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

There always has to be a first time.  It’s strange to look back on this travelogue eighteen years later.  I’ve since gone 
to graduate school in Mississippi and returned to the South many other times.  While it’s never a place I’d call home, it’s much 
more familiar than it was when I first ventured down to Dixie, which is what this travelogue recalls.] 
 

After thinking a bit on where I might go for vacation this year, I settled on a trip southward. Why would a liberal Yankee boy 
want to set foot in red-neck country, you might ask. (I did.) I suppose it's mostly because I've been to every other part of the country, 
and by process of elimination the Deep South was left.  
 

I must say I had more reservations about this trip than almost any I have made. There was nothing serious, but EVERYTHING 
that could possibly go wrong went through my mind. This was by far the longest trip I have ever made alone, and I must say I've always 
had a lot of northern prejudices about Southerners and their ways. I kept picturing myself arrested by some hillbilly sheriff for a crime I 
didn’t commit or on the wrong side of a trigger-happy N.R.A. enthusiast. I pictured myself getting mugged in any of the countless big 
cities I was visiting or being in the wrong place at the wrong time and becoming one of those innocent victims of gang violence you hear 
about all the time.  Moreover, the warranty was also scheduled to expire on my car during this trip, and I just knew something awful 
would happen to it the moment the odometer turned over 36,000 miles—making me a sucker at the mercy of some crooked mechanic.  
Finally, I had already changed my plans once to avoid the floods in Texas and Oklahoma.  Just before I left, the rains had moved 
eastward.  Now I was certain they would follow me through the whole trip, and I was sure to be swept away in flash flooding—never to 
be seen again. 
 
 [This was by far the longest driving trip I’d ever done alone, which is really the reason behind that worrying.  I haven’t 
driven that far since (I’ve always flown or taken the train when long distances were involved), and it still seems rather 
miraculous that nothing of much significance happened on this trip.] 
 

Fortunately none of those horror stories came true; nor was there anything else that went particularly wrong on this vacation. 
There's something to be said for expecting the worst, though—it makes you appreciate everything nice that happens.  All in all this 
turned out to be quite an enjoyable (if rather expensive) trip.  It’s interesting that while some of my prejudices were erased, others were 
confirmed again and again.  I’ll tell you ahead of time, the Sun Belt is no place I ever intend to move (indeed, I can’t figure out what 
hose millions of people who have moved there see in the place), but it did make for a fairly interesting vacation. 

 

Monday, June 4 - Algona, Iowa to Des Moines, Iowa  

I lazed around a bit this morning and eventually made it out to school to put the finishing touches on the year. It was around 
eleven when I finally turned in my grades and my keys, said good-bye to everyone out at Garrigan, and started heading on my way.   
[It’s kind of weird to read that, since we haven’t turned in keys at school in years, and these days it seems as if I’m almost as 
busy in summer as I am during the school year.]  It was a beautiful day for traveling as I headed southward on Highway 17 from 
Wesley to Eagle Grove and then eastward to Interstate 35. The weather was warm, but not oppressive, the traffic was light, and 
everything just seemed pleasant. 
 
 I stopped in Ankeny for some iced tea and ice cream.  I had saved a bunch of coupons from Hardees, which I hoped to use 
throughout the trip.  I wasn’t positive I could use the coupons.  They came from our local Hardees, which is part of a sub-chain that is 
mostly in South Dakota and Minnesota.  They said they were good at “participating” Hardees, and I figured it was worth a shot to at 
least try in other locations.  The cashier in Ankeny couldn’t get her register to accept he offer, but she eventually entered it by hand and 
did give me the discount.  I couldn’t help thinking, though, that if there was this much trouble in a place so close to home, things could 
only get worse further south. 
 
 Once I got to Des Moines, I made the single largest purchase of the trip.  For some time now I have been wanting prescription 
sunglasses, and thousands of miles driving in bright sunshine seemed the perfect excuse to get hem.  I went out to Merle Hay Mall and 



stopped at Lens Crafters, one of those one-hour optical places.  I had brought my optical prescription with me, so I just told the clerk I 
wanted to get some sunglasses.  It’s amazing the choices there are and the paperwork you have to go through to get them.  First, I 
chose the frames I wanted—a badly-constructed (I found out later) pair of fake gold metal frames similar to, but not as nice as my 
regular glasses.  Next I had to decide which kind of plastic lenses I wanted.  Having always worn glass lenses, I didn’t know there was 
more than one kind of plastic.  I selected the cheapest kind, which drew a snort from the clerk.  He then asked whether I wanted just 
“tinting” or if I preferred ultraviolet protection.  The tinting seemed a bit useless without the UV protection, so I selected a package that 
included both.  Next I selected exactly which color of sunglasses I wanted.  Having selected the UV package, there was no extra charge 
for any color combination, so I chose what would otherwise have been the most expensive color—a variegated brown.  He then tried to 
sell me a variety of warranties and service contracts (as if I’d be in Des Moines to use them), and spent about fifteen minutes filling out 
assorted paperwork.  Finally he measured the frames and went to the storeroom to make sure the proper lenses were in stock.  When 
he came back I paid my bill (more than twice the cost of my regular glasses), and only then did the one-hour they advertise start. 
 
 [This ended up being both the most expensive and the worst made pair of glasses I’ve ever bought.  Why anyone 
goes to Lens Crafters, I have no clue.  My current glasses are from 39dollarglasses.com.  Because my older self needs 
bifocals, they’re a little more expensive than the website’s name, but they were still cheap, and they’ve held up like iron.] 

 
Four Seasons quilt design, rendered in  

stained glass – Church of the Land 
Living History Farms 

 
 I wasn’t terribly excited about killing an hour in a mall I’ve been in 
numerous times before, so I went out to see one of Des Moines' biggest attractions, 
Living History Farms.  If you haven’t been there, Living History Farms is a huge 
collection of farms and villages representing various eras in the development of the 
Midwest. Some of the sites are occupied by actors playing the roles of people who 
lived and worked in the buildings. Others have guides who show you around, but 
don't attempt to stay in any character. Still others are self-guided. When you walk in 
you see a village out of the 1800s—very similar to the town at Old Thresher’s in 
Mount Pleasant.  It’s interesting, I suppose—but I think it would have been more 
exciting if I hadn’t seen the same thing every single year when I was growing up.  
The most interesting part of the town is the so-called Church of the Land. This 
lovely little chapel, at the far end of this town, marks the spot where Pope John 
Paul spoke when he came to Iowa in 1979. The gorgeous quilt that hung behind 
him (a cross with the four seasons of the land around it) has been turned into a 
simple, but striking stained glass window. 
 
 [I remember Pope John Paul’s trip to Iowa very distinctly to this day.  
Perhaps it was a foreshadowing of my future in Catholic education, but that 
happened  to  also be the day I  had my senior pictures taken  in high school.] 

The date was October 4, 1979 [text deleted], and after I finished with my pictures, I watched coverage of the Pope’s visit on 
the TV in my parents’ room at home.] 
 

After seeing the town you ride on a tractor car (like the ground trains at Old Thresher’s) under Interstate 35 and follow a trail 
that leads to a series of period farms. They start with an old Indian village, then visit pioneer times, and a few more stops work their way 
up to an all-solar home that represents the future.  It’s interesting, though nothing really spectacular.  It amazed me how many people 
from outside the state were there visiting it.  On the tractor car I sat next to a couple from Oregon who were returning from a trip to 
Ashville, North Carolina (a place I would visit toward the end of this trip) who went on and on about how pleasantly surprised they were 
with Iowa. Everyone always expects Iowa to look flat and barren. Having grown up in a part of the state that was native forest and is full 
of those "Grant Wood" hills, it seems strange to me when I find a part of Iowa that is flat. The Oregonians also seemed overcome with 
how friendly Iowans were. Again, having grown up in a town that got a quarter-million tourists (and a lot of tourist income) each Labor 
Day, I can't imagine being rude to a visitor. Apparently, though, these people had encountered people elsewhere who were unpleasant 
to them.  
 

It took well over an hour to see Living History Farms, and my glasses were of course done when I got back to Lens Crafters.  
They spent some time fitting them properly and tried to sell me a special case for them.  I passed on the designer case, but did pick up 
two of the complimentary cases they had sitting around—one for the new sunglasses and one for my regular glasses.  I figured with the 
ridiculous prices they charge, they could afford to give away two hunks of plastic.  I like the sunglasses.  They were absurdly expensive 
and they are very badly made, but they did make driving a lot easier all through the trip.  All in all, they’re probably the best purchase I 
made on this vacation.  [I’ve had prescription sunglasses ever since, though I’ve been more careful to get better made ones.  
Now that I wear bifocals, I’ve found I can save money by only getting the distance prescription in the sunglasses.  After all, I 
mostly wear them while walking or driving.  It’s not as if I do a lot of reading while wearing shades.] 
 

I browsed through a few other stores around Des Moines.  I didn’t buy much, but I did pick up a lovely cotton sweater that was 
being closed out for $6.00 at Sears.  It’s far from sweater season now, of course, but it will be a nice item to teach in next winter.  
[Those who have read my other travelogues know that I have out-of-season clothes are one of my most common purchases.  
I’ve browsed close-outs in countries around the world, and I’ve gotten some very good bargains in the process.] 
 

I had lasagna for dinner at Baker's Square, a nice chain I've never seen anywhere but in Des Moines. [I’ve since found 
they’re headquartered in Minneapolis (a branch of Pillsbury) and have a handful of locations around the Midwest and West.]  
While I was at the restaurant I saw a sight that would repeat itself countless times throughout this trip. A group of teenagers had locked 
their keys in their car. They were standing around watching a police officer try to break the lock with one of those tools they squeeze 



between the window and the door. I mentally added one more thing to the list of what could go wrong on vacation, and I was relieved to 
feel keys in my front pocket.  [Reading this makes me wonder what you do if you have one of those cars that doesn’t really use 
a key for entry if you lock the electronic fob in your car.  I’d bet it’s a lot more complicated—and likely more expensive—to 
break in than it used to be.] 
 

I stayed for the night at the new Motel 6—North in Des Moines. This brand new motel is at the junction of Interstate 80 and US 
69.  It’s just about the nicest Motel 6 I've seen anywhere. It's nothing outstanding, of course, but it's infinitely nicer than the old Motel 6 
down by the Des Moines airport. I had an immaculate, well-lit poolside room with a comfortable bed, a desk and chair, and a table with 
two chairs. The shower had good water pressure, and the place didn't reek of disinfectant as cheap motels often do. I settled in and 
watched TV before eventually settling down to sleep.  [My, how things age.  The Motel 6—Des Moines North is now a fairly seedy 
place.  It was constructed too recently to be part of the chain’s renovations a few years back, so these days the ancient Motel 
6 down by the airport is really nicer than this one.  The NICE discount motel in the area is the Motel 6—West Des Moines, 
which was built after the year 2000 in an office park out by Jordan Creek Mall.  One thing that still stands out at all Motel 6’s, 
though—they’ve got good pressure in their showers.] 
 

Tuesday, June 5 - Des Moines & Winterset, Iowa  

As I said in a postcard I wrote to Margaret, today I saw EVERYTHING in Des Moines. You probably didn't know there was 
anything to see in our state capital, but actually it was one of the most interesting cities I visited.  Saying I saw EVERYTHING isn’t quite 
right, but I certainly did come close. 

 
I got up relatively early this morning and walked to a nearby Country Kitchen for breakfast [now LONG closed—there’s been 

a sports bar on the site for over a decade]. My waitress was a bit too friendly and attentive, but it was an enjoyable breakfast.  
Rather interestingly, this seems to be the place the cops hang out on the north side of Des Moines. More than half the customers were 
police officers.  
 

After checking out of the motel, I headed 
into town on Highway 69 and stopped at the state 
capitol. Iowa's capitol is a beautiful, elaborate 
building, and apparently there is a major effort to 
preserve it. There was construction everywhere 
when I visited. I hadn't realized that you could just 
wander around the building without a guide, but I 
was able to walk around and peek in the various 
chambers all by myself. The only place I couldn't go 
alone was to the top of the dome.  [That’s all 
changed in the post-9/11 era.  These days the 
general public can’t get past the entrance.  
Someday I may take my old friend Rusty Martin 
(who works in the Iowa Senate) up on his offer 
of a private tour of the place.] 

 
There is, of course, very little government 

in the state capitol anymore. About all that happens 
there is the actual legislative sessions and 
whatever the governor himself might do. Even most 
committee meetings are held in the numerous 
nearby office buildings these days. The legislature 
had been out of session for some time, and on 
today (the day of the state primary election) the 
capitol was almost entirely deserted.  

Iowa State Capitol 
 

One of the nicest features is the capitol lawn. The lawn is full of formal gardens (which were just being planted when I visited) 
and features monuments to the veterans of each war Iowans fought in. It's interesting how the monuments have changed over the 
years. The oldest is the Soldiers and Sailors Monument (which I had forgotten was designed by someone from Mount Pleasant), an 
ornate Victorian statue honoring veterans in "The War of the Rebellion" (i.e.: the Civil War). As you make your way to more recent 
times, for World War II they have a bell donated by the people of Japan, for Korea there is an eternal flame, and for Vietnam there is 
one of the multitude of miniature copies of "the wall". 
 

After seeing the capitol and its grounds, I made my way over to the new State Historical Building [text deleted]. The last time I 
had visited the state museum I was in junior high. Paul was preparing to teach a class in state history, and he took me around to 
various points of interest including the museum. It was housed [then] in an old brick building full of little glass and wood cases. There 
was nothing of particular interest, but the place was overflowing with second-rate artifacts. 
 



The new state museum is about as far removed from the old place as you can get. First of all, it is housed in one of the most 
abysmal examples of modern architecture I have seen anywhere. Outside it looks like a kid was playing with tinker-toys and gave up 
before he was done. Inside the place is dominated by an enormous, overwhelming lobby. It's a horrendous waste of space, and it's also 
frankly ugly. I like most modern architecture, but this place is one of the most hideous wastes of government money I have seen. 

 
What’s more, I’d love to know what happened to all the artifacts that were stored in the old museum.  They are nowhere to be 

found.  Each of the three galleries was dwarfed by that imposing lobby, and none of them seemed to have very much in them.  The 
largest gallery highlighted the environment, and another described the history of quilts. In the entire museum, one small gallery traced 
Iowa history—mostly through video presentations, with only a handful of actual artifacts on display.  That was it for the entire museum.  
The rest of the building is offices, classrooms, restaurants, shops, and that dark, empty LOBBY.  The whole place was really more 
amusing than interesting or informative, but at least it didn't cost anything. 

 
I left my car parked in the free lot at the capitol and set out to explore a variety of downtown sights.  Next on my agenda was 

the Des Moines Botanic Center. This is tucked away in a pleasant little park on the river. To get there on foot you walk [about a mile 
north from downtown, under Interstate 235. Officially I followed a bike path, but it made a pleasant hiking trail, too.  The Botanic Center 
is a big plexiglass dome that creates a tropical environment in the heart of this northerly city. Inside there are palm trees, cacti, orchids, 
bananas—almost any plant you wouldn't expect to find in Iowa.  There are walkways all through this combination of rain forest and 
desert, and for a dollar, it makes a pleasant place to spend some time. 

 
 I was intrigued to see a school bus from Algona Community Schools parked outside the Botanic Center.  Algona Public, of 
course, had almost another full week of school after Garrigan got done this year.  [In those days that was because Garrigan was 
allowed to count the Catholic holy days of obligation as days of school, even though we didn’t actually have classes.  That’s 
no longer allowed (plus there’s a lot fewer holy days than there used to be), but differences in our calendars still mean that 
Garrigan generally both starts and gets out earlier than Algona Community.]  Apparently Bertha Godfrey Elementary was 
spending one of those extra days on a field trip to the city.  As I went to various other points of interest, I kept running into those Algona 
buses. 
 

It started to rain as I left the Botanic Center—not hard, but just enough to get me well soaked by the time I walked back 
downtown. I went into a parking ramp to dry off—hoping I could get into the skywalk system and out of the rain. Unfortunately I must 
have picked the only downtown ramp that isn't connected to the skywalks. While I was trying to find my way around I got stuck in an 
elevator with a man who was trying to sell perfume to passersby. He had literally set up shop in the elevator, where he certainly had a 
captive audience.  When I saw what he was up to, I pressed the button for the next level, got out, and took the stairs. 

 
Eventually I did find my way into the skywalks, and I spent some time exploring various places downtown.  I was encouraged 

to spend more time there as it started to rain harder and harder.  Mostly I wandered through the Kaleidoscope, a lovely downtown 
shopping mall.  It’s set up on the second floor of various downtown buildings, and it takes up about three blocks along Locust Street 
and Grand Avenue.  Skywalks cross the streets at various places.  The “anchor” stores are the old downtown locations of Penney’s and 
Younker’s, and they have all the various “mall stores” in between.  It’s a nice job of urban renewal, and it really seems nicer than the 
various suburban malls.  I didn’t buy a thing, but I enjoyed just walking around.  [Unfortunately the Kaleidoscope pretty much no 
longer exists.  The anchors and almost all the “real” stores have long since gone out of business.  Today most of the space is 
used for offices (mostly investment companies), with a few fast food restaurants and coffee places thrown in.] 

 
I also stopped at the Register and Tribune Building. I was last here when the Mt-N-Eers 4-H Club went to Des Moines when I 

was in grade school. We took a full tour then, and it was fascinating to see the old line-o-type machines and the enormous impact 
presses. Those, of course, have been replaced with computers and offset printing, and it's not possible to tour the place these days. I 
entered via the skywalk, which dumps you right off in the middle of the news offices, though, so I got a bit of a tour without meaning to. I 
mostly saw the lobby where they still have an enormous revolving globe and clocks giving the time in every time zone on earth (even 
Newfoundland). They also have their Pulitzer Prizes and various other awards on display. I couldn't help but notice that the Register 
seems to have won dramatically fewer awards since being bought out by Gannett. It is still more in-depth than USA Today, but I'm not 
entirely sure it's the pillar of journalism it used to be.  [USA Today was a very new paper then, less than ten years old.  It really still 
was “McPaper” and much derided for its superficial articles, copious pictures and graphs, and constant use of bulleted lists.  
Even stodgy old papers like The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal have ventured in that direction in the 
intervening years, and USA Today has altered its style in the direction of more in-depth features.  In the 21st Century, there’s 
not a lot of difference (other than local coverage) between USA Today and any other paper in America.] 

 
When I left the skywalks I walked out into Nollen Plaza, a mass of concrete steps in front of the Civic Center, decorated by an 

enormous sculpture of an umbrella. I remember all the controversy there was when the place was first built. I personally rather like the 
place; the umbrella is amusing (though not very effective against today's rain), and it certainly is a more pleasant "urban space" than 
the historical building.  [Nollen Plaza has become even more pleasant as two more decades have allowed its trees to mature.  
These days it’s really one of the nicest downtown parks you’ll find in any city anywhere.] 
 

Downtown Des Moines is nice, and the capitol area is nice, but the “no man’s land” between them is one of the least pleasant 
places in Iowa.  It’s a neighborhood of used car dealers, run down bars (featuring 25-cent beers and dollar cocktails), massage parlors 
of questionable repute, skuzzy apartments filled with old people (like that one where Aunt Alice lived in downtown Waterloo), and 
(mostly) empty buildings with winos in the doorways.  The rain had stopped, but my feet still zipped through this neighborhood in record 
time.  [This is amusing to read, since today the “East Village” area I’m describing is the trendiest place in town.  They’ve 
turned old warehouses into high-priced lofts and leveled the old apartments and bars to make way for shiny new condos.  At 
ground level, the streets are lined with bars, dance clubs, and coffee places.  It’s “gentrification central” in Des Moines.] 



Next I drove to the Science Center of Iowa, which is arguably one of the nicest museums in the state. It couldn't compete with 
THE Museum of Science and Industry (the one in Chicago), but it's a lively and well-organized museum that offers an in-depth look at 
almost every field of science.  There’s a planetarium and nature trails and a variety of stuffed animals, but the bulk of the place is 
devoted to hands-on exhibits teaching you about physics and health.  There's enough of my father in me that I adore places like this, 
and I had a wonderful time. I thought the $4 admission was steep [these days there’s almost nowhere with that cheap of an 
admission], but it was extremely reasonable compared to what was to come. 
 

I tried to visit the Metropolitan Art Center, which is in the same general area as the science museum. Theoretically it should 
have been open, but there was no one at the desk to sell me a ticket, and I wasn't going to go through the turnstile without a ticket. It 
may be a nice museum, but I have no way of knowing.  [I’ve since seen it, and honestly it’s pretty dull.]  It was interesting to see the 
park surrounding the museum was full of college-age art students making color sketches of the trees and flowers. It's interesting what 
different interpretations different artists can give to the same general subject. I saw everything from total abstracts that emphasized the 
colors of the park to a detailed sketch of the veins of a single leaf. 
 

Next on my list of things to see was Terrace Hill, the Iowa governor's mansion. This is a lovely old Victorian mansion that 
would put all those old funeral homes in Mount Pleasant to shame. What was most fascinating is that, except during the times tours are 
conducted, Governor Branstad and his family are free to use any of the house, its furnishings, and its grounds. (During public tours they 
are usually away from the building; when they are there, they stay in their private third-floor apartment.)  This means the place is not 
like the White House, where everything is perfect, but seems fake. At Terrace Hill I saw a child's bike thrown against an ornate pillared 
entryway as only a child could leave it. 

 
My last stop in the city was the Blank Park Zoo, a place I've seen before and really love. It's just the right size for a zoo.  It’s 

big enough to have a nice variety of exotic animals, yet not overwhelming or pretentious—like the Minnesota Zoo.  For two dollars [now 
up to ten] you can see tigers and giraffes and kangaroos and penguins—all the classic zoo animals.  There’s a pleasant looping trail all 
through the zoo, and it’s a pleasant little hike. 
 

I had gotten used to all the Algona buses around town, but I was certainly shocked to pull into the zoo parking lot and see a 
Garrigan bus. I parked my car, hopped out, and ran over to see Mike Stence sitting in front. Apparently he had driven the junior C.D.A. 
down to Des Moines for the day. It certainly was a surprise to see him there!  
 

David Burrow’s Dodge Colt at one of the “Bridges of Madison County” 

It was mid-afternoon when I got done at the 
zoo.  On the spur of the moment, I decided to make a 
side trip to Winterset, about a half-hour southwest of 
Des Moines. Winterset has two main attractions. The 
first is covered bridges.  Within five miles of the town 
there are no less than eleven covered bridges, well 
preserved a hundred years after they were built.  I 
snapped the requisite photo of my car parked under one 
of them. The other big attraction in Winterset is the 
birthplace of John Wayne. Wayne is one of those 
countless famous people who are FROM Iowa. He was 
born Marion Michael Morrison in a small white frame 
house in Winterset in 1907. Today for a nominal fee you 
can walk through the home, which is restored to 
Depression-era furnishings. There is also a gift shop 
featuring the tackiest of souvenirs related to Wayne's 
career. 

 
 Winterset itself is a classic county seat town.  
It’s a small town to the point that it was only this year 
that fast food (in the form of a Hardees) made its debut 
here.  It comes across as one of those places where 
everybody can’t help but know everyone else.  
Downtown   there  are   old-time  businesses   like   Ben 

Franklin and Western Auto, and it was a step back in time to walk into their little old downtown Pamida store.  (Those who aren’t from 
southern or eastern Iowa won’t know that Pamida is a Nebraska-based chain of discount stores that used to be located in cramped, 
tacky downtown locations.  Today they are in much nicer brick or metal buildings on the edge of town—like a Wal-Mart or a ShopKo—
except in Winterset, where the old downtown store lives on.) 
 

I got an interesting welcome to the vacation in political signs that were posted all over Madison County. Someone named 
"Dixie" was running for county auditor, and her signs certainly put me in the mood to head southward. (I never did find out whether she 
won or not.) 

 
I made my way back to Des Moines and stopped at a different motel, the Econolodge. It's in a rather odd location in a dorm-

like building on Highway 6 (Euclid Avenue) a couple blocks east of Merle Hay. It's not on any of the Des Moines motel strips, and you'd 
have to know the place was there to find it. I had made reservations there, and I had a discount coupon that made it a relatively good 
deal. 

 



It turned out to be as odd of a motel inside as outside.  The room was enormous, and it had both an interior and an exterior 
door. There was a queen-sized bed and a fold-out hide-a-bed couch. There was also a huge table with chairs, a writing desk, a large 
stand to set your suitcase, and two dressers full of empty drawers. Even with all that furniture, the room had an empty feeling about it. I 
didn't care much for the place.  It was adequate, but not terribly nice.  It was also not as clean as the Motel 6.  Des Moines isn’t a place I 
plan to stay overnight very often (I wouldn’t be there now, except that Paul and Nancy were out of town), but if I do it won’t be at the 
Econolodge. 

 
[The comment about not staying overnight in Des Moines certainly missed the boat as a prediction.  I’ve since been 

back there literally dozens of times, staying in just about every budget or midrange place in the metro area.  I’m writing this 
on a Wednesday, and I’m planning to be back down in Des Moines Friday night.  I’ve never been back to this particular place, 
which changed franchises several times over the years.  The building is still there, but it’s no longer a motel.  Today the place 
is partially offices and partially apartments.] 
 
 I had dinner at Wendy’s, where I got an introduction to a theme that repeated itself at every fast food place I patronized all 
through this trip.  Wendy’s had posters, table tents, placemats, and flyers all inviting you to “join the Wendy’s team” and apply for a job 
there.  Every single fast-food place I stopped at on this vacation was hiring people, and most made it seem as if they badly needed 
workers.  Rather oddly, most of them (including this Wendy’s) seemed overstaffed if anything when I was there.  A lot of people seemed 
to just be standing around, without doing any actual work. 
 
 After supper I went back and watched the primary results trickle in.  In the one race I cared about, the Democratic governor’s 
race, my candidate lost.  More to the point, the one candidate I couldn’t stand won. [I don’t even recall who I might have supported 
in that election.  Terry Branstad was pretty much “governor for life” at that point, and the Democratic candidates were 
irrelevant.]  Abortion seemed to be the issue of the day, and if you ask me that’s an issue Iowa Democrats are wisest to stay away 
from.  Lots of other Democrats have been defeated on that issue, and it’s hard to believe Don Avenson will win the governorship with it 
[and he didn’t]. 
 

Wed., June 6 - Des <Moines, IA to Columbia, MO  

Today I set off on the actual vacation. It's not that Des Moines wasn't part of the trip, but leaving Iowa was definitely a sign of 
being on my way. 

 
As I started out, I turned my radio to what was advertised as “Des Moines’ music station”, assuming I would hear whatever 

style of music is popular this summer.  I listened to the station for about twenty minutes, and they never did get around to playing any 
music.  Instead the two DJs kept a dialogue going that was not quite vulgar, but far from clean.  They started with a string of double 
entendre comments like the things they used to say on the old “Match Game”.  Once that got old, they started going for sound-alike 
words, altering one letter in almost every dirty word you can imagine.  The worst ones were where they altered vowels, rather than 
consonants.  On the radio, one vowel sound sounds about the same as another (especially when substituting “o” for “u” in that classic 
word that begins with “f”).  Listening to this got old fast, and I soon just turned to WHO.  They were obsessed with traffic reports, but it 
beat fourth-grade street humor.  [This has since become standard on FM radio, while “talk radio” with political extremists (which 
I’ll rant about later in this travelogue) has become the standard on AM.  That’s why I pretty much never listen to the radio 
anymore.] 
 

I drove down Interstate 35 to Osceola. It's surprisingly rugged country in here, land that appears never to have been farmed. 
Everything was a beautiful, lush green—so much nicer than the faded olive we've seen so much in the drought years. This is a part of 
the state I've never been in before, and it's really striking in a rough sort of way. 
 

At Osceola I switched over to U.S. 69, an old road which has been all but abandoned thanks to the interstate that parallels it. 
It's not a good road, but it's nothing horrid either. It goes up and down the hills without a bit of a cut or a grade. It's narrow and has just a 
strip of a shoulder, but there's no traffic to speak of, so that really doesn't matter. I rather enjoy roads like this; they make you feel as if 
you are a part of the countryside. 

 
I drove down to Leon and then took Highway 2 (the old Mormon Trail) eastward to U.S. 65, a much more important (but still 

empty) highway. I tried to stop at a rest area beside an old abandoned schoolhouse, but the toilet there was "closed for repairs". What 
repairs you can do on an outhouse, I don't know, but I kept on driving. 

 
Before long I came to the twin towns of Lineville and South Lineville, which straddle the Missouri state line. It's been nearly a 

decade since I was last in Missouri, but things certainly looked familiar. Not ten feet beyond the state line were a cheap gas station 
(98.9) and a tacky fireworks stand. Beyond that was a bar and liquor store, next a mobile home park, and then (only then) the official 
"Welcome to Missouri" sign. I almost burst out laughing. I'd have thought we had legalized enough sins in Iowa that there should no 
longer be a need for border towns, but cheap booze, cheap gas, and fireworks still seem to be the backbone of the economy in 
northern Muh-zur-uh. I must say I don't have any particular problem with expensive gas and expensive liquor, and the day our 
legislature discovers fireworks as the next great solution to our state's financial woes is the day I move to Canada.  [Sadly a lot of 
Iowa’s border towns have become as tacky as Missouri’s.  That’s not due to fireworks or liquor, but rather gambling.  This is 
especially pronounced in Council Bluffs and Sioux City, which make Nebraska look elegant by comparison.] 
 



Since I was in the mood for strange memories, I flipped through the radio dial until I found a station from Kirksville.  There was 
that wonderful radio voice I remember from childhood (for those from up north, imagine Algona’s “Jodie” as a male voice).  The 
advertisements were for businesses and towns that sounded familiar.  It’s interesting that I don’t remember ever being in Kirksville 
(though I’m sure we must have gone through there at one time or another), but growing up with “Tri-States” television (in that “major” 
market of Hannibal, Quincy, Kirksville, and Ottumwa), all this seemed most nostalgic. 
 

My drive this morning took me through towns with nostalgic names, too.  Places like Moberly and Chillicothe could only be in 
northern Missouri. When I was growing up we always felt ourselves superior to the hicks in these towns by sheer merit of the fact that 
WE lived in Iowa. (I knew Minnesotans at college who felt the same way about their state versus Iowa.) I don't feel so instantly superior 
as an adult, but I must say the towns in northern Missouri really do come across as dumpy and backwards. It's also interesting that the 
people here speak with more of an accent than anyone I met in the Deep South (or further south in Missouri, for that matter).  [Boy is 
that true!  Having spent a lot of time there since, I can say without hesitation that the Deep South has much less accent than 
the “Tri-States”.  Mississippians and Alabamans sound like Jimmy Carter, with a lot of hesitation and only a bit of drawl.  
Northern Missouri, on the other hand, makes Dolly Parton sound like she speaks the Queen’s English.] 
 

It started to pour just minutes after I entered Missouri. The further I went the harder it rained. Missouri’s main highways are 
grand thoroughfares, with shoulders wider than the driving lanes.  Unfortunately they aren’t “crowned” to let the water drain off properly.  
Instead it tends to pool in the middle of the road.  The radio talked about flash flood watches all over the state, and I can't say that was 
quite what I wanted to hear while driving through this mess. 
 

At about the height of the storm I stopped in the town of LaClede, at a site that preserves the boyhood home of General 
Pershing. I must confess I knew absolutely nothing about General Pershing before this trip (I suppose he was a war hero—right?), but it 
seemed like a nice chance to rest from the rain for a while. I was the only visitor there, but a very pleasant guide gave me a tour of the 
place and ran through her speech just as if it were a real tour. I found out that General Pershing started his adult life as an elementary 
school teacher. Later he became a lawyer. He won fame fighting the Battle of San Juan Hill in the Spanish/American War, then later 
fought a Mexican border war against Pancho Villa. He was most famous for being Commander of the American forces in France in 
World War I. Eventually he achieved the rank of six-star general (General of the Armies—plural). To this date only two Americans have 
earned this rank. Congress posthumously declared George Washington a six-star general, since (according to the guide) they felt no 
one should outrank the father of our country. Now I probably know more about General Pershing than I ever cared to, but it was not 
uninteresting.  It was also nice that the rain calmed down about the time I left. 
 

I was planning to stop in Columbia, but it was just shortly afternoon when I got there.  On a whim I decided to visit nearby 
Jefferson City, Missouri's capital. I took a tour of the capitol building, which made for an interesting afternoon. Missouri's capitol is much 
larger than Iowa's, but it is simpler in design. Oddly, most of it is off limits to the public. You can't even see inside their Senate chamber.  
I went back to Columbia, a college town that could easily pass for Ames, and after searching a bit checked in at the Regal 8 Motel 
(which is in the process of changing its name to the Regal Inn).  I had a reservation, which was lucky. Because of the rain, the motel 
was only using the second of three floors. Apparently the bottom floor had been flooding and the third floor leaked. This was the least 
expensive place I stayed on the trip ($19.77) [and has to be darn close to the cheapest place I’ve ever stayed anywhere]. It was 
worth that price, but not much more. 
 

I browsed through a nearby shopping mall and had dinner in the food court (buying a different item at each of four different 
places, including an Italian place called “Sboom”  [I’m betting it was actually Sbarro, a pizza by the slice chain that was a new 
feature in food courts then but is absolutely everywhere now.]).  I then went back to the motel, turned on the TV, and listened to 
dire predictions of flooding on the news.  
 

Thursday, June 7 - Columbia, MO to Memphis, TN  

Those flood predictions were justified. They had already gotten thirteen inches of rain in June, and it was pouring when I got 
up this morning. Somehow I managed to stay half dry as I loaded my car and set off eastward on Interstate 70.  
 

This was NOT a fun drive. The rain poured down to the point that it was difficult to see at times. All the rivers had been out of 
their banks for days, and I said a prayer of thanks each time I got safely across a bridge. The ditches were full of water, and time after 
time they spilled onto the road. You could always tell when you were nearing a flooded spot—a police car would park with its yellow 
lights flashing. What you couldn't tell was how deep the water would be. Sometimes it was barely noticeable, but sometimes it was 
deep enough to be truly scary. All along the road cars were parked on the shoulder with no one in them. I don't know what was wrong, 
but I assume they were flooded. All this time trucks zoomed by as if conditions were perfect. I have never driven through flooding like 
this before [and I never have again]. I hated this drive, and I seriously considered stopping in St. Louis and then heading back to Iowa. 
 

I changed my mind when the rain got lighter right on the edge of St. Louis. I turned southward and drove around the edge of 
the city on a ten-lane beltway with extremely heavy rush-hour traffic. Eventually this spilled out onto Interstate 55. Almost the second I 
turned onto I-55, the sky cleared up, and it was bright and blue the rest of the day. 
 

Before long I turned off onto U.S. 61, the Great River Road.  “61” may be a major highway in Iowa, but in southern Missouri it’s 
a quaint old black-topped road where you wouldn’t even think of driving fast.  Rather oddly, you see nothing of the Mississippi along this 
road.  What you do see is a wall of vacation homes.  They are lovely, but they are hardly the reason I turned off the interstate. 
 



 
Eventually I made it to the town of Sainte Genevieve, an old town that goes back to the days of French Louisiana and was 

Missouri's first capital. There are really two Ste. Genevieves—a brand new shopping strip along the highway bypass and a quaint old 
tourist trap along the business loop. Old Ste. Genevieve looks a lot like Mount Pleasant. It's very old, but not particularly historic, and 
everything has been sandblasted and gussied up for the tourists. 

 
Southern Hotel – Ste. Genevieve, Missouri 

I walked around the downtown area for a while, stopping by a winery where I picked up some gifts for Margaret, Janet, and 
Alaire.  I also visited Missouri’s first cathedral, which is now a lovely parish church with an interesting old stone Catholic school attached 
to it. 
 

Then I went to a state historic site about Felix Valle [pronounced like a Tennessee fan, VOL], a wealthy French-Canadian 
merchant who was important in local history.  Whether Valle was important or not, though, his home was fascinating.  Missouri does an 
excellent job with its historic sites, and this gave me a good taste of life in the middle of the nineteenth century.  It’s particularly 
interesting that the Valles had paid Black servants who earned more than industrial laborers.  Missouri also had slaves at the time, but 
apparently there weren’t slaves in town.  The Valles were extremely wealthy people.  They had such a surplus of money that Mrs. Valle 
could afford to give every student at the local school (that stone structure attached to the church I mentioned earlier) a dime each day 
when they passed her house on their way to school.  According to our guide, this would have amounted to about $5.00 per day, which 
was a lot of money in the middle of the 1800s. 
 

It really intrigued me that while Kirksville and Moberly and the other towns in northern Missouri seem rather Southern, Ste. 
Genevieve and its neighboring towns are not Southern in the least.  The state is called Mi-zur-ee here; no one says “uh” at the end of 
the name.  They talk with a twang, but they see themselves as Midwestern through and through.  They look to Illinois, and they see no 
connection whatsoever with Tennessee or Arkansas (which are both quite close).  More than anything else they are proud to be 
Missourians (Mi-zur-ee-ins, with four syllables).  They see themselves as being as middle-American as you can get—and, for the most 
part—they’re right.  I really liked this area.  It came across as the friendliest place I visited on the entire trip, and it’s beautiful too.  I’d 
love to go back here sometime.  [I’ve been back past Ste. Genevieve, but I’ve never stopped again—which is too bad.  With gas 
prices what they are these days, I may never get a chance to get back there.] 
 

Not too far south of Ste. Genevieve I made a short side trip into Illinois—without even crossing the Mississippi. I visited 
Kaskaskia, a little town that is on a lake formed by an old channel of the river. It's now west of the river, but the state boundary was 



drawn long ago, so it's officially in Illinois. To get there you go over a seven-mile road that neither state seems to maintain, and I was 
sure I would pop a tire on the wooden bridge over the ox-bow lake. 

 
Today only thirty-five people live in Kaskaskia. The town is historic, though. It is the oldest town in Illinois and was the capital 

of the territory long before Springfield was even thought of. Today all that is left is a bell that Napoleon presented to "the people of the 
land by the Illinois". The town also has a handful of houses, the Riverside Trading Post, and an enormous parish church with a resident 
priest (a Jesuit named Father Lawrence). I'd love to know just how full the place is for mass. There do seem to be a lot of farmers 
nearby, though, and I suppose it may be like St. Joe, where virtually no one lives in town, but there are a lot of people in the parish. This 
area, by the way, both in Missouri and Illinois, is overwhelmingly Catholic. The few churches that aren’t Catholic tend to be Methodist or 
Presbyterian.  No one is Baptist here—another sign that the area doesn’t belong with the South. 

  
The bell and the trading post – Kaskaskia, Illinois 

I got back on the interstate and drove southward through miserable heat to Cape Girardeau This is one of those funny-named 
places I’ve always wanted to visit.  I didn’t really see it today (though I would later).  All I did was stop at a Burger King on a brand new 
suburban strip. While I was ordering lunch two women were asking the manager for assistance—they had locked their keys in their car. 

 
About an hour south of Cape Girardeau is New Madrid, which in 1811 was the site of America's worst earthquake. Today New 

Madrid is a prosperous farm town in the heart of what is called the Missouri Delta. Somewhere around here there is a museum 
dedicated to the New Madrid quake, but I never found it. There is a sign about it, though, with the ominous warning that another major 
quake is predicted for southern Missouri and eastern Tennessee before 2010.  [We’ll have to see what the next two years bring.] 
 

I turned eastward at the town of Hayti [pronounced HAY-tie], crossed a lovely new two-mile bridge, and entered Tennessee. 
I stopped at the state welcome center and picked up a lot of good information. Then I headed southward toward Memphis. 
 

Western Tennessee is one of those 
places where you're never quite sure where one 
town ends and the next begins. [I’ve since found 
that ALL of Tennessee is that way.]  I was on a 
four-lane highway, but the speed limit only rarely 
made it up to 55.  Most of the time it was either 40 
or 50 mph, and turning traffic kept it quite a bit 
slower.  I went through Dyersburg, Covington, and 
Munford, but I might as well have been in Coralville 
all along. U.S. 51 seemed like one big, 70-mile 
suburban strip. 
 

I turned off the road briefly to see the town 
of Henning, an all-black community that was the 
birthplace of Alex Haley, the man who wrote 
"Roots". His home is a state historic site and is 
open to tourists. Not many seem to find it, though. I 
was the only one to sign the guest register this 
week. I was certainly more than welcome though. 
My tour guide was an old man who was a cousin of 
Haley and grew up next door. He is now the mayor 
of Henning. He was a distinguished looking man 
who wore a flannel suit in the sweltering heat. 

 
Alex Haley’s home – Henning, Tennessee 

 



The Haleys were not a wealthy family, but they were not destitute either.  Their house was a long way from the slave quarters 
of his ancestors.  The feeling I got in the home was a lot like the stories my mother told me of growing up in Iowa City.  Both of Alex's 
parents were teachers, and his father was an elder in the A.M.E. (Black Methodist) church. The guide spoke of the wonderful dinners 
they would have when the bishop came to visit, and he went on and on about all the different kinds of food they would eat. As we went 
into each room, the guide told stories about various types of trouble he got into with Alex, and it was amusing just listening to him.  The 
only real problem was that he had one of those “black” voices that was extremely difficult to understand.  Once I got used to it, though, I 
rather enjoyed it.  It was especially interesting when he read out of a poetry book that belonged to Alex’s grandmother.  It was written in 
dialect.  I’ve seen poetry like that before, and I never really understood it.  When he read it aloud, though, the words I couldn’t really 
figure out on paper made sense.  I thoroughly enjoyed the home and the tour guide. 
 

Henning itself is also an interesting community. It's only about two miles off the main highway, but it's about as far removed 
from that modern suburban strip as you could get. This is one of those places where people—young and old—sit out in front of the 
hardware store playing checkers all day. It's a place where kids play basketball in the street, throwing the ball at an imaginary basket on 
the side of an abandoned building. I drove all around the town, and I was really intrigued by everything I saw. 
 

Just a little ways south of Henning I came to the outskirts of Memphis, where I got my first lesson in the culture and racial 
make-up of the South.  Unlike most of Missouri, Memphis is Southern, and it is also overwhelmingly Black.  That by itself shouldn’t 
sound unusual.  After all, not many whites live anywhere near downtown in most Eastern or Midwestern cities.  What is striking is that 
Blacks here aren’t just poor people in the slums (although they certainly exist).  Nor are most of them the wealthy doctors or professors 
or government officials you see in eastern Iowa.  The Black people of Memphis (and most other Southern cities) are mostly middle-
class suburban people.  They don’t drive beat-up pick-ups, and they don’t drive Cadillacs.  They drive Hondas and Dodge Caravans, 
and they live in classic ranch-style homes.  It probably sounds racist to make a comment like this, but the Black people we hear about 
tend to be drug dealers and welfare mothers.  I rarely think of the fact that most Americans of every race lead stable, middle-class lives.  
That was immediately obvious to me as a visitor to the South, although a lot of White Southerners would never admit it.  [Actually, 
having spent a lot of time there since, I think a lot of white Southerners would admit it before most Northerners would.] 
 

It was relatively late when I got to Memphis, and there was virtually no traffic on the eight-lane expressway I took across 
(literally above) the city. I exited at Elvis Presley Boulevard and made my way to the Days Inn on nearby Brooks Road.  This motel had 
the most urban feeling of any I stayed in. The whole place was fenced in with barbed wire, and every car that came or went had to 
check with the office. Memphis didn't strike me as particularly unsafe [on this trip—when I returned later and stayed downtown, it 
did], but this motel certainly had that feeling. 
 

While I was checking in two different people in line ahead of me paid their bills with hundred-dollar bills.  I’ve never known 
anyone who actually spent hundred dollar bills in public places, but he clerk didn’t even look at them twice.  On the other hand, he did 
feel compelled to run my credit card through that ubiquitous phone.  [This was just about at the end of the era when lots of credit 
card transactions were processed manually, by making an imprint of the raised numbers with carbon paper and writing the 
amount with a ballpoint pen.  In the ‘80s most businesses just ignored the magnetic strips on the back of credit cards.  The 
motel used what was then the latest technology.  The clerk dialed a toll-free number on the same phone he used when people 
called the place.  Once it connected, he swiped the card in a little machine attached to the phone that sent modem noises to 
the processing center.  After a bit of a wait, the red LED numbers on the screen flashed an approval code that he then wrote 
down on the receipt.  Today an approval like this is all done electronically and all but instantaneously, and the only receipt a 
customer sees from a credit card transaction is printed by the cash register.] 
 

I had supper at a nearby Hardees, where I encountered some of the rudest employees I have seen anywhere.  It didn’t help 
that these women also didn’t seem to speak standard English (they almost came across as a parody of Black speech), nor that I 
wanted two items (a ham sandwich and unsweetened iced tea) that had to be prepared.  They downright refused to make the 
unsweetened iced tea, and they griped and griped about a special-order sandwich.  (I’ve known people who worked at Hardees; the 
ham just goes into the microwave, and then it’s done.)  No one smiled once, nor did they welcome me or thank me.  To top things of, 
they mopped right underneath my feet while I was sitting at a table.  I began to think those people from Oregon were right about Iowa 
friendliness.  I figured the mop was my cue to leave (although the place wouldn’t close for two hours), so I went back to the motel. 
 

The TV news was full of flood stories from Missouri. Some town near Columbia received five inches of rain just today. Lots of 
roads were closed, and there was serious damage all over the place. I am certainly thankful I got out of there safely. At least all 
Memphis had was heat.  
 

Friday, June 8 - Memphis, TN to Vicksburg, MS 

There is one other thing Memphis had—airplane noise. Memphis is home to Federal Express, and every five minutes, all night 
long, a Federal Express plane takes off or lands at the Memphis airport. It starts about eleven and ends about five in the morning. I 
suppose I got some sleep in between, but not very much. 

 
It was right about rush hour when I left the motel this morning.  I decided to take a bit of time to see the sights of Memphis, and 

first on my list was a quick peak at Graceland Mansion, Elvis Presley's home. I didn't intend to go in (at $8.75 a head, plus parking, that 
didn't seem worth it), but I figured I'd drive by and see what there was to see. Unfortunately, Elvis had a very private residence, tucked 
away in the woods, well away from what is now a tacky suburban strip. I saw the entrance to Graceland, with its road that led back 
through the trees, but I never did catch a glimpse of the home. Ah, well—some people see Elvis; I didn't even see Graceland. 



 
From Graceland I drove through serious road construction into downtown Memphis.  They are trying to make U.S. 61 six lanes 

through the city (it has been four).  At the moment, though, it’s down to one unpaved lane in each direction, and traffic is caught in a 
continual snarl.  I did eventually make it through the mess, and I rather enjoyed downtown once I got there. 
 

Downtown Memphis does not function commercially by day. There are no real stores there—only bars that were now closed, 
office buildings that were just opening, and a few little shops that wouldn't open until 10:30 or 11:00am. I was just about the only person 
anywhere on the streets downtown, although I could see people in the windows of the office buildings. It was really an eerie feeling.  
[I’d return to downtown Memphis about fifteen years later, and while they’ve made a few stabs at gentrification, it’s still one of 
the creepiest places around.] 

 
Beale Street (nearly deserted in this view) – downtown Memphis 

I walked down Beale Street, the "birthplace of the blues" and now Memphis' major attempt at historic restoration. They're trying 
hard to make it into a "yuppie mall". One day it may be properly gentrified, but now it's basically a bunch of freshly-scrubbed brick 
facades on empty buildings.  It’s pleasant, but there’s nothing to see or do.  In a four-block stretch, the only business was a handful of 
bars and restaurants. 

 
At the far end of Beale Street is the Orpheum Theatre, one of those temples of the cinema that belongs in another era.  Today 

it’s used for live stage shows.  A little park across the street from the Orpheum features a statue of Elvis holding a concrete guitar. 
 

The most interesting thing I saw was the Lorraine Motel, where Martin Luther King was shot. It's been closed since the late 
'60s, and today it looks like—well—an old, boarded up motel. It's overgrown with grass, and there are beer cans littered all around the 
place. There isn't even a plaque telling you its significance (although I did have a good map, so I know it was the correct building).  The 
city is trying to restore it and make it into a historic landmark, but they are nowhere even close to having the needed funds.  [I’d later 
return to what is now the National Civil Rights Center, which today is a truly fascinating museum.] 
 

On my way out of Memphis I got another lesson in race relations. I stopped at a Kroger supermarket in a nice little shopping 
center along Highway 61.  When I went in, it became immediately obvious that I was the only white person in the store. All the 
shoppers, all the employees, and the manager were Black. Now I know what it must feel like for a minority person to go shopping in 
Iowa.  No one was in any way rude; people ignored me just as they would have in any other store.  It was obvious the whole time, 
though, that I stood out.  I felt like I was one of the objects in a game of "Which of these things doesn't belong?".  I bought some pop 



(somehow I had always envisioned Southerners sipping “soda”, but it is “pop”—just like at home), and was on my way.  [I’ve thought 
of that experience a number of times since, like when I’ve seen black or Hispanic people shopping at our local K-Mart.  Being 
in a minority just isn’t something white Midwesterners experience very often.] 
 

Memphis ends rather abruptly at the Mississippi state line [not anymore; these days Mississippi is where the nice 
suburbs are], and instantly you enter a part of America that could easily fit into the Third World. This is the area Southerners call "the 
Delta". It's not the Mississippi River delta, which is much further south and more prosperous. It's actually a shallow flood plain drained 
by the Mississippi, the Arkansas, and the Yazoo Rivers. It's flat to the point that it makes places like Illinois seem positively 
mountainous, it's so rural that it makes Algona seem metropolitan, and it's poor in a way we can barely imagine in Iowa. Of all the 
places I've been, it was most like the villages of rural Mexico. It's nothing like anything I've seen anywhere else in America. 

 
[Few places have changed more in the past twenty years than the Mississippi Delta.  Shortly after I made this trip a lot 

of money started pumping into the region.  First there were federal anti-poverty programs that improved the housing and 
helped to develop basic assembly industries and catfish farms.  The big change, though, happened in the late 1990s, when 
Mississippi legalized casino gambling.  Today people drive down from Memphis to work in Tunica (the self-proclaimed “Las 
Vegas of the South”), which was a backwards collection of shacks when I came through on this trip.] 
 

Except for its overwhelming flatness, the countryside here looks a lot like Iowa. It's lush farmland with miles and miles of corn 
and soybeans. There's cotton and tobacco thrown in, too, of course—just to remind you of where you are.  From the land, you'd have 
no way of guessing this was a poor area. 

 
Then you see the homes. "Shack" is almost too good of a word for many of them. They are unpainted, and they have gaping 

holes in the roofs and walls. They look as if the slightest bit of weather would destroy them for good. There are abandoned farmsteads 
all over Iowa that look regal compared to these hovels. I've seen Indian reservations with far nicer housing. It's truly sickening to think 
that in America in 1990 we would have so many people living in such deplorable conditions. 

 
You can tell the poverty in the towns, too. If you compared a town in Mississippi to the same size town in Iowa, the Iowa town 

would have four or five times the business or more. In county seat towns there might be one restaurant and two gas stations. You won’t 
see a Hardees or a Wal-Mart or a major supermarket.  [Today they have all those things—though it’s McDonalds or Wendy’s 
rather than Hardees.]  Small towns have virtually no business.  It's not that the stores have shut down; they were never there to begin 
with. When people have no money to spend, there's not much point in opening a store. 
 

There are other problems too. Supposedly more than half the people in the Delta are illiterate (not that undefined “functional 
illiteracy” you hear thrown out so much; I mean they can’t read—period).  Iowa talks about a shortage of rural doctors, but in Mississippi 
there are whole counties without a doctor or even an E.M.T. [still a major problem, even in comparatively wealthy areas]. In all of 
northwest Mississippi (eleven counties), there is only one hospital.  Of course, very few of these people have insurance, so it's not like 
many of them could afford to go to a hospital if it were there. 
 

The people who live here may be poor, but they are far from human refuse. The homes are pitiful, but around them you'll see 
freshly cut lawns and splashy flower gardens. There are curtains in the windows, too—not nice ones, but it does show that someone 
cares. Again, this reminded me a lot of Mexico—where people were dirt poor, but they got by and for the most part seemed happy.  
They are hard-working people, too.  Apparently there is a lot of physical labor involved with cotton production, and you see people 
working hard in the fields everywhere you go. 
 

The question that went through my mind was, if these people are so proud and hard-working, and if the land is so productive, 
why is everybody so poor?  The main reason is that almost no one here owns any land.  Traditionally rich white people owned the land, 
and blacks and poor whites were tenant farmers. A few of the white landowners still exist. They live in palatial homes that bring back 
memories of plantation days. Today, though most land is owned by major corporations.  A lot of these have nothing to do with 
agriculture other than owning land.  [text deleted]  All these companies have local land offices in all the county-seat towns around the 
Delta, and apparently the farmers pay rather high cash rents at those offices.  [Land ownership remains a problem in Mississippi, 
though with tenant farming no longer the primary source of income, it isn’t the burden on the economy it once was.] 
 

The Delta is one of the great bastions of racism in America, too. Blacks and whites live together here, but they don't do much 
else together. We recently celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of "Brown vs. Board of Education", but in Mississippi it is only in the 
past two years that [all] schools have been integrated—by court order. That has caused hundreds of Baptist and Catholic schools to 
open in the past two years. Roughly half of Mississippians are black, yet 1990 will be the first year that blacks are the majority in more 
than a handful of the electoral districts in the state. Again, it took a federal court order to end the gerrymandering. The churches are 
theoretically open to anyone, but when you drive through a town and see a beautiful new brick building that says "First United 
Methodist" and an old white frame building that says "Second United Methodist", guess which race attends which church.  (What’s 
more, it seems to me that there’s a bit of racism in the fact that Black churches often have the name “second”.)  That doesn’t event take 
into consideration whole denominations (like the African Methodist Episcopal—the AME) which are made up of only one race.  [While 
the statements in this paragraph are not untrue, they are overstated.  I’d find when I actually spent significant time there that 
in many ways Mississippi was less racist than the Midwest.  Those court orders have made them very conscious of race, and 
no one would dream of making the kind of unfeeling remarks that can slip off my students’ tongues far too easily.  It’s also 
true that northern Mississippi (the so-called “Black Belt”) remains much more tradition-bound (and hence racist) than the 
more progressive and wealthier southern region where I went to graduate school.] 
 



Methodists are big in the Delta, as are Catholics.  Rather oddly, Baptists don’t seem that big here.  Part of that, though, is that 
there are so many different kinds of Baptist churches, and a bunch of small churches can easily have more members than one big 
church.  [There are also a lot of churches that don’t technically have “Baptist” in their name but are either Baptist or 
Pentecostal—and the Methodists might as well be Baptist in the South.] 
 

You may have already heard about the Delta.  It’s very much in vogue today.  Reporters have filed story after story from the 
little towns around here, and Congress is prepared to allocate millions of dollars in the hopes of erasing generations of poverty.  As I 
drove around the Delta, I kept pondering what was needed to solve the problems here.  What really is needed is a push for rural 
development in the towns all over the Delta.  Almost every town in Iowa has some industry where the local farm wives can earn enough 
money to keep the family going in hard times.  Some places, like my old hometown of Mt. Pleasant, employ thousands of people in 
various assembly and distribution plants.  There is none of that in the Delta.  (When have you ever heard of anything that was made in 
Mississippi?)  [Actually, I’d find when I actually lived there that a surprising amount of stuff is made in Mississippi—though at 
the time pretty much all the industry was south of I-20.  They really have developed industry throughout the state a lot in the 
intervening years.  That can still be a problem, though, as some of those “great hope” factories have decided to abandon their 
plants in the South in favor of even lower wages in Asia.] 
 

Even in a major city like Jackson, there aren’t many jobs for uneducated people (the want ads were for things like “word 
processing”—which does tend to exclude illiterates), and there is virtually no off-farm employment in the Delta towns.  What jobs do 
exist are mostly government make-work programs that are basically welfare under another name (like the three different employees at 
a state historic site where I was the only visitor during the day).  I think the best use for all that Congressional money would be to attract 
one major employer to every county-seat town in the Delta [and while it was state money rather than federal that went into doing 
that, that is pretty much what they did].  There are certainly people who are ready and willing to work, and boy do they need some 
cash income!  
 

After a couple of hours I stopped near the town of Winterville to see a state historic site, which preserves an ancient Indian 
temple mound. It's fascinating that the Mississippian Indians, whose civilization was still going when DeSoto explored the region, had 
flat-topped ceremonial pyramids very similar to what you see in Mexico. I went quickly through the small museum and had fun climbing 
to the top of the pyramid.  
 
 Just south of here is Greenville, which with 30,000 people is the “big city” of the Delta.  It looks like Clinton or Muscatine, only 
poorer.  Even Greenville is noticeably short on business.  It does have a Hardees and a Wal-Mart, but don’t go looking for the mall.  
[Greenville, pronounced more like GRAN-vul, hasn’t changed much over the years.  If anything it’s lost business and industry 
and seems to be struggling even more than it was back in 1990.] 
 

I turned westward at Greeneville and re-crossed the Mississippi River into Arkansas. There to greet me were more fireworks 
stands; I guess Mississippi has sensible laws, too. This part of Arkansas is much, much better off than what's across the river in 
Mississippi. The people here live in mobile homes, but that certainly beats shacks.  I bought gas at a Double Quick convenience store 
in the town of Eudora, where I tried to use my Visa card.  Unfortunately the clerk had never processed a credit card purchase before, 
and since this was one of those places where they had to run it through the phone, it was far easier just to pay cash. 
 

I was only in Arkansas for a few minutes before I crossed another state line and entered Louisiana. After driving a bit more I 
came to Poverty Point State Park. I honestly don't know where the name comes from. The land here is swampy, but productive, and it's 
a lot more prosperous than Mississippi. What's historic about Poverty Point is that this place is the site of the oldest known Indian 
settlement in America. The Poverty Point civilization flourished from between 2500 and 1500 years before Christ to around the time of 
Christ. They built a large planned community here and traded with people all around the lower Mississippi basin. The most interesting 
thing at the historic area is a film that describes the archaeological work they have done here and explains exactly how they are able to 
answer questions about how the people lived, what clothes they wore, what foods they ate, etc. I watched the film and toured the 
museum, but I passed on walking the five-mile trail in the sweltering afternoon heat. 
 

From Poverty Point I headed eastward to Transylvania (which has the outline of a bat on its water tower) and then southward 
to Talullah. There I picked up Interstate 20, which I took back across the Mississippi to the old river town of Vicksburg. 
 

Vicksburg is a pleasant old town. It looks a lot like Burlington, but virtually all the people are black.  [Well, yes and no.  What I 
was really seeing was good old-fashioned segregation.  The city of Vicksburg is almost 100% black, while its suburbs are 
pretty much lily white.]  One thing I liked about Vicksburg is that, while tourism is big business here, it's not a tourist trap. People live 
relatively normal lives oblivious to the fact that thousands of people are watching them.  [That sentence is overstated, but it is true 
that it’s not a tourist trap.] 
 

The big tourist attraction at Vicksburg is a national park that commemorates one of the biggest battles of the Civil War. I spent 
quite a bit of time driving around the place, but I can’t say I was overly impressed.  You can see the hills and trenches where thousands 
upon thousands of soldiers fought and died.  Most of the place, though, is a national cemetery.  There are lavish monuments erected to 
the battalions from each state that fought at Vicksburg.  There are also countless individual graves.  What's interesting is that the 
cemetery here is exclusively a Union cemetery—only Yankees are buried here. The Confederate soldiers who died are buried in a 
cemetery belonging to a nearby Catholic church.  [A year later I’d take a guided tour through here with other students from the 
University of Southern Mississippi.  With a guide to explain things in detail, the place was much more interesting.] 



 
Typical antebellum home – Vicksburg, Mississippi 

After seeing the national park, I went into 
downtown Vicksburg. Unlike much of the South, 
Vicksburg was not destroyed in the War. The so-
called "Gibraltar of the South" (it stands on high 
bluffs above the river) was spared after the battle. 
For that reason there are lots of "antebellum" (pre-
dating the Civil War) homes and commercial 
properties all over the city. They look either like the 
Victorian structures you see all over eastern Iowa 
or they look like plantation mansions straight out of 
"Gone with the Wind". There's some of both in 
Vicksburg, but it's heaviest on Victorians. You can 
pay to go inside them (about $5.00 a piece), but I 
chose to just drive around and see the outside of 
everything for free. 

 
Vicksburg has a lot of other lovely old 

buildings as well.  It has a beautiful old courthouse, 
handsome downtown commercial blocks, lovely 
fountains old and new, and (I though rather oddly) 
an ornate Jewish synagogue (which was, of 
course, in use on Friday evening).  The one site all 
the tour books raved about that I hated was the 
Vicksburg Cathedral.  It’s a monstrosity that 
combines architecture from at least three different 
eras (ranging from Victorian to modern) with four 
different colors of brick that almost match.  It’s all 
spires and towers, each in a different style.  It truly 
looms over the city.  What the travel guides see in 
the place, I’ll never know.  I found it frankly ugly. 
 
 After seeing downtown, I went to a 
suburban shopping center.  Very few Southern 
cities have true malls as we know them, but you 
see shopping centers (always with Wal-Mart as the 
anchor store) quite frequently.  I went into Wal-
Mart to buy some film.   It’s shocking to a Midwest- 

erner the amount of security you see in a department store down South. First of all, Wal-Mart has those same TV cameras you see in 
Midwestern stores. But there's more. Every small item of value is locked up. You have to ask a clerk to get it for you. Fashionable 
clothing (or the Wal-Mart equivalent of it) has those security pegs that the store can remove, but you can't. All the entrances to the store 
are protected with electronic sensors that beep if you shoplift an expensive item. Finally, when you leave the store an attendant looks at 
your receipt and marks an "X" through it with a yellow marker. There's no way you can leave without having that receipt checked.  It 
wasn’t just Wal-Mart that went to these extremes, and it didn’t just happen in Vicksburg.  All over the South, almost every store had far 
more security than you would see up North.  A lot of the fast-food places only have their drive-throughs open at night; you can’t go into 
the building.  Also many gas stations make you pay in advance and then pump your gas.  I avoided these, but it was sometimes hard to 
find one that didn’t use that system.  The people here seem nice enough, but obviously a lot of them aren't.  [Most of this security has 
since become standard nationwide, and it still strikes me as more than a bit excessive.] 
 

I had dinner at a Subway sandwich shop and then headed to my motel, one of two Comfort Inns in Vicksburg. This was 
without question the nicest place I stayed on the trip. The room was nicely decorated, and it featured a king-sized bed, a recliner, a 
desk, a table and chairs, and also such amenities as an in-room microwave, remote-controlled cable television, and complementary 
shampoo.  At $35.00, it was more expensive than some places, but not at all out of line.  [I think this was the first time I ever stayed 
at a Comfort Inn, something I’ve done numerous times since.  The one in Vicksburg was pretty typical, and while prices have 
doubled in the intervening years, they’re still pretty affordable for what you get.]  The king bed was really a bit too much for one 
person; I was lost in it.  I did enjoy the room, and I even went out to a convenience store and bought some popcorn so I could take 
advantage of the microwave. 
 

After settling in for the evening, I read in the paper about the last segregated graduating classes at the Vicksburg public 
schools. Imagine blacks and whites still attending separate schools in America in 1990. The black school had just graduated yesterday, 
and it was fascinating to read the write-up about it. The majority of the 150 graduates lived away from their parents. Almost half had 
dropped out and returned to school. Over a third had children. One was twenty-four years old.  Also telling is that over two-thirds of the 
graduates were women. Vicksburg isn't a big place, but it certainly seems to have big-city problems. 
 

After reading the paper, I flipped through the TV channels.  Most interesting was Mississippi Educational Television (the “MET-
net”).  I saw a magazine program where they visited interesting Mississippians, and I saw the episode of The Story of English series 
where they traced the origins of the Southern accent.  This was particularly interesting, because as yet I hadn’t really noticed much of 
anyone who seemed to have a Southern accent.  Indeed, even after the trip, I’m not at all convinced much of anyone has such an 
accent outside of Missouri and Tennessee.  TV and radio people in the South have as flat and Midwestern an accent as you could 



imagine.  Black people either speak in a cultured and measured, deep voice (like you’d hear Barbara Jordan or Martin Luther King use), 
or they speak that same unintelligible dialect you also hear in Northern ghettos.  Very few Whites I heard dripped much syrup in their 
voices, either.  Most had no noticeable accent at all, and most who did sounded more like the Bronx to me than Dixie.  [That’s actually 
a sub-accent typical of Louisiana and Mississippi.]  A few people had that hesitation in their voice that Jimmy Carter had, but there 
was certainly no drawl.  
 

I fell asleep with the TV on. 
 

Sat., June 9 - Vicksburg. MS to Baton Rouge, LA  

 I also awakened with the TV on.  The motel offered a complementary breakfast, so I made a point of downing my doughnuts 
before embarking. I headed east on I-20 to Jackson, Mississippi's only major city and a place that is about as different from the rest of 
the state as you can get. Jackson is a wealthy city that prides itself on being the home to America's largest ballet company. They don't 
seem to do much here [telecommunications and investments], but they certainly get rich not doing it.  I drove past luxurious homes 
that would put Urbandale and Bettendorf to shame.  I saw a lot of Jackson, and while some neighborhoods were nicer than others, 
none here seemed truly poor.  [There definitely ARE poor areas of Jackson, but most are fairly well hidden.]  Most of the homes 
were brand new, and the older ones were well maintained. Every home had huge, beautiful gardens. It should be noted too that, like all 
of Mississippi, Jackson is primarily Black.  [That’s not really true. The southern part of the city is black, but the northern part and 
pretty much all the suburbs are white.] 
 
  There are a lot of office towers here (banks, insurance companies, and brokerage houses), and, of course, it’s also the state 
capitol.  The Mississippi capitol building is not one of America’s most beautiful buildings.  It’s not even one of Mississippi’s most 
beautiful buildings.  It’s a replica of the U.S. Capitol in Washington, only the one in Jackson is made of concrete instead of granite and 
marble.  It is surrounded by old brick office buildings that give the overall effect of a rather dumpy college campus. 
 
 I needed some cash, so I stopped at a McDonalds in hopes of cashing a traveler’s check n exchange for a second breakfast. 
The clerk had obviously never seen a traveler's check before in her life, and her manager didn't seem much more certain about it. In 
fact, had I not already opened my coffee, I'm not sure they would have taken the check. As it was they grumbled and griped and asked 
for two forms of identification, but somehow they managed to come up with the proper change. 
 
 The breakfast menu is slightly different at McDonalds in the South.  They don’t have the danishes or raisin biscuits we have 
here.  Those cholesterol-free muffins haven’t arrived here yet, either.  Instead they sell over-sized cinnamon rolls that are drowned in 
icing, swimming in butter, and delicious.  [We’d get those up north a few years later, but they’ve since taken them off the menu.] 
 
 This McDonalds had signs posted all over saying it would be closed in the afternoon for the taping of a television commercial. I 
certainly never imagined they used real restaurants in those commercials. I always assumed there was a McDonalds set in some studio 
somewhere that got used again and again each time they made a commercial. Well, now I know.  [Actually there IS a fake 
McDonalds where they do most of the commercials.  It’s in the City of Industry in suburban Los Angeles.  This was probably 
being used for a local promotion or using local talent.  Looking back, it may could even have been one of the early 
appearances of N’Sync, the “boy band” with Jackson talent that was about to become a nationwide sensation.  I know they 
did commercials for McD’s.  I’d actually see N’Sync’s Lance Bass on a trip to a Jackson mall the following year, but it was 
only after the fact that I realized who I’d seen and what the commotion was about.] 
 

I headed south from 
Jackson along the Natchez Trace 
Parkway, a wonderfully 
maintained scenic road that is part 
of the National Park Service.  It 
follows the route of one of the first 
main overland trails in America.  
Back in the days before 
steamboats, traffic moved down 
the Mississippi easily, but moving 
things upriver was next to 
impossible.  Instead goods and 
people followed the Natchez Trace 
from Natchez (the first major port 
north of New Orleans) to 
Nashville, Tennessee, where they 
connected with a series of existing  

Natchez Trace Parkway between Jackson and Natchez 
trails around the country.  The Trace started as an Indian footpath and had developed into a ten-foot-wide wagon road before it was 
eventually abandoned.  I first heard about it when I saw the play The Robber Bridegroom at UNI, and it’s one of those things that stuck 
in my mind ever since.  Today the parkway parallels, crosses, and re-crosses the old Trace.  It's a lovely drive through thick forest 
country, with wildflowers all along the side of the road. In places you can pull off and hike little portions of the original path. It made a 
fun morning drive.  



At the south end of the Trace is Emerald Mound, the largest Indian temple mound in the U.S.A.  It’s almost identical to 
Winterville Mound, and there’s not very much to see.  I climbed to the top, but that was about it. 

 
Boy skateboarding outside an antebellum home in Natchez 

 
The road dumps out onto a four-lane highway 

just outside the city of Natchez, an old town that is 
proud to be "antebellum to the core".  It is old, and 
most of it is quite pretty, but Natchez is also a horrible 
tourist trap. It's one of those places where bus loads of 
old ladies come.  I did manage to get away from the 
strip of gift shops and restaurants downtown and walk 
around a bit.  I found it interesting that away from the 
immediate downtown area a lot of the old buildings 
were for sale and others had never been restored.  
There were even lovely old churches that were just 
sitting there rotting.  It was a strange sight in a city that 
prides itself on being old. 
 
 From Natchez it’s just a short drive on to the 
Louisiana border.  Louisiana is shaped like an “L”, and 
now I was entering the bottom part of the “L”, which 
locals rather confusingly refer to as NORTHERN 
Louisiana.  (The tall part of the “L” is western 
Louisiana, and “southern” is down by New Orleans.)   I 

stopped at the state welcome center, where a pleasant but too helpful lady gave me advice on everything I should see in her state—
right down to which restaurants I should eat at for each meal. (I wonder how much of a commission she gets.)  She did give me a very 
good map of New Orleans and very specific directions on how to find convenient parking there, though, so it was a productive stop. 
 

After just a few minutes I stopped near the town of St. 
Francisville at the Oakley Plantation, where John James Audubon tutored 
a girl and painted many of his famous wildlife scenes. The guides here 
gave a very interesting presentation on what plantation life was like. In 
general it wasn't the graceful, elegant, carefree life you think of with 
debutantes flowing down the staircases and slaves waiting on their 
masters hand and foot. Most of the elegance in these homes was literally 
a painted facade. The interiors look a lot like theatrical sets—with fake 
marble pillars made of wood, fake hardwood graining on the doors, and 
fake gold highlights on the walls. There are even fake bas relief busts 
painted on the ceiling. At first glance everything looks real, but when you 
look at it up close, it's not. 
 

Life wasn’t as relaxed and graceful as we often think, either.   
"You must realize," said the guide, "that a plantation was a farm, and this 
building was a farmhouse." There were slaves, but the whites did their 
share of the work too. They were very isolated. The women especially 
rarely saw anyone but their own family. The gala balls and grand meals I 
envision on the old plantation happened no more than four times a year, 
in particular at harvest time and at Christmas. 

 
Everything about this house was designed with the local climate 

in mind. The walls were extremely thick to insulate the place from the 
heat. The doors were small and the windows could not open to let bugs 
in. The roof is steeply pitched so that rain drains off quickly. An enormous 
second-floor porch is covered with horizontal slats that let in a lot of 
breeze, some light, and surprisingly little heat. The kitchen was outside, 
where it both protected the home from fire and kept heat out. 

 
The grounds of the home are interesting, too. You can tour the 

slave quarters and the barn. (The barn is by far the nicer of the two.) 
There are also formal gardens and the "conservatorium", a park-like area 
that surrounds the home. Here and there paths run beneath tall oaks 
dripping with Spanish moss and past those flowering trees whose names 
end in “l-a” (azaleas, bougainvilleas, magnolias, and the like). I had heard 
of flowering trees before, but I wasn't really prepared for whole trees 
ablaze in orange or red or purple or white. It's really a gorgeous sight. 

 
Spanish moss on live oaks 

Oakley Plantation 
St. Francisville, Louisiana 

 
Back in St. Francisville I saw a business that was by now quite common called “Sonic”.  Sonic is a chain of drive-ins, with 

curved red and black canopies and those call-boxes you used to see at A&W.  Drive-ins, of course, saw their better days long ago here 
in Iowa, but Sonic seems to be going strong all over the South.  I was amused with them by this point, so I pulled into this one and 



ordered a malt.  It was certainly no bargain ($1.42, plus tip), and the service was at a snail’s pace, but the malt was tasty and 
refreshing.  [Sonic has since expanded as far north as Minnesota, and these days $1.42 would be cheap for anything.] 
 

St. Francisville thinks it's a river town, but like most towns south of St. Louis, it is actually several miles from the Mississippi. 
Apparently the river flooded regularly and disastrously in its early days, and every town that wasn't already on high ground quickly 
moved there out of necessity. Today the river is leveed from Cairo, Illinois, south to the Gulf of Mexico. When I first heard about levees, 
I imagined relatively small structures.  I pictured the proverbial Dutch boy with his finger in the dike. The levees in Louisiana [on the 
Mississippi, as opposed to on the side canals that were made infamous during Hurricane Katrina] are huge! They are so 
immense that they blend into the landscape like hills, and you almost don't notice them. They are fifty feet thick at the base and no less 
than twenty feet thick at he top.  They didn’t seem overly tall to me, but apparently in most places they are fifteen to twenty feet higher 
than the surrounding land. They hold in a river that is from fifty to seventy feet deep and two miles wide. The levees follow every curve 
and bend in the main channel from Cairo to the sea.  That’s over a thousand miles of walled-in river.  To put it in perspective, one book 
mentioned that the levees are a larger construction project than the Great Wall of China.   They seem to do their job, too.  New Orleans, 
which is right next to the river, has never had a serious flood in recent years—and it’s actually below sea level.  [It’s kind of sad to 
read that last sentence after the devastation of Hurricane Katrina.  The RIVER levees did do their job, though.  It was the thin 
concrete walls along the intracoastal waterway that were the problem.] 
 

There is no bridge at St. Francsville. Instead a ferry takes traffic across the Father of Waters. I, of course, arrived at the docks 
just as the boat was landing on the other side.  An elderly woman was selling pralines (pronounced just as my mother said it, “PRAH-
leens”; how people ever came up with “PRAY-lines” the world will never know) to the cars that were waiting in line.  I bought one and 
savored it as I passed the time.  [I must say, though, that I’m really not all that big a fan of “genuine” Louisiana pralines, and it’s 
one of the few foods where I’m definitely a fan of my mother’s cooking.  Her pralines were always clear caramelized sugar, 
and they were thin so you could see the pecans sticking up from the base.  In Louisiana the pralines are thick and cloudy.  
They taste good, but I just don’t like them as well as my mom’s.  That’s unusual for me to say, too, because in almost 
everything else I’d say my mother’s cooking was not the best—very bland and fatty.  In candy, though, she excelled.] 
 

The ferry ride was fun.  I love the Mississippi. It's an awesome river (in both the old and the new meanings of that word). It's 
immense and grand and beautiful and breathtaking. You can take the time to see that from a ferry when you really can’t while you’re 
negotiating your way across one of its infamous old bridges.  I hadn’t originally intended to cross the river here, but I’m glad I did. 
 

Across from St. Francisville is the much larger town of New Roads. This little metropolis stretches along False River, the old 
channel that is now a long narrow lake.  The most interesting sight in New Roads is its cemetery. Like all old cemeteries in Louisiana 
(and most along the Gulf Coast), the bodies are buried in above-ground crypts rather than below ground. Some guide books will tell you 
that this is because of the low-lying swampy land along the bayous. I really don't think this is true, though. They can make skyscrapers 
stay put in the swampland, and there are below-ground graves in the modern cemeteries, so I think these could be too.  I think it's part 
of the cultural influence of the Spaniards who originally settled this area. Contrary to popular belief, Louisiana has a lot more Spanish 
influence than French (and what French influence there is came via Canada), and the cemeteries are almost identical to what I saw in 
southern Spain.  [EVERYBODY gives the swamp explanation, though—even though one quick look at modern cemeteries 
shows it’s false.] 
 

The road down the west side of the river led down to Port Allen, a rough, loud, dirty, smelly, dumpy, and most unpleasant 
suburb of Baton Rouge. This was, unfortunately, where the motel I was staying was located. I checked into the Baton Rouge Motel 6 
(which was a bargain, but not worth the price), and then set out to see the sights of Louisiana's capital city. 
 

Port Allen was a dump, but no more so than pretty much any other part of Baton Rouge. This is without question the ugliest 
American city I have ever seen—and I've certainly seen some pitty places in other states, too.  More than anything else, Baton Rouge 
is industrial—and they don’t make nice things here; they make toxic chemicals.  The whole place is shrouded in a thick, gagging smog, 
and everywhere you go are the towers and pipes of the chemical plants. When you drive by them there are signs that say “Keep 
Moving” and “Dangerous” and “Highly Corrosive”.  It really gives you that nice, secure, homey feeling. 
 

The residential areas live up to their industrial neighbors. I drove past some of the poorest, ugliest homes I've seen anywhere.  
Many of them may have been nice at one time, but hey long ago fell into disrepair.  This is the only place in the South where I saw 
lawns that were not cared for and people dressed in rags. Windows are broken, and trash is strewn all over the place. Young people 
seem to spend their time leaning against trees and lamp poles in Baton Rouge.  This was all along a major U.S. highway, and there 
were other out-of-state cars driving the road, too.  It really made me sick to see the place. 
 

Baton Rouge has more than its share of urban problems.  The local newspaper highlights "Violence by the Hour", and drugs 
are rampant. It seemed as if there were sirens in the distance the whole time I was there.  I drove past places like the Florida Avenue 
De-Tox Center, which displayed a sign that said “This is a drug-free zone.  Why isn’t your house one too?”  To me that sign implies that 
they assume the people who read it have drugs in their home.  I can only assume they’re probably right. 
 

Downtown Baton Rouge fits right in with the rest of the city. It's about as generic of a downtown area as you could imagine.  
It’s full of grey boxes, all about fifteen floors tall, and all with absolutely no architectural interest. The "showpiece" is the state capitol, 
which is a skyscraper that amounts to little more than a big cement tower only slightly higher than the rest of downtown.  It makes the 
Mississippi capitol look positively breathtaking. 

 
I drove around a lot of Baton Rouge, and while some parts are uglier than others, I never saw anything I could describe as 

nice.  It's a truly repulsive place, like nothing I've ever seen before. Three hundred thousand people live here, and I pity them. I couldn't 



stand to breathe the air everyday, let alone live in the conditions these people do.  Nothing makes me more grateful for the place I live 
than seeing this armpit of the universe. 
 
 [In reading the previous few paragraphs, there’s not much I’d revise.  I’ve been back to Baton Rouge several times, 
and I’ve been equally unimpressed.  There are other cities I haven’t liked, but nowhere in America—and only a couple of the 
worst places in the Third World—would rank below Baton Rouge.  It really is disgusting.] 
 

I had supper at a McDonalds next to my motel in Port Allen.  Their contribution to the theme of the day was slow, rude service 
and a series of posters announcing that hey were not participating in the Dick Tracy promotion.  They said that his was so they could 
continue to offer their customers “some of the lowest prices in North America”.  I checked after I got home.  Kasch’s (the local owners) 
charge substantially less at the McDonalds here in Algona (which did give out the game cards), and they’ve gotten rich doing it. 
 

The Motel 6 fit right into Baton Rouge, too. It's the only Motel 6 I've been in where the room was not immaculate. It reeked of 
disinfectant, but it was dirty. The bed was uncomfortable, the TV reception was poor, I didn't have enough towels (one bath towel and 
one wash cloth—not even a face towel or a bath mat), the sink faucet leaked, the lighting was dim, and parts of the molding along the 
floor were missing. I had to reach inside the tank to keep the toilet from running. Two people were having a fight in the parking lot, and 
someone else kept honking his horn. I might not have noticed or cared about any of this had Baton Rouge not been such a pathetic 
place, but after seeing the rest of the city, I just shook my head and laughed. 
 

Then I jumped to where I almost hit the ceiling. The phone rang. The most awful things came immediately to mind. Who would 
be calling me on vacation--who died? It was, thank God, a wrong number, but my heart kept on pounding. The sirens in the background 
didn't help, and it wasn't a very restful night. 
 

Sunday, June 10 - Baton Rouge, New Orleans, & the 

Lower Coast, Louisiana  

I was off quite early this morning—big surprise! Unfortunately, I wasn't bidding farewell to Baton Rouge. In my infinite wisdom, 
I had decided (before seeing the place) to save money by staying two nights here instead of staying overnight in pricey New Orleans. 
So now I was just on my way southward for a day trip. 
 

The seventy-mile strip from Baton Rouge to New Orleans is locally called "Chemical Corridor". Chemical plants of one kind or 
another line both sides of the Mississippi all the way between the two cities.  They make gasoline additives, pesticides, batteries, 
industrial solvents, drain cleaner, and other nice things like that.  Name any chemical company you’ve ever heard of, and they probably 
have several plants in Louisiana.  The smokestacks pour clouds of smelly pollution into the air, and I could just picture the river being 
filled with Raid and Drano.  Halfway between the cities is the “Mid-State Toxic Management Facility”.  I can only imagine what 
wonderful things end up there. 
 

Once I left Baton Rouge proper, though, these industrial giants did at least seem to bring some prosperity to the area.  All over 
the place were signs like “BASF and Ascension Parish—Growing Together for a Better Tomorrow”.  While that term “growing together” 
brought visions to my mind of a chemical cancer about to smother the place, Ascension Parish did seem prosperous and vital.  The 
other so-called “River Parishes” were pleasant, too.  The homes were all new or well-kept, and there was lots of new business 
everywhere.  (“Parish”, by the way, is the Louisiana word for “county”—it goes back to colonial days, when the churches served areas 
that large.)  Now the question kept coming to my mind—if the river parishes could prosper from chemicals, what was keeping the 
capital from its “better tomorrow”? 
 

I followed U.S. 61 into the New Orleans suburbs. It's called Airline Highway here, where it runs past the Greater New Orleans 
International Airport.  The area right around the airport looks a lot like Baton Rouge, but they’ve just built a new terminal, and (from the 
highway, at least) it looked quite handsome. 
 

I drove through the rather dumpy suburbs of Kenner and Metaire and then rather abruptly arrived in one of the most beautiful 
cities I've ever seen. After Baton Rouge, I was expecting almost nothing from New Orleans, and I was more than pleasantly surprised. 
Almost everything I saw in the city was beautiful. I'm usually skeptical of guidebook descriptions of places, but New Orleans really does 
have an old European feel to it, not just in the French quarter, but all over town. It reminded me a lot of Madrid—in fact, the French 
Quarter and the downtown area looked almost exactly like the equivalent parts of the Spanish capital. 

 
[New Orleans quickly became and has remained one of my favorite cities anywhere—a beautiful, fascinating, and 

surprisingly friendly place.  I went there almost every weekend when I was in graduate school, and I came to truly love New 
Orleans.  That’s why the destruction from Katrina was like seeing a family member die.  The city is slowly making a 
renaissance, but only time will tell if it ever rises again to its former glory.] 
 

It was still early on a Sunday morning, and traffic was very light.  Even with some annoying construction, I drove right into the 
downtown area quickly and easily.  I carefully followed the directions the woman at the welcome center had given and turned off of 



Canal Street, a tree-filled six-lane boulevard that runs through the middle of downtown, onto the quaint little streets of the old city.  With 
no trouble I found the parking area she had suggested, just next to the “Jackson/Riverfront Arcade”, a high-class, high-priced shopping 
mall.  I parked, checked to make sure my belongings were all tucked out of view [wise—New Orleans may be beautiful and friendly, 
but it does have a serious crime problem], and set out to see the city. 

 
St. Louis Cathedral, seen from Jackson Square 

New Orleans, Louisiana 

 
The heart of New Orleans is what locals call the "Vieux 

Carré", which they pronounce in slaughtered French "VOOK-ray" and 
which literally means "Old Square". This one-square-mile section of 
quaint old streets and alleyways is the "French Quarter" you hear 
about in New Orleans. It's a place that knows it's a tourist trap and is 
unembarrassed about that fact. In a way that's fun, though. New 
Orleans makes no attempt to be anything it's not, and frankly it does 
a pretty good job of being a tourist trap.  [That remains absolutely 
true.  There are few places I’d say that about, but for New 
Orleans being a tourist trap works.] 
 
 I started my visit at Jackson Square, the very center of the 
Vieux Carré. It's almost a parody on city parks—right down to a 
hideous statue of Andrew Jackson on a horse that looks like it's 
about to fly away.  [They locked up Jackson Square due to crime 
problems when I was in graduate school, but not long after that 
it was re-opened—and remains so today.]  The main feature of 
Jackson Square is the St. Louis Cathedral, which looks like a 
storybook castle towering above the east side of the park.  [Actually 
it’s the west side, since the river runs pretty much backwards 
through New Orleans.]  You can tour the inside of the cathedral any 
day except Sunday, when there are continuous masses all day long.  
I just enjoyed gawking at its black and white stone towers [which 
really are much nicer than the interior], and then set out to explore 
the rest of the area. 
 

The west [actually east, since the river flows north here] 
edge of Jackson Square is the Mississippi River levee. On top of the 
levee is the so-called "Moon Walk", a lovely flower-lined boardwalk 
full of artists, mimes, and musicians who play for tips. From here 
there are beautiful views of both the river and the city, and it's fun to 
just stroll along and enjoy the atmosphere.  
 
 [The confusion of which way is east or west is why they 
don’t actually use cardinal directions in New Orleans.  Instead 
locals refer to upriver, downriver, riverside, and lakeside to 
indicate the four ways one might travel.] 

 
After leaving Jackson Square, I walked eastward to Bourbon Street, whose name has nothing to do with the fact that it is the 

main center of the French Quarter bars. It (like many old streets in New Orleans) was named by the original Spanish settlers, who 
called it "Calle de Borbón" after the Spanish royal family. The bars, strip joints, the erotic theaters, and the whore houses were all 
closed on Sunday morning, and their owners wee cleaning things out.  Some were literally hosing down the bar.  This has to be one of 
the seediest places in America by night, but it was really rather fun to walk down it after hours (or was it before?). 
 

[Since it came up in the previous paragraph, I should clarify that there aren’t actually any whorehouses on Bourbon 
Street,   They do exist in New Orleans (though I can’t say I checked them out), but they tend to be near the public housing 
projects, like the Lee Circle area.  There are some streetwalkers (both male and female) on and just off of Bourbon, though 
most tend to congregate near two sites that were made infamous during Katrina:  the Superdome and the Morial Convention 
Center.] 
 

After seeing Bourbon Street, I walked rather randomly all over the Vieux Carré.  [The guide books strongly suggest that the 
side streets of the French Quarter are unsafe.  In most cases, though, I think tourists are more likely to run into trouble on the 
main drags.]  I saw all of the famous old streets—Royal Street (Calle Real), Chartres Street (Rue Chartres, which in the local Franglais 
is pronounced “Charters”), Exchange Street (Calle de la Bolsa), and New Orleans’ version of the Champs Eylsées.  I saw a lot of 
famous buildings and many more that aren’t so famous, and I enjoyed every minute of it.  The wrought iron balconies are gorgeous. 
You see them in black, white, blue, green, grey, brown, and rust, and almost all are decked out in flowers (again, as they are in Spain).  
Almost every residential building has a beautiful interior patio with palm trees, fountains, and formal gardens.  I managed to sneak a 
peek through some grates to see some of these, and they were beautifully restored.  [It’s hard to overstate just how beautiful the 
French Quarter is, and it’s wonderful that the city’s best feature was the one part that didn’t flood after the hurricane.]  The 
doorways and window frames on the commercial buildings are intricately carved wood that has been beautifully restored. The porches 
and entryways are tiled, and the brick sidewalks add to the old-world atmosphere. New Orleans is not a tidy and freshly-scrubbed city, 
but it's not really dirty either.  One thing I liked about the place is that, while it looks European, it smells like an American city. 
 



The businesses are unique. Not only are there scores of gift shops, cafes that must accommodate thousands for every meal, 
and scads of exotic and erotic fare, but there is a wide assortment of palm readers, fortune tellers, and voodoo priestesses. I saw whole 
stores (plural) selling nothing but theatrical make-up. (I suppose all those mimes have to buy their supplies somewhere.) Then, right in 
the middle of this strange combination, I'd find a neighborhood grocery or a "laundroteria"—showing that people actually do live here.  
I was interested to read that the largest part of the residents of the French Quarter are members of New Orleans' gay community. I'm 
not sure I would have noticed them had I not read that fat, but I saw numerous bumper stickers on the cars advertising gay pride and 
proclaiming "We are everywhere!" It's also interesting that while the residents I saw in the Vieux Carré didn't seem stereotypically gay, 
there were lots of men and almost no women and children living here.  [New Orleans was really the first place I ever went to that I 
was aware had a significant number of gay people.  I grew up learning all the negative gay stereotypes, and it was here that I 
first found out that most gay people are just people.] 
 

You'd have to be pretty wealthy 
to live here, too. I browsed through some 
real estate ads in the New Orleans Times-
Picayune (what a name), and typical 
French Quarter residences go for around 
$300,000.  Unrestored buildings start 
around $100,000.  [Shortly before 
Katrina struck those prices had inflated 
tenfold—a million bucks for “fixer-
uppers” and three million for a nicely 
restored row house or bungalow.  
French Quarter prices only dipped a 
little after the hurricane, though pretty 
much anywhere else in the city land for 
building can be had for next to 
nothing.] 
 

As I walked around I became 
more and more thankful for my secure 
parking place at the mall.  On-street 
parking is a nightmare in New Orleans 
(not just in the French Quarter, but all over 
town).  People are issued “zone permits” 
that are good for parking only in their 
neighborhood.  Even then, though, there 
are all sorts of restrictions.  The nicest 
streets have odd/even parking on 
opposite sides.  Others only allow parking  

 
A classic New Orleans wrought iron balcony 

(I didn’t realize it when I took the picture, but the banner 
at the far right of the balcony is a gay pride rainbow.) 

on certain hours of certain days of the week.  It’s not uncommon to see three or four different signs together trying to explain the 
parking restrictions in a particular location, and the curbs are painted in a rainbow of colors I could never hope to figure out.  The signs 
warn of $1,000 fines, plus towing.  They do seem to have an effect, too.  No one ever seems to be parked illegally. 
 

Eventually I made my way down to the French Market, an eight-block-long mélange of shops, cafes, fruit and fresh fish 
vendors, artists, and pickpockets that stretches along the riverfront south of Jackson Square.  I wandered through some of the shops 
and lingered in a candy store, where I sampled various flavors of pralines (I didn’t know there were any but caramel) and pecan logs.  I 
picked up some sweet souvenirs and checked out some other stores.  One sold clay Mardi Gras masks (at up to $500 a piece), while 
another featured souvenir voodoo dolls. 
 

Eventually I made my way into “Uncle Wilbur’s Coffee Emporium” (which is run by a middle-aged woman from Pakistan), 
where I made some more purchases.  Not only did I select samples of the regional coffee specialties (New Orleans is famous for 
chicory coffee, which is mentioned in a lot of books I’ve read), but I also picked up the makings for various dishes in the Louisiana 
cuisine.  I can now make jambalaya, gumbo, red-hot alligator stew, and a dish with the lovely name “dirty rice”.  That last one describes 
almost all of the Creole and Cajun dishes; almost every one is a variation on the “leftovers on rice” concept.  “Creole”, by the way, is the 
native food of New Orleans proper.  It is based on old Spanish recipes and has relatively mild spices.  “Cajun” is short for Acadian, and 
is the food of the so-called “Lower Coast” south and west of New Orleans.  It was introduced by French Canadians who settled the area 
and features extremely hot spices.  Both usually feature seafood, but they can also be made with chicken and pork. 

 
[I’d find later that the French Quarter is the stupidest place one can possibly buy New Orleans groceries.  The same 

exact stuff is available in supermarkets all over the Gulf Coast area, at prices comparable to national brands.  Places like 
“Uncle Wilbur” charge a minimum of double the grocery store price, and often it’s four or five times higher.  I would, by the 
way, have more than my fill of Creole/Cajun cuisine in graduate school, since southern Mississippi is well within the sphere of 
influence of New Orleans cookery.] 
 

It’s those French Canadians who give Louisiana its French reputation.  Almost no people from Old France ever lived here.  
Even when the French owned Louisiana, they governed through wealthy Spaniards who had settled in the area.  Supposedly the 
French considered the steamy, bug-infested swamps too uncivilized to live in.  They may well have been right, but fortunately modern 
bug-control practices (probably the product of all those chemical plants) make the place almost pleasant—even in summer. 



My last main stop in the French Quarter was the Jean LaFitte National Monument, which officially honors the famous pirate, 
but really is there to provide a visitor’s center for the Vieux Carré.  The most interesting feature of the visitor’s center is a feature on the 
ethnic diversity of Louisiana.  This is the only state in the South that has had sizeable immigration from various parts of the world.  
Almost all the White people in the Southern states are of British or Irish origin, and the majority of Blacks were brought directly from 
Africa.  In Louisiana there is no majority ancestry.  People have come from Spain, Canada, France, Portugal, Italy, Greece, England, 
Scandinavia, and Belgium.  There are also large numbers of Asian and Latin American people in New Orleans.  The Blacks here are 
primarily from the Caribbean, which is where all the voodoo and fortune telling comes from.  When I looked around the city itself (not 
the Vieux Carré, the city), Hispanic people seemed to be the largest single ethnic group, with Blacks second.  I also saw a lot of people 
in turbans.  [The city is actually quite heavily black, which was driven home after Katrina.  The neighborhoods I visited on this 
trip were multi-ethnic, but I’d see the sprawling black neighborhoods when I came down here during grad school.] 
 

New Orleans, by the way, is pronounced "N'OR-luns" [or new-OR-luns], except when it must rhyme in music, in which case 
it's permitted to say "New Or-LEENS". Both pronunciations would cause a Frenchman to shutter, but no one here seems to care how 
much they slaughter "la langue d'amour". Louisiana is pronounced with five syllables, exactly as we would say it in Iowa. Louisianans 
had the least accent of anyone anywhere in the South. Everyone's voice—whether from a Black person, a white person, an Asian, or a 
Hispanic—would have fit in very well on the streets of Des Moines.  [Absolutely—there is nothing remotely Southern about New 
Orleans speech.] 
 

After exploring the Vieux Carré, I crossed Canal Street and entered the city's true downtown area. This is also very European. 
Just as the French Quarter looks like an old residential section of a European city, downtown New Orleans looks more like London or 
Barcelona than it does Chicago or Minneapolis.  [Having since been there, I can say definitively New Orleans looks nothing at all 
like London.  It does look like Barcelona, though, and also quite a bit like Paris.]  Most of the buildings are relatively low, relatively 
ornate, relatively old—and built to last for eternity. There are new buildings, but there's far fewer of the glass office towers you see in 
most American downtowns. There are trees planted in the middle of the sidewalks, with petunias around their bases, and McDonalds 
and Wendy’s have sidewalk tables outside their three-floor buildings with stained-glass windows. 
 

The strangest thing in downtown New Orleans is the mix of stores. It's like a big, open-air shopping mall.  The stores that fill 
these old downtown buildings are the same ones you’d find lining the hallways at Merle Hay or Westdale.  There's "The Gap" and 
"G.N.C." and "Foot Locker" and "Waldenbooks". They even have the same signs they'd have in a mall location, but you enter them from 
the sidewalk.  [This is probably the biggest post-Katrina change a tourist would notice.  The downtown shopping is much more 
limited.  I don’t think any of those chain stores I just mentioned still have locations on Canal Street.  Many are now local 
souvenir shops or convenience stores, while others are just empty.] 
 

While downtown I caught the St. Charles streetcar, one of two surviving trolley systems in the U.S. It runs for about eight miles 
along St. Charles and Carrollton, through some interesting and beautiful neighborhoods. Most of the streetcar line runs through the 
Garden District, which is composed of block after block of enormous Victorian homes. [Actually only a small part of this is 
technically called “Garden District”, though the whole run along St. Charles looks quite similar.]  Taking the streetcar is an 
interesting way to see them. You go at a slow pace, and you don't have to worry about negotiating your way through traffic. I took the 
streetcar to the end of the line, turned around, and went back downtown. The trip takes almost two hours, and it was relaxing and 
enjoyable. 
 

The start of the trip was particularly interesting—and crowded.  I haven't mentioned yet that while I was in New Orleans, the 
Southern Baptists were having their national convention there. (It's hard to imagine the Southern Baptists choosing to convention in this 
city that celebrates sin, where the most common religion seems to be "I used to be a Catholic"—but apparently last year's convention 
was in Las Vegas.) This was Sunday morning, and all those conventioneers were hoping to attend services at First Baptist Church.  
First Baptist is far from downtown, and further still from the French Quarter (where most of them were staying), so many of them had 
chosen to take the streetcar much of the way.  When I got on the car was full to overflowing with well-dressed middle-aged couples on 
their way to church. I was dressed for comfort, and I definitely felt out of place in this crowd. What was amusing was that the Baptists, 
who obviously knew I was not one of them, assumed I must be local and kept asking me where they should get off.  I had no idea, but 
fortunately some one up front did, and word spread through the car that “Stop 14” was the appropriate place to disembark.  It was 
standing room only for the first several stops, and eventually the driver decided it was so full there was no point in stopping to let 
anyone else on.  Finally the Baptists reached their destination, and they all paraded out, crossed the street, and went on their way to 
church.  I took a seat and relaxed for the rest of the journey. 

 
The St. Charles streetcar is just like one of the old trolleys at Old Threshers.  It’s about the size of a bus, but looks like an old-

time railway coach.  Inside there are two rows of wooden seats with backs that flip.  When you get to the end of the line, you turn your 
seat-back so it faces the opposite way, the driver walks to the other end of the car, and you start going the other direction.  It costs sixty 
cents each way [a fare that’s nearly tripled since I originally wrote this], which is really quite a bargain.  You pay your fare by 
putting your coins in a strange box [which I’d find out later is a standard bus farebox].  Apparently the driver can see the coins as 
they drop, so he knows you’ve paid the correct fare.  I’ve seen pictures of those on city buses, but I’d never seen one up close before. 
 

It was interesting to watch the driver, too.  Much of the time he sat there reading, and other times he just threw his hands in the 
air as if he were stretching.  That made me panic a bit at first, but of course there is no steering involved in driving a streetcar.  It just 
follows the tracks, which run down the middle of the boulevard.  All the driver has to do is start and stop the thing.  It’s more 
complicated than a real train (he’s got to stop at intersections), but it’s not like he’s driving a bus. 

 
I had thought about stopping at Audubon Park, which features the South’s largest zoo, but I decided to save my $10. [In grad 

school I’d go to the zoo a dozen times or more.  It’s one of the best zoos (and parks in general) anywhere.  IT also offers free 



parking, which can’t be found anywhere else in town.  That parking (and convenience to a cheap streetcar ride) cancels out 
much of the cost of admission.]  I just sat back and enjoyed the view. 

 
I got back to Canal Street and then walked back into the Vieux Carré.  As I re-entered the Quarter an old lady wino was 

standing on the corner begging. Each time someone passed her without giving money she started yelling curses (not profanity, but 
curses) at them. I do hope those voodoo spirits are not time-delayed in their actions. She properly cursed me, and nothing awful has 
happened—yet. 

 
Eventually I made my way to the Jackson Brewery, which used to be a place where beer was made and now is part of an 

enormous shopping mall.  Unlike downtown, which featured all the generic mall stores, the mall featured stores I’ve never heard of.  It 
was heavy on jewelry and lingerie, neither of which was on my vacation shopping list.  While there, though, I made my way to a lovely 
little café in the mall.  It looked just like one of the countless little sidewalk cafes all over the city, except that it was in the mall.  I chose 
to have breakfast for lunch.  In particular I had an order of beignets (one of the few words that actually is pronounced in correct French 
“ben-YAY) [though the “s” is pronounced in the plural, which it shouldn’t be in French], the official state doughnuts of Louisiana.  
Beignets are square-shaped pieces of unsweetened dough smothered in powdered sugar.  They reminded me of the Indian fry bread 
we used to eat at Old Threshers.  They look like little pillows of bread, and they are quite tasty.  I had three beignets, a glass of 
squeezed-to-order orange juice, and an elaborate hot chocolate for $3.00, plus tip.  I could have easily had lunch for $5.00.  Prices in 
New Orleans are really quite reasonable. 

 
[Three bucks for beignets (which are always served in threes) and two different drinks was cheap even in 1990.  

That’s because Café Beignet where I ate is the poor stepsister to THE beignet provider, Café du Monde in the French Market.  
It serves the exact same stuff, though, and I can say I ate at a place Rachel Ray featured on her show years before $40 a Day 
even existed.] 
 

I went back to my car and paid $6.00 to Southern Parking for the privilege of using their space.  (I was prepared to pay far 
more, and this was a very convenient location.)  Half intentionally and half accidentally, I got lost on my way out of downtown and 
ended up making a grand tour of the city. I spent the better part of an hour cruising through assorted residential neighborhoods. Some 
were nice and some were not so nice, but I never did come across anything that remotely resembled the seediness of Baton Rouge.  
The biggest impression I got was that this is a city of flowers.  [That’s another thing that changed after Katrina, though hopefully 
with time little details like flowers will come back too.]  Everybody had beautiful gardens, and everybody has boxes of flowers 
hanging from their windows or their balconies. Almost all the main streets in New Orleans are boulevards, with palm trees and splashy 
tropical flowers separating the traffic. The main city park (creatively called "City Park") features whole fields of wildflowers and also has 
fountains and statues surrounded by careful plantings. Everywhere I looked I got the impression of being in the middle of one big formal 
garden. It really is a charming city. 

 
Eventually I crossed the river to suburban Gretna, which combines an exclusive (and all-White) residential area with nicely-

landscaped industrial parks.  These aren’t chemical plants.  Instead Gretna is home to companies like IBM and Prudential.  I stopped 
for coffee at the Gretna McDonalds (which had the same prices as Baton Rouge and was playing the Dick Tracy game) and then 
headed out on the southernmost stretch of the Great River Road. 

 
In my mind I had always pictured New Orleans as a coastal city. It's not. Actually it's almost a hundred miles from the end of 

the Mississippi. You can drive seventy of those miles southward through what Louisianans call the "Lower Coast". (Where the Upper 
Coast may be, I don't know.)  [I’d find out later it’s east of here, the Mississippi Coast (and adjacent parts of Louisiana) between 
Slidell and Gulfport.]  At one time or another I've driven almost every mile of the Great River Road, from Lake Itasca to New Orleans, 
so I figured I might as well see what these last seventy miles were like. 

 
Just in case anyone else ever makes it to Louisiana, trust me—the Lower Coast isn't worth the trip. There’s very little to see on 

the Lower Coast.  The road [which mostly exists to service oil rigs in the Gulf] runs through a narrow strip of walled-in land. You 
can see the Mississippi levee to the east the whole way. To the west much of the time you can see even higher levees that keep the 
salt water of the Gulf of Mexico from flooding onto this land. If Mother Nature had her way, the delta land in Plaquemines Pairsh (which 
is synonymous with the Lower Coast) would not exist. The Mississippi has periodically shifted its channel rather dramatically, and the 
present mouth of the river ought to be about a hundred miles west of here—which would make this delta land quickly wash into the sea 
[which it’s doing on its own pretty quickly anyway].  That, of course, would be no good for the Port of New Orleans, and one of the 
primary reasons for leveeing the river was to make the main channel stay put. Messing with Mother Nature has placed lots of 
development on this land that shouldn't be here, so they had to build seawalls to insure that saltwater didn't flood the place either. As a 
further consequence, rainwater flooding has created a lot of problems, and they had to set up a system of pumps to keep the place dry. 
Between the levees is the highway, a lot of roadside businesses, occasional farms and orchards, and a lot of swamp grass. It has to be 
one of the most boring drives in America. 

 
There was one major break in that boredom, though.  The highway is mostly four lanes, but on one brief two-lane stretch some 

jerk tried to pass a line of about five cars.  He was coming straight at me at full speed.  I had no choice but to slam on my brakes and 
swerve off the road and into the swamp grass.  Then he also turned off the road, on my side.  Fortunately, he swerved farther than I did, 
so we did avoid an accident.  I was on relatively solid ground, and I managed to get back on the highway with no problem.  The stupid 
fool, though, had landed well off the road, in an area that was moist swamp, and his car was stuck.  Others were there to help him, but 
his car was still there when I came back the other way.  It sounds awful, but I can’t help but think that he got what he deserved. 

 



I did make it to the end of the road, the town of Venice which the guidebooks describe as "a picturesque little fishing village". 
It's even less picturesque than most of the towns that were so-described in Newfoundland. The residential area is basically a collection 
of mobile homes, and the port looks like a port. Well, anyway, now I can say I've been to the very southern end of the river road. 

 
Venice, Louisiana – the end of the Great River Road 

 
I retraced my steps (or my tire tracks) back to New Orleans and back through Chemical Corridor. I stopped for gas in the city 

of Gonzalez, which has to be the one and only nice suburb of Baton Rouge. Gonzalez was celebrating the Great Northern Louisiana 
Jambalaya Festival, and the place was jammed with traffic. I was amused to see reports of it on the TV news.  Jambalaya, by the way, 
is pronounced “jumble-eye-uh” and is the ultimate example of leftovers on rice. A typical jambalaya consists of shrimp, chicken, 
sausage, bacon, and crab mixed with peppers and assorted other vegetables, and served over brown rice with a spicy sauce. All the 
way back to the motel I couldn't get that old song out of my head: "Jambalaya, crawfish pie, file gumbo ... Son of a gun, we're going to 
have big fun on the bayou."  
 

I was back at that wonderful Motel 6 in beautiful Port Allen this evening. The maid had made the bed, but she had left no new 
soap or towels. What's more, the place had the same "ambience" it had the night before. It poured outside as I cuddled in to watch 
television; evening storms are typical in this subtropical state. Just a tip—when you're staying in a place where you don't feel safe, don't 
watch America’s Most Wanted on TV. I was grateful when it ended and The Simpsons (which would have been a brand new show then) 
came on. Oh well—Baton Rouge was still the same, but for the most part this was a wonderful day. 
 

Monday, June 11 - Baton Rouge, Louisiana to 

Gulfport, Mississippi  

I was only too happy to turn in my key at the Baton Rouge Motel 6 this morning. I headed southward and drove down the west 
side of the Mississippi River, past still more chemical factories. On Monday morning traffic was heavy with commuters headed to their 
jobs. I stopped for breakfast at a Burger King in the town of Plaquemine (pronounced PLACK-mine, and nowhere near the Plaquemines 
Parish I mentioned yesterday).  To give you an idea of the kind of schedule these chemical towns live on, Burger King opens for 
breakfast at 4:30am. It was right at 8:00 when I got there, and the customers had just gotten off work. 
 

Just a few miles further on I turned off on a series of state highways that led through the area the guide books call "Cajun 
Country", which most Louisianans seem to refer to as "the Bayous". This is true swamp land. All through it the road is a causeway—a 
narrow ribbon of asphalt on top of gravel with no shoulders and a steep drop-off at either side. There is water everywhere. All along the 



road you see strange trees that grow in the water, with Spanish moss hanging from their branches. Swamp grasses, cattails, and acres 
and acres of bright orange tiger lilies grow between the trees. As I drove along I heard strange noises coming out of the swamp. I had 
fun imagining enormous alligators jumping out and devouring my car. This is country totally different from anything at home. It’s not 
particularly attractive, but it was certainly interesting to drive through. 
 

I said I was driving a state highway, and a comment is in order about Louisiana’s state highways.  They have the strangest 
numbering system I’ve encountered anywhere.  I drove on state highways with low numbers like “1” and high numbers like “3579-A”, 
and there are county roads on top of that.  They mark their highways with green signs in the outline of the state, and it takes some 
doing to cram “3579-A” into the silhouette of Louisiana.  Today I was on highways 69 and 70, which managed to fit much better in that 
shape.  I think the reason they use so many numbers is that there are very few through highways in Louisiana.  Instead the roads 
radiate from each big town like the spokes of a wheel, and you pick up a different road when you reach the next town. 

 
I drove through the town of Pierre Part, which really is a quaint little fishing village [and that really is true—not just a guide 

book description], and took a cute little metal drawbridge across Bayou Maranguin.  There are lots of drawbridges in Louisiana, and 
there are also lots of big, high bridges.  Almost every river and bayou here is navigable by ocean-going ships, and the Intracoastal 
Waterway (the main shipping artery on the Gulf Coast) cuts well inside the state.  I never had to stop for a drawbridge, but I saw lots of 
big ships sailing on the canals. 
 

Just beyond Pierre Part I saw a most curious sight. For almost twenty miles there was a wall along the right side of the road. It 
was about seven feet high and made of rusted iron. Periodically roads led up to it, with "No Tresspassing" signs and chains where they 
crossed beyond the wall. I have no idea what was hiding on the other side, but I certainly pondered it.  [Having later seen the 
Intracoastal Waterway levees in New Orleans, this probably was a continuation of the same thing.  Unlike the Mississippi 
levees, the canal levees are no more sturdy in construction than a sound wall you’d see on an interstate.  It’s also possible 
any number of unpleasant things could have been hiding in storage yards behind that wall.  The woods and swamps of New 
Orleans are notorious for harboring all manner of toxics, many of which aren’t strictly legal to have stored there.] 
 

I joined U.S. 90 at Morgan City, the major city of the bayou country. I turned northward (on West 90—directions mean nothing 
here) and drove up to Charenton (pronounced Sharing-ton). The Jean LaFitte National Monument (the same one I visited in New 
Orleans) has a unit here that details the local Indians.  That sounded vaguely interesting to me, so I turned off the road to see it.  If the 
guest register is any judge, they average about one visitor a day at this location, so there's one person a day who's as much a fool as I 
was. After driving for several miles over a road that got progressively worse, I arrived at the Charenton Indian Reservation. In the 
middle of it was the Jean LaFitte Visitors' Center—a tiny brick building with three glass cases and a lot of offices inside. It took about 
five minutes to see everything there was to see, and that's being generous. I laughed at myself for bothering with this detour and made 
my way back to the main highway. 
 

My next stop was slightly more worthwhile. I turned west at New Iberia onto a privately owned toll road that led to Avery Island, 
home of the McIlhenny Company. McIlhenny is the proud manufacturer of Tabasco sauce and its various derivative products. There's a 
self-guided tour of the Tabasco factory, where you mainly get to see them bottling the stuff. I'd have been more interested in seeing 
them mash the peppers, but it was free, so I'm hardly in a position to complain. In their gift shop I bought a jar of a new chili product hey 
are test-marketing (which I recently tried, and it’s quite tasty [it really was, but they don’t seem to have ever marketed it 
nationally]), as well as what Margaret described as the world’s largest jar of Tabasco.  Actually, it’s not.  You can buy containers as 
large as three gallons, and they want you to buy the one-gallon jugs.  Mine was only twelve ounces, but it will still probably be years 
before I manage to use it up.  It’s an interesting novelty, though. 
 

The towns around here are full of textile mills. They mostly seem to make undergarments, but also some sheets and towels. I 
have needed sheets badly for some time, so I stopped at a Wal-Mart in St. Martinville and picked up some nice percale sheets with a 
Southwestern design. They did have the "Made in USA" label, so I could at least imagine they might come from one of the mills around 
here.  [I still have those sheets, which I’d forgotten I got on this trip.  The textile industry has since mostly left the rural South 
for Asia as the big box discounters insist on ever lower wholesale prices.  Just as the shells of former Wal-Mart stores litter 
the south, so do abandoned textile mills.  I’m not sure what their former employees do these days.] 
 

Just past St. Martinville I got on Interstate 10, which is called the Atchafalaya Freeway. It crosses the Atchafalaya (pronounced 
un-CHEF-oh-lie-uh) Swamp, which would be the man channel of the Mississippi, were it not for all those levees that have overcome the 
force of nature. One of the most recent additions to the interstate system, this bridge across the swamps is truly a marvel of 
engineering.  Apparently highway developers and conservationists argued long and hard before this road was constructed.  As I said 
before, the older swamp roads in Louisiana are gravel causeways.  While they seemed tame to me, apparently these choke the 
swamps and keep them from draining properly.  Supposedly hundreds of thousands of animals have died because of changes brought 
on by those roads.  That’s why instead of a causeway I-10 had a thirty-three mile-long bridge across the swamp.  The water flows under 
the bridge, and the animals keep their natural habitat. I hate to think how much this road cost, and I shudder even more to think what 
the workers who built it endured, but in the end it’s probably the better choice.  [Surprisingly on this trip I hadn’t taken I-55 between 
Baton Rouge and New Orleans, instead opting for old U.S. 61.  I-55 is literally the world’s longest bridge, with over forty miles, 
including a major interchange with I-10, built above the swamp.]  

 
Before long I was back again in Baton Rouge. Fortunately this time I just crossed the river and kept right on driving. I drove 

through dense forests in eastern Louisiana, and about 2:30 I crossed the Pearl River into Mississippi. 
 
My tourist venture for the afternoon was a visit to the Stennis Space Center in Pearlington, Mississippi. Mitch, my tour guide 

was very quick to tell me, "This is every bit as much a part of NASA as the Johnson Space Center in Houston or the Kennedy Space 



Center in Florida. " Officially it is, but don't be upset that you've never heard of it. What they do here is test rocket engines, so they’re as 
responsible as anyone when those engines malfunction.  There's NOTHING to see here, but they've got a fascinating guided tour that 
shows it all to you. 

Mitch asked if anyone in the group would 
like to go up in the space shuttle and seemed 
shocked when I raised my hand. He said, "You 
realize that you'd be traveling on the low bid of a 
government contract?" Well, yes—but if someone 
offered me the chance, I'd still jump at it. I'm a child 
of the space age, and I can't imagine anything 
more exciting. When my students ask me the 
biggest thing that’s happened during my life, 
there’s no question but what it’s the moon landing.  
I can still hear Walter Cronkite narrating those 
space reports, and I get chills down my spine when 
I see the footage of it.  I’m awed at the prospect of 
exploring creation and discovering everything there 
is to know about the great universe around us.  
Yes, I’d go in a second if I had the chance to be an 
astronaut.  Fortunately for everyone, of course, 
that's not something that's ever going to happen. 

 
I went on the NASA tour and saw the 

towers where they launch the test rockets (they 
look a lot like the chemical plants further west). I 
saw their forest preserve which is used to buffer 
the   sound   of   the   rocket   engines,    and   even 

 
Rocket engine in front of visitors center 

Stennis Space Center, Mississippi 
glimpsed a deer—a member of Mississippi's largest herd. I gazed at their models of various rockets that have launched Americans into 
space. I toured the museum, and I saw the film. It made for an interesting afternoon, even if this is the poor stepsister of the space 
program. 
 

Beyond NASA I followed U.S. 90 along the Gulf Coast through Waveland, Bay St. Louis, Pass Christian, and Gulfport. This is 
a beautiful highway that goes right along the beach. [It remains one of the most spectacular scenic areas in America.]  I turned 
north for a couple of miles at Gulfport and stayed for the night at a very pleasant Motel 6 just off Interstate 10. There are palm trees just 
outside every room of this motel, and flowers line the sidewalks. The room was clean, and while I still didn't get the proper number of 
towels, I did at least have one of everything. The rate sign on the door said "God Bless Mississippi," and after that pit of a motel in 
Baton Rouge, I would certainly second that. 
 

I had dinner tonight at Shoney’s, part of a chain of restaurants based in Nashville.  From the outside they look like Happy Chef 
or Perkin’s or Country Kitchen, but they’ve got a strange menu.  I was hard-pressed to find anything that sounded like I wanted to eat it.  
I finally settled on the Italian platter—which turned out to be a breaded chicken breast, covered with spaghetti, with meat sauce and 
melted cheese on top of that [obviously the first time I’d ever had chicken Parmesan].  They served Texas toast and peas on the 
side (which I found an odd combination for Italian food), and a visit to the salad bar came with it.  It was no great bargain at $7.89 (plus 
drink, tax, and tip), but it wasn’t bad food. 
  

Tuesday, June 12 - Gulfport, MS to Mobile, AL  

 [This is one of several parts of this trip where I’m amazed at how little distance I covered in a day.  It’s about 70 miles 
from Gulfport to Mobile, and the distances between Baton Rouge and Gulfport, Vicksburg and Baton Rouge, and Memphis 
and Vicksburg aren’t much more than that.  Normally when I travel, I’ll go hundreds of miles in a day.  Something that really 
set this trip apart was that I had comparatively short days that I broke up by seeing lots of things en route.] 
 

I had breakfast at Shoney's this morning. They have a breakfast buffet that sounded interesting, but wasn't. Half of it was 
assorted fruits, which I don't mind, but it's not my idea of breakfast. The other half was apparently what Southerners eat for breakfast: 
grease. There was greasy bacon, greasy sausage, greasy ham, hash browns swimming in oil, soggy hushpuppies, even cinnamon rolls 
that were pre-buttered with what seemed like half a pound of butter each. I don't think Dixie has yet discovered the cholesterol-free diet. 
Certainly Shoney's hasn't. What wasn't greasy was repulsive. There were, for instance, slimy scrambled eggs and, of course, grits. I 
took microscopic portions of various items while I watched others pile their plates time and time again. I also washed down everything 
with lots of coffee and grapefruit juice.  That jacked up the bill fast.  The buffet itself was $3.89 (but hardly worth that), but by the time I 
had added drinks and a minimal tip for minimal service, I had a $7.13 charge on my credit card.  [When I listen to my baseball-
playing former student’s Nashville Sounds games, Shoney’s is one of the biggest advertisers.  They still have that buffet, 
which they now bill as a bargain at $8.85.] 
 

I had a most leisurely and enjoyable morning. Mostly I just drove along the coast. U.S. 90 through Mississippi has to be one of 
the most pleasant drives in America. The road itself is nice; it's a modern, four-lane highway with palm trees down the median. The 
scenery, though, is spectacular. For nearly fifty miles there is one long, wide beach with sparkling white sand.  [While most of the 



beach is still very nice, the casino development in Biloxi has taken away what was once one of the nicest areas.]  The beach is 
entirely artificial.  What beach was naturally here was destroyed by hurricanes early in this century.  This entire shoreline was built in 
the ‘30s and ‘40s by the WPA and the Army Corps of Engineers.  Every grain of sand was moved here from Florida.  I can barely 
imagine what a monumental task that must have been, but the result was phenomenal.  [It’s not really true that the beach is 
ENTIRELY artificial.  Better than half of it is original, but large parts of it were constructed in the Depression and World War II 
eras.  The WPA did beach improvement, and the Corps of Engineers built the Port of Gulfport.  They lost a lot of sand in 
Katrina, but for the most part the beaches are still intact.] 

 
People playing on the beach – Gulfport, Mississippi 

I'm hardly a gnarly, radical 
beach dude [wow, when was the 
last time ANYONE used the word 
gnarly?] (I’ll leave that honor to my 
students), but I must say this is 
easily the most splendid beach I've 
ever seen. [I’ve been back 
numerous times since, and I’d 
repeat that without hesitation.  It 
really is the perfect beach.]  The 
sea is calm and gentle, and the 
white sand is warm and inviting. It's 
such a huge beach that none of it 
is overcrowded. Best of all, it's not 
overdeveloped. In fact, Mississippi 
has forbid permanent commercial 
development right on the beach 
[until they built the casinos]. 
There are roving hot dog and ice 
cream carts, and a company called 
“Life’s a Beach” that rents dune 
buggies and jet skis out of the back 
of pick-up trucks.  That’s it, though.  
All the tacky development (motels, 
condos, restaurants, T-shirt shops, 
liquor stores, and—oddest of all at 
the   beach — tanning   spas)    are 

across the road from the beach.  That leaves a clear, unobstructed view of the water the whole way.  Every quarter mile there is a pull-
off where you can park and go walking through the sand if you wish.  My parents were here on their honeymoon in 1946 (but then, 
where didn’t they go on that trip?), and I kept trying to imagine what the place would have looked like forty-four years ago.  It certainly 
makes a beautiful drive today. 
 

This is a beach for walking or finding seashells or for just lazing under an umbrella.  It’s not a beach for swimming.  Remember 
all those chemical plants I talked about?  Well, the Mississippi coast features some of America’s most polluted waters, and the locals 
blame it on industrial waste from Texas and Louisiana.  The waters are beautiful from a distance, but when you get up close you notice 
how smelly and oily they are.  The smell isn’t of fish, either—I wouldn’t even think of swimming here.  [The pollution actually seems 
to have gotten better over the years.  Hopefully that will continue.] 
 

I mentioned the businesses along the road earlier, but there really aren’t all that many of them.  The towns here were vacation 
resorts for the privileged elite long before they welcomed people like me.  The north side of U.S. 90 is home to hundreds of so-called 
"vacation cottages"—most of which are three- and four-story mansions that would put Tara to shame. The people who lived (and in 
some cases still do live) here had names like Vanderbilt and Morgan and Rockefeller.  These were not the plantation homes with false 
marble and imitation hardwoods; these were built by people who could afford to flaunt the real thing.  Pass Christian (Chris-che-ANNE, 
it's next to Gulfport) is America's second largest yachting center (after Newport, Rhode Island), and let's face it—people like you and me 
don't yacht. 
 

One of the grandest of these grand old homes is Beauvoir (bove-WARR), the retirement home of the President of the 
Confederacy, Jefferson Davis [which was one of places worst hit by Hurricane Katrina]. I paid $5 to see this place, and its 
elegance was definitely worth that admission. The main home looks enormous outside, but is actually rather small inside. Like a lot of 
Southern homes, it's all porch and steps, but no house.  What is inside is a masterpiece of marble, brass, mahogany, and silk. There 
are chandeliers and mantels that I could never describe in words. Rather oddly, it's also quite a homey place. I could feel comfortable 
living here, which is not something I'd say about most mansions. 
 

Even the slave quarters at Beauvoir are comparatively nice.  The slaves had pumps inside their huts—which certainly beats 
carrying the water indoors.  These also were the only slave quarters I saw that had any amount of space that wasn’t covered by 
furniture.  They would still have been cramped, but I could picture the occupants being able to breathe. 
 

After Davis died, the Beauvoir complex was used as a retirement community and care center for Confederate veterans.  
There’s a very pleasant trail that leads all over the grounds—most of which are covered with pine trees.  One interesting feature is the 
Confederate National Cemetery, which features the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier of the Confederate States of America.   There’s also 
a nice museum about Jefferson Davis and the accomplishments of the Confederacy.  There’s quite a different feeling about the Civil 



War here than there was up in Des Moines, where they called it "The War of the Rebellion". The Southerners are all-American, but it 
was that unfortunate "War Between the States", and they're still not quite sure who won. 
 

Another interesting sight in the area was the Port of Gulfport.  It, like every town along the Gulf, features several docks for 
shrimp boats with traps for assorted kinds of seafood lining the beach beside them.  More interesting, though, are the banana docks.  
Almost all the bananas that we eat in the U.S. are imported through Gulfport, Mississippi.  Chiquita and Dole have enormous 
warehouses with outdoor stockpiles of bananas, too.  Millions of dark green bananas are left to ripen in the open air right along the 
beach.  Of course those bananas don’t come up from Central America by magic, but somehow I never pictured them arriving here. 

 
Beauvoir is at the western edge of Biloxi, the largest and oldest of a string of long, narrow towns along the coast.  [Actually 

Gulfport is larger, and most people on the coast consider Biloxi and Gulfport “Twin Cities”.]  Biloxi (pronounced b’-LUX-ee”) 
was named for the local Indians, and like many Indian names, the word means “our people”.  Biloxi was the first capital of French 
Louisiana.  After much of the settlement was lost in a hurricane, the capital was later moved to Mobile and then to New Orleans.  The 
Vieux Marché (Old Market, and they do speak better French here too—it’s “vee-OO mar-SHAY”) is the old part of downtown, and while 
not a lot of buildings are occupied (everything has moved to the Edgewater Mall), the architecture is interesting, and they aren’t as 
seedy as a lot of abandoned buildings.  [The Vieux Marché was entirely destroyed by Katrina.]  I’m not quite sure what was French 
about it, though.  All the rusting signs are for places like Woolworth’s. 
 

The French left because of hurricanes, and those are still a big threat along the coast.  In the late ‘60s Hurricane Camille 
destroyed large sections of Waveland, Pass Christian, and Gulfport and caused hundreds of millions of dollars in damage.  Today there 
are well-marked evacuation routes from every point near the coast.  (Basically you head northward and don’t stop to look back.)  
[…And most Mississippians followed those evacuation routes in Katrina.  So did the majority of Louisianans.  Unfortunately a 
large number of New Orleans’ residents did not own cars, which made it all but impossible for them to leave the city.] 
 

I drove north on the evacuation route from Old Biloxi to Pass Road (so named because it used to be the way to get to Pass 
Christian), which is now the shopping strip to end all shopping strips.  I browsed through a Kroger store (this time with a very mixed-
race clientele [very typical in south Mississippi]) and got some money from an automatic teller—which was to prove a very wise 
move.  There was nothing much to see up here, though, so I drove back southward. 
 

I saw two interesting signs while driving near the coast. One, which I had also seen earlier, showed a picture of a black 
person's hand with a vial of cocaine in it. The caption reads "Addicition is slavery." The second said, "Be nice to tourists! Last year 
visitors spent one billion dollars in Mississippi." That figure of a billion dollars shocked me, but then I'm certainly at the low end of their 
visitors, and I spent nearly $200 in the state all by myself..  [Tourism is now the #1 industry in Mississippi, and that figure is closer 
to three billion.] 
 

Not many Mississippians seem to share in that income, though.  Except for Jackson, the Gulf is by far the wealthiest area in 
the state.  [Actually, everything from Jackson southward is comparatively prosperous.  I’d go to grad school in Hattiesburg, 
which is halfway between Jackson and Gulfport and is one of the wealthiest cities in the South.]  Even here, though, there are a 
lot of very poor people.  I passed the Greater Biloxi Blood Donation Center while I was downtown.  There was a line nearly half a block 
long of elderly people wanting to sell their blood.  [That is true, but I’d see the same thing later in places I never think of as 
particularly destitute, like Duluth.] 
 

I got another peak into the local problems by scanning through the newspaper. Each day there is one whole page devoted to a 
feature called "Learn to Read with the Sun-Herald". It's a fascinating series that is supposed to be used by people who can read, so 
they can teach other adults to read. They start by showing illustrations of familiar products, like "Band-Aids". Then they introduce a 
series of words by saying something like "You can read BAND, so you can also read HAND, LAND, SAND, etc." Next they go through 
the basic rules of phonics, using new words for examples. Finally, the illiterate person works his way up to reading short, simplified 
news stories. It's really a good system. It doesn't insult adults by forcing them to read children's literature. It certainly made me wonder, 
though. Here in Iowa I assume everyone can read and write. I've known and taught people who didn't read or write very well, but there's 
almost no one I'd truly call illiterate. Obviously in Mississippi, there's an awful lot of people for whom reading "hand" and "land" and 
"sand" is a big deal. 
 

Back on the coast, there’s an interesting mess of attractions right around the beach called the Biloxi Loop.  The place is 
named after Exit 0 on Interstate 110, which interchanges with U.S. 90 through a series of [very tight] ramps that look like the brass 
tubes on a musical instrument.  There’s a lovely boardwalk that goes well out over the water here, plus a series of museums about the 
coast’s main industries (seafood, citrus, and tourism).  The most interesting structure is the landmark Biloxi Lighthouse, the first such 
structure built on the Gulf [which still stands today].  I enjoyed my stroll around the area. 

 
I headed eastward along the coast, over a long, narrow bridge to Ocean Springs and then on to the Navy town of Pascagoula. 

I took a series of side streets further and further out of my way until I finally came to what is called "Old Spanish Fort". This little 
structure (with the typical five-dollar admission) was neither Spanish nor a fort. It was a slightly-fortified home built by a French 
businessman. The original building was, however, very old, originally dating to the late 1600s. What there is today is a reconstruction 
dating to the 1950s, and there's nothing much to see. I found it a bit of a rip-off.  

 
At Pascagoula the road turns away from the water, and before long I said farewell to the "Magnolia State" and hello to he 

"Heart of Dixie". The welcome was less than pleasant. What had been a pleasantly-surfaced four-lane in Mississippi switched to a 
rough two-lane black-top with plastic spikes for lane dividers. The traffic picked up too. Right at the border there was a sign bidding me 
welcome to the "Greater Mobile Bay Metroplex", and while this area isn't exactly urban, it might as well be for all the congestion you 



have to drive through.  [Suburban Mobile does extend pretty much all the way to Pascagoula, and the census bureau considers 
the whole Gulf Coast region from New Orleans to Pensacola to be one “con-urban agglomeration”. 
 

The area is densely forested, but all along the road there are mobile homes hidden in the trees. When I was growing up in 
Mount Pleasant, there was an old man with lots of big dogs who lived in a beat-up blue mobile home hidden away in trees like this. We 
kids made up awful stories about what a dangerous man he must be, and we'd dare each other to walk past his place. All the homes 
here brought back those little-kid fears. I remembered that it was Alabama where "60 Minutes" interviewed neo-Nazi survivalists, and I 
could surely picture them living right here. 
 

The actual inhabitants may not be Nazis, but they certainly look and act like stereotypical rednecks. Everyone (and I do mean 
EVERYONE) drives either an old, beat-up pick-up or an enormous old American car like an Impala.  Both types of vehicles are usually  
covered with mud to where you can barely make out the color. It seems mandatory for the pick-ups to have a gun hung across the 
window and a case of beer bouncing around the back.  I assume the cars have those accessories in the trunk.  About half the cars have 
bumper stickers proclaiming vulgarities to those who read them. The others have slogans like "Jesus saves!" and "God Bless 
America!".  The people feel compelled to gun their engines every time they accelerate, sending a cloud of exhaust spewing out of their 
tail pipes. They alternate between driving far too slowly and very quickly, for no apparent reason.  They brake and turn without any sort 
of notice, and they seem to pass only where there is a solid yellow line.  The drivers all seem to be grossly overweight, and their hair 
doesn't seem to have seen a comb since infancy.  There are seat belt and child restraint laws, but no one seems to be properly 
harnessed, and I saw lots of little kids riding in the backs of pick-ups. If ever the term "poor White trash" seemed to fit people, it's here.  
I am, of course, exaggerating just a bit when I imply that everybody fits this description.  There were so many people who did, though, 
that it really got annoying.  I took to calling the men Bubba and the women Selma as a means of venting my anger every time they 
violated the rules of careful driving.  [That’s something I still do today with bad drivers, even up north.] 
 

Adding to this mood, the entire highway was strewn with litter.  As in Iowa, there are periodic signs saying that various groups 
were participating in an "Adopt-a-Highway" program. Either those people never pick up anything, or the litter just accumulates too fast 
for it to do any good. I couldn't believe what a mess there was. Every time I go to any other state, I'm thankful for Iowa's deposit law; 
we've got just about the least litter I've seen anywhere. Alabama, though, has to be close to the top of the list. I can not understand 
what possesses people to throw things from their cars, but they must do it all the time here. 

 
[In Alabama’s defense (and while I’ve been there several times since, it’s still among my least favorite states) U.S. 90 

is not a good way to judge the state.  It’s actually one of the worst highways in Alabama, both in terms of traffic and scenery.   
I-10, which runs parallel but slightly to the north, is the road you’re supposed to follow across the southern panhandle.  It is 
MUCH more scenic and really a much more pleasant drive.  At the time I always sort of assumed that the old road was the 
scenic route.  I’ve learned over the years, though, that the vast majority of interstates are really more attractive than the 
highways they replaced.] 
 

To further compound things, I flipped through the radio dial, and I happened to find a talk-radio station in Mobile.  I was 
shocked at the narrow-mindedness of not only the callers, but also the host.  [I think this was the Rush Limbaugh show, which was 
just starting to become popular at the time.  The callers, of course, were probably not actually from Alabama.]  “Conservative” 
is too moderate of a word to describe the politics that are considered mainstream here.  They were, of course, anti-abortion and pro-
capital punishment—a combination that’s always seemed inconsistent to me.  They were against any sort of gun control, and they felt 
that everyone who is on welfare is Black and a fraud, and they felt that income and property taxes should be lowered and sales taxes 
should be raised.  Just holding conservative views wouldn’t bother me, though.  The problem I had with these people is that they 
couldn’t even conceive of the fact that other people might have differing opinions.  
 

The big issue of the day was flag desecration.   There were callers (plural) who seriously wanted to execute people who had 
burned the American flag.  No one suggested (as my own Representative Grandy, a Republican, did) that the flag might stand for all 
freedom, including the freedom to destroy it.  No one suggested that publicizing flag-burners might only encourage them.  No one 
suggested that the last country that put so much value in its flag was Nazi Germany.  The host didn’t even play Devil’s Advocate and 
bring these possibilities up to the callers.  The basic attitude was that it’s un-American to oppose the flag amendment, period.  Well, I 
guess I’m un-American, then.  Somehow I see patriotism as working to make your country a better place, not just venerating a symbol.  
[It is a hallmark of neo-con Republicans that there’s only one right answer—theirs.] 
 

It also seems paradoxical that these people who see themselves as so pro-American have very little time for the federal 
government or anything it does.  Of course, the federal government has changed their lives quite a bit by imposing such things as court-
ordered integration, fair elections, and restrooms that could be used by people of any race.  I’m sure these people fought long and hard 
against those things, and they certainly must resent being told things had to change. 
 

I got fed up with the radio and eventually turned it off.  It’s strange that I’ve felt more and more conservative these past few 
years.  I look back at my college days and almost laugh at how much I have changed.  I could never fit into the society down here, 
though.  The people come across as so intolerant, so unwilling to accept different views.  To me, that acceptance of diversity is what 
America is all about, but I guess Alabama lives in a different America than I do. 
 

All around the South, there were only two states where I felt comfortable being a “Yankee liberal”.  One is Mississippi, where 
most White people have the same attitudes they do in Alabama.  [Having since essentially “lived” in Mississippi and visited 
Alabama extensively, I must say that’s untrue.  Mississippians are actually light-years ahead of their neighbors to the east.]  
Mississippi has such a large Black population, though, that you hardly notice.  The other place I felt comfortable was Georgia, home of 
our last Democratic President.  There certainly are people I would disagree with in Georgia, but this was the only place I got the feeling 



of that “New South” you hear about.  It’s the only place I saw Black and White people who seemed to have very much to do with one 
another.  In Georgia they discuss issues like abortion and capital punishment and flag burning; they don’t automatically assume there is 
only one right answer. 
 
 [Actually, of all the places in the South, by far the most liberal are Louisiana and Texas.  I wasn’t in Louisiana long 
enough on this trip to really judge it in a meaningful way.  I’d find while in graduate school, though, that the Catholic influence 
there makes it dramatically different from the Bible Belt states.  Many Texans are very conservative (case in point:  our 
President), but the place really is an enormous and quite diverse state.  There are a surprising number of very progressive 
Texans, particularly in the Dallas area.] 
 

Well, having rambled on for eight paragraphs about my dislike for the local people and their attitudes, it is time to move on.  I 
got to Mobile (muh-BEEL) in the early afternoon, and I had hoped to see several things n the city. Unfortunately, Mobile is just about the 
most congested city I have ever seen. [That’s still true, and there’s not a lot of reason for it.]  I followed U.S. 90 right into 
downtown, and the traffic was incredible. Mobile is one of those sunbelt cities that everyone has been moving to in recent years, and 
the streets haven't kept up with the influx of traffic. I wished I had just stopped at my hotel on the edge of town and vegetated for the 
day. Unfortunately, once I was here, I was committed.  
 

The one thing I did see in downtown Mobile was Fort Conde (which they pronounce KAHN-dee). This was originally built by 
the Spanish right around 1600, and was used by the French to defend Mobile Bay. It became inactive, and for centuries no one even 
remembered that it had been there. Then, about twenty years ago while they were doing excavations for the construction of Interstate 
10, they came across the ruins of old buildings from the fort. They re-routed I-10 through a tunnel under the area, did major 
archaeological work, and then built a lovely reconstruction of the old fort. There's an interesting film about the place, and there are 
costumed actors all over the place to provide "visitor interpretation". Best of all, it houses the city's chamber of commerce and is 
therefore free. 
 
 You can see the I-10 tunnel from the fort, and the traffic on the interstate seemed far less than what I had fought on the 
streets.  I left downtown on the interstate and was pleasantly surprised to move quickly to the outskirts.  A sign proclaimed that I-10 had 
just completed a “modernization program” which had made it eight lanes wide throughout and ten lanes wide in places.  It’s basically 
one wide bridge that towers over the city, and then it dumps off into that old four-lane tunnel downtown.  They must have spent a small 
fortune on this “modernization” if only they’d modernize some of the secondary roads.  [That’s still a problem in Alabama.  It’s one of 
those places—like Minnesota—where the interstates are great, but the back roads are horrible.] 
 

There were still lots of hours left in the day [since it’s barely a stone’s throw from Gulfport to Mobile], so I thought I might 
as well see some sites near (if not in) the city. All the travel books said the one "must see" was Dauphin Island (variously pronounced 
DOUGH-fin, DOW-fin, DAFF-fin, DOFF-fin, and dough-FEEN--take your pick), right on the Gulf about 25 miles south of Mobile. Those 
were twenty-five of the longest miles I have ever driven. Even under normal conditions, it would have taken a while to drive this 
congested, narrow cowpath across the swamp. There are little towns every few miles, and where there aren't towns there are rural 
houses (more hidden mobile homes). You couldn’t do more than 45 mph under the best of conditions.  Today, though, there was road 
construction—re-surfacing the road, but keeping it equally narrow. There was a five-mile stretch with pilot car, but they only let a certain 
number of cars through at a time. This turned into one big parking lot.  Everybody, of course, kept their engines running and periodically 
had to gun them to add to the exhaust fumes that hung in the air.  It was a hot, stuffy, muggy day, and without the breeze of driving at 
highway speeds, my un-air conditioned car got hellishly hot.  I have no idea how long it took to creep through this mess, but it certainly 
seemed like hours. 
 

Once I finally got to Dauphin Island, I found it was quite a nice place. You cross a five-mile bridge to get there, and at the south 
end is a pleasant little park. It's a clean place with palm-lined streets and flower boxes hanging from the roofs. At the far end of the 
island is Fort Gaines, site of the Battle of Mobile Bay, where they uttered that famous line, "Damn the torpedoes—full speed ahead!" I 
chose not to pay $7 to see inside the place, but I enjoyed looking at its moat-lined exterior walls. 
 

I took a different route back from Dauphin Island, turning off the main road just over the bridge to avoid all that construction. I 
followed a series of county roads back to Mobile. The traffic was light, and I noticed that the people in this area live in real wood-frame 
houses that are actually visible from the road. They do, however, still drive pick-ups with guns in the windows and vulgar bumper 
stickers. I can't ask for everything. 

 
I chose to have dinner at a Quincey Steak House. Steak sounded good, and such places usually provide good value for the 

money. Quincey, though, is the exception to that rule. At Quincey they price everything "a la carte". The $5.99 I paid for my steak 
included the steak and a baked potato. Of course they charge for drinks (with no free refills—not even for coffee), but they also charge 
extra for salad, soup, dessert, and even the dinner roll and the Texas toast.  I passed on the salad bar and the rolls, but I did have a 
slice of pecan pie and one cup of coffee.  That brought the total bill to $8.13.  It would have been over $10 with salad.  What’s more the 
steak was tough and flavorless, and the service was less than minimal.  I made a point of responding to their “How do you rate us?” 
card.  There are Quincey's everywhere in the South, but this was the first and last one I patronized. 
 

Tonight I stayed in another in the series of Motel 6's. This was another unpleasant one. Again there were too few towels, and 
tiles were missing from the bathroom floor. Also there was only one wastebasket (usually Motel 6 gives you one in the bathroom and 
another one or two in the room itself).  I enjoy reading local newspapers when I'm on vacation, and I tend to buy several each day. 
While I know it's wasteful to discard them, it's also impractical to take them with me. Cramming newspapers into one puny wastebasket 
didn't work too well, though.  [I’ve since learned to just pile the papers under the wastebasket.  The maid really doesn’t care.] 

 



The one redeeming value this motel had is that, like all Motel 6's, it offered free in-room movies. I spent most of the evening 
watching Rain Man, and eventually I headed off to sleep.  [This was back before Motel 6 had cable, in fact not long after they 
stopped charging to give you a special key to turn on the TV.  They had a special in-chain satellite system that ran a small 
selection of movies.  Today they have basic cable and HBO.] 
  

Wednesday, June 13 - Mobile to Montgomery, 

Alabama, via Florida) 

I left before rush hour this morning, and that eight-lane 
freeway was nearly deserted. I drove under Fort Conde and through 
the much larger Mobile Bay Tunnel. I made it across the scrub forest 
of Baldwin County and was only too happy to see the Florida state 
line. I was far from done with Alabama, but at least I had a bit of 
relief. 

 
I stopped at the Florida welcome center, where a very 

pleasant young woman (the only black person I'd seen welcoming 
tourists anywhere) gave me a map and a complimentary cup of 
Florida grapefruit juice. After the “wonderful” opinion I’d developed 
about Alabama, I probably would have found anything in Florida 
better.  The woman at the welcome center was truly pleasant, 
though, and she definitely started me out with the right attitude 
toward her state.  Signs in the rest area indicated that there was 
major construction all along I-10 in Florida, so I turned off and 
followed U.S. 90 once again. 

 
I stopped for gas in Pensacola, at a station owned by BP.  

The last time I had seen BP (British Petroleum) stations was years 
ago in Canada.  The Canadian stations all changed their name to 
Petro-Canada,  but  now  here  was  BP  again.  It  turns  out  that BP   

Welcome to Florida sign 
recently bought out the Gulf Oil Company.  All the old orange Gulf signs are now painting themselves green and sporting BP shields.  
[These days, of course, we see BP all over the US.  They merged with Amoco a few years back and in the process became one 
of the biggest gas station companies in the USA.] 
 

I should mention on the side that my car got incredible mileage on this trip.  I averaged almost 44 miles per gallon, and one fill 
in Louisiana I got over 48.  Normally my car gets right at 40 in summer, so that really is an improvement.  Of course, the land is entirely 
flat down here, and almost every mile I drove was on the highway.  Still, I was quite pleased.  [I’d find each time I went to the South I 
got better mileage than I do at home.  I think it really is the flatness that does that.] 

 
Gas prices were also a pleasant surprise.  After leaving $1.139 in Algona, I never paid anything close to that much again.  The 

most common price was about 999 cents per gallon (i.e.:  one dollar), but I could usually find it for less.  I paid as low as .869 in Atlanta.  
Of course, I could have paid well over a dollar if I had chosen Chevron or Exxon instead of buying at convenience stores.  Georgia had 
by far the cheapest gas of any state I visited, Tennessee the most expensive—not counting Iowa and Illinois, whose northern prices are 
quite a bit more than anything in Dixie.  [No wonder I could afford to do such an ambitious trip.  Gas is now quadruple the price it 
was on this trip.] 
 

Every state in the South has outlawed leaded gasoline.  Most appear to have done it just this year; the pumps looked as if they 
had just recently been changed.  Instead of having regular and unleaded, you see two (or more often three) different grades of 
unleaded [like BP and Shell stations do up north these days].  There’s regular unleaded (which is what I used to get that wonderful 
mileage), unleaded plus, and premium unleaded.  The prices rise steeply with the octane.  I saw premium selling for as much as $1.589. 
I’ve paid prices like that in Canada, but I can’t imagine paying that much when other gas is available for under a dollar.  [These days 
true premium (as opposed to the lowest grade of gasohol) is right at five bucks a gallon, and I REALLY can’t imagine why 
anyone would pay that.]  By the way, usually all three grades of gas contain ethanol—which is no problem for this guy from the tall 
corn state. 
 

After buying gas I drove around the city. This is one of two Florida cities that claims to be America's oldest. Both date from the 
1500s, but Pensacola was actually founded before St. Augustine (the one you heard about in history class). The problem that starts the 
two towns arguing is that a flood early on forced Pensacola to move from its original site. St. Augustine has been in the same place all 
along.  
 

Downtown Pensacola is very old. There's nothing that goes back to its founding, but they do have some Spanish colonial 
buildings, and a lot of the place goes back to the early 1800s. The new stuff mixes in nicely with the old, too. The center of the place is 



Seville Square, which looks not unlike a pleasant little plaza in a Spanish city. When I was there, Pensacola was in the middle of their 
annual fiesta, and the square was full of temporary vendors and the like. Nothing was open yet, but it was interesting to see. 
 

East of Pensacola I stopped at the Gulf Breeze Zoo, where I paid a pricey $7.95 plus tax for admission. I had figured a zoo in 
Florida might feature those kinds of animals you'd expect to see here—say alligators and tropical birds, for instance.  No such luck.  
The Des Moines zoo had a wider variety of animals than they did here. The animals that are unique to Gulf Breeze aren't exactly what 
I'd expect to see in a zoo, either. For instance, they had a large collection of caged deer, and they seem particularly proud of their 
cattle. They did have a baby alligator (in a glass terrarium in the gift shop), but it was hardly what I expected.  The trails through the zoo 
made for a pleasant walk, though, and basically I enjoyed it.  It just wasn’t worth eight bucks.  [The animals I was looking for are 
what they feature at Audubon Zoo in New Orleans.] 
 

East of here U.S. 90 is supposed to follow the coast again. You wouldn't know it, though. Unlike Mississippi, which allows an 
unobstructed view all along the road, Florida encourages development right on the coast. Instead of seeing the ocean you see a wall of 
condos. I drove through town after town (without really knowing the difference between one and the next), and I never did catch a 
glimpse of water.  [Pretty much the whole state of Florida is like this, with the whole beach is lined with a wall of hotels and 
condos.  I really don’t like it at all.] 
 

All this development is dangerous, too.  The worst damage from Hurricane Hugo last year was to the buildings that were right 
along the beach.  South Carolina has now banned such construction.  Florida hasn’t had a major hurricane in years, but one could 
come at any time.  I’d sure hate to be in one of those condos when it hit.  [This paragraph is probably over-stated, given that the 
storm surge from Katrina leveled stuff in Mississippi a mile in from the beach.] 
 

The other side of the road is hardly those elegant homes I saw in Biloxi either. Instead I saw one military reservation after 
another.  I saw army, navy, air force, and marine bases—but, rather oddly, no coast guard.  Metal buildings are hardly our country's 
highest architectural form, but the military is concerned with speed and expense rather than beauty. 
 

I turned north at Fort Walton Beach, the service center for all those military bases. I needed some more film, so I pulled into a 
shopping center to look around.  I ended up at the South’s most common chain store, a place called Family Dollar.  Southerners think 
Wal-Mart is a classy store, and Family Dollar is the reason why.  To start with, Family Dollar always locates in the low-rent district.  
They often are the only store in a big old shopping center where everything else has closed.  They also tend to have bars on their 
windows, as do most of the buildings in the neighborhoods in which they locate.  (I saw several different Family Dollars in Baton 
Rouge.)  They are ugly old stores that feature lots of narrow aisles, high shelves, and lots of security mirrors.  Large signs announce 
that they take only cash—no checks, money orders, coupons, credit cards, or food stamps.  The store I visited had one employee and 
one old, non-electronic cash register.  The merchandise matches the décor.  Much of their clothing has tags saying it is “slightly 
irregular”, and you won’t see Sony or Panasonic in their electronics department—the brands here are made in places like Indonesia, 
not Japan.  The prices are rock bottom, though.  You’d think you were in a Third World country for what they charge.  You can buy a 
large can of Family Dollar cleanser (like Comet) for 50 cents, and a two-liter bottle of Family Dollar cola is 59 cents.  Slightly irregular 
jeans go for $3.99, and underwear is as low as 79 cents.  The family dollar could stretch quite a ways here.  We used to have stores 
like that in Iowa, but up north our discount stores have upscaled.  In some ways it’s too bad we don’t have the rock bottom stores 
anymore, but I suppose it shows that overall our people are better off.  [Family Dollar has made its way to Yankee-land.  There are 
several in Iowa, and I’ve seen them as far north as Sandstone, Minnesota and Niagara Falls, New York.  The northern stores 
are nicer than their southern counterparts (mostly because they’re new), but their merchandise is still a step down from Wal-
Mart.] 
 

I never did get the film.  Family Dollar brand film comes only in 110 size, not in 35mm.  If it had fit my camera, it would have 
been cheap—just $1.79 a roll.  I did pick up a pair of suede shoes ($9.00 and made in Costa Rica, of all places) [still some of my 
favorite dress shoes—I only wear them on rare occasions] and some slightly-irregular kitchen towels (ranging in price from $.50 to 
$1.25, from Thailand and Burma).  When I checked out, the cashier carefully ran her hand through the inside of my shoes and shook 
the towels to make sure I wasn’t hiding anything in them. 
 

I drove northward across the Florida panhandle on a lovely four-lane highway which instantly died at Florala, on the Alabama 
border. From there I drove across Alabama on a series of rough, narrow, two-lane blacktops with those spikes dividing the lanes. Traffic 
was not particularly heavy, but a lot of trucks met me on those narrow roads. 
 

One of the strangest aspects of Alabama highways is that they feel compelled to keep telling you whose police jurisdiction you 
are in. Every time it changes (which is quite frequently), there is a big sign along the highway announcing the fact. I had visions of those 
classic Southern cops hiding n the trees waiting to catch me doing half a mile over the speed limit. Fortunately, these roads don't lend 
themselves to speeding.  There’s no shoulder, and a sharp drop-off on most of them, and I don’t feel comfortable negotiating that at 
high speed.  [They don’t seem to have the jurisdiction signs anymore.  When I’ve been to Alabama recently, the roadside signs 
really didn’t stand out from anywhere else.] 
 

This part of Alabama is quite heavily forested. [Actually pretty much ALL of Alabama—and all of Dixie for that matter—is 
heavily forested.]  Somehow I never thought of the South as being full of trees, but most of it seems to be forest. It's managed forest, 
owned by the paper companies and periodically harvested and re-planted. There are some farms (where they mostly grow corn), but 
there's more pine trees than anything else. 
 

Each of the county seats around here gave me another lesson in Southern race relations. They've recently put up a lot of 
public housing all around southeast Alabama. It's relatively nice housing—a lot like Steve and Terry’s complex in Decorah.  The catch is 



it's all in developments about three or four miles out of town. When you come up to a town, you'll first see the little apartment 
development (which is always Black), then there's a gap of forest, and finally you get to the town (which is usually predominantly 
White). It's the sort of residence pattern you hear about in South Africa, yet this is American public housing put up in the '70s or '80s. To 
me it seems shameful to be putting up these Alabama versions of Soweto twenty-five years after Martin Luther King. It's not bad 
housing, but the whole principle bothers me. [Actually, quite a lot of blacks live in the towns themselves, both in privately and 
publicly owned accommodations.  It’s just the newest places that are out of town.  In the intervening years, a lot of business 
has filled in the gaps between the “Sowetos” and the old towns, so they don’t stand out nearly as much as they used to.] 

 
Booker T. Washington’s home 

Tuskegee, Alabama 

 
Eventually I made it to central Alabama, what the locals refer to as 

“the Black Belt”.  Here it would be pointless to build public housing out of 
town, because almost no Whites live here—even in the towns.  Just as I had 
noticed before in Memphis, everybody—rich or poor—is Black. 
 

I stopped in Tuskegee, home of the famous Tuskegee Institute and 
a monument that honors Booker T. Washington and George Washington 
Carver. I saw Washington's home and went through a museum that traced 
both men's lives and highlighted accomplishments of many Black Americans. 
I didn't care a lot for the museum. I'd have been interested in seeing all those 
things Carver made with peanuts or seeing the truck Washington drove 
around Alabama to use as a mobile school for the children of sharecroppers. 
I read biographies of these men when I was in grade school, and the 
museum didn't add much to what I learned then. 

 
Next I drove into Montgomery,  where I stopped briefly at the Alaba- 

ma state capitol, a white marble giant with a clock on top that looks like an overgrown county courthouse. I got lost in Montgomery and 
ended up right in the middle of the slums. (Actually, most of Montgomery seems to be slums.) These really intrigued me. When I think 
of slums, the vision that comes to mind is the run-down brick row houses that line the streets of Chicago's south side or the towering 
housing projects that tried to replace them. Those were the first slums I ever saw, and they will forever be my image of a slum. The 
Southern slums are not at all like that, though. The poor people here live in single-family houses, not in apartments or row houses. They 
are packed closely together, and they are run-down beyond belief, but it still was a shock to think of individual wood frame houses as 
slums. 
 

Eventually I made my way out of Montgomery 
and headed west to one of the focal points of the Civil 
Rights Movement, Selma. One of the turning points of 
the movement was when the planned march from 
Selma to Montgomery was turned back at the Edmund 
Pettis Bridge. When I read about this or saw the 
footage of it, I always envisioned the marchers having 
gone some distance before they came to that bridge. It 
turns out that the bridge is right in the heart of the city, 
at the edge of downtown Selma. They couldn't have 
gone more than about three blocks before they met the 
National Guard. 
 

Selma today is a handsome, prosperous city. 
There's a lot of lovely old homes, and the wide tree-
lined streets make for pleasant driving. The town 
appears to be almost 100% Black, but there seems to 
be full employment at a bunch of food-packaging 
plants.  I crossed the Pettis Bridge and drove past the 
A.M.E. Church where Martin Luther King planned the  

 
Edmund Pettis Bridge – Selma, Alabama 

historic march. Otherwise there's not much to see in Selma, but it was really about the most interesting thing I saw today. 
 
I drove back from Selma to Montgomery along the route the marchers intended to take. I remembered my mother talking about 

sitting in at a segregated lunch counter in Iowa City a full fifty years ago and then about the segregated housing in Alabama today. I 
thought about the people I went to high school with—whites, blacks, Asians, and Hispanics, and no one really bothered with who was 
who. Today though there are still people who are scared of sending their children to integrated schools. I thought about my circle of 
friends at college; almost all of us dated interracially, and no one cared one way or the other about it.  There’s no way I’d picture a 
White Alabaman going out with a Black [though about fifteen years later I’d see that when I went to ballgames in Huntsville].  I 
thought about my cousins, with their adopted black children. Those kids manage to grow up and be accepted in Iowa and Minnesota, 
but I can only imagine the reception they would receive down here. 
 

The problem isn't just in Alabama, of course. Few things bother me more than when I hear my students at Garrigan making 
racist remarks.  It’s probably because we have so few minorities up here that we don’t realize just how offensive these remarks are.  
Rather oddly, Southerners never SAY anything racist in public; they just act in discriminatory ways. The remarks, though, are public and 
obvious, and I don’t see any excuse for my students saying them. 
 



I got to my motel in Montgomery quite late.  I had purchased a salad at Hardees in Selma, and I settled in and ate it in my 
room.  This was the last in the string of Motel 6’s, and I must say I was glad.  The room was clean in this one, but it still had the towel 
problem.  It also had a problem shared by many older Motel 6’s—the air conditioning was centrally controlled, rather than having 
individual room controls.  Usually that means the rooms are warm and stuffy, but here it meant he place was an icebox.  I literally 
shivered in bed, but eventually I put on a sweatshirt and got to sleep. 
 

Thurs., June 14 - Montgomery, AL to Atlanta, GA  

This morning I drove fairly quickly across eastern Alabama. I still hadn't found much to like in this state, and I was only too 
happy to be leaving. I had breakfast in Phenix City, right on the Georgia border. My father was stationed across the river in Columbus at 
some point during "the War" (which in our home could only mean World War II), and I remember him describing Phenix City as if it were 
Sodom and Gomorrah in one.  He had very little time for the place.  To hear him tell it, there were more bars and brothels than 
servicemen. I certainly saw none of that this morning. U.S. 80 is basically one big suburban strip, and everything's new and shiny. It 
could be suburban Anytown, and it certainly bore no resemblance to those strange stories my father told. 

 
The bad stuff is in Columbus itself.  There’s still nothing risqué, but it’s all pretty run down, and there are liquor stores and lots 

and lots of a peculiar Southern phenomenon called the “pawn/gun”.  I think these are combination pawnbrokers and gun shops, but 
then maybe you’re supposed to pawn your old guns there.  At any rate, every Southern pawn shop is a “pawn/gun”, and there are 
thousands of them throughout the region—many of which happen to be in Columbus. 
 

Just past Columbus I drove for miles past the military installation where my dad must surely have been stationed.  I still can’t 
figure out what on earth he was doing in Columbus, when he ended up island-hopping in the Pacific.  I’d have expected him to be in a 
place like San Diego instead.  [He was in Georgia for Officers’ Training School.  At one time or another he was actually in 
military bases all over the country, eventually heading out to northern California before leaving for his actual tour of duty.] 
 

I drove for about an hour through the area the official state travel guide refers to as "Southwestern Georgia". Only someone 
from Atlanta (which is very far north) would call this area by that name. It's more than halfway up the state. The geography is 
interesting. The soil is brick red, and the land is very hilly, but it seems to be quite fertile. The countryside alternates between forest 
(almost all owned by the Georgia-Pacific Company) and small pockets of farms between the trees. They grow a wide variety of crops 
here.  Corn is probably the most common crop, but you also see cotton and soybeans (which look a lot alike), tobacco, and a strange 
plant I assumed must be peanuts. 

 
Before long I got to my first destination of the morning, the town of Plains, which is the proud home of America's 39th 

President. I'm not ashamed to say that I liked President Carter, and I know for sure our Midwestern economy was better off in the '70s 
than it has been over the past few years.  I’ve been especially impressed with the work he has done since he left office—building 
homes for the poor with Habitat for Humanity or negotiating an end to conflict in countries like Angola.  Just today (July 3) I saw that 
U.S. News and World Report had honored him as one of the outstanding leaders of 1990, and I was happy about that.  Carter left office 
under such unfortunate circumstances; I do hope that history remembers his honesty and all the good things he accomplished, too.  
[…And because nobody acted on his warnings during the energy crisis in the ‘70s we’ve gotten ourselves into a much worse 
crisis today.] 
 

The whole town of Plains is now a national park, and they have a self-guided walking tour which I took. The focal point is the 
old Plains depot, which served as Carter's campaign headquarters in 1976. Inside is a cute little museum with political memorabilia. 
(Remember those slogans: "Leaders for a Change" and "Why Not the Best?") There's a clipping from the Des Moines Register about 
his walk through the Iowa countryside announcing, "Hi, I'm Jimmy Carter, and I want to be your President," and another with those 
results that catapulted the Iowa caucuses into a national event and made the Democrats the state's majority party. (Of course, Iowa 
never did vote for Carter in either national election, but the TV reporters seem to think that any state that went for Dukakis must have 
supported Carter.) 
 

On the tour I also saw the Carter Peanut Warehouse (which is now an abandoned downtown building) and the old Billy Carter 
Service Station (which is now a convenience store).  I learned interesting things like the fact that Jimmy Carter was the first (and so far 
only) President born in a hospital.  His mother worked there.  I saw the place he was born, which is now a nursing home.  It was also 
interesting that this Baptist President married a Methodist woman in a Methodist church. 
 

The tour also takes you past the so-called Carter Compound. You can't see Carter's home from the street. All you can see is 
another house, where the Secret Service agents live, a park-like area, and a big fence with two gates. Carter lives back in the trees 
somewhere (hopefully NOT in a run-down mobile home). No one was guarding the gate, but there are mirrors and cameras 
everywhere, and lots of signs to keep you out. I was amused, though, that a UPS truck pulled in, the driver got out and opened the gate 
himself, and then just drove right in.  I guess if you’ve got business there, no one cares. 
 

Plains looks a lot like a small Iowa town.  In fact it reminded me a lot of Whittemore.  It’s a little town that saw its good times 
early and has been declining for many years.  Today a couple of seed dealers, a bank (which is a branch of one in another town), and a 
drugstore are the main businesses still left in town.  There are also a couple of gift shops that look like they haven’t changed since the 
day Carter left office.  They sell the strangest souvenirs (remember Billy beer?—I bought a can), plus lots and lots of junk (which they 
call “antiques”) that belongs at a garage sale.  Half the town seems to be related to Jimmy Carter, and in the gift shops you can buy 



items autographed by almost everyone in town except him.  Not a lot of tourists come to Plains these days, and a lot of the stuff in the 
gift shops seemed to be gathering dust. 

 
Just outside Plains is another visitor’s center with a large display on Carter’s career.  It includes such items as a personal letter 

of thanks from Anwar Sadat for his help with the Mideast negotiations.  To this day Egypt and Israel are at peace, and that’s certainly 
an accomplishment in that part of the world. 

 
The Little White House – Warm Springs, Georgia 

It was around noon when 
I left Plains, and I drove up a 
series of back roads (with no 
traffic, but with even more of those 
silly The Little White House itself is 
a simple white-wood room.  
There’s a streamlined enamel 
kitchen that was state-of-the-art in 
its day and looks hopelessly lost in 
history today. The cobalt glass 
dishes were Eleanor's favorites, 
and they are just like the ones my 
mother kept on display in the 
family room when I was growing 
up. Eleanor and Franklin slept in 
separate bedrooms, and they each 
had their own bathroom. Franklin's 
was especially equipped to be fully 
accessible to him in his 
wheelchair. He could even get in 
and out of the tub without 
assistance.  The house also 
contains a living room, a dining 
room, and an office. 

 
There are several out-

buildings on the grounds as well.  
There were guest lodges, servants’ 
quarters, and garages for the  han- 

dicap-friendly Roosevelt cars. There is also "the asylum" where the poor polio victims went. It is now a museum detailing Franklin's life 
and his countless accomplishments as America's only President-for-Life.  Here you see letters from Churchill and Stalin and from 
people in all walks of life who praised him for putting America to work during the Depression.  There is also a wing devoted to Eleanor 
Roosevelt, perhaps the definitive First Lady.  My mother always praised Mrs. Roosevelt, and I could see in the museum many of the 
things she respected about the woman. 
 

Warm Springs itself is a small town not unlike Plains.  It was once a popular resort, but its glory days are long gone.  They’re 
trying to build up their tourist trade (and they obviously got me), but there’s a lot more work to do.  [Historic sites in general seem not 
to draw many tourists, except for those that glorify past wars.  That’s too bad.  Roosevelt was a hero by almost anyone’s 
definition, and it’s too bad more people don’t see places like Warm Springs.] 
 

From Warm Springs it's just a short drive on to Atlanta. I checked into the Red Roof Inn in College Park, near the Atlanta 
airport. I think Red Roof Inns are one of the best bargains in the motel business.  I paid just $25.95 a night here in Atlanta (about the 
same as Motel 6 charges) for a large, clean, quiet, pleasant room, a convenient location, a very comfortable bed, individually-controlled 
air conditioning, sufficient towels and wastebaskets, cable TV, a complementary continental breakfast and newspaper, and—almost the 
most important—a friendly and efficient staff.  I could have also taken advantage of free phone service (a rarity in hotels these days), a 
photocopier, fax machines, and assorted other services designed to appeal to business travelers.  Atlanta was the only place I stayed 
at Red Roof on this vacation, but it’s a chain I’ll look for on other trips.  [Not long after this trip Red Roof was bought out by Accor, 
the same company that owns Motel 6.  They positioned it as more of a mid-level chain, and soon its prices shot up.  The Red 
Roof Inn in Des Moines now charges close to $100 a night.] 
 

I went out looking for an automatic teller machine.  They were everywhere, but none of them would accept my Shazam card.  
It was fun to explore the neighborhood, though.  College Park (which has no college anywhere near) is a very racially-integrated 
suburb. I even saw an interracial couple with a baby stroller in a Target store here. In most of Atlanta the whole racial feeling is healthier 
than it is elsewhere in the South. I think this may be because Atlanta seems wealthier than most of the South. A silly, but telling 
example of this is that Target located here.  We think of Target as a discount store (which it is), but it’s many notches above Family 
Dollar.  When times are good, there's less reason to struggle against other people. 
 

I stopped at a Wendy's for dinner. I chose to have the “Superbar”—a combination of pasta, Mexican food, soup, and salad 
[which soon flopped and was eliminated by the chain].  The clientele here were both Black and White, too, and I saw people of both 
races sitting at the same table. I could almost hear Martin Luther King's voice resound about sitting down to eat at the "table of 
brotherhood". After the racial tension I felt elsewhere, this did make a very pleasant welcome to the South's largest city. 
  



Friday, June 15 - Atlanta, Georgia  

After that long Presidential journey yesterday, this morning I drove less than three miles. Officially I followed Interstates 85 and 
285, but I never even merged with the main traffic. Some friends of mine from college live somewhere in College Park.  They were out 
of town, though, so it was pointless to try to figure out exactly where they lived.  [text deleted]  I drove past the airport and then exited 
at Camp Creek Boulevard, where I found a park-and-ride lot managed by MARTA, Atlanta's commuter railroad. 
 

There are more than three thousand spaces in this lot, and after driving a bit I settled on number 1448.  As I came up to the 
station building, I was glad I had memorized the spot number.  Just in front of the building is a big billboard-sized pay center.  It is 
covered with three thousand numbered coin slots.  You are supposed to put either 85 cents in coins or a subway token into your slot.  
The way the thing is constructed, it looks as if all the coins just fall to the bottom, and my bet is that it’s strictly on the honor system.  
Everybody does seem to very carefully put their tokens in there, though.  I searched through my pocket for some coins, found the slot 
for number 1448, paid my parking fee, and walked into the College Park station.  [I would love to know just how such paystations 
work.  They do indeed seem as if they are really “honor system” devices, but perhaps there is something that records what 
money is to be credited to which space.] 
 
 MARTA, the Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority, was a pleasant way to get around the city. I'd never before taken 
public transportation in America (except for the streetcar in New Orleans), and after hearing all those horror stories about the subways 
in New York, I was pleasantly surprised with MARTA. [Again, there has to be a first.  It’s weird to think reading this that almost all 
my future trips would include public transit in some way.  Atlanta really has one of the worst transit systems in the country, 
but it did provide an adequate introduction to the concept.]  The trains run every six minutes, and they are modern and squeaky 
clean. The cars are made of white, molded plastic, and they manage to cram sufficient seats on them so that people rarely have to 
stand. The riders are quiet and polite, and every train has a police officer who does nothing but walk through all the cars, from one end 
to the other and back again. The stations are full of police and cameras too, which apparently makes them some of the safest places in 
a city that overall isn't particularly safe.  I overheard an elderly woman telling a friend that she takes MARTA to a different neighborhood 
to go shopping, because she feels safer there than she does at home.  [Atlanta is one of those places that makes New Orleans 
seem safe.] 
 
 MARTA is heavily used.  I avoided being there at the height of rush hour, but I rode on it at various other times of day.  It was 
always busy, but never crowded—which makes for comfortable traveling.  There’s a wide variety of riders on the train.  You see Black 
people of almost every economic background (from bank presidents in suits to beggars), a few Asian and Hispanic people, and poor 
White people.  Atlanta’s wealthy Whites tend to both live and work in the far suburbs [and this is one of the most spread-out 
metropolitan areas on earth], and most of them rarely go into the city proper.  It’s interesting to see women in maid’s uniforms taking 
their children with them as they go to work.  I assume they leave them with a friend or relative, or else in daycare. 
 

It costs 85 cents each [up to $2 as of 2008] time you ride MARTA. You can either use exact change, or you can buy subway 
tokens. They have vending machines that sell the tokens at two prices—either a dollar a piece (a rip-off for those who don't have exact 
change) or six for $5 (a minimal savings over the usual fare). The tokens are tiny little coins, about the size of a dime. They are made of 
that fake gold metal you see in a lot of foreign coins.  They say “MARTA” on the front and “Good for one fare” on the back.   You drop 
them in the turnstile, wait for it to make a clunking noise, and then proceed.  [Having since seen almost identical tokens in Chicago 
and Los Angeles (both of which have since phased them out), I wonder if it was possible to open the turnstiles with another 
city’s token’s.]  If you want, you can get a free transfer to the bus system when you enter.  All the buses start and end at the subway 
stations, making it a well-planned system.  

 
I entered the College Park Station, paid my fare, and walked down a short flight of stairs to the platforms. Like most stations, 

College Park was dimly lit [probably the worst aspect of Atlanta’s transit system] and not particularly attractive. They had a contest 
among local artists to design the decor in various stations. Each one is different, but they all look pretty much alike. They have 
enormous murals of inner-city life and big, gloomy abstract mosaics. I suppose it beats institutional tile, but improved lighting and 
brighter colors would have helped the place immensely. 
 

You realize you’re in America when you find how long it takes to get from the suburbs to downtown.  Atlanta is no compact 
European city.  As in Chicago, the train runs down the median of the interstate much of the way. The train moves quite a bit faster than 
the freeway traffic, but it still takes nearly half an hour to get from College Park to downtown. [It’s 45 minutes on the ‘L’ from O’Hare 
to the Loop, so I guess I shouldn’t have complained.]  It would take more than twice that long to get to the far northern end of the 
line. 
 

One thing that's odd about MARTA is that it travels above, below, and at ground level—without much of a pattern. The 
stations, though, are almost all below ground. The train does whatever it must to get to them. Most of the true subway is far out in the 
suburbs, while they used existing old railroad tracks downtown, so it runs at ground level there.  There are only two MARTA lines 
(called North/South and East/West), but together with the connecting buses, they serve the city well. 
 

I got out briefly at Five Points, the big confused mess where the two lines come together.  I surfaced and became quickly 
disoriented in a maze of skyscrapers amid streets I couldn’t locate on what I thought was a very detailed map.  (I did manage to find 
them later.)  The place was swarming with people, and I didn’t particularly want to be lost in a confused crowd to quickly, so I went back 
down into the subway and decided to explore more suburban points of interest first. 



The first place I stopped was at Decatur station, in a neighborhood that the travel guides describe as "classic small-town 
America, where life still moves slowly and revolves around the old courthouse squares." Not quite. Decatur has been part of the city of 
Atlanta for over fifty years. It is less crowded than downtown, but it doesn't even feel suburban, let alone small-town. It does have the 
courthouse for one of the three counties that Atlanta sprawls across, but the courthouse square is lined with banks and brokerage 
houses, and the people who go in and out of their revolving doors in their elegant dresses and three-piece suits definitely live their lives 
at urban speed.  Like College Park, this neighborhood is well integrated, and while only Black people work at low-paying jobs here, the 
high-class jobs are well mixed. 
 

I had breakfast at a Hardees in Decatur. They had just hired a new employee, and it was amusing to watch her training. The 
assistant manager was Rosie, an enormous elderly Black woman in a scarf, who I could picture as anybody's grandmother [or, 
perhaps, as “Aunt Jemimah”]. The trainee was an anorexic teenaged Black girl with bizarre hair. Her name was Heather, and she 
could have competed in a contest for "Miss Dense". She almost seemed to get the concept of having to push the item someone 
ordered on the cash register, until Rosie made it harder by explaining that you have to press "Shift" in order to get certain items. 
Heather's mouth literally hung open. Things also got complicated when she had to learn how the milkshake machine worked. I hadn't 
expected to find dinner theatre at Hardees, but here they were putting on a comedy for me at no extra charge. 
 

From Decatur I took the train westward to the Georgia State station, which is located in the basement of an office building and 
serves both Georgia State University and the state capitol complex. The capitol itself is nothing special, but quite by accident it turned 
out to be one of my most interesting stops. As I walked around the block the capitol is on, I saw a long line of trailers with electrical 
cables running all around them. Then on the west side of the capitol I saw a large crowd of people and lots of big theatrical lights. It 
turned out they were filming a political commercial here, and I was bluntly told to step aside when I almost walked right into the middle 
of one of their takes. The commercial featured six actors made up to look like "typical" Georgians (rich, poor, Black, White, urban, rural, 
etc.) who walked down the street in front of the capitol. There was someone in a fancy car who drove behind them. Each time they did a 
new take he put the car in reverse, went back to his original position, and started over again. I have no idea how everything fit together 
or even who the candidate was that was going to serve these people so well, but it was fun to see.  It’s certainly not what you expect to 
walk into the middle of as a tourist [and it confirmed my suspicions as to just how little political ads had to do with reality]. 
 

Next I went to Omni Station, at the far end of downtown. This is in the middle of a huge complex that includes a hotel, a sports 
complex, a shopping mall, and (the reason I was there) CNN Center—home of Atlanta's biggest contribution to the media. One of the 
main things I wanted to do in Atlanta was to tour the CNN studios. You can't just do that on the spur of the moment, though. They sell 
tickets for tours later in the day. To avoid having to wait around here all day, I paid my five dollars and arranged to be on the 3:00pm 
tour. Then I browsed through the Turner store, where they sell souvenirs from the TV networks (TBS, TNT, CNN, the Weather Channel, 
and Headline News) owned by Atlanta’s wealthiest citizen.  Ted Turner also owns the Atlanta Braves and the Atlanta Hawks, as well as 
the stadiums where those teams play, and he was the principal organizer of the Goodwill Games, the international competition that was 
started four years ago to try to end the frustration over years of Olympic boycotts.  This summer they will hold the Goodwill Games in 
Seattle, and there were souvenirs for them everywhere.  They will be broadcast, of course, exclusively on the Turner cable networks. 

 
I’ve always been rather amused by Ted Turner.  He’s been severely criticized for being both a radical liberal, a raving 

conservative, and an arrogant, self-centered pig.  What’s amusing is that he is all of those.  He never seems to say what anyone 
expects him to say, and he has a gift for saying the wrong thing at the wrong time.  (While I was in Atlanta he was apologizing to the 
Daughters of the Confederacy for some unfortunate remarks he had made while speaking at a banquet.)  One thing I like, though, is 
that his biases (some of which I agree with, and some of which I don’t) rarely come out in CNN.  When I watch CBS or NBC news, I 
always feel that I can tell pretty much what the producers want me to think about an issue.  On CNN (and especially Headline News)  
they really do just report the news; they leave the judgments to the viewer.  [Unfortunately that’s become less true in recent years.  
They’re not nearly so biased as Fox News yet, but it’s not the CNN it used to be.] 
 

I walked outside, got myself oriented (which is no small task in this city whose streets go nowhere in particular) [Atlanta is 
one of the most difficult cities to get around in], and walked back to Five Points.  Downtown Atlanta tries hard to look like a 
progressive American city. They've got all the splashy glass office towers and all those little parks where people eat lunch. Somehow it 
doesn't quite pull it off, though. It's dirtier, and things aren't as well cared for. Almost everything is cheaply built, and a lot of construction 
and repair work seems to get halted before it is finished. I saw slabs of marble missing from the facades of buildings, and everywhere I 
went I saw police officers. It reminded me more of Moscow than Minneapolis. It tries hard to be world class, but there's neither the 
money nor the will to do it. 
 

I got back in the subway and headed to the North Avenue Station, which is located in the Southern Bell building. There's a 
pleasant little museum here detailing the history of the telephone. The museum is only open from 11 to 1 each day, but I managed to hit 
it just as it opened.  They have scores of old telephones, switchboards, and lines, and they walk you through the development from 
Alexander Graham Bell to fiber optics.  [This was before the cell phone era.  It would be interesting to go back and see if they’ve 
updated things to reflect that.]  One amusing exhibit shows how long-distance calls are routed.  What made it funny was a little sign 
they put at the bottom that told us something like, “Southern Bell, a division of Bell South, is in no way associated with any national 
long distance company.”  I don’t know about you, but I liked things better back when AT&T, Southern Bell, and our own Northwestern 
Bell were one in the same—back before they invented U.S. West and Bell South.  Somehow I’ve found that the charge for local service 
(which I almost never use) has skyrocketed.  I noticed in the Atlanta phone book that they have metered local service here—the local 
bill works just like long distance.  I’d love to have that option in Iowa.  [We do now, and we also have unlimited long distance 
options.  That combination has made my phone bill in 2008 significantly less than it was in 1990.] 
 

Near the Southern Bell building (or the Bell South building—I never did figure out what they wanted to call themselves [I think 
it’s the Cingular building these days]) is the Fox Theatre, a remnant from the days when going to the movies was a true event.  The 



theatre looks like a palace in India, with curved towers in every color of the rainbow.  Today it’s used for plays and concerts rather than 
movies, and you can only go inside for performances.  The outside is gorgeous, though, and I’m sure the interior matches it. 

 
It had started raining as I gazed at the Fox Theatre, and I walked around trying to find a place to get out of the rain.  I saw a 

sign that said “J.C. Penney” and figured I could kill some time wandering around the store.  Unfortunately, this was not a store; it was 
the headquarters of the J.C. Penney Corporation, and visitors were definitely not welcome.  I got thoroughly soaked walking back to the 
Bell building, but I dried out a bit in the basement waiting for a train. 
 

Next on my agenda was Sci-Trek, the science museum of Atlanta. This sounded interesting (particularly to me), and it 
appeared to be easy to get to. My map showed it as three blocks east of the Civic Center MARTA station.  I got off at the correct 
station, surfaced, and walked eastward through the pouring rain for what I thought was three blocks. There were a lot of churches, 
some office buildings, and a community college, but nothing vaguely resembling a museum. I had bought some souvenirs at the Turner 
Store, and the paper bag holding them was, as its label said, "rapidly degrading in water". I clutched the bottom, pondered my map, and 
finally asked directions from the doorman of one of the office buildings. 

 
There were three things contributing to the problem.  First, in addition to the streets that were shown on my map, Atlanta has 

numerous alleys—which might as well be streets.  Also “Peachtree Street”, the main thoroughfare through downtown Atlanta, is really 
three streets with about half a block between each part.  There’s West Peachtree, Central Peachtree, and East Peachtree, and you’ve 
got to cross all of those before you’ve crossed what the map just lists as Peachtree.  Finally, the map was really indicating just the 
general neighborhood where I’d find the museum, not the exact intersection.  Once I got directions, though, it wasn’t hard to find.  I just 
got even more soaked in the process. 
 

Sci-Trek is an expensive rip-ff. The admission was $7, and there was nothing I hadn't already seen at the Des Moines Science 
Center. I went through the place in well under an hour, including a stop at their bookstore—where I requested a plastic bag large 
enough to hold my old and new purchases.  [I’ve since made the mistake of visiting the local science museum in several other 
cities.  They’re pretty much all the same—whiz bang technology laden exhibits to excite little kids with very little actual 
information explained.  There’s a halfway decent science museum in St. Louis, but otherwise the only one I know of that’s 
worth going to is Chicago’s Museum of Science and Industry.] 
 

The rain let up as I headed back downtown. I turned eastward and started walking down Auburn Avenue. "Sweet Auburn" is 
one of those places that is not quite downtown. It's not sleazy, but it's hardly nice either. Back before most of the city was Black, this 
was the main Black business district. Today there's still a lot of business along here, but there are a lot of winos too. 

  
LEFT:  Ebenezer Baptist Church, with funeral mourners outside 

RIGHT:  Martin Luther King’s home – Atlanta Georgia 
I did have a reason to be here. I wanted to see the Martin Luther King Historic Site, and unless I wanted to take a city bus 

(something I've never done in my life), walking was the only way of getting there. It wasn't an unpleasant walk either. While Auburn is 
skuzzy, it's relatively safe—at least by day. I was the only White person on the street, but I had gotten pretty used to that by now.  

 
There are a lot of interesting churches along Auburn Avenue. There's everything from the "Full Gospel Tabernacle" located in 

a storefront to the towering spires of the headquarters for the African Methodist Episcopal Church, with a huge sign saying "Jesus 
Saves!" The most famous church is Ebenezer Baptist, where three generations of the King family were pastors. There was a funeral 
going on as I walked past there, and scores of black women (dressed to the nines) were bitterly weeping. I also walked past the 
headquarters for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the regional headquarters of the NAACP. 



There is no admission to the King Historic Site, except to visit a library—and even that is only 25 cents.  There’s s a nice self-
guided walking tour, and periodically rangers lead guided tours around the area.  I guided myself, and I saw King’s home (a simple, but 
nice, little brick place right on Auburn Avenue) [I obviously hadn’t checked my photos when I wrote that—it’s wood], his tomb (in 
the middle of a fountain—though I can't say I'd want water dripping on me for all eternity), a statue dedicated to the "new order of 
brotherhood", and assorted interesting buildings throughout the neighborhood. It's interesting that most of the homes in this 
neighborhood were built at the turn of the century by a textile factory. Most of them are in a style called "shotgun duplex", and they'd 
have to be the smallest duplexes I've ever seen.  The whole neighborhood is a historic preserve, and everything is well-maintained by 
the Park Service. 
 

The King site is quite a ways from downtown, and it had been a long walk down Auburn Avenue.  There is a MARTA station 
(called “King Memorial”) within a few blocks of here, and it seemed foolish to walk all the way back downtown with the station so close 
by.  I turned southward from Auburn and walked toward the station.  Unfortunately, between me and the station were the Hilliard Park 
Homes, a public housing project that featured row upon row of dorm-like yellow cement-block apartments and lots of teenaged boys in 
fancy clothing gathered around the lampposts in front.  It seems to me that there’s not a lot of legal ways for boys in public housing to 
get all those fancy duds.  Given a choice, I try not to put myself into positions that invite trouble, and I quickly turned around and went 
back to Auburn.  Winos I can deal with; drug dealers are a different matter entirely. 

 
I did make it to a train station—the Georgia State station which is much closer to downtown.  From here I rode back to CNN. I 

attempted to have a late lunch at McDonalds, but they wouldn't take my traveler’s check. The woman suggested I cash it at a bank in 
the mall, but they would have charged a $5 commission to cash it. There were automatic tellers here, but they wouldn't take my card. I 
did have some cash, and I ended up eating at Gorin’s, a combination ice cream parlor and Greek sandwich shop.  It was delicious. 

 
The CNN tour was one of the most interesting parts of the trip. It started with a ride up the largest escalator I have seen in my 

life. We went from the lobby up to the tenth floor all on one gigantic moving staircase. Once there we looked through a little museum 
about Turner and his empire and saw such things as a model of the satellite that beams CNN and TBS around the world.  It’s 
interesting that Turner’s stations are among the few that are not scrambled during their satellite transmission.  Most other cable 
networks (USA, Discovery, Nickelodeon, MTV, etc.) charge the local cable companies a royalty to air their services, but all the Turner 
stations are free.  He makes all his income off of advertising—just like the real TV networks. 
 

The bulk of the tour is a walk through a series of observation galleries above the CNN offices and studios.  There are actually 
three different programs broadcast from here, twenty-four hours a day.  There’s CNN and also the quick-format Headline News [whose 
format has since changed for the worse, in my opinion], plus a third network called “Telemundo” that broadcasts news in Spanish 
to the U.S. and Latin America.  Overall the place looks a lot like those background shots you see when they cut to commercials during 
the news broadcasts.  In fact, if you ever see Headline News on a cable system, look carefully in the upper right corner when they do 
cut away.  You’ll see the gallery where we were standing, and if you look closely, there will probably be tourists in it. 
 

There were lots of interesting tidbits on this tour.  We got to experiment with the "blue wall" sets that are common in TV news. 
The anchors and weather people do their thing in front of a blank blue wall. Those maps and slides you see behind them aren't there at 
all. Instead they are superimposed over everything in the picture that is blue. Check closely sometime, and you'll see that TV people 
never wear royal blue clothing. If they did they would be cut out of the scene, and the background would be superimposed over them. 
 

We also got to see what it's like to read a teleprompter. Those papers most TV anchors shuffle are useless—in fact they're 
often blank. The newscasters read off a computer screen that is reflected in a mirror right in front of the camera lens. That's why they 
manage the wonderful eye contact we could never even hope to have in our school TV news entries.  There are only about three words 
on each line (to avoid the eyes going back and forth), and the anchors read from 100 to 150 words a minute, so you can imagine how 
fast the thing moves. A technician listens to the broadcast and is responsible for advancing the print-out at the correct speed so the 
anchor is always reading the same line. Other people stand just off the set with paper copies of the script which are instantly handed to 
the anchors if anything goes wrong.  

 
The anchors at CNN basically do nothing but read.  Even the field reporters have little to do with the words they say.  It’s the 

job of nearly a thousand other employees in this building and in news bureaus around the U.S. and abroad to select, write, edit, and 
come up with the graphics.  The “talent” don’t have a lot to do with journalism.  About the only thing that is written by the person who 
reads it is commentary, which there isn’t much of on CNN.  During our tour the guide pointed out some of their most famous “talent”, but 
I must confess I’ve never heard of any of them.  It’s not like Dan Rather or Barbara Walters works for CNN. 

 
During the tour we saw a lot of tedious, but necessary, behind the scenes operations.  There are women at CNN who do 

nothing all day but time commercials.  After timing individual commercials, they bundle them in groups, the way we see them, and time 
the bundle.  Then they add “logo trailers”, the time when they cut to and from commercials.  Finally they re-record the whole thing on 
one big two-inch video tape and send it, with its time sheet to the producers.  All this timing is vital not only to avoid dead space, but 
also for financial reasons.  They time everything down to the tenths of seconds, and they charge advertisers for every tenth. 

 
Other CNN employees read newspapers for a living.  They sit in cubicles and read major out-of-town newspapers cover to 

cover, looking for important or interesting stories that heir own news staff might have missed.  Then they cut up the papers, microfilm 
each article, and file them in their research archives. 

 
Some of the most important employees are called “space men”.  Turner owns one satellite, which is used to broadcast his 

networks.  CNN, though, needs lots of satellite feeds to get stories from other news bureaus and from foreign broadcasters into its 
studios.  The space men spend their day on the phone buying time on assorted satellites to allow the news to come in. 



As I left CNN I made a peak in the Omni Coliseum, which is about as generic of a sports complex as you can get. I also 
checked out how much it would have cost to stay at the Omni Hotel—$145 per night, but their weekend rate was $95, which is not 
exactly unreasonable—however the Red Roof Inn was a bit closer to my own price range. 

 
After CNN I took the train to various neighborhoods around the city. I had already gone east, so I mainly explored the other 

directions.  West of downtown are the slums. Quite suddenly the people on the train are all black, and the stations are named after the 
housing projects they are next to.  I chose not to get off at stations like Vine City Homes.  North of downtown is the nice part of the city. 
I got off at two different stops here.  Lenox Station, the nicest one in the system, is in a neighborhood known as Buckhead where the 
mayor's home and the Georgia governor's mansion are found. There's also street after street of ritzy office parks, apartment towers, 
and shopping malls. The area also seems well integrated, but everyone here is rich. 

 
Midtown Station, also north of the city center, is also in a rich neighborhood, but it has a very different atmosphere. I didn't 

know it ahead of time, but I found out quickly that this is the proud center of the South's largest gay community. Unlike New Orleans, 
many of the people here did act like stereotypical gays. There are also a lot of sleazy bars and questionable stores. 
 

The Atlanta gay community publishes a magazine that they distribute free in dispensers on street corners all over the city. I 
was amused and picked up a copy. I didn't really look at it until I got back to Iowa, when Margaret and I went through it in detail.  The 
thing was REALLY sleazy. It's basically a classified service for male prostitutes ("models", but their ads had nothing to do with art). 
There was nothing openly obscene, but it's not the sort of thing I'd expect to see on a street corner [which shows just what a small 
town boy I am, since pretty much every big city has similar publications in both heterosexual and homosexual versions]. It 
really made me wonder how they managed to distribute the thing so publicly. I can't imagine allowing female prostitutes to advertise so 
openly. 
 

I next stopped at Peachtree Center, Atlanta's main downtown shopping complex.  I was surprised and somewhat amused by 
the fashions they were selling in the stores.  It seems that this big city is a bit behind the times when it comes to style—at least for men.  
All last year the boys at Garrigan were wearing a certain style of high-waisted black pants with a white label on the front.  (They come in 
other colors, too, but black was the height of style for our kids.)  Those exact same pants were being touted as the latest thing in all the 
finest stores in Atlanta—nearly a year after the Brass Buckle in Algona first sold them.  The mannequins here were dressed like [my 
students], and the shoppers did seem to be buying them—at $65 and $70 a pair.  I wouldn’t have had the heart to tell them that those 
hicks back in small-town I-o-way were wearing those pants last fall.  [We’re talking here about Z. Cavaricci’s, the ultimate in young 
men’s clothing in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s.  It was boys competing with overpriced pants that finally made us establish a 
boys’ uniform at Garrigan.  I’d find out later that these “designer” goods were actually made in Mississippi, and I’m almost 
embarrassed to say I picked up a couple pairs of them when I was in grad school.] 
 

I walked back through downtown Atlanta, which was familiar now, but still not at all easy to get around—I’m VERY glad I chose 
not to drive here. [While on a later trip I would drive in Atlanta, I’d still echo that statement.  Atlanta isn’t an easy place to 
navigate, mostly because its streets are in no way square.]  I ended up at a place called Underground Atlanta which is rather hard 
to describe. It's a bunch of old buildings that are literally underground. Apparently the modern city is somehow higher than it used to be, 
and these old buildings (mostly part of an old packing plant) ended up below the modern streets. They have now been properly 
gentrified into restaurants and boutiques.  Today, as I visited, the place was celebrating its first anniversary.  They had a gospel choir 
and free popcorn and ice cream.  It was interesting to see. 
 

It was nearly six when I finally went back to Five Points Station and headed southward on the train. I hadn't mentioned before 
that the drivers (who are all black men about my age) announce each station when they arrive. Sometimes this is just the name of the 
station, sometimes they say what bus connections can be made there, and sometimes they tell you what important buildings are 
located nearby. On this trip I got the most interesting of all. As we came up to Garnett Station, a minor station just south of downtown, 
the driver announced, "Exit here for the Metro Atlanta Pre-Trial Detention Center." Why do I think he has some experience with the 
place?  
 

At off-peak hours only every other train goes as far south as College Park and the airport.  I had to get off one train about 
halfway down the line and wait another six minutes for the airport train to come.  Eventually I made it back to the park-and-ride, and my 
car was still in space 1448.  I drove back through the mess of freeway ramps and got back to the Red Roof Inn. 
 

I had dinner tonight at the Sizzler, a "steak and wine inn" [basically an upscale version of Bonanza] next to my motel. I had 
their buffet, which includes assorted salads, soups, vegetables, five kinds of pasta, chicken, barbecued ribs, three types of dessert, 
beer or wine, and a choice of non-alcoholic drink. All that costs $6.99, plus tax and a tip for "Hi, I'm Maurice and I'll be your waiter." 
 

I had fun reading through the papers tonight.  One that I had picked up was the Gwinett County Daily News.  Gwinett County, 
northeast of Atlanta, is made up mostly of exclusive white suburbs. In this paper I learned that Gwinett citizens were opposed to funding 
an extension that would bring MARTA trains out to their area. One letter to the editor actually said "who knows who would come out 
here then?" Another letter complained that it was so difficult to find service help in Gwinett County. Gee, I think I can put two and two 
together. If the poor people can't get there, they're probably not working there. I can't say I felt terribly sorry for those letter writers.  
[MARTA has since been extended well into the suburbs, but it still doesn’t go to Gwinett County.] 
 

The big story in all the papers was the controversy over "2 Live Crew", the vulgar rap musicians. This group's records had 
been banned all over the South, and the musicians themselves were recently arrested in Florida for saying obscene words on stage. 
They were performing tonight in Gwinett County (I found the location interesting), and everybody had something to say about it.  
Georgia is a place where it’s okay to have diverse opinions, and there were people on every conceivable side of this issue. 



Many kids insisted the songs were not vulgar. They were wrong. The Atlanta Constitution had an interesting article, where they 
described the sort of lyrics the songs contain. Being a family newspaper, they never actually printed any of the words, but it was very 
clear to me exactly which words they meant. Suffice to say that unlike the mainstream rap and heavy metal groups (which are not 
particularly worse than the stuff I grew up with), 2 Live Crew is really vulgar, with no redeeming value that I can find. You don't even 
have to take things out of context or stretch any meanings to be offended here. They leave nothing to the imagination. ... And there's 
one thing about rap music: you can make out the words distinctly. 
 

Many people thought the controversy was racial. They felt no one would care if it were black kids who were listening to this 
stuff. It only became a problem when rich suburban whites started listening to it. There's probably something to that argument. 
 

Most of the people the papers interviewed walked the same tightrope I would with this issue. I don't like the idea of 
censorship—period. On the other hand, it does seem wrong that a kid who can't legally attend an "R"-rated movie can pick up this X-
rated record with no questions asked. Then again, it also seems that the kid's parents should be keeping track of exactly what their 
child is spending his money on. This record features five nude women displaying their behinds on the cover, and its title is As Nasty As 
They Wanna Be". I would think this ought to sound some alarms with parents.  All in all, I don’t know that I’d have any particular 
problem with the labels or rating system that have been proposed—I might even support age restrictions on some purchases—but I 
can’t see taking anything off the shelves.  All that does is make it “forbidden fruit”.  [I checked for an update on Wipipedia, and in 
fact 2 Live Crew was the first group to have a parental advisory appear on their album.  All the controversy did have that 
“forbidden fruit” effect.  The album quickly sold over two million copies, though it apparently had very little memorable music.  
The group apparently still exists, but they haven’t had much success since about 1995.] 
 

One thing I couldn't understand was a group of girls who were standing in line for tickets and just couldn't get enough of 2 Live 
Crew. I can't picture listening to the music myself, but I could see a lot of boys getting turned on by it. I can only imagine what kind of 
girl would like this sort of music, though. Who would want to hear people vulgarly describe their body parts and then threaten to rape 
them? 
 

As it turned out, 2 Live Crew said nothing vulgar on stage while in Atlanta. They performed the sanitized version of their album, 
"As Clean As They Wanna Be" (the label of which shows those nude girls covering their behinds with signs that spell out the album 
name), which is apparently suggestive, but not obscene.  Several people in the crowd supplied the dirty words that were left out. 
 

I thumbed through the papers and watched some television.  Here I got the same weather report I heard almost every night of 
the trip.  Tomorrow would be partly cloudy with highs in the lower 90s and a twenty to thirty percent chance of an evening shower.  The 
entire region seems to have the same weather all summer long.  I was surprised that the South isn’t as hot as I’d imagined it would be.  
It certainly is no hotter than Iowa is in summer.  [The big difference, as I’d find when I spent my summers in grad school there, is 
that it doesn’t cool down nearly as much overnight.  It’s also somewhat more humid, but not all that much.]  The TV 
meteorologists were complaining about the heat, but it was always within one or two degrees of their normal temperatures for this time 
of year. 

 
Eventually I turned off the television and headed off to dreamland. 

  

Saturday, June 16 – Atlanta to Savannah, Georgia 

This was just about the most boring day of the trip.  I checked out of the Red Roof Inn, bought some cheap gas, and headed 
southeastward on a very busy interstate.  This was roughly the same route followed by General Sherman on his famous march to the 
sea, and I got a taste of that this morning, as I passed three different National Guard convoys as I crossed the state. 
 

I stopped for lunch in the east-Georgia town of Metter.  A bus load of M.Y.F. kids from the Northside United Methodist Church 
in Atlanta had stopped there, too.  Like most of Atlanta, this group was mostly Black, but well-integrated.  I would never had seen an 
integrated church group in Alabama.  [These days an urban Methodist church might have an integrated congregation, though 
churches—largely by the choice of both races—are pretty much the last bastion of segregation.] 
 

I got to Savannah, my destination for the day, right at noon. I was almost embarrassed to check into the motel so early, but I 
was hot and sweaty and welcomed a bit of air conditioning. This was the most expensive motel of the trip, another Comfort Inn. This 
one, though, was not nearly as nice as the one in Vicksburg. It had a king-sized bed, but otherwise the room was about as basic as you 
could get. What's more the smells from the nearby paper mills kept wafting into my room.  I paid right at $40 for the night [an 
“expensive” price I look back at longingly], which wasn’t worth it—except for the fact that most things in Savannah cost far more. 
 

After cooling off a bit I went out to explore Savannah. I certainly put a lot of miles on my car, but I can't say that I saw much of 
interest. Most interesting was Fort Pulaski, in the swamps about twenty miles east of Savannah, right on the Atlantic. This was 
apparently the last great masonry fort, and its fall in the Civil War marked the end of an era. What I found more interesting, though, is 
that this was also the site where John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, first landed in America. Oglethorpe, the head of the Georgia 
colony, greeted him here back in 1736, and there is a lovely monument out in the woods here where they knelt down together in prayer. 
Wesley was very much a part of the Church of England at the time, and he established numerous Sunday schools and Episcopal 
churches in Georgia. His legacy lives on today in the fact that Methodism, not the Baptists, is the biggest church in Georgia. There also 
are still a lot of Episcopal churches down here.  

 



I didn't care much for Savannah itself. This is another place the travel books can't get enough of, but I'll gladly give them my 
share, thank-you. It's crowded, polluted, and grimy, and there's nothing that's particularly historic. A lot of the buildings here are "on the 
site of" historic buildings, but almost nothing is pre-Civil War. I had always read that Sherman spared this "grand old dame" when he 
torched the rest of the state, but there's surely not much left. I drove all around the place, but I ended up seeing more housing projects 
than historic buildings. 
 
 [While I really didn’t care for Savannah, the previous paragraph is overstated.  A lot of antebellum buildings still exist, 
but frankly the ones in Natchez, Vicksburg, and New Orleans are nicer.  Savannah doesn’t look much different from a small 
industrial city up north, and I really don’t follow why it’s such a tourist mecca.  It definitely is, though, and it also comes 
across as a tourist trap.  The locals aren’t especially friendly to the tourists, either, which didn’t help my attitude.] 
 

I tried to have an early dinner at another restaurant I’d seen all over the South.  It’s a fast food chain called Krystal, which I 
found out was the Family Dollar of the restaurant business.  Nothing on their menu was more than 99 cents, and most items were right 
at 50 cents.  Apparently their feature item is a miniature square burger called a “Krystal”.  [Krystal is the last surviving clone of 
White Castle, which sells almost identical burgers.  Having now tried both, I like Krystal’s burgers (which are slathered in 
mustard) slightly better.]  They also sell double Krystals, barbecue items, and assorted kinds of hot dogs—plus fries, onion rings, 
shakes, and soft drinks.  I’d have gladly ordered anything, but it took the people so long to serve the folks in front of me, that it seemed 
like a pointless wait.  [Prompt service—or lack of it—is an issue all over the South.  My brother Steve would later joke about the 
“Navajo time” on which establishments in New Mexico and Arizona operated.  That’s pretty much the same principal you see 
in service all over Dixie.]  I eventually just went back to my car. 
 

I also stopped at an outlet mall in Savannah. The South is littered with factory outlet stores. Every place of size has at least 
one of them.  I had gotten some nice shoes at an outlet mall in Maine on a trip with Paul and Nancy years ago, so I thought I’d at least 
check this place out.  I found the Bass Shoe Outlet, and they had the exact same shoes I wanted to replace.  Unfortunately they wanted 
$78 a pair for them.  That was a discount compared to the $125 they said was the suggested retail price, but it was well out of my 
league.  I went back to my motel with full pockets and empty bags.  [This was right at the time all the big shoe manufacturers were 
relocating to Asia, and the prices they wanted here are precisely the reason for that.  Bass does make high quality shoes, but 
the quality isn’t high enough to warrant forking over eighty bucks—even in 2008.] 
 

I had to walk almost a mile from my motel to the only nearby restaurant—a Burger King with snail-paced service nearly as 
inefficient as that Krystal place. I had a salad for supper and then settled in for the night. 
 

Sun., June 17 - Savannah, GA to Charleston, SC  

This morning's drive was a short one. I went down I-95 and U.S. 17, past forests and swamps, into South Carolina and up to 
Charleston, one of the grandest old colonial cities in America. This was probably the most beautiful place I visited on this trip. 
Charleston was the main city hit by Hurricane Hugo last fall. Bad for the residents, but good for the tourists, the storm damage was 
worst in brand new homes and businesses built on the coast and in the suburbs. Many of the buildings in the historic heart of "Charles' 
Towne" have been standing for nearly 300 years, and if this storm is any indication, they'll probably stand for 300 more. There's still 
plenty of debris around, and I saw construction projects everywhere. The city is still beautiful, though, and it's still going strong. 
 

I stopped in at the city visitor’s center, where I took advantage of their free parking and brochures.  I passed on their $10 film, 
though, and instead went out walking around the town.  Charleston is called the "Holy City", and its streets are dominated by lovely old 
churches. All of these go back to the days when churches were built for the glory of God, but I couldn't help but think that some of their 
elegance was an effort to outdo their neighbors. The largest, if not the nicest, is the Episcopal cathedral, a 19th Century granite 
skyscraper that towers above the rest of the city. In addition to the cathedral, there are no less than eight Episcopal churches in 
Charleston, some of which go back as far as 1720. (Can you tell this area was settled by Brits?) There is also a beautiful Catholic 
cathedral, several Presbyterian churches, a Jewish synagogue, an enormous A.M.E. church, and a huge place called the "Coloured 
Baptist Church" (note spelling)—not to mention several small churches I’ve forgotten by now. 

 
There's even a Congregational church—in fact the Congos formed Charleston's first church in 1681. They're now in their fourth 

building (the first three burned), a rather ugly circular brick edifice that is almost smothered by its cemetery (which dates to the 1600s). I 
knew this church was here, and I had thought it would be interesting to go to a church of my denomination on vacation, so I wore my 
best traveling clothes this Sunday morning. I was underdressed for this place, though. I would have been underdressed even if I had 
worn a tie. Congregationalists express their Puritan origins by dressing well for church, but they really outdid themselves in Charleston.  
In the sweltering heat of summer, the people sport the clothes that Algona Congregationalists wear at Christmas.  I hope it's air 
conditioned inside—they'd surely be fainting otherwise. 

 
It's not just the Congos who dress for church here. Everybody was decked out in their finest, most conservative attire for 

morning services. The Coloured Baptists and the A.M.E. congregations were truly dressed to go into the Lord's house. Even the 
Catholics (most of whom are Black here) were dressed up for mass. Just about the only people who weren't in their Sunday best were 
the tourists.  [This is fairly standard throughout the South.] 
 

One of the most interesting places I came across in Charleston was the Exchange. This building dates from the mid-1700s 
and looks like Independence Hall. Over the years it and the surrounding grounds have served many purposes, most notorious among 



them being the world's largest slave market.  Charleston was the biggest port of entry for slaves, and weekly slave auctions were held 
at the exchange right up until the Civil War. 

 
 

 

 
Views of Charleston 

 
Above – Sidewalk garden downtown 

Above left – Meeting Street 
Below left – Unusual wood frame mansion  
with ornate outdoor stairs and balconies 

Most of Charleston is residential, and there are homes here that were built as early as 1687. The city has its own style of 
architecture, adapted to deep lots with very narrow street frontage. Almost everything here is brick and stone, which is probably why it 
withstood the hurricane better than the modern wood and metal structures in the suburbs. Also, everything has beautiful balconies and 
grand outdoor staircases.  Everything is designed with heat in mind, too.  They have thick walls, windows designed to catch the breeze, 
and large overhangs.  Outside, all the yards are walled in, and there are beautiful flowering trees lining all the streets.  It’s a lovely place 
for a stroll. 
 

The waterfront in Charleston is gorgeous. Two tidal rivers (the Ashley 
and the Cooper) come together with the Atlantic not far away. There's a brick 
walkway built all around the peninsula, and there are gardens, statues, and fun 
fountains scattered all around. On an island just to the north of the city (or east, it 
depends on your point of view)  is Fort Sumter, where the Civil War began. I 
passed on the $5 boat ride there, but I did at least catch a glimpse of the place. 
 
 After a while I stopped to grab a bite of lunch from a man with a 
pushcart. I sat down on a bench in an old cemetery to eat my hot dog when a 
woman came up and started speaking to me in Spanish. Why she chose to 
address me in Spanish, I don't know, and now I've forgotten exactly what it was 
she said, but I responded in Spanish too. She promptly sat down beside me, and 
then proceeded to talk to me for nearly half an hour—TODO EN ESPAÑOL. It 
was quite a one-sided conversation. This woman was a classic Hispanic lady. She 
did all the talking, and I nodded and said things like "bueno" and "si" at 
appropriate intervals.  She was not an easy person to understand, but I did 
manage to catch the drift of her monologue. She was originally from the 
Caribbean (I think from Cuba, but she also talked about Puerto Rico a lot), and 
she had lived in Sarasota, Florida for a year. Her family was still there, but she 
had taken a job for the summer as a maid in some hotel in Charleston.  She didn't 

 
The Charleston Exchange 



like being away from her family, but there was work here.  She liked it here, because she could earn decent money by working long 
hours.  This was the first time she had left the hotel area and come downtown. She kept saying over and over again how tranquil and 
peaceful the place was, and she especially thought this old cemetery was relaxing.  She, of course, had no idea where Iowa was. In 
fact, I think she thought Charleston was in Florida. She was amazed that I spoke Spanish, though, and she kept praising me every time 
I said "bueno". She was impressed that I was a teacher and even more impressed that I taught in a Catholic school. She felt that one of 
the best aspects of America was that people have the time and money to be at leisure and go on vacation. It's not something I think 
about that much, but she is right.  Eventually I made an excuse to leave, and we said a long Hispanic good-bye.  She was certainly an 
interesting woman to have lunch with. 

 
Tourist carriage in front of South Carolina Electric Building 

 [I felt like my mother as I talked with 
this woman.  Numerous times on vacation she 
would sit down on a bench because with her 
arthritis she didn’t want to hike any distance.  
Invariably, when we’d return from seeing 
whatever there was to see, Mommy had struck 
up a conversation with some stranger and 
found a new friend.  She wouldn’t have done it 
in Spanish, but the basic idea is still the same.] 
 

After lunch I visited the Charleston 
Museum, the oldest such establishment in 
America.  It was founded in 1773, but is now 
housed in a building dating to 1987.  There is room 
after room of old dishes, clothing, toys, and 
furniture. It was interesting, but it got a bit tedious 
after the second gallery.  The most interesting part 
was a room they called “The Old Museum” which 
gives you an idea of what the place was like in the 
1800s.  In those days this wasn’t a museum of 
local history.  Instead it offered the citizens of this 
great city “a window on the world” through such 
artifacts as an Egyptian mummy, a stone Buddha, 
and  gold  jewelry  from  Mexico.     They  also  had 

organs of the human body preserved and displayed in canning jars.  This was culture to 19th Century Charleston, and for five cents the 
people who lived in those elegant old houses could be a part of it. 
 
[text deleted] 
 

Mount Pleasant, South Carolina, is Charleston's beach, and this area was hit harder b the hurricane than any other. You can 
see a lot of homes that were blown down completely and have not yet been cleared away. The closer you get to the water, the worse 
the destruction gets. One bit of good among the bad—the worst damage was done to vacation homes whose owners were gone in late 
September.  
 

I stopped for a drink at the Mount Pleasant McDonalds.  Today was recruitment day; they wanted to hire a minimum of thirty 
employees for the summer, and they were having a big festival to attract people to work there.  The price was certainly right—they pay 
$6.25 an hour for punching those cash registers and sacking up those fries.  That’s just a tad more than Terry got at the McD’s in 
Decorah. 
 

I re-crossed that long, narrow bridge and heaved a sigh of relief when I was safely on the other side.  I drove up Interstate 26 
to North Charleston, where the cheap motels are.  I stayed at yet another Motel 6, a pleasant one this time. I had become badly 
sunburned by walking around town all day, so I mostly just stayed in the room and vegetated all evening. I could do without the 
cranberry skin, but this was a beautiful day.  
 

Monday, June 18 - Charleston, South Carolina to 

Ashville, North Carolina  

I had breakfast this morning at Mister Donut.  Motel 6 had discount coupons from there, and I had two superb rolls, juice, and 
coffee for just $1.48.  [I think the last time I’d eaten at Mister Donut was when they had one on highway 6 in Coralville back 
when I was in college.  I haven’t even thought of the chain in years, and my bet is they no longer exist.] 

 
 
 
 



I drove up U.S. 52, the same road that goes to Dubuque and Minneapolis.  Here it’s the old Dixie Highway here, the first main 
highway in the South—paved in 1925. Not much has changed since then. It's a narrow, winding blacktop with awkward "Y" intersections 
and lots of traffic. It goes through a series of places you've never heard of (the largest being Florence) whose combined population is 
over half a million people. 
 

I took this road (which was not 
the most direct route) to reach the town of 
Darlington. I've always been a big Bruce 
Springsteen fan, and back when he put 
out the song "Darlington County", I had to 
be one of the few people who actually 
looked up where Darlington County was (I 
looked in an atlas way back then). It's in 
northeast South Carolina, right on the 
borderline between swampland and 
tobacco country. The city has about 8,000 
people, and the county 30,000. There's a 
lot of modern tourist business along I-95, 
but the downtown area is old three-story 
brick buildings that look like they belong in 
England. 
 
 Darlington’s main claim to fame 
is auto racing.  They have a huge race 
track here, where they hold two major 
races (the Trans-South 500 and the 
Southern 500).  They get over 100,000 
spectators to see each event.    Darlington 

 
Stock Car Hall of Fame – Darlington, South Carolina 

Raceway is also the home of the Stock Car Hall of Fame, and on a whim I decided to pay my $2 to see it. Auto racing is close to the 
bottom of my list of interests (it would probably beat out hunting and fishing [the two sports with even more redneck following], but 
not much more), but I really enjoyed the museum. They've got winning cars representing each year from 1950 onward, so you can see 
how the cars have changed over the years. They also have uniforms of famous drivers, including some I had actually heard of. There is 
a feature on what makes a race car different from any other car (quite a bit, actually), one on how driving in a race is different from 
driving on the highway (it's surprisingly NOT that different), and another on ways drivers have tried to cheat over the years (mostly 
trying to make their cars lighter than was legal). I didn't dawdle here, but it was fun to see [and actually one of the more memorable 
places I’ve been to over the years]. 
 

Bruce Springsteen was in my mind as I left Darlington. All day long, I kept hearing the chorus: "Sha, la, la—sha, la, la, la, la ..." 
I followed a series of state highways across the northern end of South Carolina to Spartanburg. As I drove across the state, my grade 
school geography kept coming back to me. I remembered Miss Davis in fifth grade telling us about the coastal lowlands, the fall line, the 
piedmont, the foothills, and the mountains. Every one of those features was surprisingly obvious to me today. The regions change 
abruptly, too.  I was impressed with just how distinct they were. 
 

I drove through the Smoky Mountains from Spartanburg to Ashville, North Carolina.  The Smokies are so-named because they 
are often fog-covered, but today everything was clear as a bell.  These are low, old, green mountains, but they are quite rugged. I was 
happy to enjoy the view from the interstate and not have to negotiate real mountain roads. 
 

If you watch the Discovery Channel on cable TV, you'll see lots of ads for Ashville (which locals pronounce with a long "a"—
ASHE-vul). The big attraction here is the Biltmore Estate, a 200-room mansion that was the home of George Vanderbilt. I decided to 
cross this one off my list when I learned that it would cost $18.95, plus tax, to visit the place. I suppose when you figure the cost per 
room that's not bad, but it was still well beyond my budget. 

 
The motel rooms in Asheville are also pricey, but it was just about the only place to stay.  I ended up at the Super 8, in a tiny 

closet of a room that opened onto the lobby. I hated that. Any time I wanted to leave the room—to go to my car, to get ice, to go out and 
explore the neighborhood—I had to walk past the desk clerk. I'd have tolerated either that or the miniature room, but combined with the 
$40 pricetag, I was less than happy.  [The single rooms in a lot of Super 8’s are awkward and sort of semi-private.  In the internet 
age, I’ve found that when they’re available at the same price, it’s a better to book a double room—even for one person.] 
 

Tuesday, June 19 - Asheville, NC to Nashville, TN  

 I crossed the Smokies early this morning on Interstate 40. It's not a bad highway, but you do know you're in the mountains. I 
made it through the curves and grades and tunnels, though, and before long I was in Tennessee.  The mountains ended rather abruptly 
after I entered Tennessee, and I was into farm country again. The corn was tall here, and they seem to keep quite a bit of livestock too. 
I stopped for gas in Knoxville (which struck me as a dumpy old city), and then headed northwest to Oak Ridge, a company town run by 
the U.S. government and devoted to scientific research. 



 

 

Above  – Radiation sign 
Left – Mannequins staged  

as reactor workers 
Graphite Reactor - Oak Ridge, TN 

 

In Oak Ridge is the Graphite 
Reactor, a historic landmark where they 
recorded the world's first sustained 
nuclear reaction. It was part of the 
Manhattan Project during World War II, 
and the building and grounds were kept 
highly secret until twenty years after the 
war. Then in 1966 they turned it into a 
museum, and they seem to get three or 
four visitors each day. 

 
I thought the reactor was fun, 

and my father would have loved it. The 
museum looks as if it hasn't changed 
since it was opened, and it brought back 
memories of the collection of books and 
pamphlets my dad had accumulated. 
There was a film about "our friend the 
atom" (Can you imagine anyone making 
such a film today?) and a nice, simple 
explanation of how nuclear energy works. 
They also have a big display on the many 
uses  of   nuclear  reactions  in  fields   like 

medicine.  I found out all about those when my mother was in the hospital, and it was interesting to see the principal behind it all here. 
 

Then there was the reactor itself. Much of it looks like a physics lab straight out of the '40s. They have mannequins set up 
showing how the fuel rods are loaded, and you can walk through the control room--which has dials and gages that look like the cockpit 
of a jetliner. The whole place looks like it was pieced together by tinkerers—which is, more than anything, why I say my dad would have 
loved it. 
 

Once they achieved the reaction here, the Manhattan Project moved out to New Mexico to do the actual work on the bombs.  
This reactor then provided electricity for much of Oak Ridge.  At its peak the place could provide energy for about 400 homes.  
Compare that to a modern nuclear plant, which could serve hundreds of thousands of homes. 
 



The final display in the museum provides arguments for and against nuclear power. This is another place where I'm my 
father's child. There are better forms of energy (like solar and hydroelectric), but I'm not sure nuclear power is as evil as a lot of people 
think. The display at this museum made an interesting point. Pollution and accidents related to coal and oil plants are known to kill a 
fairly large number of people each year and cause great environmental damage (such as acid rain).  Nuclear plants normally don't kill 
anyone, and statistically they cause far fewer deaths and less environmental problems than traditional plants. They COULD, however, 
kill millions of people and render vast areas lifeless in just one accident [which, of course, did happen at Chernobyl shortly before 
this was written]. One has a big risk of moderate damage, while the other has a tiny risk of extreme damage. It's interesting which 
people perceive as safer. 
 

From Oak Ridge I drove southward to Spring City (where GM is making its new Saturn cars [Actually, that’s false—the 
Saturn plant is in Spring HILL, which is in the suburbs south of Nashville; I’d drive past it when I went to ballgames in 
Huntsville years later.]) and then on to Dayton.  Dayton is the county seat of Rhea (pronounced RAY) County, and it was here that the 
famous Scopes trial was held to decide whether evolution could be taught in Tennessee schools. I saw the courthouse where Clarence 
Darrow and William Jennings Bryan argued the case in 1925.  I’d have been fascinated to find out what the people around here think 
about the issue of “creation science” today, but I wasn’t about to open a can of worms. 
 

From Dayton it's just a short ride on to Chattanooga, a strange city at the edge of the mountains.  There are lots of little 
suburbs, each in its own little valley and totally detached from the others.  The city itself is very compact, in one big valley at the south 
end of everything. 
 

To get from Chattanooga to the main part of Tennessee you have to go by way of Georgia.  I followed Interstate 24, and for six 
miles I dipped back into the Peach State before the road finally turned north to head toward Nashville.  I followed the interstate for just 
about thirty miles before turning westward on some side roads. 
 

These were some of the worst roads I took on the entire trip. These are the hills where the hillbillies live, and driving in them is 
like going through rugged mountains. There are steep grades, hairpin curves, and sharp drop-offs to a valley a hundred feet below.  
The homes here are those hidden mobile homes, and people pull off to get to them without notice. My speed varied between 40 mph 
(uphill) and 20 mph (downhill). 
 

The hills end abruptly at the Tennessee River.  I crossed a bridge that was actually the top of a dam built by the TVA.  
Suddenly I was in the midst of flat cornfields with little white houses by the road.  The geography in Tennessee certainly is changeable. 
 

I took all these roads to get to Lynchburg, home of the Jack Daniel's Distillery.  I’m hardly an alcohol fiend, but touring the 
whiskey plant seemed like fun.  I parked my car, got my free ticket, and waited about twenty minutes in a room full of whiskey barrels 
for my tour to begin. 
 

I wasn't sure what to think of our guide for this tour. I alternated between treating him as "local color" and simply disliking him. 
He was proud to tell us that he was illiterate, and he spoke and acted like a cartoon caricature of a hillbilly. He told dirty jokes to the 
children in the group, and he joked about heavy drinking with the adults.  He kept trying to involve the group in the tour by asking us 
prying questions (about things like politics).  Each time he did I would either bury myself further and further back in the crowd, or I’d look 
straight at him and scowl.  He never did call on me, so I guess he got the point. 
 

Other than the guide the tour was basically fun. We saw the spring from which they get the water for their whiskey, the tanks 
where the grain ferments (which had an overpowering stench), the sawmill where they cut wood to make charcoal to filter the whiskey, 
and the warehouse where barrels of whiskey are stored to age.  There were also two films that explained the process of whiskey 
manufacture and the bottling process.  All through the tour, we were told again and again that the difference between Tennessee 
whiskey and bourbon is that in Tennessee the whiskey is charcoal filtered.  That supposedly gives it a smoother, mellower taste.  
Whiskey is not exactly my thing (although later I did buy a bottle as a souvenir), but I’ll believe them. 
 

The end of the tour is also interesting. Most industrial tours give you a sample of the product at the end. There's a problem 
here, though. Prohibition lives on in parts of Tennessee, and Lynchburg, the town that houses America’s largest whiskey factory, is 
located in a dry county. They can make booze here, but they can't serve it. So we bellied up to an old-fashioned bar for a 
complimentary shot of lemonade. 
 

I headed back to the interstate on a much more pleasant road and drove on northward to Nashville (which is most often 
pronounced “NASH-ville” just like we do here, but can also be “NASHE-veel” or “NASH-vul”).  It was rush hour when I got to the city, 
and I drove through some very packed interstates [Nashville has some of the worst traffic in America] to get to Trinity Lane, the 
northside motel strip.  This was my last experience with Motel 6 on this trip, and I was happy. This time there were enough towels and 
wastebaskets, and the room was reasonably clean, but one light bulb was burned out and another was missing all together. The two 
30-watt bulbs that were left (one by the bed and one by the sink) were less than sufficient. Rather than dealing with the office (where I 
had already been treated rudely by a manager who tried to overcharge me), I improvised by "borrowing" two lightbulbs from the outdoor 
fixtures near my room, replacing one of them with the dead bulb.  The walkway was sufficiently lit anyway, and at least now my room 
had adequate light.  What’s more, I have a feeling the manager is more likely to preserve the symmetry of his lighting by replacing 
those outdoor bulbs than he would be to fix the lights inside. 
 

I had supper at Bonanza, where I received more service than I have ever gotten in a steak house.  Shortly after I came a tour 
bus full of Asian and European people came in.  I got the feeling the waitress didn’t want to deal with them, so she was keeping herself 
very busy with the rest of us.  I never know whether to tip in steakhouses, but this woman certainly did enough to earn a tip.  [Bonanza 



has since changed their serving format so it’s much more obvious that you should tip.  In those days, though, about all the 
waiters normally did was ask if everything was all right.] 
 

The big local news here is what to do with their horrible school system.  The Davidson County Metro Council (the equivalent of 
a city council—technically the city of Nashville doesn’t exist; the only local government is at the county level) met tonight, and person 
after person begged them to increase taxes in order to save the schools.  Everyone on TV was predicting the council would vote to 
close two schools instead—politics seem to be the same everywhere. 
  

Wednesday, June 20 - Nashville, Tennessee to 

Sikeston, Missouri 

I had breakfast this morning and then drove to the place that made Nashville famous—Music Row.  This is, of course, the land 
of Johnny Cash and Barbara Mandrell and the Statler Brothers, and I figured, when in Nashville … 
 

I found out very quickly that this is in one of the least appealing parts of the city. In fact within two blocks of the gift shops and 
recording studios there are burned-out apartments with graffiti from those big-city gangs you read about, saying things like "Bloods 
Die".  After thinking about all the awful things I’d read about those gangs, I was happy to notice that today I happened to be dressed in 
blue, the color of the Crips—the archrivals of the Bloods, and the people who had obviously painted the graffiti in this neighborhood.  
It's an awful neighborhood, though—hardly the place I'd envision the stars venturing even close to.  In this kind of a setting, I think it will 
take more than money to save their schools. 

 
Fortunately Music Row itself is properly sanitized for the tourists. They'd hate to offend the bus loads of old ladies and 

Japanese teenagers. It's far from squeaky clean—in fact it's more than a bit seedy—but it does at least come across as safe. 
 
The big thing I saw on Music Row was the Country Music Hall of Fame, which was one of the most interesting museums I 

visited on this trip. One of the best things about the place is that they don't take themselves too seriously. They know that the world 
would go on perfectly well even if there were no country music, but they're also very proud of the tradition they have, and they're 
delighted to explain every detail of it to you. 

  
Elvis’ Cadillac and Studio B – Country Music Hall of Fame 

 
Much of the galleries are devoted to backstage exhibits from the Grand Old Opry and to costumes that were worn and 

instruments that were played by famous musicians.  There are also large exhibits where they explain what makes country music 
different from other genres (including opera, of all things), how a song is written (with lots of original manuscripts written on things like 
napkins and hotel stationery), the legal aspects of the music business, country music in the movies, the different styles of country music 
(bluegrass, western swing, rockabilly, etc.—there were eight in all, ending with “contemporary”), and a collection of bronze bas relief 
portraits (done in caricature) of all the famous musicians who have made it into the Country Music Hall of Fame. 

 
One of the most interesting exhibits was a Cadillac owned by Elvis Presley. It looks like an ordinary car when you walk up to it. 

Then you press a button, and the show starts. The roof is mechanically lifted off the car, and an AV presentation explains what is 
special about the car. Most noticeable, everything inside the car is gold. There is real gold thread in the upholstery, gold plating on the 
steering wheel, glove box, etc., a solid gold cigarette lighter, even a gold-plated television mounted in the back seat. All around the roof 
Elvis mounted his gold records, and the tires are lined with gold trim where you’d normally see whitewalls.  I was so intrigued with the 
presentation, I pressed the button twice. 
 



The $7 ticket [I believe it’s $25 now] to the museum also includes admission to the nearby Studio B, which for years was 
RCA's main studio in Nashville. Name a famous country star, and they probably recorded here.  Most of them seem to have gotten their 
start in this very building.  The Studio B tour begins with a film of Dolly Parton reminiscing about her days here. Then they explain what 
a typical recording session was like here and how it is different from modern recording sessions. In the old days, almost all recording 
was done "live"—the lead artist and all the background musicians performed together. The sessions were about three hours long, and 
they got three or four songs done in that time. Today each instrument is recorded separately on a different track—sometimes over a 
period of months. They are eventually merged together into the final version we hear on a record. Somehow it lacks a bit of the 
romance they had in the old days. 
 

One interesting fact they brought out is that most country musicians (including Dolly Parton) can not read music. They know 
how to play their instruments by ear, but they can't play a written song. In fact, a lot of country songs are published as poetry, without 
any accompanying music. All the vocals and all the background music are improvised to fit the song.  It also intrigued me that the same 
group of background musicians do almost all the music recorded here.  Those people do read music, but most of the time they also 
improvise, since there’s no score to go from. 
 

After the introductory presentation, I (who was the only person on their first tour of the morning) was taken into the engineering 
room. Here I saw a control board that looked like an overgrown version of the one Steve used when he was a disc jockey at KKSI.  
They can work with twenty-four tracks here, and I was given a demonstration of how a “mix down” session worked.  While the songs 
were recorded “live” here, each voice or instrument was fed into a different track.  My guide first showed me what it would sound like 
with all the tracks equal—as it would if you were standing right in the studio.  I could barely hear the lead vocal, it was so drowned out 
by the background music.  Then the guide adjusted the dials and levers to show how they changed the sound.  She explained that 
when mixing the sound they first establish the correct levels for each voice and instrument.  Then they re-record everything on a 
standard two-track tape, deciding as they go which instruments go on which track for the best stereo effect.  After her explanation, she 
let me play with the equipment.  I felt like a little kid, and I could have sat there all day playing with that control board.  I was polite, 
though, and just fiddled a bit and then let her take me on the rest of the tour. 

 
The last place we went was the actual studio. This was an enormous room at least as big as my classroom. Somehow I'd 

always pictured studios as small, intimate places, but this was intimate only when compared to an auditorium. The walls are angled, 
and everything (walls, floor, ceiling) is carpeted to provide the best acoustic effect. They have a little room within a room to absorb the 
percussion noise and another so the lead musicians don't hear themselves being drowned out by the background music. By the way, 
the vocalists don't dance around the studio like you see in music videos. They stand at lecterns with the words in front of them, in case 
they forget. 

 
The place is hung with theatrical lighting. When I asked what that was for, the guide explained that they would adjust the 

lighting to provide the correct mood for the song. She went on to mention that now in June they would be recording Christmas music. 
They had the lights on red and green to provide a Christmas effect. If they were actually recording here, they would probably bring in a 
tree and spray fake snow all over the place.  
 

All over the studio were the instruments most commonly used in country music. They had three kinds of pianos (a lovely 
Steinway grand, a simple upright, and a honky-tonk piano with metal instead of felt hammers). There was also a harpsichord and a 
small electric organ, acoustic, electric, and steel guitars, banjos and mandolins, various members of the violin family, a full percussion 
set, assorted woodwinds and brass, a xylophone, tubular bells, and a harp. The guide went through a long list of famous musicians who 
had actually played the instruments in this room. She asked if I played anything, and she would have been more than happy to let me 
mess around with every instrument in the room (although she made it clear that the tours were far less personal when the buses come 
through).  I took piano lessons years ago, but I didn't feel like embarrassing myself by showing off my lack of talent—particularly on 
instruments that seemed to have historic value.  Sensing my lack of eagerness, the guide sat down and played a lovely ragtime tune 
from memory.  I was happy to just watch and listen. 

 
[Studio B really was one of the most fascinating places I’ve ever been.  It ranks right up there with the Warner 

Brothers tour in Los Angeles, and since I was the only person on the tour, this one was much more personalized.  It really 
surprises me that there’s not a similar historic site for rock music in L.A. or New York, but Nashville seems to be the only 
place that finds a recording studio historic.  I gather they’ve changed around a lot of the Country Music Hall of Fame (which 
has expanded into a new building).  I certainly hope Studio B is still a part of the experience.] 
 

After seeing Studio B, I made a quick walk around Music Row.  There are a lot more legal offices than studios here, which tells 
you something about just how the music business works.  The two largest buildings belong to the big music licensing agencies—
ASCAP (the American Society of Composers, Artists, and Producers), and BMI (Broadcast Music, International).  [The buildings are 
enormous, and these are just the regional headquarters of organizations that do most of their business in New York and Los 
Angeles.]  These companies are responsible for collecting the royalties every time a song is recorded, performed, or played on a major 
radio station.  I found out at the museum that they collect an average of four cents for each performance, half of which goes to the 
composer and the other half of which is split by the artists and producers.  That’s not much money, but by the time you get a million-
selling record, it does add up.  Famous people, of course, can demand much higher royalties, and unknowns get slightly less.  They 
made it very clear at the museum that almost all songwriters and musicians are unknowns, and it’s not a high-paying business. 

 
Next I drove through downtown Nashville, past yet another state capitol.  I’m sure the Tennessee capitol used to be lovely.  It 

must have once been an imposing Greek revival structure at he top of a hill overlooking the city.  Unfortunately they’ve filled in the 
entire hill with various state office buildings (in about twenty different styles), so you can barely even catch a glimpse of the capitol. 
 



I drove for what seemed like forever to the east end of the city, where I stopped at Andrew Jackson's estate, the Hermitage. I 
might have liked this place better if it had been the first old mansion I toured instead of the last one. They were kind of blending together 
by now. The thing I liked least about the Hermitage was that you have to take a "tape tour" of the place. They give you a Walkman that 
you start and stop at various points of interest in the house and grounds. It's impossible to rewind, so if you miss something, you've 
missed it for good. What's more there is nothing in writing. You can't even BUY a book about the place.  I suppose the tape tour saves 
trees, but it certainly managed to annoy me.  (To be fair, though, it is a lovely estate.) 

 
[The audio tour concept is spreading like a cancer in tourist attractions.  I’m not a big fan of headphones to begin 

with, and I’d much rather have something I can look back on after the fact.  I don’t mind having the OPTION of an audio tour, 
but I really resent places that make it the only choice.] 
 

I drove up to the north end of Nashville (which again seemed to take forever—Nashville is a bigger place than it looks on the 
map) and then followed Interstate 24 across northern Tennessee and on into Kentucky.  Here I saw the first Iowa license plate I’d found 
since leaving Missouri.  There were flood watches all over Kentucky, and I could tell the ground was overly well watered.  It’s corn 
country here, and the crop was doing well (probably shoulder high), but there was water standing in the fields, and the rivers were right 
at their banks.  I watched a storm move across the sky, but fortunately only a few sprinkles landed on my route. 

 
Confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers 

Cairo, Illinois 

 
I turned off the interstate at Paducah and headed 

westward through hills that can only be described as "pastoral". I 
crossed the Ohio and entered another of those places I've 
always vaguely wanted to visit—Cairo, Illinois. Cairo 
(pronounced with a long "a"—KAY-row) is at the confluence of 
the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. To me its name brings up 
visions of Mark Twain and "Show Boat" There's a state park at 
Point Defiance, where the rivers come together. A legend says 
that if you throw a coin into the water, right at the confluence of 
the rivers, you will return to the spot again. I tossed a penny into 
the water at Point Defiance. Only time will tell if the legend is 
correct.  [I’ve been back, so apparently it is.] 
 
 Cairo itself is an odd little city.  It has about 5,000 
people, the same population it has had for generations.  It looks 
much  larger than  that.   Its  appearance is  more like  a big river 

town in Iowa—like Muscatine or Clinton, for instance.  Its business, though, belongs in a much smaller town. I was looking for a fast 
food place, mostly to use the restroom, but also to get something to drink. I drove all through this long narrow town, looked down all the 
main side streets, and drove to the Cairo interchange on a nearby interstate. There's not a McDonalds or a Hardees to be seen 
anywhere. Eventually I stopped at Dairy Queen, the one and only business at the interchange. I used their toilet and had a luscious 
caramel praline blizzard.  [Not only have I been back to Cairo, but I’ve been back to that Dairy Queen.  Those praline blizzards, 
which they only seem to have in that one location, are outstanding.] 
 

I left Cairo, crossed the Mississippi, and re-entered Missouri. My destination tonight was Sikeston, a place I had driven through 
on the trip down over two weeks ago. Sikeston is one of those places that wouldn't exist, except that two interstates come together 
here. It has every kind of motel or restaurant you could imagine, but there doesn't seem to be much of a town connected to it.  Around 
here the place most like it is Clear Lake.  I stayed at the Drury Inn, a beautiful chain centered in Missouri.  It’s not a place I’ll likely stay 
again, though, as Sikeston is just about he only location where Drury Inn would be in my price range. 

 
The motel was nice, but the restaurant I selected (Papa D’s) was something else.  They were severely short on help, and the 

service was just plain horrid.  The salad bar looked like it had been sitting out for days, and the spaghetti I ordered had a plateful of 
pasta with a spoonful of sauce.  I had gone here primarily because they took credit cards.  I had spent my last traveler’s check, and I 
still hadn’t come across an automatic teller that would take my card, so funds were getting low.  Even the plus the restaurant had didn’t 
work out, though.  I was told that their machine was broken, so they could only take cash until they got a new one.  I felt like ordering 
them to just phone it in to Visa, like everyone else in America does these days.  I also felt like telling them I had no cash—so tough for 
them.  I didn’t, of course.  I had enough cash to pay my bill, and I did so politely.  I didn’t feel a need to leave a tip for the horrible 
service, though. 
 

Thursday, June 21 - Sikeston, Missouri to East 

Saint Louis, Illinois  

I was back in the Midwest today, and my prejudice will show, but it was definitely good to be back here. I'm anything but a 
Southerner.  [That’s still very much true, even after having spent significant time in Dixie.]  I’ve lived in Illinois, Michigan, and 
Iowa.  I’ve traveled to a lot of places, but the Midwest is still my home.  It was good to be back to a place where service people smile 
and seem genuinely happy to help you.  It’s good to see “No Passing Zone” signs (which people actually obey) and highways that don’t 



have spikes in the middle of them.  It’s good to see concrete on roads that are less than interstates.  It’s good to see more new cars 
than old pick-up trucks.  It’s good to see license plates on the front of a car as well as in back.  It’s good to see Hy-Vee and Super Valu 
and IGA instead of Winn-Dixie (“the beef people”) and Kroger.  It’s good to order breakfast in a restaurant and not have more grease 
than food.  It’s good to see malls with J.C. Penney in place of shopping centers with Family Dollar.  It’s good to see Standard and 
Casey’s in place of Exxon and Racetrac.  It’s good to see rivers and lakes in place of bayous and ponds.  It’s good to take the Great 
River Road and actually have a view of the Mississippi River.  The Missouri bootheel and Illinois' Little Egypt are a long way from 
Algona, but they are definitely a part of the region I call home. 
 

I almost found a bit of nostalgia while flipping through the radio dial this morning.  I happened to land on 890 on the AM band, 
and the announcer identified WLS from Chicago.  My day-dreaming mind went back to my grade school days—hanging out at the 
municipal pool on summer evenings while John Records Landecker (“ ‘Records’ really is my middle name!”) played songs like “Seasons 
in the Sun” and “Billy, Don’t Be a Hero” or sitting in bed on New Years Eve with the radio turned very low, so my parents wouldn’t know 
I was staying up late to hear the Top 89 Countdown.  The nostalgia was almost there, but not quite.  You see, today WLS is a talk 
station.  I guess crackly music doesn’t cut it in this FM age.  I listened for a while to people spilling their personal problems to the 
announcer, but somehow it wasn’t the same. 
 

I drove up from Sikeston to Cape Girardeau.  “Girardeau” never seems to be part of its colloquial name.  People call it “Cape 
Town” and “The Cape”, but no one ever says “Cape Girardeau”.  Whatever the name, though, it’s a delightful, well-preserved old river 
town. The business district is failing (you can tell by all the parking lots where buildings used to be), but the homes are nicely kept up.  
They aren’t old Victorian homes—just simple wood frame houses.  They have a tidy look, though, and I was impressed with the town 
overall. 
 

I re-crossed the river and drove up the Illinois side of the Great River Road. It was a good highway in the country, but in town it 
was almost laughable. As with a lot of Illinois roads, this one seemed to take the longest possible route through every single town. The 
worst of all was Chester, where I stopped counting after eight turns—and I think that was less than halfway through town. 
 

I stopped for coffee at the Hardees in Chester.  While waiting to order I saw a group of bicyclists who were flirting with the girls 
at the counter. They were biking across the country, and they hoped to make it to the California coast by the Fourth of July. I just 
checked my atlas. To accomplish that goal they would have to cover about 125 miles per day—including crossing the Rockies. These 
guys were in incredibly good shape, but that would hardly be easy biking for anyone.  I’m writing this on Independence Day.  I would be 
interested to know if they made their goal or not. 
 

I drove up Illinois 3 to the St. Louis beltway.  I crossed back into Missouri and followed I-55 into the city.  I found out quickly 
that, unlike Iowa, Missouri doesn’t mark points of interest on its interstate highway signs.  Before long I had a choice of either 
“Downtown” or “Illinois”.  I assumed the famous Gateway Arch must be at the “Downtown” exit, and I was correct.  A little advance 
notice would have been welcome, though.  [The Arch is well marked from I-70, which it is actually closer to.]  I parked next to the 
Eads Bridge (which is supposed to be somehow historic) and went out exploring. 
 

The arch itself is both beautiful in its simplicity and 
really quite impressive. The grounds are attractive, but I 
could do without "Keep off the grass" signs all over the 
place. Beneath the arch is a museum that highlights 
westward expansion. A large part of it is devoted to the U.S. 
Marshalls, and they have recently updated their exhibit to 
show the modern role of these officers. There's a whole 
room full of property seized from drug dealers. 
 

I thought about going up in the arch, and I even got 
in line to buy a ticket.  Unfortunately when I  got to the front 
of the line I was told that I should have gotten a permission 
slip allowing me to get a ticket before I got in line in the first 
place.  That sounded like nonsense to me, and I figured I 
might as well preserve the small amount of cash I had left. 
 

Next to the arch is the Basilica of St. Louis—King, 
which is proud to call itself the "oldest cathedral in the 
West". Somehow I think a lot of churches in California and 
New Mexico would dispute that claim [and, in fact, those 
states  do have  MUCH  older  churches  than  Missouri]. 

 
Gateway Arch – St. Louis, Missouri 

The Cathedral is nice, and they have a cute little museum of religious artifacts next door. I almost did a double take at the admission. 
Twenty-five cents is not much anywhere, but after paying $7 for nothing all over the South, a truly nominal admission seemed absurd. 
 

I drove around downtown St. Louis and found that it looks almost exactly like downtown Minneapolis [though smaller and 
mostly older].  They don’t have the skywalks, but there is certainly an abundance of blue and green glass.  They had a major urban 
renewal push here between 1965 and 1980, and almost everything downtown was built in those years.  That includes the two biggest 
monuments, Busch Stadium and the Arch, both of which were celebrating their twenty-fifth anniversaries this year. 

 



After searching a bit, I eventually found the headquarters of Anheuser-Busch, St. Louis' largest employer. I found their visitors' 
pavilion, parked my car, and got a complimentary ticket for a tour that was starting in just minutes. I really enjoyed the Anheuser-Busch 
tour. Unlike the redneck guide at Jack Daniels, here they had two very pleasant and attractive college girls—who seemed quite 
knowledgeable about their beer. It was a long tour, but they kept things moving better than Jack Daniels did.  There was always 
something new and interesting to see. 

 
First we visited the Busch stables, where they keep the famous Clydesdale horses. The place looks more like a cathedral than 

a barn.  The walls are almost entirely stained glass, polished copper rails cage in the horses, and the whole place is lit with crystal 
chandeliers. The horses themselves are handsome too.  

 
We saw a film about how beer is made and then toured the grounds to see the highlights of the process. The main brew house 

is nearly 100 years old, and it looks more like an art museum than a factory. It's an elegant building with ornate molded ceilings and 
mosaic floors. There are velvet curtains on the high windows and even more chandeliers. The actual brewing vats are polished copper 
affairs that look like sculptures. 

 
Most of the rest of the plant is also old, but hardly so nice.  At the bottling facility we walked up five flights of stairs to the 

viewing gallery, where we saw twenty assembly lines slapping labels onto Budweiser bottles.  It’s hot and loud and institutionally lit, and 
it looks a lot like those clips at the beginning of Laverne and Shirley.  We also went into the aging house, where the temperature is 
always kept at 35 degrees.  The beer ages in tanks the size of a semi for two weeks before they bottle it.  (Of course it’s two weeks—
you expected fine wine here?) 

 
We got interesting tidbits here, too.  One thing I found interesting is that while Budweiser is far and away the best-selling brand 

of beer in America, in St. Louis itself it is Bud’s cheaper brother, Busch that is the leader.  It made me wonder how much the brewery 
employees were paid. 

 
The tour ended in the hospitality room, where our guides told us "all our visitors twenty-one years of age and older may enjoy 

complimentary samples of two of our fine products." (For those who can't or don't want to drink, they have an unlocked pop machine.)   
I figured I’d take the free beer if it was offered, so I had a glass of Busch and a glass of Michelob.  Most people went for an expensive 
new beer they are importing from Denmark. 

 
[As I revise this the big news this week is that Anheuser Busch was just bought out by a Belgian conglomerate.  It 

will be interesting to see if any of their operations change, and I someday I might just head down to St. Louis again to see if 
they still offer the same tour.] 
 

After seeing the brewery I got back on the interstate and headed eastward.  There was serious construction all through here.  I 
don’t know how many lanes the freeway had to start with (it was big), but they funneled everything down to just one lane in each 
direction.  I merged early, but lots of idiots insisted on driving until their lane ended and there was always someone who was willing to 
let them in.  [That ALWAYS seems to happen in construction zones, and few things annoy me more.]  Every time someone 
merged, we all slammed on the brakes.  Before long I saw signs for streets in East St. Louis.  I had been concentrating so hard on my 
driving that I had crossed the Mississippi River without even realizing it. 
 

The construction seemed to continue indefinitely, so I exited to save my nerves.  I stopped at a Venture store in East St. Louis 
(Venture is an Illinois chain much like Target [which not long after this trip went out of business—many of its stores are K-Marts 
today]), where I picked up some pants not unlike the ones the kids wore last year that I was writing about earlier.  These, of course, 
were not the real thing.  They also, of course, cost nowhere close to $70. and I like them—which is really what’s important anyway. 

 
Indian Mounds 

Cahokia, Illinois 

 
Just east of East St. Louis is a very 

interesting historic site. Cahokia was the largest 
known Indian settlement in ancient America. 
Long before St. Louis was even thought of, 
Cahokia was a major city in the middle of a huge 
trading area. Up to 50,000 Indians lived in this 
planned community. It's an extremely historic 
place, so much so that the United Nations has 
declared it a heritage site of international value. 
 

Today they have a wonderful visitors 
center at Cahokia.  There’s a multi-media show, 
a live interpretive program, a museum showing 
the archaeology of the place and the lifestyle of 
the Cahokia people, and a life-sized model 
showing what a typical section of the city would 
have looked like. Outside burial and temple 
mounds are about all that is left of the place, but 
they have a nice series of trails with signs 
explaining the significance of everything.  I 
climbed a couple of the mounds,  but I passed on 



most of the trails.  I was back in Midwestern summer humidity, too, and it was oppressively warm out today.  [It’s hard for me to 
imagine NOT taking a trail these days, but I’m in a lot better shape than I used to be.] 
 

I stayed at the Super 8 Motel in Collinsville, a suburb at the far eastern end of greater St. Louis. They had screwed up my 
reservation [assigned me to a different motel in the St. Louis area—something that’s harder to do in the internet age], but I 
managed to get things straightened out without any serious problem. The room was nice too. I had a lovely overstuffed lounge chair to 
relax in. I had supper at a nearby Bob Evans restaurant (an Ohio chain much like Country Kitchen) and settled in for a relaxing evening. 
 

Friday, June 22 - E. St. Louis, IL to Decorah, IA  

 I had originally planned just a short day today, but by this point in the trip I was ready to get home.  This was compounded by 
all the flooding I had been hearing about in Iowa.  The TV reporters made it sound as if the entire state was under water.  The weather 
forecast was good today, and I figured it might be wise to get as far north as I could while the weather held. 
 

It took nearly an hour to drive across St. Louis, from Collinsville in the east to Wentzville in the west. The traffic was not light, 
but I had left early, so I missed the worst of rush hour. I stopped for breakfast and gas in the town of Troy, Missouri, and then headed 
northward to Hannibal, the dumpy old town that was Mark Twain's home. There are lots of old buildings restored as they were in his 
day. Nothing was open yet (I said I left early), and I just kept on driving.  [Just a year or so ago I went back to Hannibal, and I really 
enjoyed seeing all the Mark Twain sites again.] 
 

I crossed the river at Hannibal and drove northward to Quincy.  I’d never been there before.  My main knowledge of the place 
was as home of a Catholic school that the Mt. Pleasant Panthers used to play.  Quincy’s a beautiful town, though.  It’s one of countless 
places along the river with twenty-five or thirty thousand people, but Quincy (at least in the neighborhoods I went through) is much less 
run down than most.  Its main highway is at the top of the bluff, away from downtown, and it passes stately old homes with tall trees and 
pleasant gardens. 
 

From Quincy it’s just a short drive up the river to Keokuk, Iowa’s southern outpost.  I crossed the Mississippi one last time (the 
eighteenth time on this trip), this time on a lovely new four-lane bridge, and I ended up in the heart of downtown.  I don’t remember ever 
being in Keokuk before, though I surely must have been at some point when I was going around to different area schools with my dad.  
They’ve done a lot of urban renewal, and it looks relatively nice.  You can tell Keokuk is not a rich town, though.  Among other things, 
they must have America’s most northerly Family Dollar store. 
 

I bought a paper in Keokuk and learned that I had made the right choice in driving up the Illinois side of the river.  U.S. 61, 
Missouri’s river road, was closed just south of Keokuk.  The Des Moines River, the same one that goes through Algona, was severely 
out of its banks with a near-record flood.  The bridge was still open (the paper made a point of saying you could still get to the fireworks 
stand), but beyond the bridge the highway was under water.  I wondered about what was to come. 
 

It turned out that I had no problems at all with the flooding.  Everything was obviously wet, but I was impressed at how good 
the crops looked.  The TV people made it sound as if everything was a total failure, but the corn looked much better than it ever did 
during the drought years.  [That’s kind of the same feeling I have this year, when we again had serious flooding in June.  The 
farmers are all complaining about losing crops, but what remains is likely to have bumper yields.  I feel a lot more sorry for 
the people who lost their homes in Waterloo, Cedar Rapids, and Iowa City.]  All the rivers were way out of their banks, and I did 
hear that a lot of county roads in southeast Iowa were closed because of unsafe bridges, but Highway 218 was good and dry. 
 

The longer I was in Iowa the more I marveled at the fact that our state has about the best two-lane roads in America.  Our 
roads are far from perfect, and we’re not blessed with a lot of four lanes, but we do have a lot of good U.S. and state highways—
something that’s rare in many places.  Highway 218, for instance, is a good, wide concrete road in southern Iowa.  It has a wide 
shoulder and good deep ditches.  Almost all the main roads (the ones that are red on the state highway map, that have those blue 
“2000” signs along them) are good in Iowa.  In almost every state I was in (and most places I have been on other trips), all the money 
gets poured into the freeways, and the two-laners are just left to decay.  Having good two-lane roads helps traffic, too.  In Iowa the 
traffic is well distributed among all the various highways.  In many states the two-lane highways are deserted, and the freeways are so 
jammed it makes for difficult driving.  [Unfortunately, we’ve gone more and more in the direction of the other states.  We’ve vastly 
increased the number of expressways in Iowa, but at the same time a lot of the two-lane highways have been left to rot.  Of 
course, with gas now over four bucks a gallon, it’s not like anyone can afford to drive on them anyway.] 
 

Before long I was back in my old hometown. None of my family lives here anymore.  I don’t know many people in town, and 
those I do know, I wouldn’t feel comfortable dropping in on unannounced.  The place still feels like home, though, and I enjoyed my 
drive around the city. 

 
I was interested to notice that the town has annexed all of Linden Heights, and that the welcome sign is about a mile and a half 

south of where it used to be.  They’ve also expanded a lot to the north.  There’s a whole new strip of motels, restaurants, stores, and 
apartments along Highway 218 that was all farmland when I was growing up.  I never got up there, but I understand there’s a big new 
housing development in the northwest part of town, too. 

 
I did drive all along Highway 34 and was reminded just how industrial this little city is. It's really overwhelming.  There’s 

Motorola (with a sign proudly announcing they are America’s largest cellular telephone factory), Metromail (which isn’t so proud of the 



junk mail they produce), Goodyear hoses, Heatilator fireplaces, Blue Bird school buses, the insulation factory, the pre-fab building plant 
(which has changed its name—it’s no longer Mitchell), and about five smaller factories.  By far the largest place, though, is Wal-Mart's 
so-called "Northern States Distribution Center". They were just building this about the time my parents died, and it really dominates the 
industrial park.  I don’t know how many employees they have there, but it’s a bunch.  I’ll certainly be interested to see what Mt. P’s 
population is on the ’90 Census.  [In 2000 it was just over 9,000, almost 30% higher than it was on the ’70 Census shortly after 
we moved there.  Mt. P. has always felt more like a small city than a town, and it’s even more that way today.] 
 

I also drove past the "Treatment Center"—with the prison (where they seem to be doing a major expansion) and the mental 
hospital. The sign no longer says anything about "temporary" in describing the prison. Then I saw the college (unchanged), the church 
(which in Mt. P. can only mean First Methodist Church, just as the same phrase in Algona means St. Cecelia's), and the community 
athletic complex. I'm sure someone else must have since, but for years my MPHS Class of 1980 was the only class to graduate on that 
field.  [I’d go to my ten-year class reunion later this same summer, and I’d find that at that point we were still the only class to 
graduate outside.] 
 

The core of town is still pretty much the same. Downtown is still full, though a few of the shops have changed. Penney's has 
closed, and they've turned the building into an upscale mall-ette. As always, everything looks like they just finished painting or 
sandblasting it yesterday.  Even some of the ugliest businesses, like the old Dairy Queen and the Mobil station (which is now a quick oil 
change place), look handsome with their fresh coats of paint.  It amazed me how many of the cars downtown are from out of town. Mt. 
P. has to be about the most expensive place in Iowa to shop, but I guess pushing the quaint setting must be paying off for the local 
merchants. 
 

The high school is still right downtown and still a mess of additions in search of a building.  [Nearly a decade later they’d 
relocate the high school to a glorified pole building on the edge of town.]  My tenth reunion would be this year.  I don’t plan on 
going down to Mt. P. again just for that [though I ended up going, and I had a surprisingly good time—people do grow up], but I 
was intrigued to see that, except for some new handicapped ramps, the school is the same as always. I'd be interested to know if the 
drop-out rate is still as high as it used to be. When I was there MPHS had the notorious distinction of having Iowa's highest drop-out 
rate—higher than the Des Moines schools. I think all that industry has something to do with that. There are lots of jobs that don't have 
any special requirements. 
 

I also wonder just how much of a drug problem there is today.  I still remember walking to school and watching people sit on 
the lawn across from the high school smoking dope.  There were far more serious drugs than that in people’s lockers, too.  It wasn’t 
something I was into, but lots of my friends were.  So much of the literature you see today makes it sound as if drugs are a new 
problem, as if no one ever did them until “crack” came along.  Judging by the people I knew in college, Mt. Pleasant wasn’t at all 
unusual in the ‘70s.  If anything, it was unique in that very few people drank booze.  That was the most shocking difference I noticed 
when I started teaching at Garrigan.  I think there are fewer of the drugs people used when I was in school (though there certainly are 
some), but it shocks me how much the kids drink. 
 

The residential areas look the 
same as always—everything, that is, 
except our old house. I already knew the 
new owners had re-sided and added on to 
it, but I saw today that they had added on 
yet again. There is literally no back yard 
left and what was not a small place to 
begin with now truly dominates the 
neighborhood. It's a nice-looking place 
(really nicer than when we lived there), but 
it looks crowded and unbalanced on the 
lot. Across the street, old Lincoln School 
looks smaller and smaller each time I see 
it. It has to be one of the tiniest 
elementary schools in America.  [They’ve 
since added on to the school; it’s 
enormous these days.] 
 
 [Something I couldn’t help but 
notice as I drove past our old house 
was the towering evergreen on the 
northeast corner of the lot.  That tree 
was very special to me.  Twenty years 
before this trip, back on the very  first   
Earth Day,   the  second graders at Lin- 

 
“My tree” – 307 E. Green, Mt. Pleasant, Iowa 

coln were all given little pine seedlings in styrofoam cups.  I took mine home and planted it, and by 1990 it had grown far taller 
than the house.  Unfortunately, it wouldn’t stay that way.  Sometime around the year 2000 the current owners cut down the 
tree.  There’s a lawn ornament in its location today.] 
 

I was overjoyed to see the “Shazam” sign outside the Henry County Savings Bank.  After feeling pinched for cash for over a 
week, it was good to be able to get some.  [My bet is that some of the Southern ATMs would have accepted my card.  I was 



probably looking for “Shazam”, when “Cirrus” is what I wanted to keep an eye out for.  I certainly had no problem getting (and 
spending) money when I was in grad school.] 
 

Mt. Pleasant always did have quite a mix of races, and today it seems to be even more mixed if anything.  I stopped out at the 
Wal-Mart store and heard people speaking Spanish, and there were Laotian people at the bank. There were also noticeably more 
Blacks than before. Here, though, they still seem to be mixing in with the community—just like they always did. In fact I saw three kids 
walking down Washington Street who looked as if they came straight out of an old NEA poster my dad had—a white boy, a white girl, 
and a black boy. All were wearing baseball outfits, and they were obviously all close friends. Mt. Pleasant has its faults, but racism is 
not one of them. 
 

The Mt. Pleasant News still publishes six pages each day, with more if they’ve managed to sell ad space for it.  They’ve re-
done the front page, but it’s still one of the best small-town papers I’ve seen.  I’d give anything to have a local daily in Algona.  The big 
debate here now is whether to re-route Highway 218.  It’s just about the same argument we went through in Algona with 169 
[interesting—I don’t remember an argument, or even a proposal to re-route 169, which has followed the same route through 
Algona ever since I’ve been here], but frankly I think the businesses in Mt. P. are in a bit more of a position to worry about losing 
business.  The manager of Hardees #2 (the town still has two Hardees and no McDonalds) told the city council that between sixty and 
seventy percent of his business was from outside Henry County.  I doubt the figure is that high for Algona’s Hardees.  There’s another 
problem with the highway proposal there.  Apparently Mt. P. is trying to get a real airport—with scheduled commuter service out of 
O’Hare and Des Moines.  The state’s proposal would cut right through the place they are planning to build their runway for that airport. 

 
[Today, of course Mt. Pleasant benefits from being at the intersection of Avenue of the Saints and the Southeast 

Connector, two major four-lane highways.  Both 34 and 218 have been re-routed, and business has expanded up by the 
bypass.  The old strip business doesn’t seem to have suffered much, though downtown has.  The buildings are still full, but 
they’ve definitely “traded down” the level of businesses that are there.] 
 

It’s interesting that the Jack and Jill store on the north side of town is no longer owned by Beavers.  Former residents will know 
that the owner’s wife and daughter (a classmate of mine) were raped and murdered when I was a junior in high school.  There were 
suspicious circumstances and rumors about the Chicago mob, and nothing ever was really solved.  [Another classmate of mine has 
since been convicted of the crime, though not everyone agrees that he was the actual culprit.]  Murders are nothing unexpected 
in Mt. P., though.  While most of the time the town lives up to its name, it has to have one of the highest murder rates for a place its size 
anywhere in America.  It seems as if there’s at least one murder case every year, and there can easily be three or four.  You may have 
heard about a case a few years back where a guy tried to kill the mayor and members of the city council over sewer trouble—another 
perennial problem in the Iris City.  The national TV people kept talking about how the poor people in this little town would have to start 
locking their doors.  I’ve got news for you—the folks in Mt. Pleasant have been locking their doors for years.  This may not be a big 
place, but its residents aren’t naïve. 
 

As I left Mt. Pleasant, I made a point of turning the car radio to KILJ.  They bought out KKSI, so they now have both AM and 
FM service.  I was shocked that they actually have professional-sounding employees with pleasant voices working there now.  Their 
main newscaster, Lisa Grilliot, was in speech with me when I was in high school.  Score another success for the Marilyn Vincent 
method of direction [assuming, of course, that working in small town radio is “success”]. 
 

One of KILJ’s big stories was the county Democratic fundraiser picnic.  Steve will be interested that Mike Hampton (a history 
teacher at MPHS) is still the Democratic chair in Henry County.  What’s more, they’re still lamenting the fact that while most of the 
voters are registered Democrats, the county invariably votes Republican.  Some things never change. 
 

After hearing about him, I heard Mike Hampton on the radio, too.  In addition to his political duties, he is the girl’s softball 
coach, and he was re-hashing their recent games.  He still has the same gopher voice we made fun of when I was in school.  I was 
interested, though, that the flooding had totally screwed up the summer sports schedules.  They had just played a triple-header, with 
reduced innings in each game, to make up three rain-outs.  Apparently a lot of other schools were playing their make-up games in Mt. 
Pleasant, too.  A lot of area fields were soup, but Maple Leaf (which is on very high ground) was dry.  
 

It's a lot easier to get from Mt. Pleasant to Cedar Rapids than it used to be. Instead of fighting all those horrible old bridges 
around the English River, you just breeze up the new Iowa City bypass. What used to be nearly a two-hour trip now takes not much 
over an hour.  [Now that Avenue of the Saints is finished, it’s right at an hour—or possibly even less.]  I bought very cheap (by 
Iowa standards) gas and had lunch in C.R., and then headed north on I-380.  I exited at 150 and drove through Independence, 
Oelwein, and Calmar, before finally arriving in Decorah. I spent the weekend at Margaret's, and then I headed home—where I've 
relaxed as much as possible ever since. 
 

General Observations  

 After debating a bit, I decided to put here some of the same questions I answered when I wrote about foreign countries.  In 
many ways the South seemed more foreign than many places I’ve been to outside the U.S.  Certainly I felt less at home there than in 
Canada.  So, we’ll see how the questions that were intended for Russia and Spain and Mexico adapt to this unique part of America. 
 

DID YOU LIKE THE SOUTH? This would be a hesitant and rather qualified yes. I’d almost recite the cliché “It’s a nice place to 
visit, but …”, except that I’m not even sure it’s all that nice a place to visit.  The South could be beautiful, but it is badly litered, and its air 



pollution problems are severe.  Moreover its road system is archaic and badly in need of modernization.  The people were overall some 
of the least friendly and most indifferent I’ve seen anywhere; they rank right up there with the Russians.  Admissions are ridiculous, and 
other prices are no bargain.  (I joked with Margaret about writing a book called “America on $100 a Day”.)  I've now seen every region 
of America, and there's no question that the South is my least favorite. That said, I didn't dislike the place. I'm glad I went, and I learned 
a lot from the trip.  Overall, I’m about as neutral toward the South as the people there were toward me.  [I’ve obviously been back—
several times.  I still wouldn’t say the South is in any way my favorite place, but there are things about it that can be 
appealing.  The faults I noticed in Dixie also made me more aware of imperfections in my own community and state.  Nowhere 
is perfect; you have to make the best of wherever you are.] 
  

WHAT DID YOU LIKE THE MOST?  There are three things that stand out on this trip.  I adored the cities of New Orleans and 
Charleston, and I loved the Mississippi Gulf Coast around Biloxi. If I had seen New Orleans and Mississippi and flown from there to 
Charleston, I’d have really enjoyed this trip.  These are some of the most beautiful places in America, and they treat their tourists nicely, 
too.  I really enjoyed all three of these places, and I’d consider going back to any of them.  [There’s certainly no argument with that 
paragraph.  I’ve been back to New Orleans and the Gulf Coast countless times, and I’d love to return to Charleston.  It’s also 
true that I remain indifferent to much of the rest of Dixie.] 
 

WHAT DID YOU LIKE THE LEAST?  That’s a hard one.  I’m tempted to name a place like Baton Rouge or the Delta region, 
but that’s not really true.  Those places were repulsive, but I felt more sorrow and pity than dislike.  In general, I suppose I’d have to say 
the entire state of Alabama.  Not only is Alabama covered with litter, choked in smog, and full of snarled traffic, there more than 
anywhere else I had the feeling that as a Yankee I was not welcome.  There were no cars from the North in Alabama, and the people 
were the least friendly I encountered anywhere on the trip.  Then there’s that red-neck attitude I went on a tirade about earlier.  Almost 
all the White people there seem to have it.  It’s unfortunate, because I’m sure there must be nice people and nice things in Alabama.  
Everything kept building, though, and my overall impression was not a good one.  [I didn’t much care for Alabama when I was in 
grad school either, but I was somewhat more pleasantly surprised when I returned there to see Brad Nelson play AA baseball 
in Huntsville.  Politics in Alabama are almost the exact opposite of Mississippi—northern Alabama is much more progressive 
than the area down by Mobile.  I would still not list anywhere in Alabama as among my favorite places, but I probably wouldn’t 
say I hated the place anymore.] 

  
WHAT ARE SOUTHERN PEOPLE LIKE? They are every bit as varied as people anywhere. That said, let's haul out the 

stereotypes. On the whole I found the Black people of the South pleasant and hard-working. Frankly, I have a better opinion of them 
than of many Northern Blacks I have met. I also have a higher opinion of them than I do of the Southern Whites. I talked about this with 
Steve's wife, Terry, who has relatives in the South, and she seemed to agree with that. I met far too many lazy, dirty, foul-mouthed, 
closed-minded, racist White people for it to have been just chance. In every southern state but Georgia, most of the Whites I met came 
across this way. At times I felt almost embarrassed to be a White person in the South. The White people here look and act like the ones 
we called "dirtheads" in Mount Pleasant—the ones who dropped out of school and had kids without the benefit of marriage. They seem 
to drink heavily rather than smoking dope here, but they did come across as the same sort of people. Obviously not everyone was this 
way, but it truly was the majority. [While much of this paragraph is over-stated, my feelings haven’t really changed much from 
what’s said here.] 
 

ARE SOUTHERNERS RICH OR POOR?  There’s no question but that the average Southerner is poorer than the average 
Midwesterner.  There is severe, destitute poverty in some areas, and simply lower middle class in others.  There are some rich 
Southerners—Ted Turner and Sam Walton come to mind—but the overall impression I got was that people are quite a bit pooret than 
at home.  [Probably the biggest development in the South in the past twenty years has been the explosive growth of wealthy 
suburbs.  This was just starting in Hattiesburg and on the Coast when I was there, and I saw some of it on the outskirts of 
Jackson and Atlanta on this trip.  Today, though, pretty much every place in the South—big or small—is more a collection of 
suburbs than a city.  Many of the newer suburbs are incredibly ostentatious, with homes that are modern versions of 
plantation mansions.  Many of the people who live there aren’t originally from the South, and they are certainly more wealthy 
than most of what I experienced on this trip.] 
 
 WHAT IS GOVERNMENT LIKE IN THE SOUTH?  I put this question, which was originally asked about Russia, in here 
because it did strike me as different.  The Civil War lives on in the struggle for local power.  Southerners don’t seem to like or trust the 
federal government.  There’s much more of that feeling than you get at home.  They don’t even want the state governments to have a 
lot of power.  That’s why you get things like dry counties and wet counties.  Local government is where the power is in the South, and it 
was the local races people cared about in all the primaries.  There’s major competition for county recorder, but they seem to elect their 
senators for life.  It’s the exact reverse of the pattern you see in Iowa.  Oh, by the way—except in Georgia, Southern politicians, be they 
Democrats or Republicans, Blacks or Whites, are also extremely conservative. 
 

WHAT WILL YOU REMEMBER MOST FROM THE TRIP?  I thought about this a long time.  I really can’t say that there’s one 
particular place or event that stands out above the rest.   What did stand out about the trip, though—the personality it has for me—was 
a sense of schizophrenic history. Every place I kept shifting from one time period to another. There was the Civil War, the Civil Rights 
Movement, colonial times, the 1940s, pioneer days, my childhood, and ancient Indian times. Even the backwardness I complained 
about in a lot of the southern people seemed like a throw-back to another era. It seemed as if everything was somehow historic, and 
even those things that weren't really historic brought out a sense of nostalgia in me. This was a trip back to a lot of different yesteryears, 
and there was no coherence to the order. It was both amusing and frustrating, but it was all very interesting. It was a learning 
experience in many ways, and it's a trip I'm very glad I made. 
 
 



 [It’s been great fun looking through this travelogue again and revising it.  I really am amazed at what a long trip this 
was, covering nearly three weeks.  These days I wouldn’t have enough free time to get away that long, nor could I dream of 
affording such a trip.  While I’ve been back to the South, most of what I’ve seen on further trips has been exploring much 
more limited areas in much more detail.  The vast majority of the places I described in this travelogue are places I haven’t 
been back to since and may not return to ever again.  It was fun to re-visit them through reading.] 


