National Academic Championships—The Sequel

New Orleans, 1996
[UPDATE: October, 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.]

The “pep rally” send off before the second trip to nationals
(newspaper photo from Algona Upper Des Moines)

LEFT: Good luck sign in the hallway
RIGHT: The team on a pier in Gulfport, MS
[A note on the hallway sign—this was created by me using one of the classic pieces of software from the 1990s, The
Print Shop. It was composed on an Apple II-e computer and printed on an Apple Imagewriter dot matrix printer. Several
sheets of colored paper were taped together and fed through the traction feed mechanism on the printer to get the long
banners. The fonts are classics to Print Shop, bad quality copies of various stencil fonts. I remember printing this out and
then spending FOREVER taping it up in the hallway. Once complete, it did look pretty cool, though.]

[Back when going to nationals was a new thing (and also when the school year ended later than it does now), we had
what amounted to “pep rallies” for quiz bowl. This time I divided the those going to nationals in half and had them compete
against each other. I served as the moderator or “game show host”. It amuses me that I’m wearing a sport jacket, which is
something I almost never wear at school these days. In the ‘90s, though, I was still a young person trying to look older than I
was—as opposed to an old guy trying to act youthful.]
Last summer I traveled to Dallas with Father Feierfeil and seven Bishop Garrigan quiz bowl students. For the first time in our
school's history, that team had qualified for the National Academic Championships. We had a lot of fun in Dallas, and we also ended up
doing quite well—finishing seventeenth overall among the teams competing there.

Good luck message in colored chalk
[A tradition I’ve kept up every year we’ve gone to nationals is writing the students’ names on the board in elaborate
script with different colors of chalk. I actually started this when we went to state in basketball in 1993, and I’ve kept it up for
equivalent events—state football and cross-country, national dance, all-state speech, etc.—ever since. The kids always
compliment the lettering I do and often don’t believe I actually wrote it. I’m not really very artistic, but I can do Italic lettering
fairly decently. The real trick is not trying to make anything really match anything else.]
While our success in Dallas was truly a team effort, our team's "equal" members were in fact about as equal as the barnyard
critters in Animal Farm. Aaron Twait was the "pig" of our team, the animal who was more equal than the others. Aaron, more than
anyone else was the reason we qualified for nationals in 1995, and without him we would not have done nearly so well in Dallas.
I mention that because Aaron graduated in 1995, as did several other of our best quiz bowl players. 1995-96 was, as my
colleagues who get invited to speak on "Coaches' Corner" like to say, "a rebuilding year" for the Golden Bear quiz bowl team. I
certainly didn’t expect much. I hoped we’d be competitive and perhaps make the play-offs of a couple of tournaments. I certainly

wasn’t holding my breath about winning anything, though. […And, to look ahead, we didn’t. The group wasn’t all that bad,
though—just notably less than what we’d taken to nationals the previous year.]
Most of the season went exactly according to my expectations. Then, one day in late winter, both the team and I were
pleasantly surprised. After barely qualifying for the play-offs, Bishop Garrigan managed to beat three of the top-seeded teams to win the
championship at the Algona PTO Invitational Tournament. Everything just came together and went our way, and we took home the
trophy.
By winning a major tournament, we also managed to qualify once more for the National Academic Championships. It didn't
take a lot of discussion to decide that we would intend to go again. While finances were an issue, Student Council again came up with
some money to help us on our way. So, when the end of the year drew near, it was time for us to take off for New Orleans. [Finances
would be quite a bit more of an issue today, both because gas is so much more expensive and because of the new rules that
make rooming and chaperoning much more complex than it used to be.]
This was an interesting trip for me, because in some ways it was like going home. After spending three consecutive summers
in Dixie, most of the time not far from New Orleans, I knew it would be interesting to see just what was the same and what was different
four years later.

FRIDAY, MAY 31

Algona, Iowa to Marston,
Missouri
(appx. 725 miles)
The week leading up to our departure had been hectic and hurried for me. Snow days extended the school year longer than
normal, and I had to have my semester tests ready to be given in my absence today. [This was about the last of a series of years
when school went this late. We’ve since taken to pushing the start of the school year earlier, which has allowed us to finish
before Memorial Day regardless of how many snow days we’ve had.] I was also teaching two night classes at Iowa Lakes
Community College [thanks to having gotten my master’s degree in those earlier summers down South]. They started this week,
and in addition to getting the classes going, I had to come up with things that those students could do while I was gone. [I’ve gotten
less concerned about that as I’ve become one of the longest-term adjunct faculty members at ILCC; the college really doesn’t
seem to care if you just cancel class once or twice.] Somehow everything did come together, though, and this morning at 7:30am,
it was time for us to be on our way. The weather was cold and cloudy, and rain was in the forecast. That was certainly not unusual,
since we had been having an unusually cold, damp spring.
This year's delegation of eleven included three adults. Because we had both boys and girls in the group this year, I wanted to
have an adult female along. Spanish teacher Muriel Singer graciously agreed to accompany us. Then, not long before we left, last
year's captain Aaron Twait volunteered to go along as an extra driver. Like last year we drove the two school suburbans. For most of
the trip I drove the blue suburban and Muriel drove the white one. Aaron alternated between he two, spelling each of us in succession.
[I’ve tried to have at least three adults on pretty much every trip since. I think the only exception was the year we
took just a small group down to St. Louis. Having an extra driver really does make for an easier trip. These days the Virtus
regulations would require a minimum of four chaperons (two of each sex) on a trip with both sexes. Moreover the school’s
insurance regulations require that drivers must be at least 21, so the days of having recent graduates serve as “adults” are
but a memory.]
Most of the team joined us in Algona, and we picked up the final two in the Wesley area. It seemed that no one packed light
this year. In fact, I wasn't entirely sure we would manage to fit all the luggage in. Somehow we made room for everything (including an
enormous cooler that Scott Reising hauled the whole way down and back), and we were truly on our way.
Our team this year included three seniors, three juniors, and two sophomores. Senior Jean Lappe was our captain. Jean is our
yearbook and school newspaper editor, and we've always considered her our literature "expert" in quiz bowl. Matt Erpelding, another
senior, was the only player that returned from last year's national tournament team. Matt was one of the charter members of our gifted
and talented program, where he's completed such projects as composing the music for a full-length mass. The other senior was Nick
Reinhart, who I'd been tutoring in calculus all year. Nick is an unusual program, the only guy I've ever met who had his senior pictures
taken together with bowling trophies. Nick is also proud of his membership in the National Guard. Junior Scott Reising is also a guard
member. … Junior Jen Lighter … was quite valuable to the team. The other junior, Brian Barth, was probably the hardest for me to
read in the bunch. Brian is by far the most well-traveled of the group, thanks to visiting his father who has worked in embassies around
the world. Brian had recently returned from Zaire, so a trip to New Orleans was probably small potatoes by comparison. … Our
sophomores included Jeff Geving, who is best known as a JV football player, and Tim Mosbach, a computer nerd who apparently had
never been away from his family before in his life.

As it happens, different kids ended up in different suburbans for the bulk of the trip. My suburban included Jean, Matt, Brian,
and Nick; while Scott and Jeff traveled exclusively in the other one. Jen spent most of her time in the white suburban, while Tim went
back and forth more than anyone else.
*****
So … we set off at 7:30, taking highway 18 east to Garner and then highway 69 south to Belmond. We followed highway 3
east to Allison and highway 14 south to Parkersburg. [This was when Avenue of the Saints was still under construction. These
days, I’d just head over to Mason City and join the four-lane there—cutting close to an hour off the trip.] We stopped at a
convenience store for a quick snack and toilet break and then continued east on highway 20 to Waterloo, where we joined the first in an
endless wave of interstates.
Eventually the Avenue of the Saints will run directly from Mason City (just east of Algona) south to St. Louis, which would
make a direct interstate connection all the way to New Orleans. Unfortunately, the Avenue of the Saints is nowhere near completion.
Today the most direct routes to St. Louis are bad two-lanes, and they require driving through the city to get to the southbound
interstate. I knew from experience that the quickest way from here to there was to go far east in Illinois and then angle back toward
southern Missouri. That was a mostly interstate route, and it avoided the problem of driving in any major cities. So, from Waterloo we
headed south on I-380 to Iowa City, where we picked up I-80 eastward to Davenport.
Our route southward this morning was almost the exact reverse of the route followed by the Olympic Torch as it made its
journey north from Cedar Rapids to Minnesota. We probably passed somewhere around Urbana. I certainly didn't see anything (and the
torch obviously took side roads, not the interstate), but it was interesting to think of crossing paths with history as we began our journey.
(It's even more interesting to think about since the Olympics are on in Atlanta as I write this.) [I watched almost none of the Atlanta
Olympics, and I certainly remember nothing from that event these days.]
Much of the morning I visited with Aaron Twait as we drove. Aaron is only the second person I've ever known to compete in
college bowl (the other was Michael Moore [no relation to the filmmaker—though possibly even more liberal], the speaker of the
UNISA Senate at UNI, who I’m willing to bet is still a perpetual student). As a freshman Aaron is playing together with graduate
students on the University of Iowa's college bowl team. He told me about the various trips they had taken, including one to a major
regional tournament in Knoxville, Tennessee. [Aaron continued to excel in college bowl, and he wrote questions for high school
and college tournaments after he graduated…]
College Bowl games appear to have a simpler structure than the majority of high school quiz bowl games. They all have the
basic toss-up/bonus structure, without embellishments. The tournaments, however, are much more complex. The teams are divided
into groups, with a round-robin played in each group. The top teams then play a round-robin with each other, except for teams that
have already played each other in the preliminary rounds. What this rather cumbersome structure means is that each tournament
essentially fills a weekend [which appears to be the primary point].
*****
Near the Quad Cities we started seeing signs at most of the exits saying "Emergency Detour" for the interstate. The signs
didn't say what kind of emergency would provoke the detour, and I still don’t know today. I do know there had been flooding in the area
shortly before we were there, but the interstate seems to take the high ground in most places, so I really don’t think it would flood very
often. [I-80 did flood in 2008, but not in the area where those “Emergency Detour” signs still are. I know there’s a nuclear
power plant on the Illinois side of the river just north of the Quad Cities, and I wonder if the signs aren’t somehow related to
its evacuation plan.]
We took I-280 around the Quad Cities. I made up a tentative itinerary before we left, and on it I suggested we have lunch in
Milan, Illinois. While most of the stops I suggested were based on personal experience, this one was not. I had just looked at the city
map and tried to predict where a fast food strip was likely to be. I'm usually very good at that, but this was definitely the exception.
According to the sign at the exit, Milan had a Hardees and a Maid-Rite. We saw both of them, but that didn't help. The Maid-Rite looked
disgusting, and the Hardees was awkward to get into. I had also hoped to find a place where the kids would have a choice from among
a variety of foods, especially since one of the girls in our group was a vegetarian.
We kept on driving, crossing the Rock River on a funny old bridge into the city of Rock Island. I checked the map again and
suggested we turn on Black Hawk Road, a four-lane highway that looked like it ought to be a shopping strip. It was, but for mile after
mile it appeared to be the only strip in America without fast food. We saw discount stores, lube centers, gas stations, theaters, and
supermarkets—everything except places to eat. We kept driving and driving on Black Hawk Road. Eventually we made it to Moline and
Southpark Mall, right at the edge of the Quad Cities. After that long barren stretch, here at the perimeter of the mall was every kind of
fast food we could possibly want. We parked by a Subway, and the kids split up for various destinations. Muriel and I ended up being
the only people who actually had submarines for lunch.
We finished quickly, relaxed a while, and then rounded everyone back together to take off again. It already seemed as if we
had driven forever (and we had, in fact, gone about 300 miles), but the day was nowhere close to over. From Moline we set out
southward on a road whose signs read I-74 east. The first destination was Galesburg, a place I remember from childhood as the only
place that mattered between Burlington and Chicago. At Galesburg the highway turned truly east to head toward Peoria. The
countryside around here is quite pretty, one of the most pleasant areas of Illinois. The hills are gently rolling, and there are lovely
forested areas throughout. Unfortunately, the interstate isn't much to brag about. People who have read my other travel letters will
probably recall me complaining about Illinois roads before. A serious problem is that huge sums of money go to improving tollways,

while the free highway go to pot. [That’s actually gotten better in recent years, mostly thanks to the massive Illinois First
infrastructure initiative (one of Barack Obama’s main bipartisan accomplishments in the Illinois legislature).] That wouldn't be
a problem if there were a tollway here we could follow. Unfortunately all of them are concentrated where the people are, with the most
southerly one leading from Chicago to the Quad Cities. So we curved and bumped and jostled and bounced all the way to Peoria.
If I were smart I would have followed the same route I used when I was in a hurry to get down to college a few years back.
That is, I would have followed I-74 all the way to Champaign and picked up I-57 south to Cairo. Unfortunately I had to look for a
"shortcut" in the interest of saving time and mileage. Mileage I probably did save, but time is definitely doubtful.
Our actual route turned south at Peoria on the "brand new" Interstate 155. I use those quotation marks, because there's
nothing new about the road other than its red, white, and blue interstate signs. They just changed the name of a road that had existed
for years, and whose condition shows it. While the surface was bad, though, at least traffic was light, and the road ran straight as an
arrow for 32 miles from Peoria to Lincoln. [There are tons of converted interstates all over Illinois, which actually has a denser
interstate network than any other state in the country. Calling these roads interstates (and making minor upgrades to meet
interstate standards) allows them to claim more federal money to maintain them.]
At Lincoln we joined Interstate 55, which here is a six-lane gash across the landscape that definitely dwarfs old Route 66, the
access road just to the side. We stopped for gas just south of Lincoln, near the town of Elkhart, where the price was $1.359 per gallon. I
was thankful it was the school's credit card, not mine, that absorbed the $72 bill for refueling.
Before long we came to Springfield. This being Illinois, the beautiful six-lane we had in the middle of nowhere dwindled to four
lanes as we reached the state capital. (Doesn't that give you some idea of where power isn't in this state?) Before long we hit
construction, and in places there was only one lane available in each direction. Traffic was heavy and extremely fast-moving. I hate
most city driving, and while Springfield isn't a large city, it has everything I hate. I nearly hit a pick-up trying to change lanes, which left
me petrified for most of the rest of the day.
When Springfield ended traffic seemed to pick up even more. I-55 is the main route from Chicago to St. Louis, and in turn to
such destinations as Denver, Dallas, Houston, Phoenix, and Los Angeles. Truck traffic was especially heavy, and no one seemed to be
driving at a consistent speed [the thing that annoys me most on busy interstates]. The freeway really annoyed me, and I was only
too happy that the itinerary called for us to exit at the town of Litchfield.
While we left the freeway, I'm not entirely sure the alternative was a whole lot better. Traffic was definitely lighter, but the route
we took was—well—let's just say "scenic". We made our way on a very narrow, winding road through Hillsboro and Coffeen, and
eventually into Vandalia. There we picked up U.S. 51—a major artery that in Illinois is just another narrow, winding road—and followed
that highway southward to the little village of Sandoval. There we turned eastward on U.S. 50 toward Salem, where we finally joined I57. This would have been a lovely drive if we weren't in any hurry, but with many more miles ahead of us, it seemed to take forever.
By this time it was getting quite late. The "official" schedule called for dinner in Cairo, but it was clear we would all be happier if
we ate before then. We talked back and forth on the CB radio and eventually decided to stop in Mt. Vernon, Illinois. When we got out of
the car, the kids commented on how warm it was. It was certainly not hot, but neither was it the downright cold weather we had left
behind in Algona. We were at the same latitude as Kentucky and Virginia, so I told the kids welcome to the South. We got another
welcome to the South at the McDonalds where we ate. The service was at a pace you only see in Dixie, and no one (except we Yankee
customers) cared about speeding it up.
I was glad to stop at a McDonalds. I had clipped several coupons from magazines for free Arch Deluxe sandwiches, and I was
hopping to use them to cut down my food costs on the trip. In Mt. Vernon I had my first Arch Deluxe, a sandwich I was happy to pay
nothing for, but one I'd never order if it actually cost real money. There are two things I don't like about the Arch Deluxe. First, they
seem to glob a whole bottle of mayonnaise on each sandwich; it literally drips with white sauce. What's more, the bun is soggy and has
an odd taste. The information pamphlet I got with it says it's made with "potato flour", which I'm sure is supposed to be nutritious, but I'll
take good old wheat—thank-you very much. [Back in 1995 the “healthy” Arch Deluxe (as if anything with mayonnaise were
healthy) was supposed to be the magic bullet that would rescue a floundering McDonalds. It was discontinued almost
immediately—with good reason. “Healthy” and “hamburger” aren’t words that go well together. What DID rescue McDonalds
was quite the opposite, the “super size” concept. These days almost every fast food place does have healthy options, but
instead of doctored burgers those consist of salads and grilled chicken.]
I picked up a copy of the Southern Illinoisan in Mt. Vernon. The newspaper rather oddly doesn’t say where it is published on
the front page. You have to really search to find that it comes from Carbondale, the only city of any size in southern Illinois. I knew
when they were featuring small-town high school softball on the front page that there wouldn’t be much news. The most interesting
feature was on the town of Metropolis (across from Paducah, Kentucky, on the Ohio River), which was holding its annual Superman
festival. This year they were having a special auction to raise money for the Christopher Reeve Research Center at the University of
California—Irvine. The research center would help people who suffer neurological problems similar to those of Hollywood’s
“Superman”. It was also interesting that the only advertising flyer was for Montgomery Ward, a store I’m not sure I’ve even thought
about in ten years [and which folded nationwide soon after].
It was still light when we left Mt. Vernon, but we turned the lights on and before long they were useful. One of the most
interesting sights we passed on I-57 was the prison at Marion. I found out later this is the federal government's top maximum security
facility; a documentary I watched described it as "the new Alcatraz". It's hard to compare the Rock with a modern brick building with a

basketball court outside and nothing but shredded glass fences between it and the freeway. It's probably better I didn't know at the time
what kind of prisoner they held there.
Marion was one of many prisons [mostly low security state facilities] we saw just off the roadside in Illinois. It almost
seemed as if every little town had their own state correctional facility. Some Illinois politician has obviously tried to make good on a
promise to cut crime by building prisons. Margaret and I will be going to Chicago next month; I can only hope for our sake it worked.
[Prisons were definitely in expansion mode in the mid ‘90s. It’s been proved fairly convincingly since that locking people up
doesn’t really do much of anything to solve crime. They do, however, create lots of jobs in what would otherwise be quite
depressed rural areas—which is most likely the real reason Illinois built them.]
After a while we made it to Cairo, the southernmost town in Illinois. We exited here to make a little side-trip to Kentucky, so the
kids could say they had been there. First, though, we had to drive straight through Illinois' poorest city, which was one of those things
that can only be described as "an experience". I've driven through Cairo twice before, but both times were in daylight. I'm not sure I've
knowingly driven through any real slum at night before. Cairo may not be much more than a small town, but it looks and feels like an
urban slum. Adding to the experience, the only people we saw were teenaged black boys. The kids absorbed every seedy sight in town,
mostly bars and motels with hourly rates. Jean … was especially impressed by a bar that billed itself “The Speakeasy”. It was just a
catchy sign on a sleazy tavern, but for Jean it invoked every book she had ever read that was set in Prohibition. Seeing that one sign
seemed to make her day. Other kids seemed equally amused by the “Piggly Wiggly” store across the street. They obviously didn’t
realize there would be plenty more of those coming up, not to mention the Jitney Jungles and Hinky Dinkys.
Eventually we made it to the end of Cairo, where the road makes a "Y" and twin bridges span the Mississippi and the Ohio.
There’s a legend that if you drop a coin in the water at the confluence of the rivers, you will return to that spot. When I was first here in
1990, I dropped a penny in the water at Cairo. Well, here I am back for the third trip to the spot!
We crossed the Ohio into Kentucky, and drove for about a mile into the Bluegrass State. Aaron was driving for me at the time,
and I told him to look for a place to turn around. Little did I know that he would stop almost immediately on a road with no shoulder and
proceed to turn around on a bridge (with another car coming, I might add). We certainly won’t win any public safety awards, but no one
got hurt in the process, and we made it back to Illinois safely.
We drove right on out of Illinois on the other twin bridge, a narrow monstrosity that reminded me of the old Mississippi bridge
at Burlington. We would go along old highway 62 to Charleston, where we passed Boomland, an enormous fireworks emporium that
gave us a fitting welcome to Missouri. After returning home I found a book at B. Dalton's on tacky roadside attractions. I was amused to
see that Boomland was right up there near the top. By the way, we didn't stop—it just wasn't tacky enough for us.
The two suburbans got separated at Charleston, and Aaron drove like a bat out of hell to catch up with the others. We would
have caught them faster, except that they were driving at the speed limit, and this being Missouri, that speed limit was recently raised to
a level significantly faster than would be legal in Iowa. [That would be 70mph, which is still the interstate speed limit in Missouri.
Iowa had only recently raised its interstate speed limit from 55 to 65, and at the time most everyone obeyed the 65 limit.
70mph was something else entirely, and the Missourians managed to exceed it by quite a bit.]
At Sikeston we turned south on I-55, and not far past there we did manage to catch up with the other group. We drove south
about 25 more miles past New Madrid and onto Marston (which is basically the new part of New Madrid), our first night's stop. We
pulled into a truck stop that housed a gas station, an Arby's, and a Super 8 motel. Fortunately the motel had our reservations in order,
and before long we got settled in for the evening. This seemed like an endless day, and I was really glad to stop.
[Our motel accommodations on this trip were minimal, and they wouldn’t be permitted under the new rules. We had
just three rooms for a total of eleven people—eight students and three adults. The women (Jean, Jen, and Mrs. Singer)
shared one room, four high school boys were in a second, and Aaron, I and two other high school boys were in the third. In
our room the two high school boys shared a bed, Aaron took the other bed, and I slept on the floor. That may not have been
the most comfortable arrangements, but it did allow for an inexpensive trip. These days we had the same group (which we
wouldn’t—since at a minimum we’d need one more female chaperone), we’d need at least six rooms to satisfy the Virtus
rules—male chaperons, female chaperones, senior boys, senior girl (a full room to herself—since Virtus doesn’t allow
eighteen-year-olds to room together with younger students), younger boys, and younger girl (again a full room to herself).
Complicating things further, many hotels don’t allow unaccompanied minors to occupy a room—so at best we’d have to lie
about who was in what room, and we might not be allowed to have that many rooms at all.]

SATURDAY, JUNE 1

Marston, Missouri to New
Orleans, Louisiana
(appx. 500 miles)
I was up quite early this morning. That’s largely because I didn’t sleep very well [since I was on the floor in a crowded
room], but I did get adequate sleep, so I really can’t complain. After awaking I tossed and turned for a while until it seemed like a time I
could actually get away with getting up. I had told the kids they could sleep in this morning, so I had a bit of time to kill before anyone
else was up and about. I walked around the area, which consisted mostly of an enormous gravel parking lot separating the various
components of the truck stop. Eventually I made my way to Arby's, which was part of the truck stop itself, right in the gas station. Arby's
is open twenty-four hours, though they didn't seem to have a whole lot of business for the early breakfast shift. I got the basic meat and
egg sandwich, coffee, and juice, and then I made my way to a dining room where the walls were lined with telephones. The truckers
could slide a credit card into the phones and get in touch with the outside world. They also had vending machines where they sold
prepaid phone cards with values from $20 to $100 (can you imagine putting that much money into a vending machine?). The phone
cards advertised what an outstanding value they were, but the rates varied from 30 to 50 cents per minute. That hardly struck me as a
bargain. [This was, of course, when cell phones were still new and novel. At the time, both the phone cards and the at-table
credit card phones were probably a great service for the truckers. This was also when the communications market was being
turned upside-down. Prices had been edging upward, but soon they’d start rapidly plunging. Today long distance calls cost
quite a bit less than they did when I was in college. Phone cards are available for one-tenth the piece mentioned here, and
even cell service is cheaper than those prices.]
After breakfast I did a bit more exploring [which basically meant wandering through parking lots and overgrown fields]
and ended up back at the motel. Before long we got things packed up and were off for our second day of traveling. While I found the
first day long and dull, this really was an interesting day, probably my favorite of the driving days on the trip.
From New Madrid it's just a short hop across the plains of
the bootheel to the end of Missouri, and before long a sign welcomed
us to "the Home of Bill Clinton". I'd driven through this stretch of
Arkansas before, and the road certainly looked familiar. They didn't
waste any money building I-55 through Arkansas. They just tacked
down ribbons of straight, flat highway next to an already existing
access road. The exits are little more than a hole in the barrier, so
you can get over to the access road. There are some interstates that
make me marvel at what a feat of engineering they area. This is most
decidedly not one of them.
Aaron set the mood for travel this morning by introducing us
to a game he had played when traveling with the college bowl team
at Iowa. The game is called Botticelli, but fortunately it doesn't have
anything in particular to do with Renaissance Italy. It's like a
combination of "20 Questions" and the sort of Victorian alphabet
game they played in Dickens books, and I have no doubt that playing
it helped the Hawkeyes prepare for competition. Under the rules, the
Sleeping in the suburban
person who is "it" selects a famous person (or at least one that most
near Blytheville, Arkansas
people are likely to have heard of), and announces the letter of the
alphabet with which the person's surname begins. (For example, if my person were Bill Clinton, I would announce the letter "C".) Each
person in the group then thinks up a question whose answer begins with the same letter (like "Who was President Carter's Secretary of
Health and Human Services?—Califano—and ideally the answers should be at least as obscure as that). They present these questions
in turn to the person who is "it", who must try to answer them. If the "it" person misses a question, the person who asked it may then
ask a yes/no question about the original person (Is it a woman? Is it an entertainer?). After hearing the yes/no answer, the asker has
the opportunity to guess the identity of the mystery person. If they guess wrong, play continues around the group. Believe it or not,
that's the condensed version of the rules.
[I had completely forgotten about Botticelli, which was a fascinating game. Its convoluted rules are precisely the sort
of thing that appeals to academic nerds like those who play college quiz bowl. While that’s not me (I’m a trivia buff, but I don’t
feel compelled to make my life revolve around that fact), I still found the game fun. I’ve never played it since, but just reading
about it brings back pleasant memories.]
I really liked the game. It's both interesting and challenging, and it certainly helped the miles to roll past. I found that with the
group in our suburban, I was almost always able to get the opportunity to ask the yes/no questions by stumping people with sports
questions. In particular, time and again I asked about baseball players whose names happened to begin with the appropriate letters of
the alphabet. That most of the group had no clue who I was talking about was just another indicator that this year's group was different

from last year's. [Normally sports is where Garrigan dominates in quiz bowl, since it’s rarely traditional “nerds” who form our
team. This year, though, sports was one of many weaknesses.]
Before long we re-crossed the Mississippi into Tennessee. Before long is literally true, as there isn’t much more than 80 miles
of Arkansas along this route. We made our way through Memphis [which, even with construction, was easy on a Saturday
morning] and then switched states again, arriving in the Magnolia State, Mississippi.
It was really almost like a Homecoming to return to Mississippi. It was amazing how familiar everything seemed, right down to
little details like the design or wording of certain signs (like the seat belt signs that have a state outline, like Iowa’s, but include a
shoulder belt as well as a lap belt—better suited to the contours of Mississippi). North of Memphis we were in farmland; here in the
deep South the roadside was all forest, and the pines and oaks and ferns and kudzu all looked most familiar.
We stopped for gas at Hernando, just south of Memphis. This was another episode of deja vu, as I had stopped at this exact
same gas station before. It was interesting to see the same brands of milk and pizza I remembered from before, and to see the Jackson
Clarion—Ledger in the vending machines outside. The kids were amused by the southern accents of the store employees, but those
again were just familiar to me. After getting gas we stopped at a post office to get some stamps and then were again on the road.
I had told Aaron and Muriel that the poorest state in the nation would have the best roads. That was mostly correct, although
while we were there, Mississippi seemed to have construction almost everywhere on I-55. It's not as if that slowed anyone down much,
though. The legal speed limit in Mississippi is now 70mph, and everyone sailed down the road at that speed, construction or not.
Aaron commented at one point about how many counties we had driven through, and he asked if the counties were smaller
here than they are up north. I’d never really thought about it before. I don’t think the counties really are that small, but many of them
are oddly shaped. In Iowa almost every county boundary follows a strict surveyor’s line. Here you’re much more likely to find
geography or (even more likely) traditional property lines as the border. That gives a lot of jagged, stair-step boundaries, and some that
run along diagonals. Combining that with the fact that the interstate just follows the easiest lay of the land, we probably did go through
unusually many counties—DeSoto, Tate, Panola, Tallahatchie, Yalobusha, Grenada, Carroll, Montgomery, Carroll again, Holmes,
Yazoo, Madison, and Hinds … all between Memphis and Jackson.
We stopped for lunch about halfway between Memphis and Jackson, at Grenada, Mississippi. Grenada [pronounced like the
island where we had a war back when Reagan was President] has always amused me. It's a nothing town (around 11,000 people)
that thrives on being the only thing of importance along the road. In fact, Grenada is the destination on road signs throughout northern
Mississippi. We could have chosen any kind of fast food we wanted in Grenada (we settled on Wendy's), not to mention any kind of gas
and any kind of discount store. The whole town comes across as little more than "the exit from hell", and it's all just carved out of the
forest in the middle of nowhere.
After lunch we drove on down to Jackson, where we took the beltway around the city. Almost everything was most familiar
again. The street names (Hanging Moss Road, Medgar Evers Boulevard) are unique to that city alone, and destinations like Yazoo City
and Vicksburg can only be in Mississippi. Jackson is growing and changing, though. There's a new industrial park and a lot of housing
tracts on the northwest side of the city, near the exit for Yazoo City. When I was there before the main feature of that area was an
enormous public housing project right beside the interstate. Those apartments are still there (complete with the boys who play
basketball in the courtyard seemingly twenty-four hours a day), but they're just part of a much larger neighborhood today.
Before long we got down to Metrocenter Mall, which was in the news shortly before we started this trip. For all the "New South"
aspirations, the Civil War continues in the minds of some Southerners. In late April a white man murdered four black people in the
parking lot at the mall. When he was asked about it, he couldn't give any real reason except that the victims were black. I must say I
wondered after hearing about that just what the white man was doing at Metrocenter to begin with. It would have made more sense to
me for the guy to have been shooting people at the integrated (but mostly white) Northpark Mall, at the other end of the city.
Metrocenter, though, represents the old-time segregation I would think the man would want to preserve. The mall is in an entirely black
neighborhood (as most of west Jackson is), and it's unusual for white people to shop there. I did go there fairly a few times, but I was
almost always the only white person in the place. No one really seemed to care about that, but I did get the same kinds of stares black
people tend to get in rural Iowa.
[Metrocenter is now featured on “Deadmalls.com”, a website that profiles malls that have long since seen their better
days. The place no longer has an anchor store, and apparently most of its space is for lease. What tenants are there mostly
specialize in “urban clothing and accessories” that would appeal to the almost exclusively black clientele. The place also
houses a community college and the local unemployment office.]
At Jackson we saw the first sign with a destination of "New Orleans", a sign that we were really getting to where we wanted to
be. We kept driving southward on I-55, past Florence and Crystal Springs. Eventually we stopped at a rest area just north of
Brookhaven. I laughed out loud when the kids got out of the suburbans at the rest area. Every one of them commented on how hot it
was. I had thought at the gas station this morning that it was just about the coolest weather I had ever experienced in Mississippi. The
weather this afternoon was much more typical—hot and steamy, and a surprising change from air conditioning. Welcome to Dixie, folks!
From Brookhaven it's not far to the Louisiana border. Whenever I have been to Louisiana before, I've been surprised at how
dramatically the landscape changes, basically right at the border. The same was true this time. Where southern Mississippi had been
primarily the pine forests I remembered from graduate school, much of the trees had been cleared in what locals call "northern"

Louisiana (actually the top of the foot of the "L" that Louisiana makes on a map). There was a surprising amount of agriculture for about
the first twenty-five miles of the state, with crops like corn to make us feel right at home.
There was also much more of an urban and industrial feeling in Louisiana. Mississippi is about the same size (in both area and
population) as Iowa. Louisiana is significantly smaller in area and has a million and a half more people. While the bulk of them live in
the "Cancer Corridor" along the Mississippi River between Baton Rouge and New Orleans, the whole state is more generally populated
than its neighbor to the east. Every county seat (or rather parish center) has one or two big chemical plants, and usually a garment mill
as well. [Many of the garment mills have since gone out of business.] From the interstate, a lot of northern Louisiana looks like a
slightly seedy industrial suburb.
The industrial look changes abruptly just south of Hammond/Ponchatula, the twin cities that straddle the boundary between
northern and southern Louisiana. (By the way, the bulk of the state, most of which is further north than both of these geographic
misnomers, is locally called “western” Louisiana.) Here's where the Louisiana of legend begins, the place of swamps and bayous
where there's far more water than land. According to the World Almanac, Interstate 55 in this area is carried by the longest bridge in the
world. Whether it's true or not depends on what you call a bridge. It's all raised highway, all right, but it's not exactly over any particular
body of water. Parts of it cross lakes, but the majority is built on pilings sunk into the swamp. You drive along the highway about
halfway up the trees, like you're flying through the wilderness. The official length of what is apparently called the Manchac bridge is
181,157 feet. If you divide that out, that's more than 34 continuous miles of interstate suspended above the swamp, including a
complicated interchange with Interstate 10 near the south end. This, like most of the interstates in Louisiana (almost all of which are
similar in places to this one) is one of those roads that makes me marvel at the accomplishments of engineering. [I personally like it
better than the more famous Lake Ponchartrain Causeway to the east.]
I had been over this bridge once before, but it was just as impressive the second time around. The kids were also definitely
impressed. They snapped photos of the swamp out the windows, gawked at the houses on stilts with access only by boat, and
pondered how trees could actually grow straight out of the water. I had thought about going across the famous Lake Ponchatrain
Causweay (which is actually shorter than this, but feels more like a bridge, being right out in the middle of a lake), but this seemed like
enough of the bridge experience for most of the kids.
One of the strangest things about the swamp is that it ends nearly as abruptly as it began. Geography didn't do that, but
people did. At the end of that 34 miles, the bayou has been drained and the suburbs of New Orleans begin.
New Orleans is one of the few places I know where even the bad parts of the city look better than the suburbs. There are
some nice pockets in the suburbs, but the overall effect is of a place whose best days are long since past. A lot of the suburban area is
quite run-down, with empty shells of buildings, trash-strewn lawns, and seedy shopping centers from the '50s. I remember driving in
this way the first time I came to New Orleans and being most unimpressed. Fortunately the city itself comes across as both more
attractive and more interesting.
We exited the freeway at Carrollton Avenue. It's an awkward exit where you have to get in the left lane to make a right turn. I
knew this exit instinctively, because when I was at college I took this exit to go to the zoo, the one place with free parking in the entire
city. I’d drive to the zoo and then take the streetcar downtown. For a roundtrip fare that was then $1.50, I saved about $6 in parking
fees. Muriel seemed impressed that I automatically got into the correct lanes through the whole mess, and I laughed when she
mentioned that, because I really was driving on auto-pilot. [New Orleans is one of the few cities where I can do that, but I’ve
driven enough on its complex freeways and streets that it really is instinctive. Even when I came back after Katrina, I could
negotiate the city without really thinking very much.]
I woke up, though, as we made our way on narrow streets. The tournament sponsors had given specific and complicated
directions on how to get to the campus. I'm still not sure why they directed us the way they did—I could have accomplished it with far
fewer twists and turns—but I decided we might as well follow the official directions. So, from the interchange we proceeded south on
Carrollton Avenue through three lights (Palmetto, Washington, and Earhart), and then turned left at the fourth light (Walmsley), at the
south side of the Notre Dame Seminary. We stayed on Walmsley, crossing three streets (Short, Fern, and Burdette). At the fourth
street (Lowerline), we turned right and veered left onto Broad Place. (That’s a direct quote from the directions, but I’m still not sure
what it means.) Eventually we came to a four-way stop where we were suddenly on Broadway. We stayed on Broadway through two
more stoplights (Claiborne and Willow), and turned left at he third light (Freret). We continued on Freret through the first light (McAlister
Drive) and turned right just past the parking garage. (Instead of that roundabout mess, we could have simply taken Carrollton to Freret
to the College.) [Those really are quite silly directions. I suppose in distance it was probably the shortest route from the
freeway to the parking lot. IT was definitely not the simplest, though.]
All those directions eventually led to our ultimate destination, Loyola University of the South (not to be confused with any
Loyola you might have actually heard of). I circled the rather cramped little parking lot looking for a convenient space, and finding none,
settled for one of the few available spaces. Registration was supposed to be in a place called Daana Center, but when we went there
we were told it was actually in our dorm, Budding Hall.
Check-in was slow and inefficient. After a lot of red tape we were each given room keys and magnetic strip cards that were to
serve as a combination of meal ticket and after-hours pass key. We then started unloading our stuff from the suburbans and carrying it
up to our rooms.
Everyone in our group except Muriel was in the same hallway on the seventh floor of a high-rise dorm. [The students were in
double rooms, and Aaron and I shared a room.] Muriel, being the only adult female, was paired with a coach from another school

and placed on the second floor. After the unpleasant accommodations in Dallas last summer, the dorm at Loyola seemed like the Taj
Mahal. The rooms were arranged with two bedrooms on either side of a shared bath. The rooms were fairly large (long and narrow),
with almost all the furniture built in. There was lots of storage, and the overall effect of the rooms was bright and clean. (We did have
some problems with insects later, but the overall effect was still much nicer than Dallas.)
After settling in we went over to Daana Center to have supper. It took some time to figure out exactly where we were
supposed to eat. Daana Center is essentially a student union, with the dining center secondary to the rest of the place. In addition to
the basic “dorm food”, they have banquet rooms and fast food (Taco Bell, Pizza Hut, etc.). After searching a bit we did find the real
dining center, and we made our way to the food. The serving pattern was also hard to figure out. They don't really have serving lines in
the sense that most cafeterias do. There's a huge area with counters all over the place. Some are self-service, and others have people
working. You go up to whichever one has the food you want and get it. I was worried because all the food had prices, but eventually
someone told us that our tickets were "all you can eat", so we didn't have to worry about how much anything cost.
Once we loaded up our trays we got to the cashier. That was where we got the real surprise. I'm not sure which of our kids
was first through the line, but whoever it was, the cashier told him a price they had to pay. I overheard that and ran to see what the deal
was. We had paid $50 per person for a meal plan, and having to pay still more was definitely no part of my budget. One by one, the
cashier swiped each of our cards, and none of them registered as having our meal plan paid. She then checked a paper list and, once
again, none of our meals was listed as having been paid. She insisted we pay up; I was more insistent that she find a way of solving the
problem. Unfortunately, on Saturday night there aren't a lot of people around with the authority to solve problems like that. The line was
backing up behind us, and I made it very clear that we weren't moving until she got the matter cleared up. To drill in my point, I started
eating a cheese sandwich from my tray, right at the cash register. Eventually the shift manager came out, I think basically to see what
all the commotion was about. While I don't think anyone there had the authority to approve anything, we were eventually just waved
through, and various people said they would check on the problem overnight.
After dinner there was still a bit of time to kill before we were scheduled to play our first game of the tournament. There was a
lovely sitting room outside the dining center with a beautiful grand piano in it. Matt could not resist the temptation to sit down and tickle
the ivories. While the kids were entertained with music, Muriel, Aaron, and I waited outside the competition room upstairs. After a while
the piano music started pounding out, really reverberating through the whole building. I was sure it was disturbing the competitors, and
my suspicions were confirmed when a woman came out of the room to complain. After a while I went downstairs to tell Matt to stop,
and then came back upstairs. After a while the music began again, even louder than before. I ran back downstairs ready to explode at
Matt for his rudeness, only to find it wasn’t Matt at all. He and the rest of the group were just sitting around listening to, but not playing
the music. I did suggest to the kid who was playing that he should stop, but not being his coach, it had little effect.
When the game before ours ended, we filed into the Audubon Room, a cavernous ballroom on the second floor of the union.
The moderator in the room was Chip Beall, the tournament director. I stopped him for a moment to explain the problems we had with
the meal tickets. He suggested that his secretary was the person we wanted to speak with, and Muriel went off for a while to try
(unsuccessfully) to find her. I then snapped a few pictures of the kids in a tournament setting, and we prepared for the game.
This, like all our games, was definitely not the highlight of the trip. We played St. John's High School of Houston, Texas. I don't
remember much about the actual questions, except that there weren't many of them that our team answered. The only question that
stands out was buried in embellishment, but boiled down to what was the nickname of Missouri. I can remember that because we had
been going through “Trivial Pursuit” questions in the suburban the day before, and Jean Lappe had answered that very question. Now
here it was, coming up in competition. Jean looked puzzled, like it couldn’t possibly be that easy, but she signaled and answered “the
Show Me State”. (Technically that answer wasn’t 100% correct; the correct answer was just “Show me”, what some senator said you’d
have to do to convince him. However it was, as they say, close enough for rock and roll, and we got the points.) [One of the things I
try to get across to the kids is that there ARE easy questions at nationals. So many of the questions are close to impossible
that the kids assume they all must be.]
The format of the games was roughly the same as last year. The began with a “Warm-Up Round”, with toss-up questions
worth five or ten points each. Then they had the “Bonus Round”; correct answers to toss-ups earned the right to answer a multiple part
bonus question. Next was the “Sixty-Second Round”, where each team had one minute to answer ten questions on the same topic.
Finally there was the “Stump the Experts Round”, with allegedly harder toss-ups worth 15 and 20 points each. Correct answers were
signaled by a mechanical bell, like the ones they used to have in stores for service. Wrong answers (like we usually gave) merited an
electronic buzzer that sounded like a cheap alarm clock. Finally the end of each round was signaled by blowing on a wooden whistle
that made a noise like an old-fashioned train whistle. They don’t seem to keep terribly accurate track of time [the overall game is not
formally timed at all, and they give VERY generous time to give answers], except in the Sixty-Second Round, and while the
workers are quite professional, they are also laid back and casual—trying to make everyone feel comfortable.
Probably the most amusing part of the game came when the introductions were read halfway through. They had told each
team to submit a card with the players' names and two bits of information (activities, interests, college plans, etc.) about each one. Ours
looked like this:
•
•
•
•
•

Matt Erpelding, Senior — All-state honors in music, speech, & academics; enjoys composing music
Jean Lappe (captain), Senior — Yearbook & school newspaper editor; enjoys writing
Scott Reising, Junior — Member of the National Guard; works for a telemarketing firm
Jeff Geving, Sophomore — Enjoys playing football and baseball
Nick Reinhart (alternate), Senior — Member of the National Guard; won varsity letters in track & cross-country

•
•
•
•

Jen Lighter (alternate), Junior — Won awards in speech, drama, & music
Brian Barth (alternate), Junior — delegate to Iowa Boys' State; recently returned from safari in Zaire
Tim Mosbach (alternate), Sophomore — designs internet home pages; activities include publications & tech crew
Coach: David Burrow

[It’s particularly interesting all these years later to read Tim’s bio. … Tim was one of the first to realize the internet
existed. The following year as a project for our gifted and talented program, he’d design the Garrigan’s first website. It was
because I was the gifted and talented coordinator that I became involved with the school website, which I continue to
administer today. It’s grown and changed a lot over the years. Tim’s project had about thirty pages with a very simple
design; the current site has nearly 3,000 pages and is stored on three different servers. Tim, by the way, went on to a career
as a network administrator…]
They introduced us and then got to the other team. Their starters included three seniors bound for the Ivy League with activity
lists that sounded like complete resumes. The fourth was a junior who had already won a statewide engineering championship and a
scholarship to some prestigious school. He decided to forego the scholarship though, because his mother wanted him to stay home in
Houston and go to Rice University. You could almost literally see our team's mouths drop as they introduced the other team. Those
introductions psyched them out as much as anything did. That bothered me a bit, because (while the other team was unquestionably
better than us in quiz bowl) our kids have nothing to feel inferior about. Matt or Jean could easily go to Ivy League schools if they
wanted to. Jen Lighter would be equally well qualified.
[Ivy League schools, though, aren’t on the radar for most students in rural Iowa. Of all the students I’ve taught over
the years, only one—Aaron Twait—seriously considered going to the Ivy League. Aaron was accepted to and awarded
attractive scholarships at Harvard, and he went out to Boston for a campus visit. It didn’t take him long to figure out he’d be
much more comfortable in Iowa City. I’ve taught MANY well qualified students over the years, but “prestigious” schools for
them tend to be places like Creighton, Marquette, or Notre Dame rather than the selective coastal institutions.]
It also bothers me (as an alumnus of two directional state universities) when people make such a big deal about the Ivy
League. Harvard and Cornell are excellent schools, but it's not like they are the only good colleges in America. In fact, if I were a junior
engineer like many of our opponents, the Ivy League in general wouldn't be anywhere near the top of my list. Most of the land-grant
schools far surpass Harvard in technical fields. So do Midwestern bastions like Carnegie-Mellon, Case Western Reserve, Marquette,
and the University of Chicago. In this age of plastic, the foremost polymer science institute in America is in good old Hattiesburg at my
alma mater, the University of Southern Mississippi. Few things bug me more than academic snobbery. I'm much more concerned with
what you know and what you can do than with what your credentials are.
OK, so enough of the editorializing. The kids were intimidated, and you don't exactly have to be Einstein to figure out that we
lost the game big time. We congratulated the winners after our loss, and Chip Beall congratulated us on our sportsmanship and wished
us well in solving the meal problem.
It was still relatively early (before 8pm), so I suggested that we take the streetcar downtown to get a bit of an orientation to the
city. So we headed over to St. Charles Avenue at the front side of campus to catch a train. What I hadn't thought of was the fact that
this was a Saturday night, which meant the train was utterly packed with people heading downtown to party. It's about a half-hour ride
from Loyola to the French Quarter [actually probably more like forty minutes], and we were crammed in like sardines the whole way.
The driver, a very petite black woman, kept telling everyone to move back, but there wasn't really anywhere to move to in the back. At
one point she hit the brakes between stops and announced loudly, "I ain't movin' till y'all move back!" Between the crowd and the
setting sun, we didn’t see much of the city, but if nothing else the streetcar was at least a way of killing a bit of time.
Eventually we made it to Canal Street at the edge of the French Quarter. We piled off the streetcar, and I counted twice to
make sure everyone was there. The kids joked about heading over to Bourbon Street, but I assured them that Saturday night was not
the time they wanted to be there. (I also promised I would show it to them later.) We just crossed the street—which is no easy
accomplishment—and walked a couple of blocks to a Burger King, where I offered to treat the group to drinks or ice cream. The service
at Burger King made that McDonalds in Illinois seem rapid. While we waited (and waited and waited), I couldn't help but notice the
manager was wearing a gun in a holster around his waist. It does make you wonder just who is walking around here on a Saturday
night. Several of the kids entertained themselves by talking to various employees and patrons of the restaurant, in the process getting a
fascinating introduction to New Orleans. I was pleased that, while a few of the kids had made some racist jokes back at school, they all
seemed quite open about meeting and talking with black people in person.
After we finished eating we made our way back across the street and walked down to the second car stop on the line. I
collected the kids' money and put it all through the chute, and we all crammed on a streetcar that was nearly as crowded as the other
one. I assured the kids that it would quickly empty out. They didn't believe me, but I was right. Going out of town, people got off at
nearly every stop. Not far past Lee Circle (the edge of downtown) there was room for all of us to sit, and we had a rather pleasant ride
back to Loyola.
Back at the dorm I finished unpacking everything, did some reading, and planned for our future excursions. Quite late in the
evening there was a knock on the door. It was the woman who had screwed up our meal plan. She was most apologetic and assured
me that everything would be straightened out by breakfast. I thanked her for her help—odd, isn't it, to thank the person who screwed up
after I had gotten mad at the poor cashier, who really hadn't done anything wrong. Eventually I settled into bed. It was good that the
driving was over for a while and we could relax and enjoy the city.

SUNDAY, JUNE 2

New Orleans, Louisiana
We got up fairly late this morning and assembled together to go over and have breakfast. It was no surprise that the problem
with our meal tickets hadn't been resolved. Moreover, there was a different cashier who wasn't familiar with the problem. Again I made
a bit of a scene, and again we were just waved through the line.
For all the fuss, I can't say I really cared a lot for the meals at Loyola. Some of the tournament officials spoke of the food here
as if it were haute cuisine. No, it was adequate institutional food and really nothing more. Breakfast was the same eggs, greasy bacon,
pancakes, and gallons of grits you'd find in any cafeteria across the South. They did have a self-serve bar with cereal, doughnuts,
bagels, and fruit (much like you’d find at a cheap motel), but it’s not like there was anything outstanding about that either. The lunches
or dinners weren't anything to write home about either; I ended up having grilled cheese and chili dogs more than once. The
sandwiches were there for every meal. Otherwise there were about three choices that were either casseroles or variations of leftovers
on starch. Leftovers on starch (rice in particular) is the height of local cuisine in New Orleans, but it would have been nice to have a few
other options. They had an adequate salad bar, but they had very little in the way of cooked vegetables (not even the collard greens
they offered every night in Mississippi). Finally, I didn’t care for the fact that once you were through the line you couldn’t go back. “All
you can eat” meant all you could pile on your tray the first time you went through the line. In the end, I think we might have been better
off to take the lady from the tournament up on her offer of a refund for the meal tickets. We could have eaten in cheap restaurants and
probably ended up slightly ahead on the deal (since we skipped a few meals anyhow). Ah, well.
[On most of our future quiz bowl trips I dispensed with the meal plan. Not only was that cheaper, but it allowed for
more flexibility in sightseeing, since we didn’t have to be at the tournament site at meal times.]
After breakfast we played our second game of the competition, against Msgr. Kelly High School from Beaumont, Texas. There
were apparently four Catholic schools in the tournament, and it was purely luck of the draw that our first two opponents were two of the
other three. Msgr. Kelly was a school we should have beaten; we were fairly evenly matched, and in fact we even led at several points
in the game. Unfortunately, we were way behind when it mattered, when the train whistle blew to end the game.
While we had just eaten breakfast,
after losing the game we went right back to the
dining center and had lunch. It's not like
anyone was hungry, but by now I was taking
the attitude of "we've paid for this, and we're
darn well going to get our money's worth." I
guess there's a bit of my father in me after all.
After lunch the kids changed, we took
a few pictures of them relaxing on campus, and
then we caught the streetcar downtown. It was
still crowded, but not as bad as last night, and
we had a fairly pleasant trip most of the way.
As all the newcomers in our group gawked at
the miles on miles of mansions lining St.
Charles Avenue, I marveled that absolutely
nothing had changed since the last time I was
here. (Actually one thing had; the streetcar
fare went up—now it’s a dollar per ride.) There
are several landmarks on the way from Loyola
to downtown, and everyone of them appeared
right on cue. Among the more noteworthy are
Temple Sinai and Unity Temple in the
university area; the Episcopal cathedral a bit
further down; the K&B drugstores at Louisiana
Riding the St. Charles Streetcar
and Napoleon Avenues, a McDonalds that
looks like a church in the Garden District; the dumpy overpass where the interstate crosses the river [which would later become
infamous as an evacuation site during Hurricane Katrina]; and the office towers that mean the end of the line is near. There are
many other less important landmarks—like the House of Garlic restaurant—that were also exactly the same as they were four years
ago. I got the same feeling I’ve had when talking with Margaret about obscure places in Madrid, like the store that sells nuns’ habits
right off Puerta del Sol It's reassuring, somehow, that some things never change. You wonder how a restaurant that specializes in
garlic can stay in business, but it's kind of nice to see that it's still around. [Probably the most disconcerting thing I found when I
returned to New Orleans after the hurricane was that so many of these landmark establishments were no longer around. This
part of New Orleans was still beautiful after Katrina, but it wasn’t the same place I remembered.]

It was interesting to cruise down St. Charles after having just seen a feature on Fox's Cops about New Orleans. The main
patrol car they followed was based on St. Charles. The police made a comment that I knew well, but it's easy to miss when you go
through here. St. Charles is lined with million dollar homes and upmarket shops, yet just one or two blocks off the main road are rundown "shotguns" (one-floor rowhouses that are one-room wide) [they’re actually not rowhouses, just bungalows on impossibly
small lots with virtually no space between one and the next], many of which are now used as crack houses. New Orleans has the
highest crime rate in America, and it's easy to forget that when you're admiring the Victorian architecture on St. Charles Avenue. On
Cops though, they found drug and murder cases right in this neighborhood. One of the most interesting cases they featured was
catching a group of kids who had stolen a car and were parked at a Wendy’s that’s another of those eternal landmarks along the way.
That Wendy’s is just west of Lee Circle (named after a statue of Robert E. Lee in the middle of a traffic circle), which is the border
between downtown and the Garden District. It’s that seedy next-to-downtown area that most cities have. Toward downtown are outlet
stores selling designer fashions at discount prices. Toward the river are civic institutions (a YMCA, a museum, a post office, etc.) in
various states of disrepair. To the northwest is a decaying high-rise housing project, to the west a shopping strip (including that
Wendy’s) that has seen its better days, and to the northeast a no-man’s land that is mostly parking lots for the Superdome. No one
here looks in any way wealthy, and it’s definitely a contrast to the ostentatious homes further west. As we passed that Wendy’s I
imagined who might be in their parking lot today.
Since we returned from New Orleans I happened to see another feature about the New Orleans police department. This one,
on A&E's The Justice Files was a documentary on "America's Most Corrupt Cops", and it highlighted extortion, drug dealing, assault,
and even murder by the people they said no one would dream of calling "New Orleans' finest". Fortunately I had never gotten in trouble
with the police when I was here before (although as best I can figure, one of the murders by a policeman happened on a weekend
when I was in the city a few years back), and we had no reason to make their acquaintance now. New Orleans by day always struck me
as perfectly safe for those who use their common sense. By night is a different matter, but in the daytime I didn't worry about crooks or
cops.
Before too long the National Historic Landmark (a.k.a. the streetcar) made its way to Canal Street, and we all piled out again. I
counted the kids, and we set off on a fast-paced introductory tour of the French Quarter. It's particularly amusing, after that discourse on
crime, that the first thing we saw once we got to the Vieux Carré may well have been an attempted crime. There were a couple of
teenaged boys blocking the sidewalk, and one of them literally threw a bunch of coins all over the sidewalk. Now, it's perfectly normal to
drop a few coins now and then, but no normal person throws money on the ground. As we walked by I started talking in a loud voice
about how you sometimes see pickpockets who are trying to distract people with tricks like dropping money. When a passerby tries to
help them, someone else helps himself to the passerby's wallet. I'm certainly not the most streetwise person on earth [though I gather
I’m quite a lot more streetwise than most people], and these boys may have been perfectly innocent […yeah, right], but I didn't
want anyone in our group to test the hypothesis one way or the other.
I took the kids first to Bourbon Street, which happens to be directly opposite where the streetcar stops at Canal and
Carondolet. I had found out before that Bourbon Street on Sunday is a pale imitation of its Saturday night incarnation. You catch the
tawdry feel of the place, but there's nothing much actually happening at the time—which made Sunday the perfect time to take kids
there. We then wound our way down to Jackson Square, the heart of the French Quarter. I gave the group the basic orientation to what
was where and then let them go off exploring in their own small groups. We had arranged to meet back for mass at six o'clock.
[I must say that of all the places I’ve gone for national quiz bowl, New Orleans is the one where I was the most
hesitant about letting the kids go off on their own. I had no qualms about letting them loose in New York, Chicago, or
Washington, but I knew only too well all the ways they could get into trouble in the Big Easy. As far as I know nothing
happened, so I guess I did the right thing.]
I spent the afternoon with Aaron and Muriel. We browsed through a few gift shops and galleries, and I won’t bore you with
details of the exact same things I’ve described in other travelogues before. This was the weekend of the French Market Tomato
Festival, so Muriel treated herself to some of the local seafood—done up with tomatoes, of course. Not being much for seafood, I had
some traditional New Orleans bread pudding instead.
After we had been exploring a while, it started pouring—the typical afternoon downpour that gives New Orleans a tropical feel.
We sought shelter under awnings and balconies, and eventually we spent quite a while wandering through the old A&P grocery store
on Royal Street. Eventually the rain let up, and we were able to enjoy the rest of the afternoon. About 5:30 we got back to Jackson
Square and awaited the return of the rest of the group.
While we waited I had a delicious chili dog from a street vendor. I know you’re not supposed to eat before mass, but it’s not
like I was planning to take communion or anything. Before long the kids started trickling in, and all of them seemed to enjoy their
afternoon. Once we were all assembled, we went into the cathedral for mass.
Several of the kids described this as the strangest mass they had ever been to, and I certainly understand what they're saying.
I'm not sure I'd go so far myself, but then I've been to mass at this cathedral before. From the outside the cathedral looks like the castle
at Disneyland, and it's really more of a tourist attraction than a church. They had several weekend masses, though, and since we didn't
have a resident priest with us this year, I did my best to see that our Catholic school children fulfilled their Sunday obligation. This was
Trinity Sunday, but you wouldn't know it from anything in the homily. He told us about a 50th anniversary he attended where the couple
repeated their vows. He gave us the standard church view on abortion, and referred us to the weekly bulletin, where they had an
extremely graphic and utterly disgusting write-up of what the author called "partial-birth abortion". He lamented that society was
becoming too secular (while at the same time marveling at how many people were at mass tonight). He invited us to a special mass to
be celebrated by the archbishop a week from Tuesday, apparently for his (the priest who said tonight's mass) retirement. Finally he

commented on the time in his youth when he had tried out for the St. Louis Cardinals. He really never did tell us what baseball was
supposed to have to do with church; I can only guess it's the fact that the cathedral in New Orleans is called "St. Louis Basilica".
Perhaps the highlight of the whole mass came at the presentation of gifts. We sang a hymn as they collected the offering, and
then the ushers took the money up to the altar. There was a long, long pause, and finally Father said, "Would someone like to bring up
the gifts?" The "gifts", of course in Catholicism refer to the bread and wine. Apparently they hadn't selected anyone to do the honors
before mass. A couple of the kids in our group looked mortified, since we had purposely sat clear in back—which put us conveniently
next to the gifts table. Fortunately someone from the parish did at last bring the elements forward, and Father proceeded with the
consecration.
St. Louis Basilica is the oldest cathedral in the United States. It was founded in 1720, although the present building is from the
th
19 Century. The local patron is “St. Louis, King of France”, which caused our group to ponder exactly what King Louie (they never did
give his number) did to merit canonization. I checked this out in my encyclopedia. There are apparently two St. Louis, Kings of France.
The more important was Louis IX, who died in Tunisia during the Crusades. I can understand him being a saint, and I certainly hope
he’s who the cathedral (and Louisiana for that matter) was named after. The other guy was Louis VI, also called Louis the Fat, who
was king in the 12th Century. About the only holy thing the encyclopedia says about him is that he was a “benefactor of the church”,
which to me implies he’s one of those rich guys who in that era effectively bought their way into heaven. (How’s that for a Protestant
slant on things?)
*****
After mass we joined the crowd at Café du Monde, the famous coffee bar in the southeast corner of Jackson Square. I think I
may have been the only one who actually had coffee (the espresso-strength chicory blend for which New Orleans is famous), but most
of the kids seemed to enjoy being in this vaguely historic place.
We left Café du Monde and walked back toward Canal Street. About a block along our way (at the Moonwalk along the river),
a group of young men was performing a comedy/dance routine. We watched for a while and were amazed at the finale, where one of
the guys leapt over a group of volunteers from the audience. After that dose of street entertainment, we made our way back to the
streetcar and enjoyed the ride back to Loyola.
I did virtually nothing tonight. The tournament sponsored a dance as their officially sponsored entertainment (the equivalent of
the baseball game we went to last year), and most of the kids put in a brief appearance. Each wave of them returned soon after,
assuring me that there was absolutely nothing to do there except eat the snacks. [A mixer dance really is just about the stupidest
form of entertainment they could have chosen at a quiz bowl tournament, a place where 80 – 90% of the participants are
male…]

MONDAY, JUNE 3

New Orleans, Louisiana
By the time we had breakfast this morning (our last day here), the dining center had finally gotten its act together. While the
magnetic meal cards still didn't work, they had corrected the paper list to show that we had indeed paid. [It was, of course, now a
business day, and likely that was why things had changed.] Too bad we only had one more day to enjoy that efficiency.
Our first game this morning was we played that was scheduled in the Audubon Room of Daana Center. Instead we were
scheduled to play at 9:00 in the Octavia Room. This was also the only time our opponents weren't from Texas. It's interesting—last
year when the championships were in Texas, there wasn't a Texas team among our opponents; this year it seemed as if everyone were
from Texas. The exception to that for us was Irmo High School, which hails from either a small town or suburb (depending on your point
of view [I’d go for suburb]) in central South Carolina, near Columbia. Irmo probably wasn't the best team we played, but they definitely
deserved to be here. They were the only team that had qualified for the National Academic Championships in each year of its fourteen
year history. While that's not quite as impressive as it sounds (there are other ways to qualify in addition to winning a tournament, and a
lot of it really comes down to money), you don't do that on a whim. While the game didn't start out that badly, you can probably figure
out that we lost again.
[Something stands out to me in the photo below. It’s how casually everyone is dressed—no ties, mostly polo shirts,
and one of our starters in a T-shirt. This is easily the least formal of the “on set” photos we’ve taken at nationals. I think the
dress reflects the kids attitude and probably affected how we did overall. In future years I’d definitely make a point of
encouraging the kids to “dress for success” in competition.]

We had a couple of
hours of free time after the game.
Some of the kids went swimming
in the campus pool, which was
rather oddly located on the top
floor of the parking ramp. (I'd
think with all that weight and the
probability of leaks, you'd want to
put the pool in the basement, if
anywhere.) Others just bummed
around for a while. Muriel, Aaron,
and I checked out the bookstore.
The Loyola store certainly wasn't
anything much. I did pick up a
big mug with the name of the
school on it (my only real
souvenir of the trip), but nothing
else.
After making a quick run
through there, we decided to
check out the bookstore at
neighboring Tulane University. I
recalled from when I was in New
Orleans before that Tulane was
located along St. Charles
Avenue, just west of Loyola. So
we set out walking. It didn’t take
long to re-trace our steps through
On the set at the National Academic Championships
Loyola. While they apparently have over 7,000 students here, I have no clue where they put them. The ultra-compact campus takes up
about the same space as Iowa Wesleyan does in Mt. Pleasant, the equivalent of maybe four or six square blocks. Unlike Wesleyan,
with its 700 students, Loyola is extremely overbuilt. There is very little green space, and when you leave one building it's never far to
the next. It's not really all that claustrophobic (after all, a park as large as Central Park in New York is just across the street), but it's not
where I'd choose to spend my college years. Still, it was far nicer than the University of Dallas. Like most colleges, Loyola has an
unfortunate clash of architectural styles. The original college and the parish church at the south end of campus are neo-Gothic palaces
of red brick. That does end up fighting with the glass and brass of Daana Center.

Loyola University of the South – New Orleans, Louisiana
(The arch-front walkway provides covered access to all the older buildings on campus.)
Pardon the diversion about campus, but I never really mentioned it before. At any rate, we got to Tulane quickly. Once there
we started walking back north. Tulane’s campus is much larger (and to my mind, much more pleasant) than Loyola's. The old campus
is of grey stone buildings arranged in the classic quadrangle around a huge commons area. Once you get back of there, the buildings

switch to fighting styles, with the emphasis on red brick. We walked over half a mile, going back and back through the campus. We
checked a couple of map signs, and eventually we found the bookstore—which turned out to be on the north side of Freret Street, not
much more than a block from our dorm at Loyola.
The Tulane bookstore was huge, especially compared to the one at Loyola. All three of us spent quite a while browsing. I
ended up buying a fascinating book called simply Mississippi written by a black man from Aurora, Illinois. His parents came to Chicago
as part of the Great Migration after World War II. The family moved to the suburbs, and the book's author grew up as any upper middle
class suburban child in an integrated city (although Aurora has to be just about the only place in Chicagoland that truly is well
integrated). [Interestingly, today Aurora is probably less well integrated than it was in the ‘90s, while Chicagoland as a
whole—and particularly the city of Chicago itself—are much better integrated. Central Aurora is overwhelmingly Hispanic,
while its endless housing developments (the poster child for the mortgage crisis) are overwhelmingly white. There’s not
much of any black people remotely near Aurora these days.] Now as an adult he returned to his ancestral state as an outsider.
The book gives his reactions and in the process traces most of the modern history of the Magnolia State, especially as it pertains to
race relations. I was fascinated by the book, more than most white people I'm willing to bet, because of the time I've spent living in
Mississippi.
I finished shopping before either Muriel or Aaron, and I waited outside for them. The Tulane bookstore is in their student union,
and this was orientation week, where freshmen come to take their requisite tour of the campus. As I watched the tour groups come in, I
was utterly appalled at what I saw. The tours were segregated by race. First there was the white tour, then a tour for new black
students, and finally a tour I'd classify as "other"—which had an Asian guide but included both Asian and Hispanic freshmen. It was
interesting to overhear what the guides said on each tour, and they were quite different. The white tour (or at least what I saw of it as
they were in the union) presented the most "fun" image of the campus, centering on social life. I got the feeling Tulane was one
unending party from the tanned, blonde cheerleader who was showing the kids around. The black tour was definitely not led by a
model. Instead we had a young woman with stringy hair and that unfortunate "old Mammy" build. Her spiel centered much more on
practical details--where to eat and how meal tickets worked (better than Loyola, I hope), how to use the campus mail system, where to
find an automatic teller, how to report crimes on campus, etc. Of the three, hers really seemed like the most useful tour for incoming
freshmen. The Asian woman (who was a model with rather sculpted hair that wouldn't move in a hurricane) reinforced everyone's
stereotypes of Asian students by centering her speech mostly on academics. To her the most important things in the union were the
bookstore and a study lounge.
While it was interesting to snoop on these presentations, I was frankly shocked and rather offended by the whole affair. It
really bothered me that the college found it necessary to divide their students by race from the time they first set foot on campus. This
was 1996; more than thirty years since Freedom Summer and forty years since "Brown vs. Board of Education". I know America is far
from perfect, but I really thought we'd come farther than this. What bothered me even more was the fact that at Southern Mississippi,
this couldn't have happened. Not only would it have been illegal; it would have been unthinkable. It may have taken a series of court
orders to change things, but discrimination in "public accommodations" really is a thing of the past in Mississippi. In an educational
setting, there's a forced and overly conscious equality that's not exactly pleasant, but it beats this nonsense at Tulane. USM may not
have enough black students (about 20% of the overall enrollment, compared with 40% of the people statewide in Mississippi) and they
may not mix freely (you'll see the majority of blacks and the majority of whites sitting with people of their own race in the dining center),
but in any sort of administrative matter there's no question but what the races are treated equally. I suppose the reason Tulane can get
away with this nonsense is that they are a private school, while USM is state-supported. That may make it legal, but it certainly doesn't
make it right.
*****
I know I’ve gone on too long already on this topic, but just one more thing in the editorial. I really do wonder why people can’t
just be people. It betrays my roots of being a child in the ‘60s, but I really do believe we should have a color-blind society. I can quote
word for word Martin Luther King saying that a man should be judged “not by the color of his skin, but by the content of his character”.
It bothers me when anyone disagrees with that statement, but it especially bothers me when black people find fault with it. I’m very
much an American, and I truly believe people of every nation have realized that to succeed in America they had to adapt to the
American culture. The ultimate example of that is the Ronald Reagan image of “family values” created by Russian Jews who ran
Hollywood in the ‘30s. The Hollywood moguls maintained their Jewish culture, but they celebrated in public the image of what
American culture should be about. I really do believe that for America to continue to be successful we need to stop identifying
ourselves by where we came from and start caring more about where we are today.
[With the very real prospect of a multi-ethnic President on the horizon, I do hope we can get the issue of race behind
us once and for all in America. There are far more important things to worry about in this country; it’s time for us all to be
Americans.]
After observing the tours, I filled some more time by looking through the various leaflets they had on display. I checked out
their schedule of classes, which included both the “summer” and “pre-fall” terms, whatever that may mean. There I found that Tulane,
Loyola, and Newcomb College, all three of which have adjacent campuses, allow cross-registration in certain departments. That
means if you are a full-time student at Tulane, you can register for courses at Loyola in departments that are that college’s specialty
(which happen to be communications-related fields) at no additional cost. The procedure is complicated, but it’s interesting that they
allow it at all.
I also checked out a real estate supplement from the Times—Picayune. Here I found that homes in this neighborhood begin
around $200,000 and range up to around a million. They average around $400,000. There are also townhouses available for around

$125,000. The gentrified “shotguns” a few blocks away sell for $175,000. Actually this isn’t even close to the most expensive area of
the city. There are suburban “estates” in the $4 million range, and many of the French quarter patio homes are around $2 million. The
cheapest detached homes advertised in the supplement were suburban ‘60s ranch houses for just under $100,000. However, you
could get condos in bad neighborhoods for as low as $18,000.
Tulane had a huge number of pamphlets on display dealing with security. They apparently have a network of emergency
phones along the sidewalks on campus, just like those call boxes you see on some interstates. They also have a taxi service run by
the campus police that will take people home at night to any area within one mile of campus. The Tulane police’s authority extends to
one mile from campus, which means both they and the New Orleans police have authority in the surrounding residential area and in
Audubon Park. (Presumably the Loyola and Newcomb police also have authority there.)
It’s to the credit of those campus cops that crime appears to be going down at Tulane. They tracked figures for various
categories of crime from 1992 to 1994, and in almost every category the 94 figures were the lowest. Still, they did have 225 reported
cases of theft, including 15 motor vehicle thefts and 62 bicycle thefts. There were also two cases of arson and two cases of aggravated
assault among the more serious crimes. Thank goodness there were no murders on campus. One thing intrigued me, though. Several
of the pamphlets on display dealt with rape, including one called “The Difference Between a Lover and a Rapist” that implied that 35%
of all men have raped a woman. From all the brochures, you’d think rape was a serious problem on campus. In the three years they
reported, though, there was a grand total of five rapes, with only one in 1994. If it’s true that a third of all men have raped, judging by
the enrollment at Tulane, there ought to be more in the range of 4,000 rapes on campus. There probably were more than five, of
course; many rapes everywhere go unreported, but I’m not sure the problem was quite so serious as all the brochures implied. I’m all
for rape prevention (that was one of the big things we worked on in the student government at UNI), but I think all those leaflets might
have scared away some of the freshman girls who were there for orientation.
[In my Statistics class at the college, I use an article from a magazine called City Journal that explores the dubious
figures on campus rapes across America—figures that are taken like gospel regardless of their source, because doing
otherwise might make the colleges seem anti-feminist. The administrators at almost every college in America see rape as one
of the most serious problems there is, yet almost no female students feel it is a problem at al. Indeed, many women see it as
rather patronizing that the colleges don’t trust them to figure out which relationships are wanted and which aren’t. Still the
“rape industry” (the magazine’s words) continues to cite those incredibly high figures, with no basis for them at all—and the
colleges seem embarrassed that their women never seem to feel victimized enough to report that many rapes.]
There was one other thing that intrigued me at Tulane. This is apparently a Baptist college, but you wouldn't really know it
looking around. They have condom machines in the restrooms, and there's a bulletin board featuring "the Best Bars in the Big Easy"
(and I'm pretty sure they're not using "bars" to mean "cookies" like people here in Algona do).
When we got back to Loyola we gathered the kids together and set off for downtown. This time the streetcar was pleasantly
uncrowded, and we had a most enjoyable trip. We walked into the French Quarter down a street that had signs saying it was "closed for
filming". The only evidence of any filming we could see was a motorhome parked right next to one of those signs that was probably
being used as a portable dressing room. We kept on walking past Jackson Square, and eventually we made it to our destination, the
Royal Café.
If you’ve read either of my epistles from graduate school, you’ve heard me talk about the Royal Café [which, sadly, closed
after Katrina]. The restaurant occupies the LaBranche Building, which was built in 1835 and remains one of the most historic and
beautiful buildings in the city. It is a three-floor brick structure with a double balcony circling its upper floors. I had made reservations to
take the kids out to eat there, and I was delighted that we got to sit out on the second floor balcony, overlooking Royal Street.
The food at the Royal Cafe is both excellent and remarkably inexpensive. At lunch, almost everything ranges between $5.95
and $7.95. The kids enjoyed sampling a variety of local cuisines while enjoying the trappings of an elegant restaurant. (Some of the
kids commented that they had never before eaten in a place that used cloth napkins, which floored me but was probably true.) I had a
Creole chicken and corn relish salad which, like everything on their menu, was exquisite. We enjoyed a pleasant lunch, with a grand
total for the eleven of us—including drinks and tax—of $105.78. I over-tipped the two waitresses who were very kind to us (while writing
this, I just looked at the rather complicated receipt again and found out I really over-tipped her) [as there was a tip already included
in the check—something fairly common with a group, but not something I was expecting], but it was still quite affordable.
After lunch we separated into different groups again, with the condition that we all had to be back at Loyola by 5:00, so we
could play our final game at 5:15. Jeff, Scott, and Nick split away, while Matt, Brian, Tim, Jean, and Jen went of with Muriel, Aaron, and
me. I followed the kids toward the Jackson Brewery Mall, but when we got there I realized Muriel and Aaron weren’t with us. I left the
kids in a stairwell at the mall and went back to find them. It turned out that they had stopped on Jackson Square to have their fortunes
told by a card reader. Aaron decided to go off on his own, but Muriel agreed to meet up again at the Spanish Plaza, near another mall,
the Riverwalk.
The kids did a bit of shopping at Jackson Brewery. Most notably, Jean Lappe, our quiz bowl captain, bought a captain’s hat at
a store that sold nothing but novelty hats. We also spent some time in an enormous Tower Records store and in a bookstore near the
mall. The bookstore was definitely an experience. New Orleans prides itself on having the second highest percentage of gay people of
any city in America (after San Francisco), with most of them living in the French Quarter. This store certainly drove home that point.
Most of the front display area featured books and literature that explored the gay lifestyle, as did two full aisles of the store. I’m not sure
I was aware so many such books had been published, but they certainly had a full stock in this store. They had a full line of other
books too, of course, but it was hard to miss what they featured.

[I wasn’t sure where to insert this,
since it doesn’t relate at all to the gay comment
in the previous paragraph. However, reading
through these paragraphs makes me remember
with sadness my trip back to New Orleans after
Hurricane Katrina. The city was definitely open
to tourists, but far too much of the liveliness
was gone.
Major retailers (like the Virgin
Megastore referenced above) had gone out of
business, as had countless quirky little
emporiums like the place that sold only
specialty hats. Perhaps the biggest change,
though is the lack of street entertainers.
Without millions of casual tourists, those
people can’t sustain themselves—which means
a once lively and fascinating city is
comparatively dull.]
We made our way over to the Spanish
Plaza, a remnant of the time that New Orleans
hosted a world’s fair. You might remember that for
a while in the ‘70s and ‘80s it seemed as if every
Kids sitting on a wall at the Spanish Plaza – New Orleans
second-rate city with pretensions was hosting a
world’s fair—Spokane, Knoxville, New Orleans. About the only one that amounted to anything was the fair in Vancouver that Steve and
I went to in ’86. At any rate, New Orleans hosted a world’s fair with the theme of water pollution (appropriate for a city whose water is
extremely polluted, isn’t it?). The Spanish Plaza was the centerpiece of the Spanish exhibit at the Festival of Nations at the fair. The
plaza features a fountain constructed of traditional Spanish tiles, with designs that salute each of the fifty provinces of Spain. [It’s a
copy of the Plaza de Espaňa in Sevilla, yet another minor city that hosted a world’s fair.] It’s not exactly what you expect to see
in the heart of an American city, but it is a lovely little park.
It was further to the Spanish Plaza than I had remembered. The area had changed since I was last here (they added a major
casino), and it was not exactly well marked. I wasn’t sure Muriel would be able to make it there easily, so I left the kids at the fountain
and walked back to Jackson Square in search of Muriel. Just outside the plaza I found her. She had gotten out the map I had run off
for the group and found it with no problem at all. We joined the rest of the group and went into the mall.
The Riverwalk is about six blocks long and one hallway wide. [In places it has two stories, but for the most part it’s one
hallway on ever-changing levels, since the up-river end is MUCH higher than the end by the Spanish Plaza.] It contains lots of
elegant stores filled to overflowing with “gee whiz; how did they ever think of that” merchandise. The kids enjoyed window shopping,
stopping longest at a toy store named “Dapy” [yet another place that folded post-Katrina]. According to their shopping bags, Dapy
has stores in “Paris, Cannes, New York, and other major cities”. I guess that umbrella at the end must include New Orleans. Dapy was
a fascinating store—different from the typical Kay-Bee or Toys Я Us. I ended up buying a coffee mug there. They had mugs that
featured names in many languages. I was amused because I knew before looking at it that “David” is essentially “David” in just about
every language on earth. The mug confirms that. According to it, “David” is “David” in French, Spanish, Greek, Hebrew, German,
Russian, Italian, and English. The only differences (and it’s not hard to see the family relationship) are in Chinese (da-we), Japanese
(diebiddo), and Hindi (devendra). The mug also contains Oriental characters which I assume are supposed to be the Chinese and
Japanese way of writing “David”, although for all I know it could say “Death to all Americans”. I found it interesting that the mug was
made in Thailand, but that country’s language was not included in the selection. One other thing I found interesting about the mug was
that it cutely tries to spell the word “Russian” with that backwards “Я” I just used in “Toys Я Us”. That symbol has nothing to do with the
Russian “R” (which looks like the English “P” and comes from the Greek “rho”). “Ya” is how the “Я” is pronounced, and it’s either an
adjectival suffix (a feminine ending) or the word for “I” or “me”. But enough of the Slavic grammar lesson. The mug did make an
interesting little souvenir.
[This was written before I’d actually studied any Russian formally, but I had mastered the alphabet before I made the
trip to the USSR in 1985. I must confess that even today, after studying the language in some detail for three years with one
of my gifted and talented students, I still can’t do much other than sound out words. The “Death to All Americans” line is a
running joke between my sister and me. Whenever we’re someplace like a Chinese or Middle Eastern restaurant, a place
where the menu features unintelligible script, we recall that line that was scrawled (in English) on banners when the U.S.
Embassy was taken over in Iran decades ago. I think the same thing whenever I see people who have tattoos of Oriental
characters. The tattoo artist could so easily tell them it means “wealth and happiness” when in fact it means “I am a big
jerk”.]
From the mall we walked back to the streetcar line—and walked, and walked, and walked, and walked. As we were walking,
this too was déjà vu. At some point before I had walked back from Riverwalk, only to realize that St. Charles Avenue was much farther
north than it appears on the map (about a mile in reality). Eventually we made it to a stop—at Lee Circle, that run-down area I
described earlier in this travelogue. [… And St. Charles is further away from the river at Lee Circle than it is at Canal Street
downtown.] I think there really is safety in numbers, or at least confidence. We stood around admiring the graffiti-ridden phone booth,

the broken newspaper machine, the liquor store with bars on its windows, and the young men leaning on the walls as if they had
nothing better to do. Mercifully, the train arrived shortly, and we paid our money and boarded.
Most of the group went straight back to campus,
but Muriel, Jen, and I got off in the Garden District to have a
look at the Lafayette Cemetery. It used to be unsafe to see
the cemeteries. They were major gang hang-outs, and
people would hide behind the tombs and jump out to mug
visitors. They solved that problem here by fencing the place
in and locking it up. You can't go in and look at the graves
up close, but you can walk all around the outside and get a
general feel for everything. This is one of the typical New
Orleans cemeteries, where they inter people above ground
in a style that has nothing to do with the swampy ground of
the area, but rather with the Mediterranean roots of the city.
Probably the most interesting thing we could see from the
gate was a whole tomb reserved for members of the fire
department, with dates going back almost two centuries. It
really was fascinating.
We also got an up-close look at several of the
homes in the Garden District. Jen has a lot of interest in
architecture [which I think she ended up majoring in; I
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haven’t seen her since she left high school], and she
was fascinated by the neighborhood. I had never actually gone out walking here before [which seems strange, given the number of
times I’d been through the area on the streetcar], and it was fun to actually see something new in the city. The homes were lovely,
but one thing I couldn't help but notice was the elaborate security systems that every house had in plain view. I always lock my door,
but I can't imagine living like this.
After exploring the Garden District for a while, we ended up at another place I had never stopped before, the McDonalds on St.
Charles Avenue. I’ve gone past it on the streetcar any number of times. It truly is a landmark, looking nothing like a “real” McDonalds,
even if it does have a drive-through window. The place is basically an A-frame concrete building, with huge skylights and plants
growing on the roof. From the distance it looks like a modern church (much more attractive than a lot of churches in the South, I might
add), and up close it looks like an unusual home. It’s just a restaurant—a fast food place with pretensions, but nothing more. I’ve seen
pictures of it in architecture books, and I’ve always wondered what it was like inside. Well, inside it basically looks like a McDonalds—a
McDonalds with lots of plants and funny lighting, but nonetheless a McDonalds. It also has far too little seating, since the A-frame style
doesn’t lend itself well to efficient use of space. It was interesting to see, though, and having some ice cream made a pleasant
afternoon break.
By the time we got back to Loyola it was almost time for our final game of the tournament. You guessed it—we lost this one,
too. Our opponents were from Alief Hastings (in the first word, the accent is on the first syllable, which has a long "a" sound; the second
syllable is pronounced "leaf") High School, again from the Houston area. They played well; we didn't. Enough said.
After dinner, I got out Mr. Ahlers’ cellular phone (which we had borrowed for the trip), and Matt called the radio station in
Algona with a report of our scores. He didn’t really sound very coherent, but hopefully they managed to get something out of the call
that they could quote. I also called the Ship Island ferry service in Mississippi to find out their schedule of departures. Then I did some
typing on our final “Bear Facts” script of the year. [… And “typing” is the correct word there. While we were well into the
computer age at this point, laptops were still extreme luxuries and lugging along a printer would have been a silly and
unnecessary use of space. I had instead brought a portable typewriter (which I disposed of shortly after this trip). I hated the
thing, because I typed faster than it did—which meant I was forever getting ahead of the printed characters and making typos
that were as much the machine’s fault as my own. I did manage to get a decent copy done, though.]
Early in the evening, Muriel, one of the girls, and I went out for a walk. We walked down the side of Audubon Park, past the
private drive with exclusive homes. We then walked past the zoo and back through the golf course in the park. Then we walked down
St. Charles Avenue a while, past Tulane and the fraternity and sorority houses that serve the university area. Eventually we got on the
streetcar and rode over to the Carrollton business district, where we stopped at a Kinko's copy center, so I could make some copies of
the "Bear Facts" script, since we were doing the school radio show on location in New Orleans this week.
I had never been to a Kinko's before. I'd seen them, but mostly I had just been amused by the name. Their motto is "the new
way to office" (as if "office" were a verb). They offer all kinds of copy services, as well as computers, fax machines, and
videoconference rooms—all at surprisingly reasonable prices. Their brochures imply that they will not copy any copyrighted material,
which is interesting, because the fair use clause in the new law says it's okay to make personal use copies of virtually anything. They
also say they'll refuse to copy pornography and other objectionable material. My bet is that they don't have a legal leg to sand on with
that one, but having the official policy keeps away 90% of the people who would try to do it.
You can apparently make self-service copies at Kinko's [which I’m sure is what people who want to copy copyrighted
material do], but you need a special magnetic card to do it. Instead I took my originals (from an old portable typewriter with a cloth

ribbon) to the counter and described what I needed. It seemed to take ridiculously long, but eventually the copies came back, at a price
of seven cents each. Expensive, but not awful.
We took the same streetcar back to the university area. (While we were making copies it had advanced to the end of the line
and then returned.) Then we walked around a little more and returned to the dorm. This is a beautiful neighborhood, and I really
enjoyed getting out and talking a walk in it.
I assembled the seniors in my room so we could tape our final "Bear Facts" of the year. Before we left, we had arranged to
tape our last Garrigan radio show of the year in New Orleans, to be broadcast after we got back. I had lugged all our equipment down
here [which at the time consisted of an enormous professional tape deck, a corded microphone, and a cheap playback tape
player] and gotten the script together, so no we were going to do it—come hell or high water. The seniors came down, and with them
everyone else. We had a few false starts and loads of laughs in the taping process, but eventually we did get a quality tape made
[seriously one of the best we’ve done]. It was based on this script:
THE BEAR FACTS Æ JUNE 8, 1996
(INTRO: Jazz instrumental of "Dixie" plays, continuing through opening lines.)
MATT: Good morning, y'all! I'm Matt Erpelding!
JEAN: I'm Jean Lappe!
NICK: And I'm Nick Reinhart! Welcome to a special edition of the "Bear Facts" coming to you direct from the Big Easy, New
Orleans.
MATT: The Golden Bear quiz bowl team traveled more than twelve hundred miles last weekend before we finally arrived in
the Crescent City. On the way down we basically drove and drove and drove some more. We passed through parts of
seven states: Iowa, Illinois, Missouri, Arkansas, Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana—even slicing through a little
corner of Kentucky so we could say we'd been there. Out the window the farmland turned to forest and then the forest
turned to swamp. Finally we drove right through the middle of the swamp on a bridge about thirty miles long before
we finally arrived at Loyola University in New Orleans.
JEAN: We're here as Iowa's only representative in the fifty-eight team National Academic Championships. The Bears qualified
for this prestigious tournament by winning the Algona PTO Quiz Bowl last winter, and this is the second straight year
that a team from Garrigan qualified for Nationals. Our team was younger and less experienced than last year's, and
we figured our success would have a lot to do with getting good pairings in the random drawing for opponents.
NICK: Unfortunately, luck didn't really go our way. Our first opponent was St. John's High School from Houston, Texas. Their
team consisted of two seniors who were bound for Harvard, one senior who was going to Cornell University in New
York, and a junior who had already won an engineering championship. Aaron Twait, who was the captain of last
year's Golden Bear team, said that St. John's was even better than East Brunswick, the only team that the Bears lost
to last year. Well, St. John's pretty much kicked our keesters. The final score was 480 to 150, with St. John's scoring
the second highest total in the tournament. The good news was that we made a respectable showing, and our score
wasn't even close to being the lowest overall.
MATT: Our second game was closer. We played Monsignor Kelly High School from Beaumont, Texas. With just minutes to
go, we were ahead 195 to 190. Unfortunately luck turned against us again. Kelly went on a roll right at the end, and
we ended up losing 310 to 195. It was a good game, and we definitely felt like we were in it all the way.
JEAN: After our second game we had the rest of the day off. We took a streetcar ride into the French quarter to see all the
sights and sounds of one of America's most interesting cities. One of the most fascinating things we saw was a
sideshow with break dancers that featured one guy who leapt over eleven volunteers from the audience. We were
also entertained by the endless parade of musicians, dancers, mimes, artists, and fortune tellers. One card reader
predicted that Nick would find true love close to home. She amazed me by telling about my past, but she said the
people I hang around with weren't as successful as they should be--maybe that explains our losing.
NICK: We spent most of the day wandering around the French Quarter—from the fun-filled sleaze of Bourbon Street to the
shores of the mighty Mississippi River. After spending the whole day walking, it was kind of nice to sit down for mass
as St. Louis Basilica. We poked our heads in at a really stupid dance the tournament sponsored and then went back
and rested up for another day of competition.
MATT: On our last day of competition, our luck didn't change a whole lot. We faced Irmo High School from Columbia, South
Carolina, the only team that had qualified for the national tournament in each year of its fourteen year history. Irmo
pretty much wiped us, with a final score of 425 to 110. Then in the afternoon we took on Alief-Hastings High School,
another huge school from suburban Houston. We played a really good game, but once again Lady Luck wasn't with
us. Texas got the best of us, 400 to 145. So, we lost all four games, but it's not like anyone is really very upset about
it. We played our best, we had a lot of fun, and we showed we could hold our own against the top teams in the nation.

JEAN: Now that the tournament is over, it's time to have some more fun. By the time this broadcast airs, we'll be back in
Algona, after two more days packed with seeing the sights of Dixie. After taking on the toughest teams in America,
almost anything else would be a day at the beach, but for us the reward for toughing it out really is a day at the
beach--on the beautiful white sand beaches of the Mississippi Gulf Coast. Some of our group will bask in the
sunshine, while others will see things like the NASA rocket testing facility. Then it's off to the Civil War battlefield in
Vicksburg, the famous town of Transylvania, Louisiana, and the arch and brewery in St. Louis.
NICK: The Garrigan delegation for this trip included eleven people. Our original starting line-up included Captain Jean Lappe,
Matt Erpelding, Scott Reising, and Jeff Geving. All the alternates played, and they included Tim Mosbach, Jen
Lighter, Brian Barth, and me—Nick Reinhart. Coach David Burrow came down with us, and Muriel Singer and Aaron
Twait helped out with the driving. We'd like to thank Mr. Meister, Mr. Stence, and the BGHS Student Council for
making it possible for us to come down here. We may not have done as well as last year's team, but we held our own
with the best teams anywhere and t tournament sponsors said our sportsmanship was some of the best they had
seen.
JEAN: This special episode of marks a milestone on the "Bear Facts", the end of our fourth season on KLGA. It was back in
September, 1992, that you heard these words for the first time...
MATT: … Good morning! I'm Matt Erpelding!
JEAN: Now, more than 140 episodes later, you're hearing them for the last time. Matt was the very first announcer on the
"Bear Facts", and throughout his years in high school he has been part of well over half of our weekly shows. Matt
pioneered the casual, yet professional style that is our signature here on the "Bear Facts", and we'll definitely be
starting a new era when he goes off to college next fall.
MATT: Jean and Nick will also be missed; they've contributed a lot with both writing and announcing. The "Bear Facts" has
come a long way since we started out four years ago. Our first year we had to go out to KLGA every week to record
in a cramped studio on an ancient tape deck. Then we acquired some modern equipment that allows us to record the
show at school and even, like this week, on location.
NICK: Over the years six "Bear Facts" announcers have gone on to careers in radio, both at KLGA and in other towns.
Throughout its history the "Bear Facts" has been produced as a part of the Bishop Garrigan gifted and talented
program, and we're proud to say that this spring the show was honored by a group of educators of the gifted as one
of the top career-based extra-curricular activities in Iowa. It's a challenge to put the show together each week, but
somehow we manage, especially with the help of our faculty producer, Mr. David Burrow.
JEAN: The calendar for this summer is pretty much the same as for every summer. There's CYO softball this weekend at
Storm Lake. Then there's the endless parade of baseball and softball games all summer long. Then, before you know
it, August will be here and it will be time for school to start up again.
MATT: So, it's time to say good-bye for another season of the "Bear Facts". Thanks for tuning in, and we hope you'll be
hearing some new voices next year as they bring you all the latest news from Bishop Garrigan High School.
(CLOSE: Vocal of Louis Armstrong’s “What a Wonderful World” (first verse) …)
I see trees of green
Red roses too
I see them bloom
For me and you
And I think to myself
What a wonderful world
I see skies of blue
And clouds of white
The bright blessed as day
The dark say good-night
And I say to myself
What a wonderful world!
[Moe than twelve years later, “Bear Facts” is still on the air each week. There were several firsts or unique facts
th
about this particular episode. It was the latest in the summer we’d ever aired a show, June 8 . It was also the first show (and
to date one of only two times) we incorporated music into the program. I’ve mostly avoided music (though again “fair use”
does allow short clips—though the complete verse from “What a Wonderful World” is stretching it) because Algona High
School’s “Bulldog Edition” show always begins and ends with a clip from “Eye of the Tiger” and I didn’t want to feel we had
to do the same thing they did. I think this was also the first time we had three anchors alternate, rather than the two we
generally have. It also remains the one and only time we’ve done a “location” show, taping somewhere other than Algona.
I’ve thought about doing that other times we’ve been to nationals, but they’ve been too far after the end of the school year for
it to be practical. I managed to save the tape of this when it originally broadcast, and today an .mp3 version of it is the oldest
show in the audio archives on our school website.]

I know, the whole thing is corny, but then that’s the nature and in many ways the charm of the “Bear Facts”. The kids got a
special laugh out of lines liked “kicked our keesters”, while I snickered at the part about our good sportsmanship. After all, you always
get called good sports when you lose.
By the time we finished the “Bear Facts” and everyone had listened to the tape a couple of times, it was getting pretty late. I
started packing up our stuff, and before too long I settled into bed and called it a night.

TUESDAY, JUNE 4

NEW ORLEANS, Louisiana to
Magee, Mississippi
(appx. 300 miles)
We got up fairly early and were among the first at the dining center for breakfast this morning. Then we went up and down the
elevators, hauling our stuff to the suburbans as we prepared to leave. Once the vehicles were loaded, we checked out—a process that
was not quite so time-consuming as checking in.
As I left, I was intrigued to see that they had posted the overall standings for the preliminary rounds of the tournament. I knew
we had not done well, and this definitely confirmed that. Out of the fifty-eight teams present, we were fifty-seventh. Rah! Rah! Rah!
All sarcasm aside, there is something to be proud of when you lose to first-rate competition. I’ve been watching the Olympics as I write
this, and while I’m sure no Olympic athlete likes to lose, I’m equally sure they’re all proud of just making it there. While none of our
team is exactly proud of how we did in New Orleans, there is a certain pride in realizing that no one else from Iowa was even part of the
tournament.
There was another interesting item at the check-out desk. They had flyers for the “Academic Quiz Bowl Camp” at Wofford
College. Wofford College happens to be located in that bastion of academia: Spartanburg, South Carolina. According to the flyer, in
the six-day camp, students will learn how to prepare a knowledge base, how to prepare for various tournament formats, strategies for
competition, successful practice sessions, and how other students succeed with quiz bowl. The cost is $350 per student. They also
have activities for adults. In adult camp, coaches will learn about starting a quiz bowl program, selecting students and forming a team,
fund-raising, conducting a practice session, conducting a successful tournament, preparing for tournaments, and sharing knowledge
and experience with other coaches. The adult camp is a veritable bargain at just $275, with a further discount for alumni of Wofford
College (surely there must be scads of them somewhere). One of the leaders of the camp is the coach from good old Irmo. Perhaps
needless to say, I passed on the camp, and I’m pretty sure all our students did too. It gives you some clue of just what they expected at
camp when the map they published to Spartanburg only shows states as far north or west as Illinois.
Once we checked out and double-checked to be sure everything was loaded, it was time to leave the Big Easy. There was no
way we could have re-traced the directions we followed getting to campus, as many of those streets were one-ways. Instead we
followed what to me seemed like a much more logical route. We took Broadway to the south end of campus, then St. Charles Avenue
about half a mile west to Carrollton. We turned where the streetcar turns and went north about a mile on Carrollton to the interstate.
We got on I-10 and then drove out of the city and on out of the state.
It amazed me how light the traffic was for a weekday morning. There was a little tie-up at the Intrarcoastal Waterway Bridge
(where the highway briefly narrows from six lanes to four), but otherwise things moved along easily. [We were, of course, heading
outbound.] Before long we reached the six-mile bridge across the inlet that divides Lake Ponchartrain (fresh water) and the Gulf of
Mexico (salt) and drove on into Slidell. This is a stretch I could drive in my sleep (and almost have, to tell the truth). Just past Slidell, I10 turns off, and I had to force myself to make the turn. My instincts would have me go straight, following I-59 up to Hattiesburg and the
University of Southern Mississippi. Instead I-10 cuts just north of the coast to Gulfport, Biloxi, Pascagoula, and Mobile.
We kept on following I-10, and before long we crossed the state line into Mississippi. We stopped briefly at the Mississippi
Welcome Center, which impressed the kids with its lavishness. They had a big map showing where all of last month's guests were from.
They had people from absolutely every state, but it was interesting that more than half the guests were from Louisiana. I got a state
highway map (mostly as a way of being polite to the hostess), and we were on our way again.
A little bit further east we stopped again in Bay Saint Louis. This town (which is invariably abbreviated "BSL") is the first in a
long string of Gulf Coast resort towns. BSL is bigger and much more prosperous than it was when I was here before. The reason—
gambling. Mississippi legalized casinos the year after I got my master's degree. All of Mississippi's casinos are water-based, but none
of them actually cruise. [Following Katrina, the legislature quickly passed laws allowing the casinos to move onto land.] Instead
they offer what is called "dockside" gambling, ships permanently anchored to provide twenty-four hour entertainment. BSL has three
such casinos, most of which appear to cater to the package tour trade. Apparently a lot of bus tours combine a day in New Orleans and
a day on the Gulf Coast into a single gambling weekend. BSL is an obvious choice for these tours, being the closest resort to New
Orleans.

We stopped in Bay Saint Louis, but not at the casinos. Instead we pulled into a little shopping center. Most of the kids ran into
Wal-Mart to pick up assorted types of beach gear. Meanwhile I ran next door to the Sav-a-Center. (Just as when I was here before, I
wondered just what “SAV” was supposed to mean without an “E”.) Sav-a-Center is a division of !&P. Despite my playing dumb, the
name obviously implies it’s supposed to be a discount place, although it really doesn’t come across as much different than any other
supermarket. What I was shopping for was coffee. To be more specific, I wanted the Community Company’s New Orleans Blend.
Community is a Baton Rouge importer, and their New Orleans blend is the exact same coffee and chicory mixture they serve at Café du
Monde (not to mention every other restaurant in New Orleans). It's also what virtually everyone in this part of the country drinks as their
breakfast brew. I love the stuff, but in Iowa it's expensive (at our local Hy-Vee a different brand of the same stuff costs about $7 for the
size of can that used to contain one pound). It's equally expensive in the city of New Orleans, where they sell it as a souvenir. I knew
from before, though, that in supermarkets in Mississippi (and most of the South) it was sold just like any other coffee, and usually cost
less than Folgers. Sure enough, Sav-a-Center had a whole selection of Community coffees, with a large part that was devoted to New
Orleans blend. I picked up six vacuum bags (each the size that used to be two pounds) for $3.59 each.
I also picked up a copy of the Sun-Herald, the principal newspaper of the Coast. You get a feel for how interconnected the
string of Gulf Coast cities is when you read that the Sun-Herald’s editorial offices are in Biloxi, but their printing plant and distribution
center are in Gulfport. It fascinated me when I was here before that the least literate state in the nation has some of the best
newspapers I've seen anywhere. The Jackson Clarion-Ledger could go up against the Des Moines Register any day (and these days
has a broader statewide circulation), and secondary papers like the Sun-Herald and the Hattiesburg American provide broad coverage
of national, regional, and local events. Editorially the Hattiesburg paper was a bit too patriotic for my blood (as the name implies), but
the Sun-Herald is surprisingly liberal.
All of today’s front page was from Mississippi. The banner headline in today’s Sun-Herald was about a bankrupt hospital in
the little town of Wiggins [a tiny backwater that it’s no surprise to anyone couldn’t support a hospital] not far north of here. Also
in the news were a murder of a 21-year-old Gulfport man and the unconstitutional school prayers in Pontotoc County in northeastern
Mississippi. The final front-page story was about a new hotline the state had set up for compulsive gamblers, just like the one Iowa set
up after gambling went wide open here. The phone number isn’t as cute as ours, though. Instead of 1-800-BETS-OFF, Mississippians
must dial 1-888-777-9696. That’s the first time I actually saw a number with the new toll-free “888” area code.
The editorial page featured a strong condemnation of the church burnings that had been spreading across the South this
spring. The first of two editorials questioned whether public reaction (which so far had been to ignore the problem) would be different if
it were libraries, hospitals, or Wal-Marts being burned instead of black churches. One thing I hadn't realized before reading the editorial
is that most of the churches that had been burned were uninsured, which does make it much more of a loss than it first appears. The
other editorial brought the problem closer to home. No one has been burning churches in Gulfport, but racism lives on here
nonetheless. Apparently someone had recently spray painted a profane word over the word “King” on a street sign designating Martin
Luther King Boulevard. The paper lambasted the local bigot in even stronger terms than they condemned the church burners. One
other interesting thing on the editorial page—the masthead informs readers that three of the five members of the Sun-Herald senior
editorial board are women.
You get a bit of a clue of what a different place the South is by reading lesser articles. I found out that Gulfport (Mississippi’s
second largest city) just this summer got 911 service. The most common jobs in the want ads were for telemarketing, casino work, or
fast food. There was a whole section of legal notices notifying people with unknown addresses of legal actions that were being taken
th
against them. Finally, a federal study found that the quality of life for Mississippi children ranked 50 out of 51 areas (states and the
District of Columbia). The article gloated that Louisiana had finished worse. However, the article pointed out that Mississippi has the
highest teen pregnancy rate in America and the third highest child murder rate, beating out such gang-infested states as New York,
California, Illinois, and Michigan, as well as Washington, D.C. (In case you were wondering, Louisiana and Florida ranked higher.) On
the positive side, a different article pointed out that unemployment on the Gulf Coast had fallen to its lowest point since World War II,
4.9%. That was the whole point of building the casinos, and if it’s working, more power to them. Jobs might be the answer to some of
those other problems, too.
Our next stop was for gas. We pulled into Main Street Shell in BSL. They had those pumps where you can pay with your
credit card without even going in the store. I had used those once before (in Quebec), but this was the first time I had seen them in
America. [How strange, given that pretty much every station has them these days.] We bought another $72.00 worth of gas, at
9
$1.26 per gallon. This would definitely be a more expensive trip than last year.
We followed U.S. 90 east from Bay Saint Louis. You could almost hear the kids audibly gasp as we pulled around the bend
and the beach actually came into view. Again, this was old hat for me. I was here almost every weekend when I was in grad school. It's
easy to forget just how spectacular the Mississippi coast is. For mile after mile, the right side of the road is nothing but open, almost
empty white sands. The left side of the road is nearly as attractive, lined with Victorian mansions that would rival the homes on St.
Charles Avenue in New Orleans. It sure beats the wall of condominiums and mini-malls in Florida.
The open beach is broken in a couple of places with the new casinos. Each of the little resort towns has at least one casino,
and the big ones have several. The casinos really aren't that intrusive, though. The beach is so huge that they are absorbed without
really getting in the way all that much. Moreover, they seem to have actually emptied out the beaches. Even the busiest stretches of
beach near the Gulfport/Biloxi border were remarkably empty today. My bet is that a lot of people who used to play in the sun are now
shoveling their quarters into the slot machines.
We stopped at the Gulfport Yacht Harbor to let off about half the kids. They planned to spend the day on Ship Island, the
national park area just off the coast. All the way from New Orleans to Gulfport I debated as to whether I should accompany the kids to

the island or not. Neither Aaron nor Muriel wanted to go there, and I didn’t really either. I’d been there before, and I didn’t particularly
want to go today. Among other things, I had almost no tan and I knew I’d come back with a wicked sunburn if I spent the whole day in
the seaside sun. I also didn’t want to spend the money for the ferry that you have to take to get there. Eventually I decided to let them
go on their own. There’s not much way you can really get into trouble on the island, and I just didn’t want to babysit them all day. (By
the mood they were in when I got back, I’m glad I made the decision I did.)
The rest of us just spent a day
relaxing on the Coast. First we made our
way west, almost back to Louisiana, so
we could tour the NASA rocket testing
facility. I've written about the Stennis
Space Center in other travelogues, so I
won't dwell on it here.
The most
interesting thing today was our tour guide,
a middle-aged woman who told us she
was
from
Picayune
(PEEKyuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuune) [which, by the
way, was named by and for the New
Orleans newspaper] and proceeded to
talk about twelve miles a minute in a
virtually unintelligible drawl.
From NASA we drove back down
U.S. 90 along the coast. We were looking
for a place to eat when we spotted a
seafood place. When we got there,
though, it turned out to be a place that
sold fresh seafood, not a restaurant. (Just
as good, since I'm not much of a seafood
fan anyhow.) Eventually we stopped at a
Waffle House in Gulfport. I’ve described
Waffle House elsewhere too, but I was
Stennis Space Center, Mississippi
glad the kids had the chance to experience this Southern institution. I had chili and one of their hash brown platters (with ham, onions,
and cheese), together with an enormous “unsweet” iced tea.
The Waffle House menus featured the kind of "gee whiz" facts that McDonalds used to advertise themselves with. (Remember
hearing how many times you could go to the moon if you stacked all the hamburgers ever sold on top of each other?) The Waffle House
claims to be America's largest user of just about everything. I can believe their claims for things like steak sauce and eggs, but I found it
hard to believe they were the nation's biggest user of USDA choice beef. Having mentioned the omnipresent Golden Arches, I'd really
be surprised if anyone else beat them.
We spent most of the afternoon just bumming on the beach. All the rest of the group was really impressed with the beaches,
and I must say they impressed me again too. The Gulf Coast is a popular spot for older people (I found out at a recent family reunion,
for instance, that my Uncle Jack lives in Pascagoula), and I could definitely picture myself retiring down here. The problem with that
idea is that most of the housing here is (pardon my French) crap. Unless you have the big bucks to afford those mansions with a view,
you can choose between mobile homes or overpriced apartments that would make mine look luxurious.
Eventually we made our way to "T-Shirt City" in Biloxi. T-Shirt City advertises itself as "the pink store", and it is. It's a blocklong gift shop that is painted a garish pink. There's very little in the way of souvenirs T-Shirt City doesn't have. I purchased a lovely
piece of coral, even though the nearest reef to here is probably in Cancun. I also picked up some mugs for Jean Lappe, who was on
Ship Island. She said her mother collected those state mugs that feature the state flower, motto, etc., on them. I saw these for
Mississippi and Louisiana at T-Shirt City, so I got them for her.
While we shopped at T-Shirt City, two of our group … went across the street to a pawn shop. That worried me a bit. I’ve
never actually been in a pawn shop (with the exception of the Monte de Piedad Nacional in Mexico City—which is more of a department
store than a pawn shop), and I can’t say I really have much of a clue how they work. (Most of what I could tell you would come from
Charles Dickens or John Steinbeck, both of whom I’d imagine would be somewhat outdated information.) Pawn shops are absolutely
everywhere in Dixie, and [one of the kids] had been dying to visit one. This one looked a bit more presentable than most, so I didn’t
forbid it. [They] … seemed to spend forever in there, and eventually we drove the suburban over to pick them up. [They] did eventually
come out, together with a new (or rather slightly used) CD player. I forget how much he said he paid for it (I think around $80), but it
was a fairly good bargain. In case you wondered as I did, it did come with a certificate of origin that proves it was not stolen property. I
can’t say I was thrilled with him buying it, but at least it was a CD player, not a gun.
It was raining by this point, so we skipped the last of our plans for the day (the national park at Ocean Springs) and headed
back toward Gulfport. I was expecting the group to be back from the island around 6:00. It was roughly 5:40 when we got there, and
they were already there. In fact, they were somewhat angry because they'd been waiting about 15 minutes for us. Apparently there
was a difference in the departure time from what I had heard on the recording when I called the other day and the actual departure time
from the island. It’s not as if a fifteen-minute wait is forever, though.

*****
The drive this evening was definitely not pleasant. Aaron and Muriel were together in the other suburban. In mine I had the
clique I referred to earlier, and I was definitely not in the "in" group tonight. …[Most of the group] talked and laughed so loudly I got a
headache. They talked about the stupidest things, too. I swear I heard the details of every episode of every silly situation comedy from
the '70s. Then there were the relative merits of "rock" and "alternative" music. I've always wondered what the difference was myself,
and I can't say this conversation enlightened me particularly. (I've always suspected "alternative" is just the latest generation's way of
affirming that their music is somehow different from their parents' music [and now that music has moved beyond that, we know in
retrospect that’s precisely what the term was].) Then there was the endless discussion of some computer-based roll-playing game,
followed by everybody's favorite internet sites. … Get a life, people! …
We drove up U.S. 49 from Gulfport. This is another road I could drive (and virtually have driven) in my sleep. They've improved
it a bit since I was here last, though. It used to be four lanes, but with no real shoulders—just a narrow strip of grass separating you
from the towering forest. The towering forest is still there, but they’ve graveled over the grass and widened it a little bit, so it looks like a
major highway. They've also increased the speed limit to 65mph, the same speed everybody's driven forever anyhow. We sailed past
Wiggins (where the hospital is defaulting) and eventually we made it to Hattiesburg. I didn't even bother pointing out to the kids as we
passed USM. I did look to the left myself, though, and the déjà vu returned with the entire campus looking absolutely unchanged. (I'd
have been fascinated to go back into Wilber Hall to see if my old dorm room till had the same crack you could see out of.)
I just kept on driving through Hattiesburg and sailed on north toward Collins and then Magee, our actual destination for the
night. I was both tired and annoyed, and to entertain myself I started playing an old mental game I'd played many times while driving
through the boring forest tunnels of Mississippi. I call it the "sign game". The goal is to find the entire alphabet in sequence on signs
along the roadside. There are two variations—in the more difficult version the letters you find must start the words. That makes it
virtually impossible to find "X", for example. In the easier version (which is what I usually do), the letters must just be in the words, so
"EXIT" makes "X" a comparatively easy letter when you're on the interstate. There are various complications to the rules, like you can’t
use two letters out of the same word, and once you’ve passed a sign you can’t use it, even if you realize after the fact it had the letter
you wanted. I’ve played the game in a variety of settings. Overall the hardest letter is probably "Q", which usually comes up only in
trademarks like "Dairy Queen" and "Quality Inn". "Z" is also a challenge. In the easier version of the game it appears most frequently in
the word “pizza”, but there’s not many words that begin with “Z”. On interstates one of the hardest letters is "J". This is easy on twolane roads, because every few miles you have "JCT" signs for crossroads. "J" is also easy everywhere in Mississippi, because it seems
like all roads lead to "Jackson".
When I was here before I knew I could complete the alphabet three times during the drive between Hattiesburg and Jackson.
The first alphabet took forty miles, from Hattiesburg north to the town of Magee, which was our destination tonight. Sure enough, I
started in Hattiesburg, and I didn’t get done until an “E-Z Mart” convenience store in Magee.
It was quite late when we got to Magee, going on 10pm. I definitely woke up when I walked into the lobby of the Super 8,
though, and it was all I could do to keep from bursting out in laughter. They had an enormous Confederate flag over the desk, with a
wood-burned sign proclaiming "God Bless Mississippi!” [There’s a reason why, even though I spent a lot of time there in graduate
school, Mississippi will never truly be my home.] Then there was a television running the Christian Broadcasting Network. Finally
there was a velvet painting with pink praying hands on it. Southern religion is nothing if not tacky.
After checking in we spent quite a while trying to park the car. They had taken what was once a large parking lot and made it
extremely awkward by planting a swimming pool right in the middle of it. We did eventually get parked, though, and before long we
were settled in for the night. I, for one, got to sleep quickly and had a very restful night.

WEDNESDAY, JUNE 5

MaGee, Mississippi to
Wentzville, Missouri
(appx. 650 miles)
This was a fun, but also endless day. I woke up quite early and went to the Dairy Queen next door. More déjà vu; I stopped
here several times when I'd go to Jackson in grad school. Magee is about the only thing between the two cities, and it's definitely the
only place that has anywhere to eat. This morning I had a ham and egg biscuit, which was dry and unsatisfying, together with cold
watery coffee. Nice way to start the morning, eh?
[Southerners like to brag about their biscuits, but the fast food version is always better up north. Here the “Southern
style” biscuits are dripping with butter, and copious cheese melts the fillings together. The Southern biscuits are dry little
hockey pucks. That makes them remarkably similar to the biscuits my mother made, but it’s definitely not a compliment.
Those who live in Dixie slather butter and honey on their biscuits to make them palatable, but you can’t really do that with a

breakfast sandwich. Another problem is that Southerners seem somehow allergic to cheese. A ham and egg biscuit in Dixie
contains just those two items, while up north it’s assumed cheese will be there too.]
I did the sign game on the way up to Jackson, too, and things hadn’t changed much since I was here last. Just like before I
got one spell of the alphabet between Magee and Richland (the southernmost suburb of Jackson) and another between Richland and
the city proper, with “Z” coming just as we got on I-20. We took I-20 west through Jackson and onward to Vicksburg. A couple of the
kids commented on the beautiful forest. It is really pretty around Vicksburg—mostly old oak trees—and it's probably just as good that
we drove through the paper mill pines further south in total darkness.
Our first stop in Vicksburg was at a brand new McDonalds on the Clay Street strip. A few of the kids did a double-take when
we walked in and were the only white people in the place. Vicksburg is a virtually all-black city; McDonalds was no different than
anywhere else in town. To the fast food chain’s credit, this McDonalds was locally owned by a black family. A lot of Vicksburg’s
business is owned by white outsiders, which has caused some tension in this community.
At McDonalds I picked up a copy of the Vicksburg Post, another of those journalistic memories. Vicksburg has never been my
favorite place in Mississippi (in fact, I never felt entirely safe there—and that’s not racism, since there’s lots of all-black places in
Mississippi where I have no problems at all). It’s an old river town with a lot of problems, and its paper reflects that. The lead story
today was about a one-year-old baby (Dandre Darnell Jackson, Jr.) who died from child abuse. The father had previously been
convicted of killing another of his children, the daughter of a different mother, and he had injured a third child who was the son of a third
woman. Another story told that five truck drivers were arrested on I-20 for drug use. In other news, $900,000 in metal items was stolen
from Jackson State University and sold to a recycling firm in Vicksburg and a senior citizen was hospitalized after a beating in broad
daylight. The paper also included several display ads for those credit services that will take anybody, regardless of their previous credit
history. That mix gives you an idea of the sort of place Vicksburg is.
Having said that, McDonalds was pleasant. So was the one other thing we saw in Vicksburg, the national park where they
honor the famous Civil War battle that took place here. We saw the museum and then drove around the area. Some of the kids
seemed really fascinated by the park, while others were bored by it. I’ve had both reactions myself on various occasions. Today was
not one of the more exciting occasions. Mostly I was anxious to get on my way again, and before long we did.
We crossed the Mississippi at Vicksburg and made a brief toilet stop at the Louisiana welcome center just west of there. It’s
amazing how the landscape changes right at the river. Vicksburg is on a commanding bluff, with rugged forest all the way to Jackson.
Across the river is table-flat farmland, Louisiana’s portion of the Delta region. They grow the same crops we do in Iowa around here—
corn and soybeans—but you also see sugar cane, rice, and cotton. As we drove northward today (along U.S. 65) we saw quite a bit of
cotton, although none of it was very far along yet. We also saw a lot of crop dusting. That’s something you almost never see in the
Midwest, but it’s still very common in Dixie (probably because of looser environmental regulations). [Crop dusting has become more
common here in recent years, particularly as prices have made farmers more dependent on a single crop, rather than rotating
their fields.] Cotton especially is very dependent on chemicals in modern times, and the airplanes wee out spraying the cotton fields
as we drove along today.
Before long we stopped at the town of Transylvania. For a couple of the kids this place (which is nothing more than a wide
spot in the road with a stupid name) was the one thing they really wanted to see in the South. We stopped at the convenience store,
while several of the kids bought souvenirs. I had already gotten my Dracula mug a few years ago, so I just bought a bottle of pop. I
planned to buy gas here, too, but they never turned the pumps on to let me fill. Since we weren’t exactly desperate for gas, I just drove
on.
I picked up yet another newspaper in Transylvania. Dracula-land doesn’t have a paper, but the nearby city of Monroe does.
The big news in Monroe was a dispute over the school board’s decision to remove four books from the high school library: Heartbreak
and Roses: Real Life Stories of Troubled Love, Gays in and Out of the Military, Everything You Need to Know about Abstinence, and
Everything You Need to Know about Incest. Censorship in general bothers me, but I can’t understand why the board would want to
censor the last two books on the list. I assume the incest book isn’t a how-to guide and the abstinence book is. Both of those I think
would be useful and appropriate for high school students. I’ll reserve judgment on the others, but I will say it’s not like either of them
sounds like pornography.
Also featuring prominently in the news in Monroe was a “scared straight” program where local students toured the state
penitentiary at Angola (which is just south of here). That article featured two quotations from the same kid. Before the trip he said, “I’m
excited to see how Angola is. Everybody talks about how gross it is.” Then afterwards, “I can’t believe people actually live in there. It
really made me learn that if I don’t clean up I’ll have to really find out what it’s like the hard way.” The article was a bit over-dramatic,
but it sounded like overall they had a pretty good program. It would be interesting to see if it actually prevents any crime in the long
term.
There were several insert ads in the News—Star, including a grocery ad for Wal-Mart. Down here many of the Wal-Marts are
“supercenters”, not unlike the new Target they opened in Mason City. Wal-Mart was featuring its meat department, and I was amazed
at some of the things they had for sale. They had USDA Grade A duck (not exactly what you think of picking up at the supermarket in
Iowa) for $.98 a pound. They also had crawfish ($1.98/lb.), snapper ($2.57), and trout ($2.98). Then there was “Sadler’s Sloppy Joe
Style Fully-Cooked Frozen Bar-B-Que Beef Flavored Product”. I’m sure on the actual package “beef flavored product” is in small type,
but it was in the same size type as “Bar-B-Que” in the Wal-Mart ad. Whatever this “taste-tempting” delight may be (sounds like
barbecued Alpo to me), it sells for $4.99 a tub, with no indication as to how big the tub might be.

Not far north of Transylvania we came to Lake Providence. Time magazine did a feature on Lake Providence about a year
ago, hailing it as the poorest town in America. (Hopefully Aaron will forgive me for mis-remembering the article and telling him by
mistake a nearby town in Arkansas was actually the poorest place in America.) They based that on the fact that East Carroll Parish, of
which Lake Providence is the parish center (county seat) had the lowest per-capita income and the highest welfare rate in the nation.
More than two-thirds of the families here are on public assistance. It's easy to tell there's not a lot of money in Lake Providence. It's a
relatively large Southern county seat, but there's no Wal-Mart. In fact, there's not even a Family Dollar. What businesses there are look
run-down, as do most of the houses. The only new construction in town was a lovely new bank building, which looked quite out of place
amid its surroundings. What's strange is that, as poor as Lake Providence is, just north of town a number of beautiful homes line the
lake for which the town was named. The vast majority of people are dirt poor, but obviously somebody here is making money.
We drove north from Lake Providence to Eudora, Arkansas (the town I confused with Lake Providence when I was talking to
Aaron). Eudora actually looks quite a bit more prosperous than it did when I was here last; President Clinton must be coming through
for the home folks. You’d never say Eudora was a wealthy place, but it doesn’t look nearly so bad as many of the towns in the area.
We drove back across the Mississippi, back into the state whose namesake is that river. We crossed at the city of Greenville,
the chief market town for the Delta region. Greenville looks like a place trapped in the '50s or '60s. The main part of town has enormous
shade trees towering over brick-paved side streets. Then there's the shopping strip on the edge of town, where it looks like nothing has
changed in thirty years. In most cities the discount stores and fast food places go through a face lift periodically to keep them looking
fresh. Not so in Greenville. They still had a metal-front K-Mart with that bright red "K" and garish turquoise "mart", and they had a
Burger King with a glass front and a severely slanting roof in that space age style that looked like it was going to take off.
We stopped to buy gas in Greenville, at a Chevron station—an old, stucco-front service station that fit right in on this strip.
This time the total bill was $63.00, with a price of $1.299 per gallon. A few of the group dared to use the restroom, which also looked
like it belonged in the ‘50s—and hadn’t been cleaned since then.
Just east of Greenville we turned north onto US 61, that same highway that Bob Dylan "revisited" when he brought the blues
to pop music. Highway 61 is the main road through "the Delta", which is both the poorest and the most famous region in Mississippi. I
was especially conscious of the Delta on this trip, because of a documentary series I had recently seen on the Discovery Channel. The
Promised Land traced the "great migration" of black people from the rural South to the urban North. Between 1945 and 1965, five
million blacks came northward, almost a million and a half from Mississippi alone. By far the largest number ended up in Chicago
(which I was also to be visiting this summer), but they also settled in every major Midwestern city, as well as in smaller places like
Peoria, Racine, and Waterloo. (I found out when I was at UNI that almost a fourth of the people in Waterloo—i.e., the blacks—trace
their ancestry directly to Bolivar County, Mississippi.)
The Promised Land explained how the invention of the cotton picker created a need for the great migration, because blacks
were no longer needed to work in the fields. At the same time that this vast unemployment occurred in Dixie, the industrial North was
booming, and northern companies recruited blacks to come north. Once there they faced in many cases worse segregation and
discrimination than they had encountered in the South. Those who overcame the obstacles became the successful black suburbanites
we see throughout the Midwest today. Those who didn't spiraled down the economic ladder as the factories that had lured them
northward left the Midwest for cheaper labor in the South or overseas. They are today's inner city underclass.
After watching The Promised Land I also re-watched Eyes on the Prize, the
acclaimed public television documentary of the Civil Rights movement, which I taped when
it was originally on. Many of the great Civil Rights leaders came from the Delta. Probably
the most famous was Fannie Lou Hamer, who lived her entire life in Sunflower County,
Mississippi. She was the co-chair of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, which in
1964 went to the National Democratic Convention in Atlantic City and challenged the state
party, which was then all-white. Her speech to the convention, with a litany of “Is this
America” lines, is probably second only to "I have a dream" as the most-quoted civil rights
speech. ("Is this America where our lives be threatened daily because we want to live as
free human beings?")
[It’s amazing to think of all the changes that have happened in my lifetime,
particularly now that Barack Obama has a commanding lead in the polls.
(Amazingly, it’s even close in scarlet states like Mississippi.) I wonder what Fannie
Lou Hamer would think if she were around today. She’s been dead for 31 years
now, and when she died no one could have seriously imagined a black President. I
do hope she’s looking down and smiling.]

Fannie Lou Hamer
at the 1964 Democratic Convention

The TV documentaries got me in the mood for the Delta, which really is a
fascinating place. I've described it in other write-ups of the South. Most of the towns have
limited businesses, together with either run-down shack-like houses or cheaply built
subsidized apartments. There are some surprises, though. We stopped for lunch in
Cleveland, a town that on the map doesn’t' stand out from any other county seat. As I
mentioned with Lake Providence, even most county seats around here don't have a lot of
business. Cleveland, though, had every kind of fast food you could want (like a Wendy’s in
this nothing little town), as well as a brand new shopping center.

We parked at Wendy's, and when we got out it was HOT. A bank thermometer read 96 degrees, and the forecast was for over
100. The freshly asphalted parking lot at Wendy's absorbed all that heat and more, and we all just fried as we got out of the suburbans.
I walked over to a nearby McDonalds, where I used another of my free Arch Deluxe coupons. I’m not sure if the clerk rang it up wrong
or if their prices were just extremely low, but I ended up having an Arch Deluxe, large fries, and a large soft drink for about $1.50. In
Algona the large fries along would be $1.19, and a large drink is about $1.09. Add tax to that , and it’s a good dollar more than I paid
here. It’s not like I’m going to complain about a bargain, though.
North of Cleveland we passed Mound Bayou, the first town in America to have a black city government. That sounds
impressive, but it’s less so when you hear it was founded in the age of segregation as a blacks only town. It remains all-black today,
but fortunately today most of the towns in the Delta have black mayors and police chiefs.
Eventually we made our way north to Tunica. If you read the travelogue from the first trip I made to the South, you'll hear me
describe Tunica as the most forlorn of places. That was before Tunica was Las Vegas East. Today all the big Nevada casinos have
branches in Tunica. They must be catering to nearby Memphis; there can't be enough local people to make a go of it, and it's surely not
someplace tourists would go out of their way to visit. [Surprisingly, it actually DOES seem to be on the tourist radar.] Gambling
has made Tunica look prosperous, at least on the surface. They're four-laning the highway through here, and there are new
convenience stores, restaurants, and mini-malls at every major intersection. Just off the road you see the old town, though, and it
doesn't look a whole lot different than it ever did. It made me wonder just how much of the gambling income is trickling down to the
people who really need it.
There was some nasty construction where they were constructing that four-lane, but we made our way through it, and before
long we crossed the line into Tennessee. Muriel wanted to see Graceland—not to see it in the sense of the $20 tour, but seeing it in
the sense of snapping a picture from the parking lot. We drove over to Elvis Presley Boulevard and headed southward toward
Graceland. I turned into the parking lot, only to discover that they were charging for parking. Neither Muriel nor I felt like paying to park,
so we turned out of the parking lot. Unfortunately, we turned in opposite directions, and before long we had lost each other in traffic. I
shuttered as I thought about racing to catch up with Fr. Feierfeil in Kansas City last summer, but before long Muriel contacted me on the
CB, and we managed to meet at a convenience store that was directly across the street from Graceland (an even better location for the
voyeur than the parking lot). A few in the group snapped photos [though there’s really not much to see from there], and before long
we were on our way again.
Traffic was surprisingly light in Memphis, even though we hit the city right at evening rush hour. We drove north through
Arkansas on the same stretch of I-55 we had taken coming down. We crossed into Missouri, drove past the same Super 8 we had
stayed at in Marston before, and then drove on to Sikeston, Missouri. We stopped for supper at a Taco Bell in Sikeston. [One of the
kids] called home, and I was amused to overhear part of her conversation. Her parents asked her where she was calling from. She had
no clue, as this looked no different from any other exit strip in the country. Her response: Taco Bell. [I’ve thought about that call any
number of times since, when I’ve been at generic exits elsewhere in the country. They really are pretty much all the same.]
It quickly got dark as we drove north from Sikeston. I-55 winds through beautiful countryside in Missouri, but we didn't see
much of it. What we did see was a lot of traffic and then — CONSTRUCTION! Just south of St. Louis they were doing repairs on the
interstate. It's probably a good thing that they do their construction at night, so it doesn't goof up traffic during the daytime. It's nasty to
drive through at night, though. They have flood lights on the work areas that are absolutely blinding. I pitied the poor people who live
nearby. Once we passed the construction it started raining. Between the rain and the lights from the oncoming cars, I couldn't see at all
where I was on the road. Somehow I negotiated I-55, and then I-64, and then U.S. 61, and finally I-70, until we eventually came to the
suburb of Wentzville, in the extreme northwest corner of metropolitan St. Louis [then—metro St. Louis has since expanded a lot].
We checked into an enormous Super 8 in Wentzville and dashed through the rain to get to our rooms. Some of the kids
watched a movie, but I quickly fell asleep—the end of an extremely long day.

THURSDAY, JUNE 6

Wentzville, Missouri to
Algona, Iowa
(appx. 525)
Again this morning I woke up quite early; it seems I'm always up early when I travel. I got up quietly and left the room. I was
surprised to see the hallway filled with furniture from other rooms—TVs, mattresses, dressers, and the like. I knew it had been raining
heavily all night, and I wondered if perhaps they were having troubles with leaks. I stayed at another motel in Missouri once that had
that problem. It turned out that wasn’t the case. What they were actually doing was re-carpeting the rooms. It seems strange to do that
overnight, but then I guess that's why I didn't major in hotel-motel management (like, say, my friend Martin Amos).
The first thing I did was to take the suburbans (one at a time) to a nearby gas station for re-fueling. This was another of those
places where you swiped your credit card on the pump. They also had “Envirosafe” pumps, with funny oversized nozzles that are

supposed to catch stray fumes before they can escape and pollute the air. The pumps also make it virtually impossible to add a little
9
extra to the tank after the automatic shut-off. That, together with the fact that gas was cheaper here than some places ($1.29 again),
made this one of the cheaper fills. The total was $67.00.
I hardly need to say it, as you’re used to it by now, but I picked up a copy of the local paper. The Wentzville Journal is the
local version of a string of papers called the St. Louis suburban journals, which together boast a readership of 1.4 million. (In case
you’re wondering—as I was—that’s roughly the entire population of suburban St. Louis.) There wasn’t much news in Wentzville (the
biggest story was awarding a contract to build new bleachers at the high school), or in any of the other suburbs (since every section
except the first is apparently the same in all the suburban journals). One thing that amazed me, though, was a feature on Stan Musial
(“Stan the Man”, the legend of the St. Louis Cardinals). I figured Stan died years ago, but he’s alive and looking quite well. He was
featured for promoting pins that St. Louisans can buy to show their civic pride.
Another story that caught my eye was that St. Charles County was building a central facility to “ease the inconvenience of
recycling”. Residents would soon be able to take all their recyclables there instead of taking different items to different sites. I really
couldn’t believe they had made recycling so inconvenient before, or that they thought it would help matters to make people drive to one
place. I recycle tons of stuff (probably a literal statement), but I’m not sure I would if Iowa didn’t require curbside recycling. It’s not just
the right thing to do; it’s no harder than taking out the garbage. So plastic, newsprint, magazine stock, bond paper, cardboard, steel,
and glass get recycled, while the other stuff (which there’s not really all that much of) gets thrown out. If I had to drive somewhere to
get rid of the recyclables, I’m not sure if I’d do it or not. I do take cans back to the store, but that’s to get the deposit back. Going out of
my way just because it’s the right thing to do, I’m not so sure about.
[We’ve seen a change in Iowa now that supermarkets are no longer required (and therefore mostly refuse) to accept
cans and bottles for recycling. When people have to drive to the recycling center, they’re less likely to recycle their beverage
containers. Because of that, in recent years we’ve noticed increasing numbers of bottles and cans in the ditches when
student council does their adopt-a-highway project.]
This was apparently grocery ad day; there were tons of inserts. It’s always amusing to see the names of the grocery stores in
unfamiliar places. Here the funny name was “Schnucks”—doesn’t that sound trustworthy, though. I didn’t save any of the grocery ads,
but I did keep an ad for True Value hardware that featured my favorite baseball player (not Stan the Man, but Ironman Cal Ripken, Jr.)
as their “poster boy” for Father’s Day. They had a quotation from when Ripken received the Roberto Clemente Award in 1992 (the
award is apparently sponsored by True Value). He said, “I recognize that I have a lot of responsibilities on the field as a baseball
player, but I have even more responsibilities off the field as a father.” I can’t say that made me want to buy the tape measures or drills
that were featured on the same page, but the world would be better if more of our nation’s “role models” thought that way.
When I got back to the motel, I noticed a poor dog in the parking lot. The motel did not allow pets, so the family who was
traveling with this dog just tied him to their pick-up truck. It was pouring all night, and when I got there the dog was cowering and
shivering under the truck. I would think they could have at least put him in the cab (or, better yet, left him at home), but no one asked
me.
Before long the rest of the group was up. We caught a bite of breakfast from the free doughnuts and juice they had in the
lobby. Then we hit the freeway to make our way into St. Louis. It was rush hour, but we certainly did not rush. In fact, I'm not sure I've
ever driven through more of a traffic jam than we were in this morning. It's about forty miles from Wentzville to downtown St. Louis, and
today it took over an hour and a half to cover that distance. Aaron told me that in the other suburban they were listening to a local radio
station, and the traffic report said there were several accidents on I-70. That was apparently the reason for the tie-up. Even without
problems, though, the road carries more traffic than it was designed for. Suburban St. Louis is booming, and thousands of people
commute between suburbs each day. What was surprising was that once we actually got into the city proper traffic sailed right along.
There they had a major freeway with express lanes, which today handles less traffic than the obsolete freeway outside of town.
[They’ve since enlarged I-70 through the suburbs, and adding the Metrolink light rail has helped the area’s traffic quite a bit.]
We cruised past downtown, sneaking a peek at the Gateway Arch and Busch Stadium, and then drove southward to the
Anheuser-Busch brewery. We made it there easily, parked, and then dodged the rain across the parking lot to the visitors' center.
Unfortunately their tours were delayed because of the rain. They would have some tours coming up, but they would require walking
several city blocks in the rain, which did not excite the kids. We decided to pass on the tour, visit the gift shop, and be on our way.
I bought one item in the gift shop, a travel guide to industrial tours. Watch It Made in the U.S.A. highlights factories of interest
in all fifty states. In Iowa, for instance, they feature the John Deere works in Waterloo, the Amana furniture shop, a toy manufacturer in
Dyersville, and the Winnebago plant in Forest City. I didn’t know Winnebago did factory tours. Sometime before long I’ll have to drive
over there and see what they have to offer. It really is an interesting book, full of tons of places I’ll probably be going on future
vacations. [I never have made it over to Winnebago, though I have seen several of the other places featured in the book.]
We left the brewery and drove back down I-70. With the nasty weather the kids also decided to pass on seeing the Arch up
close, so they snapped pictures out the windows as we whizzed past it. With rush hour past, traffic was much lighter driving out of
town, and before long we were back in Wentzville. There we turned north on U.S. 61 to head home.
At some point in the distant future highway 61 will be the Missouri leg of the Avenue of the Saints. Unlike Iowa, which has over
a hundred continuous miles of four-lane from south of Iowa City to north of Waterloo, Missouri has chosen to four-lane highway 61 in
bits and pieces. We'd drive for a few minutes on interstate, and then it was back once more to the winding scenic two-lane. Most of the

parts that were four-lane weren't really all new road. They keep the old road with its curves and hills and then built a modern road right
beside it. Needless to say, it seemed as if the northbound traffic always had the older road.
Eventually we made it north to Hannibal, the heart of Mark Twain country and a town I don’t think I’ve been in since I was in
elementary school. Highway 61 hasn’t really gone through Hannibal proper for decades. It skirts the edge, just as it does in Burlington.
Also like Burlington the highway is a really run-down shopping strip. You might say it had seen its better days, but I’m not sure there
really ever were better days in most of the river towns—at least not since Mark Twain was alive. We stopped for lunch right in the
middle of the strip. I parked at a Hardees, and then several of us walked to a nearby Dairy Queen that had tasty food if you could get
beyond its questionable sanitation. (Obviously this isn’t the time of year the health inspector gets around to these parts.) I had a chili
dog—funny, that’s something I never eat, and I had it twice on this trip—together with a Blizzzard.
I bought yet another newspaper in Hannibal, the Courier—Post, which bills itself as “Missouri’s oldest newspaper”. You know
there’s not much news when repainting the parking spaces on Main Street makes the front page. Less important, judging by its
placement at the bottom left corner of the front page, was the capture of a Hannibal man who was wanted for murder in Illinois. In other
news, the local community theatre is doing A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (is there a more definitive community
theatre play?) and five men graduated from the local Baptist seminary. There was also a special Fathers' Day insert section with the
winners of a contest where they searched for fathers and sons who looked most like each other. I got a laugh reading through the
captions to find what people are naming their sons these days: Chase, Jupiter, Majors, Tyrus, Bubby, Dilliard, Denzel, Whitley, Armour,
Austin, Darius, Dugan, Kyleigh, Dalton, Utah, Caraban, Shaquille (for a very blond white boy), and Lucifer (in the heart of the Bible Belt,
no less). There were some “normal” names, of course, but the names above represent nearly half the winners and honorable mentions
in the contest. [We’ve started to get those stupid names at school now, and there are scads more of them in the elementary
school.] There was also an insert ad for Jacks, that discount chain that exists only near the upper Mississippi. Jacks was suggesting
a combination boxed set of boxer shorts and golf tees as a Father’s Day gift. I really do wonder if they sold any of those.

School suburbans at Discount Fireworks – Wayland, Missouri
Beyond Hannibal the road was entirely two-lane. [They’ve finally ALMOST finished the four-lane.] We wound our way
northward toward Keokuk, stopping only briefly to maintain the tradition of buying fireworks that Father Feierfeil had started last
summer. For Scott, the fireworks stop was the “raison d’etre” of the trip. In fact, he had brought along that enormous cooler I was
complaining about earlier primarily to hold fireworks. As he filled it, it looked to me like one of those containers the bomb squad uses to
contain suspicious devices. At any rate, he and everyone (except Muriel and I) bought more than their fair share of contraband. The
woman who owned the stand we stopped at said we brought more business at one time than she had had in months.
Instead of taking Highway 61 to Keokuk (which is out of the way), we went straight ahead on a county road. The road has
long been a short-cut into Iowa, with the only disadvantage that it has a toll bridge at the border (with some of the cheapest tolls I’ve
seen anywhere). I broke out laughing when this rickety little toll bridge bore one of those blue signs proclaiming that this was the route
of the Avenue of the Saints. I will certainly be delighted when they get the whole thing finished. [Avenue of the Saints does indeed
follow this route through Lee County, Iowa. They’ve built a brand new four-lane bridge over the Des Moines River to carry the
new highway, though, and the little old toll bridge is history.]
Crossing into Iowa brought back the déjà vu as well. Southeast Iowa really is my old stomping grounds. Whenever I return
here, regardless from which direction I arrive, it looks and feels like home. Algonans find it hard to believe that there are places in Iowa
where the land is more hilly than flat and as much of it is forest as farmland. I've found it equally hard to comprehend the utter flatness

of north-central Iowa, where you can drive for miles without seeing a tree that isn't part of a windbreak [the area I still sometimes
refer to as East Dakota]. It's a different world down here, and I never return without being impressed by it.
We drove north through Lee County to Donnelson and then on through Henry County to my old hometown, Mt. Pleasant. We
made a toilet stop at the Hardees. …At Hardees I bought my last newspaper of the trip, the good old Mt. Pleasant News. I was
fascinated by the fact that the News is still a member of the Associated Press, yet the entire front page had only one story that was not
local—the results of the Iowa primary. I was also intrigued that Henry County is still remarkably liberal, but solidly Republican. In the
entire paper only one other story took place outside of Area 16 [the state education region for which my father worked, which
included three counties in extreme southeast Iowa]—a sports feature about Iowa State University basketball. Among the local
stories of interest, a 20-year-old woman was in University Hospitals after falling off a pick-up truck (not being in an accident, falling off—
something she deserves to be hospitalized for, if you ask me). The MPHS band and choir were on a trip to New York, where they were
going to see Les Miserables tonight (a bit more interesting than most of what we did in New Orleans). A man named Jack Wilson
retired after thirty-four years in the New London school system. That tenure would mean he was there back in the ‘60s when my father
taught at New London (the drug capital of southeast Iowa). The Burlington Bees had three players on the Class A Minor League AllStar team (now there’s something for an out-of-town paper to be proud about). [Looking back on after seeing my former student
play countless minor league games, I’d probably avoid such a sarcastic remark. It does seem strange, though, that the Mt. P.
paper was covering the Bees.] Finally, Christie Vilsack, who was a junior high English teacher when I was growing up, is now writing
a column called “Main Street” in the News. Today she wrote about a recent death in her family and was praising the town for how it
came together in a time of crisis. [Soon after this Mrs. Vilsack would become the first lady of Iowa.] I was also intrigued that Sue
Green, another classmate of mine, is now the main city reporter for the News.
Typically for a Wednesday, there weren’t a lot of ads in the paper. One of the most interesting thanked the businesses that
made the Olympic Torch Relay through Mt. Pleasant a success: Big Ten Rentals, Mt. Pleasant Utilities, Country Charm Gift Shop, Iowa
Wesleyan College, Hy-Vee, Metromail, Coca-Cola Bottling of Mt. Pleasant, UBC Lumber, and Motorola of Iowa. There was also a
Father of the Year contest sponsored by local merchants, including the Iris Restaurant. The Iris was giving a $10 gift certificate to the
winner. That would barely have covered one person’s meal when I worked there almost two decades ago. I can only imagine how little
it would buy today (maybe something from the kiddie menu). A gourmet coffee bar was going out of business in the minimall that used
to be Penney’s, and in the want ads the Wal-Mart distribution center (southeast Iowa’s largest employer, with over a thousand workers)
was looking for truck drivers.
At the kids’ request, we drove quickly past the home where I used to live (which is almost totally unidentifiable today) and
nearby Lincoln School. Several of the kids commented on what a nice little town it was. Perhaps they were just being polite, but Mt. P.
really is a "pleasant" place (even if there is no mountain anywhere around). It amazes me that, for all Mt. P. has changed around the
edges, in town it’s virtually the same as it’s always been. The town has grown a lot since I was here (with close to 10,000 people, it's
almost half again as large as it was in 1980), but there's really not much that's different. The place has always been extremely industrial
(just about the only Iowa town I know without a grain elevator), and they've been building homes and apartments continuously since
before I lived here.
Mt. P. never did know whether it was a city or a town (or a tourist trap, for that matter) and it's always had the best and worst of
both lifestyles. On the plus side there's the small town friendliness that Mrs. Vilsack was describing in her column, together with far
more cultural opportunities than you find in a place like Algona. On the minus side there's the secret shame of Iowa's highest drop-out
rate (nearly 20%) and crime that would make most Algonans shutter.
*****
Aaron made a joke about all the school buses when we passed the Blue Bird factory on the west edge of town. I never go
through Mt. Pleasant without marveling at all the industry. Today the place has in many respects become the most important city in
southeast Iowa. Lots of people in Burlington, Ft. Madison, and Fairfield commute here to work. Algona has three large employers
(Hormel, Snap-On, and Pharmacists Mutual). I could go on for paragraphs with all of Mt. Pleasant’s factories—Blue Bird (school buses)
[the plant has since closed], Goodyear (industrial hoses), Motorola (cellular phones), Metromail (junk mail), Heatilator (fireplaces),
Mackey (envelopes), Mitchell (prefabricated buildings), and Insulfoam Technologies (insulation) were all there when I was growing up.
Now there’s 3-M (computer disks), Coca-Cola (duh), Satellite Technologies (dish receivers), Visultech (fiber optics), Trakcom (inventory
tracking systems), numerous smaller companies, and the big one—Wal-Mart (retail distribution). I read a magazine article recently that
cited Mt. Pleasant as a success story in the middle of a depressed region (which is absolutely true—southeast Iowa is the poorest part
of the state). Together the factories employ over six thousand people, which is probably more than the adult population of the city—and
that’s not counting the state prison, the many regional government offices, the schools and college, or the commercial sector. I wish all
of Iowa would realize our future is with industry. The area around Algona is so dependent on agriculture; it seems whenever the
weather is bad, Garrigan has financial problems. We need to look to factories for more constant and reliable income.
[Of necessity as much as anything, we have made the transition to an industrial economy. That’s hardly a panacea
either, though, as factories seem to close on a whim and relocate overseas. Our economy in Algona is much more diversified
than it used to be, though—and those who remain in agriculture are the wealthiest people around.]
But enough of that chamber of commerce speech. We drove west from Mt. Pleasant to Fairfield and then on to Ottumwa.
(which looks like the depressed region to which the magazine article referred). We then went north to Oskaloosa and Pella, which we
skirted on a lovely new by-pass. We stopped for one more round of gas at Monroe. We really didn’t need it (we only put in $53.00
worth), but it made a convenient toilet break. Then we headed on to Des Moines.

My original plan was to catch the interstate in Des Moines and have supper in Ankeny. Unfortunately we missed the turn-off
for the freeway. So we ended up stopping at the old shopping center at highways 6 and 69. I parked the car at a Taco Bell, but I
planned myself to get some chili at the Bee-Bops hamburger place nearby. Unfortunately, there appears to be no way you can go to
Bee-Bops on foot; it’s entirely set up for drive-through business. So I went back to Taco Bell and had a burrito.
*****
From Des Moines we headed up I-35
to U.S. 20. We went past Webster City, then
north on highway 17 to Eagle Grove and
eventually Wesley. From there it was only a
short drive back to Garrigan and home. We
had a send-off this year, so we didn't have a
welcome home celebration. That was just as
well, considering how we did. The kids
unloaded their stuff, I double checked to make
sure the suburbans were clean, and the trip
was finally over.

Epilogue
While it was hardly a vacation,
coming as it did right at he end of the school
year and just as I was trying to start teaching
my summer classes, this was a pleasant trip. I
really hadn’t expected to get back to the South
so soon, and it was nice to see things again.
Regardless of how we did, the kids seemed to
enjoy themselves.
And, as I mentioned
before, even with a next-to-last finish, we’re
the only school in Iowa that even managed to
show up.

National quiz bowl team in the chapel at Garrigan
(newspaper photo from Algona Upper Des Moines)

