arrived) didnôt even look at the passes 
and just had them walk through the handicap gate. That would actually be a problem when we reached our destination, because since 
the passes hadnôt been scanned to enter, the turnstile didnôt want to accept them to exit. They just marched on through behind others 
whose passes did work, though, and no one batted an eye at it.  [Over the years Iôve seen a lot of people jumping turnstiles in 
Washingtonðnotably more than in other cities.  I think their fare structure and the unending problems with their technology 
leads otherwise honest people to this minor crime.] 

 

It would actually be very easy for a group to get around Washington paying only about half the required fare. The turnstiles all 
have little barriers that come apart for about five seconds to allow people to pass through. At rush hour, they very often just stay open 
while the next person in line scans their ticket. Itôs very easy for multiple people to pass through on one cycle of opening, and at rush hour 
you could probably get a whole family through between two fare-payers. We did pay for everybody (in fact we ended up with more passes 
than we actually needed); itôs just that the tickets didnôt always work the way they were supposed to. 

 
We went south just a couple of stops to Pentagon City, a large and very pretentious shopping mall. Except for its four-story 

design its in-mall subway station itôs hard to distinguish the place from Jordan Creek in Des Moines, Coral Ridge in Iowa City, or the 
Empire in Sioux Falls. We mostly went here just to have lunch. They have an enormous food court, which gave everyone an opportunity 
to find something they liked.  When we were here in 2004 I complained that the food at Pentagon City was extremely overpriced. Happily 
that was not my reaction this time. Certainly nothing was cheaper now than it was six years ago, but food prices elsewhere have 
skyrocketed while here theyôve basically stayed the same. I wouldnôt call anything at Pentagon City a bargain, but nothing was more than 
a quarter or so more than Iôd pay at home. My bet is that in 2004 Virginia had a substantially higher minimum wage than Iowa did. Ours 
went up dramatically a couple years back (itôs now double what I earned back in the ó70s), and fast food prices followed suit. That probably 
just happened earlier out East.  [On later trips, my opinion would once again be that Pentagon City was overpriced, and Iôd find 
other places that offered the same or better food at lower prices.] 

 
I had a combo meal from Taco Bell and then went to Auntie Annieôs to get a sugary pretzel for dessert. It took maybe fifteen 

minutes to do that, but weôd scheduled a full hour before weôd be meeting back.  [Iôm not really a mall person, so I almost always have 
lots of time to kill while the kids go shopping.]  

 
The Smithsonianôs complete display on the history of 

American electronics and invention 

 

After lunch we took a train over 
to the ArchivesðNavy Memorial station. 
Some of the kids had thought it would 
be interesting to see the National 
Archives, but unfortunately there was a 
massive line that made it impractical to 
do so. We saw the grand steps to the 
building and the line outside, but none 
of the famous documents. 

 
We subdivided into three 

separate groups (four, counting those 
who went to the Holocaust Museum this 
morning) and set out to explore different 
things. I attempted to give directions to 
the other groups on how to reach their 
destinations. Unfortunately, not only do 
I really not know Washington all that 
well, but the metro isnôt really terribly 
convenient to most tourist destinations. 
We werenôt really where I thought we 
were,  and my  directions  wouldnôt have  

been very helpful. Fortunately, everyone must have asked someone who actually did know, and they all got where they wanted to go. 
 
My groupôs first destination was the National Museum of American History, the Smithsonianôs grand tribute to our countryôs 

distant and recent past. Iôve described this museum at length in previous travelogues, so Iôll shorten up the synopsis here. It remains one 
of my favorite museums anywhere. 

 
That said, I was less than thrilled with their recent renovation. While Iôm sure it helps with traffic flow and also makes things more 

user-friendly, to me the changes seem to ñdumb downò the overall museum. Thereôs obviously less stuff actually on display than there 
used to be. They still have all the most famous artifacts (the original Star-Spangled Banner from Ft. McHenry, Dorothyôs ruby slippers 
from The Wizard of Oz, and the inaugural gowns worn by all the First Ladies), but a lot of the ñlesserò items have been taken off display. 



I was looking forward to seeing their exhibit on electronics and invention, for instance. It turned out, though, that some of our countryôs 
greatest achievements had been reduced to about a dozen artifacts in a tiny, out-of-the-way case. Comparing the displays youôd think 
Edison and Bell were trivial, while Carol Burnett (whose curtain gown parodying Gone with the Wind is a featured exhibit) was a 

cornerstone of history. 
 
After seeing the history museum we took the metro to Federal Center and walked about half a mile from there to the U.S. Capitol. 

(Like most points of interest in Washington, there are several metro stops equally inconvenient from the Capitol.) We assumed weôd only 
be able to snap a few distant pictures, but it turned out we could get right up to the steps in front of the building.  This was probably 
because Congress was not currently in session, but it was still a nice surprise. When weôd been here in 2004, the whole area for blocks 
in any direction from the Capitol was blocked off with cement barriers, and tourists couldnôt go anywhere remotely close without special 
permission. It was nice to have things back the way they should be. 

 
Two of the girls who were with me have a strong interest in politics and vague ambitions about entering careers in that area 

themselves. They were thrilled to be able to get so close to the Capitol and dreamed of working inside the building as public servants in 
the future. We snapped their pictures, both together and individually, and everyone had a great time seeing the seat of our nationôs 
government. [One of these girls ended up majoring in medicine, but the last I heard the other was finishing up a political science 
major at a very liberal college in the Twin Cities.] 

 
Garrigan girls pose 

outside the White House and the U.S. Capitol 

 
Our next stop was the White House, and again we were 

pleasantly surprised that there wasnôt overwhelming security. While 
understandably you canôt actually go onto the grounds or inside the 
building without an invitation, at McPherson Square you can get 
right up to a fence a the edge of the Presidentôs back yard. The 
primary purpose of that fence appears to be a ñphoto opò for tourists, 
and our group joined right in. I could imagine the Obamas gazing 
out at us as we posed there, though in fact the President was flying 
to New Orleans today to check on the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. 

 
The north side is the ñbackò of the White House, and the girls wanted to see the more famous south fa­ade. That side isnôt nearly 

so accessible and friendly. The closest you can get is across Pennsylvania Avenue, and there are barriers, police tape, and guards to 
keep the crowds where theyôre supposed to be and well away from any dignitaries who might be nearby. 

 
 The most interesting 
thing we saw in the White 
House compound was the TV 
reportersô area. Itôs impossible 
to watch the evening news 
without seeing the White 
House correspondents report- 
ing from the South Lawn, and 
it was fascinating to see where 
they originate from. The 
broadcast area is to the west 
side of the White House, well 
away from the main flow of 
traffic. There was an 
impromptu  stage set up in the  

 
Television area on the South Lawn of the White House 


