
SPRING 2003 
Two Trips to California 

[UPDATE:  November, 2009—As I gradually go back over my old travelogues, I’ll be leaving the original text intact but 
adding additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said.  I’ll also add some 
additional scanned photos to enhance the original travelogues.] 
 

Trip #1 . . . The Blooming Desert at Easter 
 

 
Brad Nelson bobblehead 

(from the High Desert Mavericks website) 

 The main excuse for this trip had been to see my former student Brad 
Nelson playing minor league baseball.  I had watched many of Brad’s games in 
his first full season as a professional, when he had a sensational year—leading 
all of baseball in runs batted in and being named the Milwaukee Brewers’ Minor 
League Player of the Year.  Most of Brad’s first season was spent about 350 
miles from Algona, with the Beloit Snappers of the Midwest League.  While it was 
a fairly lengthy trip to Beloit, I still basically just got in the car and headed over to 
Wisconsin on a whim.  This year, though would be different, because now Brad 
had been promoted to the California League and was playing for the High Desert 
Mavericks—just down the road from Los Angeles and Las Vegas, but a 1600-
mile journey from my home.  That kind of a trip requires planning, and I had been 
planning this Easter getaway since about Christmas.  I had also planned to make 
a second trip out west at Memorial Day.  I got some good deals on both airfare 
and motels, and everything seemed to fit together like clockwork.  [This would 
be the first of many trips where seeing Brad was the excuse for a vacation.] 
 
 Well, as they say, the best laid plans go oft astray.  The weekend before 
I left Brad missed a game because of what the radio announcer called “a tender 
wrist”.  That surprised me a bit, because Brad has never been an injury-prone 
person.  In high school his worst injury was a twisted ankle in basketball, and he 
had made it through a season and a half of pro baseball without any injuries, 
even while being hit by several pitches and being stuck in the middle of a couple 
of those “bench-clearing brawls” you hear about.  I knew a little wrist tenderness 
would not keep Brad out of a game, and I got just a little worried about how that 
might affect my plans. 
 
 I worried a bit more the following Monday when Brad’s father, Doug 
Nelson, showed up at school.  Mr. Nelson talked around what had actually 
happened, but he strongly implied that it was a lot more serious than 
“tenderness”.  Brad would probably be out at least a week, which would mean he 
would not be playing when I was out in California.  [As it turned out, even Mr. 
Nelson’s estimates were optimistic.]  He basically tried to talk me out of 
making the trip, and because of the war, I actually could have changed my airline 
ticket with comparatively few hassles or penalties.  [I’d forgotten about the very 
temporary generous exchange policies the airlines had in place at the 
time.]   I’ve never been one to miss out on travel,  though, and I knew I’d  have  a 

good time one way or another.  I e-mailed Brad to let him know that I’d be there, whether he was playing or not, but that he shouldn’t let 
my coming in any way influence whether he played. 
 

THURSDAY, APRIL 17 (Maundy Thursday) . . .  
Algona & Mason City, Iowa; Minneapolis, Minnesota; and Ontario & 
Fontana, California 
 
 We had our annual “morning of reflection” at school today.  I hate things like that.  I’m not a touchy-feely kind of person in any 
way.  I hate discussing personal things in groups, and I don’t like to be put in the position of asking others to discuss what’s personal to 
them.  To make things worse, while most of the groups had two teachers in charge of them, this year I got stuck supervising my 
homeroom all by myself.  I read the prepared questions, but there were nowhere near enough of them to fill the time allotted.  I tried to 



stretch things out, but pretty much everything went nowhere.  The kids were not bad, but we had nothing more than the most superficial 
of discussions.  I felt unprepared and almost totally incompetent throughout the whole retreat.  I think I was looking at the clock even 
more than the kids, waiting for the day to finally end.  [These events are invariably planned by our religion teachers.  They are 
themselves good at generating group discussion and doing “team-building” activities.  Unfortunately they assume others 
have the same skills they do.  Having talked with many others on our faculty, I know I am not alone in dreading the annual 
retreat.  Very few of us feel comfortable in such settings.] 
 
 Fortunately it was really just half a day, so it ended fairly soon.  I spent the early afternoon running errands all over town—
doing laundry, getting a prescription filled at K-Mart, getting the oil changed in my car, depositing my paycheck at the ATM [something 
I haven’t done for years, since now we’re paid by direct deposit], and returning pop cans at the grocery store ($4.60 worth, to be 
exact).  I was reminded of Brad as I pulled out of Hy-Vee after returning the cans.  Waiting in front of me at the stoplight was a black 
Oldsmobile Bravada, identical to the one Brad bought with part of his signing bonus back in 2001.  I knew Brad’s car was out in 
California now (his dad had driven it there from Phoenix after spring training was over), but seeing this vehicle here seemed a good 
omen for the trip. 
 
 I had lunch at the McDonalds in Algona.  It’s McRib month now in Iowa, and I had the temporary special.  I still don’t 
understand why they can’t make an item as popular as the McRib part of the general menu year-round.  I was particularly amused last 
winter when The Simpsons made fun of that very point in an episode where Homer traveled around the country, following a rib 
sandwich’s temporary appearances in city after city. 
 
 McDonalds was having a game called “Winning Time”, where peel-off stickers on the fry packages could allegedly win 
fabulous prizes.  I had first encountered the game when the quiz bowl team stopped at a McDonalds after a tournament in Boone.  The 
kids all joked about the stickers, which were bilingual but seemed to feature Spanish much more prominently than English.  They joked 
that every sticker seemed to say “LO SIENTO”, and it made me wonder if this game, like its “Monopoly” predecessor had been rigged 
so that no real person won the big prize.  [In a big 2001 scandal, the chief of security for the advertising company that designed 
McD’s Monopoly promotion removed the most valuable game pieces and had his friends redeem them and share the prizes, 
which totaled more than $24 million.]  In McDonalds’ Monopoly, though, I would usually win at least a few food prizes.  In winning 
time the kids were right—all the stickers were losers.  This one, too, said “LO SIENTO”, so I guess I wouldn’t be starting this trip with 
wonderful good fortune. [Researching this, I found out “Winning Time” was designed specifically to appeal to the Hispanic 
market.  The game pieces were bilingual, but Spanish was the featured language.  It was shown second, but purposely shown 
in all capitals.  The program had a comparatively low budget, and after the Monopoly fiasco, much of that budget was devoted 
to security.  That’s why there were only about ten percent of the prizes offered by Monopoly promos.] 
 
 I left Algona at about 2:30pm and headed down highway 18.  I must say that springtime is definitely not my favorite time of 
year.  I think there are few places uglier than Iowa in April.  I drove past mile after mile of bare fields as I made my way eastward.  I 
stopped for coffee at Hardees in Garner, but even so made it to the Mason City airport around 3:30. 
 
 Northwest Airlines now lets you complete all your check-in procedures on the internet.  [It’s kind of strange to think that 
something that is so routine today was new and different not that long ago.]  I had already printed out boarding passes for my 
flights to Minneapolis and California.  Apparently no one had bothered to inform the counter people at the Mason City airport about the 
miracles of modern technology, though.  I stopped at the counter to double-check that everything was okay, and the man insisted on 
printing out another copy of the boarding pass for the Minneapolis flight, with essentially the same information.  He was pleasant, but it 
all seemed a bit redundant. 
 
 On first glance nothing seems to have changed much at Mason City airport.  It’s been about ten years since I last flew out of 
here, and most things looked pretty familiar.  They still seem to have the same vending machines and the same empty coffee shop and 
the same 1970s TV that they’ve had for decades.  United no longer flies here, and Northwest has reduced its schedule, but otherwise 
most things seem just about the same. 
 
 There is one big difference, though:  security.  It used to be that there was literally no formal security at Mason City airport (or 
at many of the smaller “airlink” airports, for that matter).  The only employees were the people at the counter, who did about triple duty 
by hauling baggage and then literally going out to the tarmac with flashlights and landing the plane.  When I flew to Florida and New 
Mexico in the ‘90s, I didn’t go through security at Mason City at all.  Instead, there was a checkpoint at the end of the concourse in 
Minneapolis that you had to pass through before you could connect to a “real” plane.  In this uneasy age, though, all American airports 
have security.  The area that used to house the United ticketing area now has an X-ray machine and a metal detector.  [Actually 
Northwest moved to the former United counter; security is in the old Northwest area.]  There are four federal employees 
dedicated to nothing but screening passengers and luggage.  Honestly, that seems a big waste of money to me.  While they did do a 
hand search of all the checked luggage [which is required at airports that don’t have bomb detectors], except for about 15 minutes 
before departure (and there are only four departures a day from Mason City), they basically just stood around and drank coffee. 
 
 In addition to the federal security people, a Mason City police officer (a boy fresh out of the academy with “Officer Rodriguez” 
on his badge) seemed to do nothing but patrol the airport all day.  The entire terminal is not much larger than my apartment, so there 
really wasn’t much for this guy to do.  He looked at everyone suspiciously at first, but once it became clear we were just passengers, he 
calmed down a bit.  There were signs everywhere advising passengers not to leave their baggage unattended.  Many people ignored 
these signs, and whenever someone would head to the vending machines or the trash can, Officer Rodriguez would focus in on their 
luggage and watch it like a hawk.  Occasionally he would take a quick stroll out to the parking lot, but there weren’t any real crime 
happening there either.  Mostly he looked very bored.  Mason City is a pretty low crime place in general—especially by day—and while 
I certainly don’t want to deny Officer Rodriguez a job, it seemed a bit wasteful to be employing this guy to be doing literally nothing.  



[Assigning Officer Rodriguez to the airport was an obvious reaction to the 2001 terrorist attacks.  They’ve since relaxed 
things, and cops are no longer permanently at the airport.] 
 
 Probably the most amusing thing at the airport was the fact that the new security area took out what used to be the employee 
entrance to the ticket counter.  Now the only way for employees to get there is to literally jump over the baggage scales.  Time and time 
again people would jump back and forth.  [This is still true, and it’s still funny to watch.]  At one point a little girl had been watching 
all the employees doing that and decided to give it a try herself—until her mom quickly caught her and put a stop to that. 
 

Northwest advises checking in 90 minutes to 2 hours prior to flights.  That was needless advice in Mason City (where they didn’t 
even open up security until about 10 minutes prior to departure), and judging from the lack of lines even in Minneapolis, I think an hour 
would be more than sufficient.  I put my waiting time to productive use, though.  While I did a lot of people watching, what I mostly did 
while I waited at Mason City airport was grade tests.  I had given tests in two of my high school classes as well as in my college course 
this past week, and the airport was really just about the ideal place to get things graded without distractions. 

 
 Gradually the passengers for our flight showed up—me, a young mother and her child, a high school athlete who was going to 
a college try-out somewhere (it made me think of when Brad flew to places like Baylor and Arizona when he was a senior) [The 
reference to Baylor stands out today, because we recently put up a mural in one of our classrooms at Garrigan that features a 
Bear image taken directly from Baylor’s promotional materials.], two businessmen, and an elderly woman.  Apparently there was 
to be one more person.  The man at the counter repeatedly paged a “Mr. Christmas”.  He asked the car rental agent if Mr. Christmas 
was returning a car, and he even had the cop look through the parking lot for the man.  The airport also serves as the inter-city bus 
stop, and when the bus arrived from Des Moines, and Mr. Christmas wasn’t on it, the man turned to the cop and joked “well, I guess 
Christmas isn’t coming this year.” 
 
 The security people advised us to put anything that might contain metal in special bins to be sent through the X-ray.  That 
even included my wallet, which had a spare key for my car in it.  I wondered what effect the X-ray might have on the credit cards in it, 
but they still seem to work okay.  Even without a wallet, I still set off the metal detector.  The security agent had me stand on a special 
mat and gradually waved the wand all over my body.  He blamed it on the rivets on my jeans and a small silver neck chain I was 
wearing (though neither of those would set off the alarm on the return trip).  Once he deduced that I had no weapons with me, I claimed 
my luggage and wallet and was off to board the plane.  [Security at MCW always seems to be just about the strictest anywhere.  
My personal feeling is that this is because the airport gets so few passengers that they can afford the luxury of taking time to 
strictly enforce all the rules.  At bigger airports the delays would be astronomical if they set the scanner so high that rivets or 
necklaces set it off.] 
 
 The plane was a Saab 340, which is really quite nice [as long as your flight is only half an hour long].  As you face 
forward, each row has two seats on the left and one on the right.  [I’m not sure that’s right, as I know that on later trips the seats I 
was in had the reverse configuration—one on the left and two on the right, labeled A, C, and D.]  The seats are all leather, which 
actually is probably a sensible choice for an airplane—they’d be a lot easier to keep clean than most airplane seats.  The plane 
probably seats around 50 [actually 31 is the standard—there are four seats in the back row], but we had almost no one on this 
flight.  The flight had originated in Ft. Dodge, but absolutely no one had boarded there and so far only seven passengers had gotten on 
in Mason City.  In fact, after noticing that we all had been assigned seats toward the front, of the plane, the pilot visited with the 
stewardess and said she would have to move people or we would have balance problems.  She moved the young athlete and one other 
person back toward the rear to help balance things out. 
 
 Finally, just as they were about to close the door for departure, a cheery black businessman bounded up the stairs and 
announced “Christmas is here!”  He was indeed the elusive Mr. “C”, and when the stewardess seated him in the back the plane was 
finally sufficiently balanced that we could take off. 
 
 I was seated in seat 2-A, the combination aisle/window seat in the first row back from the door.  [I was right in the earlier 
comment; the lone seat is on the left.]  It was a little disappointing to find out that row 1 had windows, but for some reason row 2 
didn’t.  It’s not like there’s a great deal to see as you fly above Interstate 35, though, so I really didn’t miss out on that much. 
 
 The stewardess (a young bimbo named “Salli” who really came across as more of a “stewardess” than a “cabin attendant”) 
went through the safety speech and then proceeded to take drink orders from everybody on the plane.  When I’d flown this route before 
they didn’t even have a stewardess.  Apparently the new federal safety regulations require that there be a flight attendant on every 
plane, though (not a bad idea, really), and since she was there she was going to serve us drinks.  Mason City to Minneapolis is really a 
very short flight, but it doesn’t take that long to serve drinks to eight people. 
 
 Another change due to security was that I could no longer look up into the cockpit as we flew.  That was some of the best 
entertainment on small flights in the past.  Now, though, those secure cockpit doors are in place on every commercial planes, including 
the ones that fly to places like Mason City.  The door appears to have no handle or opening mechanism whatsoever from the main 
cabin, and I don’t know at all how the pilot opens it up to get in there in the first place. 
 
 We began to taxi promptly at 5:15, exactly the departure time shown on my ticket.  We made it to the end of the runway and 
then parked.  The pilot said we had been denied take-off by the tower in Minneapolis.  We would have a 15-minute delay, but we still 
expected an on-time arrival.  That’s because the schedule allows a full hour for the flight, but the actual flying time from MCW to MSP is 
just 33 minutes.  We actually left the ground at 5:36pm, even though in the official logs of Northwest Airlines departure was recorded as 
5:13—when Mr. Christmas finally showed and they closed the cabin doors. 
 



 It had been a gloomy day on the ground all day, but we quickly rose above the clouds into bright sunshine.  After about 10 
minutes the pilot briefly turned off the seatbelt light, and the stewardess began serving drinks.  She apologized for the coffee, saying it 
had “been through four legs already”.  My bet is that this same plane just flies back and forth from Ft. Dodge/Mason City to Minneapolis 
all day, so the coffee may have gone back to the early morning departure.  [I’d find on a later flight that they arrivals from points 
south of Minneapolis actually continue to points north.  One time when I flew in to MSP, the flight would continue on to 
Thunder Bay, Ontario.]  It was surprisingly good, though.  They stored it in one of those vacuum containers, and it while it was a bit on 
the strong side, it still tasted remarkably fresh. 
 
 With the drinks the stewardess gave each 
passenger two tiny bags of pretzels.  It amused me 
that they were manufactured by “Pretzels, Inc.” 
(would it ever have occurred to you that a company 
would actually have that name).  Their website 
(pretzels-inc.com) says that they are “the world’s 
largest manufacturer of private label pretzels” (like 
these that said “Northwest Airlines” on them), the 
“most technologically advanced” pretzel bakery in 
America, and apparently the biggest industry in 
Bluffton, Indiana. The pretzels actually were quite 
good, with a distinctive buttery flavor.  [I just 
revisited their website, and it doesn’t seem to 
have changed much if at all in the past six and a 
half years.] 
 
 At 5:54 the pilot announced that we should 
prepare for landing.  The stewardess had just 
finished serving drinks, and she scrambled to pick 
up the trash.  As we descended she filled out an 
inventory sheet listing every beverage and bag of 
pretzels on the plane.  It intrigued me that in addition 

 
Pretzels, Inc. internet home page 

to soft drinks and coffee they also had alcoholic beverages on board.  I can’t imagine why anyone would want a cocktail on a half-hour 
flight, but apparently some people do. 
 
 We touched down at 6:10pm, taxied very fast but otherwise had a very smooth landing.  Even though this was a relatively 
small plane, they hooked up a jetway for us to exit through.  I gathered my things and quickly exited the plane. 
 
 I was impressed with the renovations they have made at the Minneapolis airport.  It was at best utilitarian before; now it is 
really quite pleasant.  [Honestly, it’s just about the best airport I’ve been to anywhere.] They’ve expanded things greatly, so that 
now concourses extend on all four sides of the parking ramps.  They also have skywalks [actually a single skywalk] connecting the 
concourses midway through, so you don’t have to go all the way back to the terminal to get from one concourse to another.  There are 
moving sidewalks everywhere to speed people on their way, and they’ve re-carpeted the whole building and installed more upscale 
furniture in many locations.  [They’ve improved things even further since this was written, most notably adding a tram that lets 
you go long distances faster than the moving walkways.] 
 
 Those moving sidewalks definitely give the place a personality.  They were obviously manufactured in the United Kingdom, 
because their warning announcements are given in a disembodied female British voice.  All over the airport, it feels like you’re hearing 
some stern computerized nanny saying “Caution:  you are nearing the end of the moving walkway”.  The vowels are particularly British, 
with nearly a long “o” replacing the “au” in “caution” and the “a” in “walkway”, sounds closer to a long “a” than “e” in “nearing” and “end”, 
and a distinctive long “u”  (“you”, not “oo”) in “moving”.  The announcements appear to be made quite randomly, with no regard 
whatsoever to whether anyone is in fact nearing the end of the moving walkway. 
 
 Those announcements are in English only, and so is almost everything else at Minneapolis airport.  There are a few directional 
signs in Japanese, but too bad for you if you speak Spanish or French.  Even the security signs that warn you not to joke about bringing 
a bomb on the plane, which were bilingual in Mason City, were in English only in Minnesota.  [They have since added a few Spanish 
signs, but English is still the dominant language.] 
 
 Steve gave me a prepaid cell phone as a Christmas gift last Christmas, and I took it along on this trip.  I almost never use it, 
but it does give a feeling of security when traveling.  I decided to splurge today and join the thousands of mobile phone users at the 
airport (they’re definitely in the majority), so I gave Margaret a call.  I was pleasantly surprised at just how clear the call was.  We had a 
lengthy chat, which helped kill some of the layover.  [This was probably the first “real” call I made on my cell phone.  While the 
phone I used here has been replaced by a somewhat newer model (though still hopelessly outdated, from the point of view of 
my students), I still have the same TracFone account.  I still use the cell phone only rarely, but it is a nice convenience to have 
around, particularly when traveling.]  After hanging up I read the Minneapolis papers and corrected some more tests at the gate. 
 
 Our flight was apparently over-booked.  The gate clerk asked if there were three or four volunteers who would be willing to fly 
out tomorrow morning in exchange for a $400 travel certificate, meals, and a hotel room.  If pressed, I certainly could have volunteered.  
There was nothing pressing in my itinerary that required me to be in California tonight.  However, I had rental car and motel 
reservations already arranged, and my preference was definitely to deal with the infamous L.A. freeways at night, rather than at rush 
hour.  So I just kept my mouth shut, and before long enough other people had volunteered to fly out tomorrow. 



 It was indeed a full flight, with literally every seat packed.  The plane was an Airbus 320, the first time I’d ever flown on the 
French-made aircraft.  It’s clean and surprisingly spacious, even with every seat full.  The coach seats are three across [that is 3—3], 
and I was thankful to have pre-assigned myself an aisle seat (23-C) when I checked in on-line.  A rather overweight gentleman was in 
the middle seat across the aisle from me, and he was obviously uncomfortable. 
 We left the gate at 8:59 (the schedule said 8:55, and the official flight log said 9:02).  We actually took off at 9:12.  The captain 
gave the flight pattern (flying over Pierre, Cheyenne, Steamboat Springs, and Bryce Canyon).  He said assumed everyone would be 
sleeping, and he said he’d wake us when we were over Las Vegas and it was time to begin our descent.  He may have thought people 
would sleep, but absolutely no one did.  This was one of the most active and talkative flights I’ve ever been on—not a negative thing 
really, just an observation.  Pretty much everyone had their mouth open the entire flight.  People were forever walking back and forth to 
the restrooms, and some people were literally doing exercises in the aisle.  [I’d find on future flights this is VERY typical for an 
evening (but not overnight) flight.] 
 
 My seatmates were especially talkative.  23-A was occupied by a woman who was in the process of moving from Buffalo to 
Rancho Cucamonga.  Her husband had already been transferred to a new job in Pomona, California, and she had flown back and forth 
six times in the past month as she finalized arrangements for the move.  It was quickly clear that six plane tickets was to her about what 
a subway fare might be to most people.  They had basically bribed their son to agree to the move by giving him a new car.  She was 
surprised to find “reasonable” housing (in the half-million range), but she was disappointed that the lot was very small.  I should have 
such problems. 
 
 In 23-B was a chronically happy man about my age (so was the woman, for that matter).  He had grown up in Chino, California 
back, he said, when it was a little town that was nowhere near L.A.  Today Chino is right in the heart of the suburbs and apparently just 
isn’t the place it used to be.  The man is divorced and now living in Ft. Wayne.  He was flying to California to visit his children, who were 
apparently going to meet him at a hotel and then going to Disneyland.  He apparently does these formal family visits every two weeks.  
It made me wonder if there was anyone else who finds plane fare expensive.  It would seem to me that people who can afford to fly so 
frequently should be flying first class, not crammed in a center seat in coach.  I got a very good deal on airfare, but I was still going to 
be counting pennies on this trip, and at that it would use up my whole tax refund. 
 
 23-B was the first person I’d found who had actually heard of Adelanto (add-uh-LONN-tow), my ultimate destination on this 
trip.  I’m sort of the resident expert on Brad’s career around school [still true today], and mostly when people ask me where he’s 
playing, I say “in the middle of nowhere, halfway between L.A. and Vegas”—which is pretty close to being true.  The gentleman next to 
me identified Adelanto as being on Highway 395, which I knew only from studying maps before this trip and located it in the Victor 
Valley, California’s fastest-growing urban area, which includes the nearby towns of Victorville (my brother John’s birthplace), Hesperia, 
and Apple Valley.  On hearing Victorville, the woman mentioned that she had looked for homes there, but she felt the commute would 
be longer than her husband wanted (about 1 to 1½ hours to Pomona, as compared to just half an hour—to go about 10 miles—from 
Rancho Cucamonga).  The man mentioned that the Victor Valley had just about the only affordable housing in L.A.—L.A. in this case 
being extended about 125 miles east and over a pass. 
 
 There was no meal service on this flight [a sign of things to come].  We were served one drink and a single bag of pretzels.  
The woman said that airline pretzels were all she had eaten today.  I had been grading some more tests and was pleased to finish 
precisely when the drink cart reached our row.  I sipped some grapefruit juice as we continued flying westward. 
 
 I had taken a single book with me that I picked up on Amazon.com a few months back.  It was called The Bus, with the subtitle 
“Cosmic Ejaculations of the Daily Mind in Transit”.  It was written by a high school English teacher in Los Angeles and uses a cross-
town ride on the bus as a metaphor for life in that city.  It was a bit too pretentious and “literary”, but nevertheless made a fascinating 
read—quite a bit more interesting than listening to my seatmates babble on. 
 
 The pilot made good on his promise of “waking” us over Las Vegas, though if anything the cabin got a bit quieter at that point.  
He pointed out the “beautiful neon lights” on one side of the plane and a “lovely full moon over the mountains” on the other.  While I 
appreciated the legroom of my aisle seat, it was too bad to see neither of those things.  [That is a trade-off that I still balance when I 
book flights.] 
 
 We landed in Ontario, California at 10:30pm Pacific time (12:30 back in Iowa) and pulled up to the gate right on time at 10:40.  
Since I had only a carry-on, I skipped the mad rush for baggage claim and headed outside to catch a shuttle bus to the “ground 
transportation center”.  While Ontario is far from the world’s largest airport, it has an extremely complicated shuttle bus system.  Instead 
of just making a loop—which would be the sensible thing to do—different buses lead to different places.  You have to make sure you’re 
on the right bus (in my case “G”) to get to the right place.  Eventually the correct bus pulled up, and I and the man from Ft. Wayne 
boarded and headed off to the combination rent-a-car building and city bus stop. 
 
 The bus driver was a large black woman who had lived most of her life in the Crenshaw district of Los Angeles.  She had 
driven an MTA city bus in L.A. for 30 years and then retired to Moreno Valley, a distant suburb closer to Palm Springs than Los 
Angeles.  She said “it’s so boring there, I just had to have something to do”, so she took the job driving the airport shuttle.  She 
welcomed us to “my nice little airport”, which I suppose it is—compared to LAX.  In my book, though, any airport with two large 
terminals and a “ground transportation center” doesn’t exactly qualify as little. 
 
 I had never realized renting a car was so easy.  I had reserved a car on line, and all I did was show up at the Alamo desk, sign 
a couple of quick forms, and head out to the lot to get my car.  I figured I’d at least have to show my insurance card or something, but 
all the man at the desk cared about was that I had a driver’s license and a credit card.  He charged the card for $104.78 ($87.96, plus a 
wide range of taxes) and gave me directions to Interstate 10.  [I’ve since rented other cars in California, Florida, Kentucky, 



Tennessee, Texas, Mississippi, Pennsylvania, Alaska, and Hawaii, and all of them have been equally easy to acquire.  It’s 
more trouble to check into most motels than it is to rent a car.] 
 
 I gave the car (a Mitsubishi Lancer, basically a newer 4-door version of the Dodge Colt I used to drive [and one of the nicest 
rental cars I’ve ever seen]) a quick once over, started it up, confirmed the directions with the woman at the exit, and was on my way.  
Quickly I realized that driving in California was not the same as driving in Iowa.  There’s little things like stupid spikes that separate 
lanes on every road,  speed limits painted in the lanes  (sometimes different in different lanes),  arrows pointing every which way on  the  
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Fontana, California 

pavement, and directional signs that don’t reflect headlights at night.  The 
freeways are mostly four lanes in each direction (even 100 miles out into 
the suburbs), which also takes some getting used to.  There’s also the 
annoying fact that California’s freeways have no exit numbers and very few 
advance signs, so you really have no clue how far away anything is. 
 
 Then there’s the fact that Californians drive FAST—way too fast, if 
you ask me.  Virtually every speed limit is faster in California than its 
equivalent in the Midwest.  For instance 40 mph is the standard speed in 
quiet residential areas, it’s 50 on suburban strips, 60 is official on two-lane 
highways, and 70 is the speed limit on freeways in both urban and rural 
areas.  Even official guidebooks, though, will tell you that it’s standard to 
drive 10 miles over the posted limit everywhere in California.  In Iowa if 
someone does much more than 5 mph over the speed limit, they’re not 
surprised if they get a ticket, but the magic number really does seem to be 
10 mph in California—which means people drive past children at play doing 
50mph and folks go careening down jam-packed freeways at 80.  At night 
they go even faster.  I was doing 75, and people were sailing by me like I 
was standing still.  Frankly, that’s just too fast for me.  I think driving should 
be relaxing, and I find it really hard to relax when I have to clutch the 
steering wheel for dear life because I’m going so fast.  [While I invariably 
speed on two-lane roads, I have to be one of the few people who was 
not happy when Iowa raised its interstate speed limit.  I feel 
comfortable at 65, but 70 or faster just strikes me as too fast for 
safety.  It’s especially aggravating when you come upon RVs or other 
vehicles  that are then doing 20  miles  or more slower than the rest of 

the traffic.] 
 
 Compounding things was the fact that the heater in the Lancer was turned on full blast.  It was a little nippy outside, but 
certainly not what I’d call cold.  Obviously it was too cold for the previous driver, though.  As is invariably true in unfamiliar cars, it was 
not immediately obvious how to work the heat controls.  I didn’t want to take my mind of driving, so after struggling for a while with the 
controls, I just gave up and cracked the window open to balance the temperature. 
 
 I had memorized that the exit I wanted was Sierra Avenue.  I also knew it was 3 – 4 miles past the interchange with I-15.  I 
passed I-15 almost immediately after leaving the airport, and before I knew it I saw a non-reflective sign that said “SIERRA AVE. – ¼ 
MI”.  [That the ancient signs don’t reflect at night is one of the most annoying aspects of California roads.]  I started to move 
into the exit lane, but then I realized it was blocked off by cones—not any major cones, mind you, but the kind of thing you’d see in gym 
class in grade school.  At the very end of the ramp I saw a non-reflective sign (it was the signs, not my lights that were the problem, by 
the way) that said “RAMP CLOSED”.  There was construction equipment at the end of the ramp, and even though nobody seemed to 
be working, I didn’t want to take my chances driving around the sign.  I drove down to the next exit and used the overpass to make a U-
turn and go back the other way.  The westbound exit to Sierra was also closed (this time with a sign that actually did reflect, but still with 
cones that would stop nothing).  I went west one exit (the exits are exactly a mile apart through most of urban California—even though 
they think they’re too frequent to number) and ended up taking what amounted to an access road (Valley Boulevard, though calling it a 
“boulevard” is being overly generous) back to Sierra. 
 

At the junction with Sierra, I could see my motel.  Unfortunately I could also see that the southbound lanes of that avenue were 
also closed, this time with both cones and police tape.  I kept heading east on Valley and eventually pulled into the back entrance of a 
McDonalds that was next to the motel.  I figured if worse came to worse I could park at McDonalds and walk over to the motel to ask 
what to do.  I quickly was funneled to the exit for the drive through (fortunately the place was closed), which led to the northbound lanes 
of Sierra.  There was no traffic, though, so I decided to take my chances and turn left.  I headed the wrong way down a six-lane street 
for about half a block so I could finally turn into the entrance of the motel. 
 
 The main check-in was closed, so I had to use the night window, a high-security affair that made it hard to communicate.  
Apparently the type of room I had reserved was unavailable, because many of the rooms were having their carpets shampooed.  I had 
requested a room with one bed and was instead given one with two beds.  The clerk (a young black woman) also apologized that the 
room was on the second floor, although that would really have been my preference anyway. 
 
 The main question at check-in was the license number of my car.  Not normally driving rental cars, I hadn’t memorized things, 
so I had to pop outside and then back in to jot down 4ZUK104.  Just after writing it down, I realized that the plate number was also 
recorded on the key chain. 
 



 The license number amused me, because it reminded me of things I actually teach.  In two of my classes we do problems that 
deal with the number of combinations of license plates that can be produced from varying combinations of letters and numbers.  It’s not 
hard (simple multiplication) to figure out that there are exactly 17,576,000 possible license plates that can be made with the standard 
three letters, three numbers used by most states.  You could go up to 35 million if you reverse the letters and numbers.  Every state 
throws out some combinations (like the ones that spell out dirty words), but that’s still way more license plates than most states will ever 
need.  It’s not enough for California, though.  This state has more people than Canada—many of whom own multiple cars.  By tossing 
that extra number at the front, California creates over 175 million possible license plates.  [There’s a problem in one of the textbooks 
I use at Iowa Lakes Community College that theoretically has people determine the number of license plate combinations in 
California.  They get the format of the plates wrong, though.  Instead of number – three letters – three numbers, they do letter 
– three numbers – three letters (which would actually give more possibilities).  I’ve made a point of pointing out the error 
when I’ve taught the class since this trip.] 
 
 I was staying at a Motel 6, 
one of the older properties in that 
chain.  It was perfectly clean and had 
been fairly well maintained, but it was 
certainly nothing luxurious.  Probably 
the worst thing about the place was 
that there was a security guard (he 
looked like a stereotypical fat Irish 
cop) walking through the parking lot all 
night long.  I really don’t think there 
was any reason he needed to be there 
(the surrounding neighborhood was 
entirely commercial and certainly 
didn’t seem unsafe), but you had to 
figure there must be a reason they 
found it necessary to have security.  It 
reminded me of the motel where 
Margaret and I stayed in Maine when 
her pick-up got wrecked in Canada.  
They had security cameras there—a 
common thing today, but new then.  
They definitely made me feel less 
secure, not more … and this guard 
gave me that same feeling of 
uneasiness.  Topping  it off,  I had  just  

 
Website photo of a standard Motel 6 room, almost identical to the 

room where I stayed in Fontana 
heard Doug Nelson recount that at the Red Roof Inn in Victorville (the hotel where he had stayed and where many of the players on 
Brad’s team live) there had been muggings in the parking lot.  You can bet checked every corner of the stairwell as I headed from the 
car up to my room. 
 
 Between the flights and the slight uneasiness, I tossed and turned quite a bit.  It was after midnight [2am Central Time] when 
I finally got to sleep. 
 

FRIDAY, APRIL18 (Good Friday) . . .  
Fontana, Los Angeles, Long Beach, & Adelanto, California 

 
Metrolink ticket machine 

Los Angeles Union Station 

 
 I was wide awake around 6:00 and quickly showered.  Since I really hadn’t unpacked 
anything, it took no time whatsoever to get ready to be on my way.  I spent a few minutes watching 
the TV news (most interesting was the traffic report—they were already well into rush hour at 6am), 
and then set off.  I soon discovered that there was a back alley behind McDonalds that was how I 
was supposed to enter the motel.  That didn’t really matter, though, because the Sierra Avenue 
construction was apparently only at night.  The road was open and jammed with traffic as I left.  I 
turned right and headed north about a mile to the Metrolink commuter rail station. 
 
 I had originally planned to take the 7:07 train into Los Angeles.  Since I was wide awake, 
though, I figured I might as well take the 6:31 train instead.  I parked the Lancer [surprisingly free 
at the park-and-ride] and made my way to the platform. 
 
 To ride Metrolink you need a ticket, which can only be purchased from extremely 
intimidating vending machines.  If you read very carefully, the machines sort of explain the steps 
involved, but it’s definitely not all that logical.  First you need to press buttons to answer a series of 
questions that boil down to what kind of ticket you want (one way, round trip or pass; regular adult or 
handicapped/senior; rush hour or off time, etc.).  [The time choice is particularly silly.  There’s no 
reason at all why the machine can’t issue the ticket appropriate for when it is purchased—
which is what the light rail machines in Minneapolis do.]  Next you choose how many zones you 
will pass through to your destination.  (Los Angeles, where virtually everyone on the train was going,  



was Zone 1; Fontana was Zone 5—so it’s 5 total zones.)  After choosing the zone, it next asks you which station within that zone is your 
destination.  [This is also ridiculous. The fare is identical for all stations within a zone, so there’s really no reason at all to issue 
tickets for specific stations.]  Presumably most people know this, but the uninitiated have to look at a chart that is mostly covered 
with graffiti to determine that they need to press “1” for Union Station, as opposed to “2” for Cal State—L.A.  Once you’ve finally 
selected everything, it asks you for payment.  The machine says it accepts cash, coins, credit cards, and ATM cards.  I figured my ATM 
card was a reasonable choice for a $15.75 [round trip] ticket (about double what the equivalent fare would be on Metra in 
Chicagoland), so I inserted it in the card reader.  A little arm came across the card reader slot and locked the card in place, so no one 
could take it while it was being used. The machine flashed something on the screen that I couldn’t read, because it was obscured by 
graffiti.  I assumed it was asking for my PIN number, so I typed the appropriate four digits and pressed “ENTER”.  After pausing a 
moment, the little arm then  opened, and the machine flashed a message that my card had been rejected.  (I could make out “JECTED” 
in the read-out window.)  That was hardly likely, since I had just deposited my paycheck yesterday.  I’d had problems with ATMs in 
California before, though, so it wasn’t a complete surprise.  [I’ve since had issues with my ATM card in transit vending machines 
in other cities (New York and Minneapolis in particular).  I’ve learned that the same card has no problem when you press 
“credit” (even though it’s not a credit card), but there’s some issue when “debit” is selected.]  Fortunately I had cash with me as 
well, so I put $20 into the bill accepter—just as the train pulled up to the platform.  Almost instantly a tiny ticket, a quarter, and four 
golden dollars fell into the dispenser below.  Everything took just long enough, though, that I just missed the train. 
 
 I had about half an hour with basically nothing to do, so I decided to explore beautiful downtown Fontana.  Almost nothing was 
open, but I still had an interesting little walk.  Fontana obviously used to be a town in its own right, albeit probably not a very large one.  
It has an extensive but almost all one-story downtown area.  The buildings look like they date to the ‘30s (wasn’t it California they went 
to in The Grape of Wrath?), and most obviously used to house a higher class of businesses than they do today.  Nowadays most of the 
businesses cater to a Mexican clientele, and it’s heavy on dollar stores, used clothing, religious artifacts, and hole-in-the-wall 
restaurants.  It reminded me of Milwaukee Avenue in Chicago, but without apartments above the stores.  The downtown was probably 
built for a town of 10,000, and it seems remarkably out of place in a sprawling suburb ten times that size.  While, surprisingly, there 
were no empty buildings downtown, it’s not really where the action is today.  Nowadays the real commercial district of Fontana is south 
of downtown, near the motel I stayed at and east along Foothill Boulevard (old route 66) and Arrow Highway.  I could see the strip at 
Arrow stringing on for what seemed like forever. 
 
 Something that sets Fontana (and most of California, for that mater) apart from other centers of strip business is that its strip 
has sidewalks.  In spite of its reputation, California is really quite pedestrian friendly.  [That is absolutely true, though absolutely no 
one—even among the locals—believes it.]  There are sidewalks everywhere in greater L.A.—and pretty much everywhere else in 
California, too.  Most of the suburbs are older, so they’ve had time to grow into amenities.  Urban California is also a highly regulated 
place (as contrasted with the libertarian South, for instance), and the local towns felt obliged to assess individuals for things like 
sidewalks that serve the greater public good. 
 

While downtown Fontana is quite old, the residential areas immediately surrounding it are surprisingly new.  It’s as if 
somebody decided to level the original homes and put up new ones.  Like far too much of California, much of Fontana is divided into 
“communities” rather than neighborhoods.  “Community” in California is the euphemism for a condominium development.  Each 
“community” has a name given to it by its developer.  There are almost always walls surrounding the entire community (usually covered 
with graffiti), so you can barely see just how tacky the individual homes are.  Fontana’s communities mostly featured tan and pink 
stucco rowhouses, with postage stamp front yards separated by stucco-covered walls.  A few are secure communities (you have to stop 
your car at the main entrance and punch a code before you can drive in), while others are pretty much like stucco versions of the same 
abominations you see in Ankeny or Inver Grove Heights.  While they’re expensive (starting around $150,000), they also look 
remarkably like the new public housing Chicago is putting up to replace the old “project” towers. 

 
I find it hard to imagine what attracts people to live in these places.  If I lived here, I think the walls would quickly drive me 

insane.  I grew up with an older version of suburbia (ranch homes and split-levels on open lots), and I liked it a lot better.  I remember 
as a child running through all the back yards of the neighborhood, and I really can’t imagine growing up in a place of walled-in lots.  So 
many people seem so paranoid about security today, even as the crime rate is steadily dropping.  I can’t imagine trading the freedom of 
an open yard for the security of living in what amounts to a prison. 

 
I made one stop in my walk around Fontana.  I stopped in to the AM/PM convenience store.  In addition to selling Chevron gas 

at $2.09 a gallon (a pretty typical price for the area), they had all the standard convenience store items.  I spent $2.18 on coffee and a 
danish and then made my way back to the Metrolink platform. 
 

I had brought a lined suede jacket with me, and I wore it while I walked around 
Fontana.  It had rained fairly hard last night, and it was still overcast, damp, and cool.  The 
jacket was really too heavy, though, and I got quite warm from my brief walk.  I decided to 
leave the jacket in the car and spend the day in short sleeves.  That made me a minority of 
one on the platform.  Everybody else had a jacket; some were even wearing heavy parkas 
and gloves.  The temperature was in the upper 50s and there wasn’t much wind, so most 
everybody seemed a bit overprotected from the elements.  I got some strange looks, but 
while I occasionally was a bit chilly, it was definitely the right decision in the end. 
 
 The  7:07  train  was  three  minutes  late—kind  of  annoying,  given that the one I 

 
Fontana Metrolink station 

(from the City of Fontana website) 
missed was right on time.  Metrolink runs double-decker trains that look like newer versions of the Metra trains in Chicago.  They’re 
actually larger than the Metra trains, since they have a full upper level, rather than just single seats upstairs.  The seats are all arranged 
in conversation groups of four, with two seats facing two other seats.  Some of them are centered on a small table (sort of like the 
dinner table in a camper), while others just face each other.  It’s really a pretty stupid seating design, since virtually nobody on a 



commuter train is traveling in groups of four.  The vast majority on this train were alone, and most of them (this was near the start of the 
line) had positioned themselves and their briefcases so they alone occupied the whole grouping of four seats.  [This is a perennial 
problem on virtually all public transit.  People think they are entitled not just to a seat, but to a whole section of seats for 
themselves alone.  It amazes me how many people on subway or ‘L’ trains will position themselves in the aisle seat and put 
their bag next to the window.]  As the train filled up, people had to ask these rude people to move their things so they could have a 
seat.  Eventually almost every seat was filled, mostly with groups of four perfect strangers facing each other. 
 
 Metrolink is one of those things that isn’t 
supposed to exist in Los Angeles—a perfectly good and 
heavily used alternative to the automobile.  The system 
was started around 1990 to help relieve congestion and 
reduce air pollution.  (I’m not sure it’s really done either of 
those things, but it certainly hasn’t hurt things either.)  
The train apparently caught on big after the Northridge 
earthquake in 1994 collapsed key bridges on many of the 
area freeways, and it has become even more popular this 
past year as gas prices have skyrocketed.  (At $2.09 a 
gallon, even the outrageous $15.75 round-trip train fare 
doesn’t seem so bad.)  [Since this was written, they’ve 
both gas and Metrolink fares have risen.  Gas in 
California today is right at $3 a gallon, and the 
Metrolink fare to Fontana is closer to $20 than $15.  
They’ve tied the fares to the cost of commuting by 
car, so as gas prices have risen, they’ve generated 
automatic  increases in the train fares.]   Today Metro- 

 
Website photo showing the typical Metrolink seating configuration 

link runs seven different lines.  Six of them run from the distant suburbs (50 to 100 miles away in every direction) to Union Station in 
downtown Los Angeles.  The seventh connects San Bernardino and Riverside (both just east of Fontana) with Anaheim and Oceanside 
(on the coast just north of San Diego).  Compared to Metra or New Jersey Transit, it’s still a very small system.  The trains run mostly at 
rush hour (on some lines only at rush hour), and there are few enough of them that you have to really be aware of the schedule.  The 
trains run full though, and they move quite a bit faster than freeway traffic.  They’re also convenient from a tourist’s perspective; it 
provided the perfect way to make a day trip into L.A. 
 
 The first major point of interest we passed on Metrolink was the California Speedway, which is apparently well known to those 
who follow auto racing.  The track is built on the former site of the Kaiser Steel Mill, which was Fontana’s raison d’être for decades.  
They don’t make steel here anymore; now they pollute the air with internal combustion engines.  It was hard to fathom just how 
enormous the racetrack was.  The track itself extends for about four city blocks.  Surrounding it is a sea of parking that dwarfs the lots 
at the biggest mall you’ve ever been to.  Metrolink has a platform at the track, and apparently they run special trains that bring about 
10,000 fans here on race days, but they obviously get way more than 10,000 fans—and most of them don’t come by train. 
 
 I realized fairly quickly that there was a good reason Metrolink didn’t run more trains than they do:  there’s only one commuter 
rail track, not two.  Only occasionally (like about every 15 miles) do they have a passing area where trains can get by each other.  
Obviously with only one track, you can’t have trains running both directions on the same section of track.  That means they have to 
space things out.  The most frequent trains in their schedule are about half an hour apart (compared to the suburban Chicago system 
Metra, which runs every 10 – 15 minutes on some lines at rush hour).  The good thing, though, is that their one track is fully owned by 
Metrolink.  They don’t have to share it with a freight railroad, so they don’t have to stop for no good reason like Amtrak does.  [Single 
track stretches remain a problem for Metrolink, and it’s especially an issue because the rush hour in L.A. is definitely not 
unidirectional.  At least as many people travel between suburbs as head from the outskirts to downtown.  A couple of the 
lines (like the ones Amtrak follows) are double-tracked, but most still only allow service in one direction at a time.] 
 
 Just beyond the speedway we entered Rancho Cucamonga, one of those places with a funny name that I’ve always wanted to 
say I’ve been to.  My first greeting to the place locals just call “Rancho” was a collection of junkyards bigger than the parking area of the 
racetrack.  Beyond there we saw the unfinished backside of an office park, and then the train stopped at an enormous park-and-ride 
that extended for three city blocks. 
 
 Rancho Cucamonga is the nerve center for the so-called “Inland Empire”, a collection of distant suburbs that are almost cities 
in their own right.  Combined with San Bernardino, Riverside, Ontario, Fontana, and literally dozens of lesser suburbs, there are over a 
million people in the immediate area.  While it’s a little further away and a little larger, this area is to Los Angeles what the Fox Valley 
cities (Naperville, Aurora, Geneva, and Elgin) are to Chicago.  The people here would like to think that they live in a place that isn’t L.A., 
but there’s no break in the urban sprawl from here to the ocean.  [In fact, unlike Chicagoland, there’s really no rural area 
whatsoever between San Ber’do and L.A.] 
 
 It amazes me just how far people commute in southern California.  Past Rancho Cucamonga (about 50 miles from L.A.) the 
train was pretty much full, but lots of people had gotten on before I did.  I’d find out later that one of Brad’s teammates lived with his 
parents in San Bernardino.  The player commuted about an hour each way to get to the ballpark, but that was nothing compared to his 
dad.  The father worked in L.A.’s financial district, and he drove Interstate 10 (which locals invariably call “the 10 freeway”—with the 
definite article essential) all the way into the city.  The drive apparently takes two hours (one way) in good traffic, and it can last up to 
three hours if there are problems.  This man apparently leaves for work around 5am each day, so he’d be part of that extremely early 
rush hour I was hearing the TV reporter talk about.  [This commute is the exception, but LOTS of people commute an hour or 
more from one suburb to another.] 



 Although it’s suburban, Rancho Cucamonga is densely populated.  The city covers about the same land area as Mason City 
(about six miles, square), but it has five times the population (around 150,000 people).  When I was in southern California two years 
ago I was astounded at just how closely packed everything was.  I should have been prepared this time, but it was again quite a shock.  
If Chicagoland were built to the same density as Los Angeles, it would probably all fit in Cook County.  There’s no such thing as wasted 
land here.  In the Midwest landscaping is a big deal.  The equivalent of these business complexes in Naperville are set in true office 
parks, full of trees and spacious lawns.  Here there might be a couple of ornamental palm trees beside the entrance, but otherwise just 
a concrete wall around a parking lot.  The homes are packed just as densely.  Some of them are truly palatial (with signs at the 
“community” entrances advertising prices “starting in the low 700s”), but even the grandest are crammed on microscopic lots.  [It’s 
really hard to over-stress the denseness in southern California.  Even compared to the Northeast, California seems jam-
packed.  I expected L.A. to look like such far-flung cities as Dallas, Orlando, and Albuquerque, but those are positively rural 
by comparison.] 
 
 After Rancho Cucamonga, Metrolink stops in Upland and then in the stupidly named twin suburbs of Claremont [home to 
such diverse people as baseball player Mark McGwire, rock star Frank Zappa, actress Jessica Alba, and rapper Snoop Dog] 
and Montclair.  (It surprises me the former isn’t spelled “Clairmont”.)  Then we stopped at Pomona, Covina, Baldwin Park, and El Monte 
(pronounced in slaughtered Spanish like “the full monty” [and there’s no mountain anywhere nearby, either]). 
 
 For a large part of this distance the train ran down the median of I-10.  That freeway is another example of how no space is 
wasted around here.  It’s just about the only urban interstate I’ve ever seen that was built right at ground level.  There are five lanes in 
each direction, four local lanes and a single express lane.  Unlike in other cities, though, there isn’t even a wall separating the local and 
express lanes; they just have more spikes than usual separating the “diamond lane” from the other lanes.  There are also no shoulders 
on either the left or right, just a concrete wall right next to the driving lane.  I suppose they removed the shoulder to add an extra lane, 
but I’d think it would be very claustrophobic to drive on either the far left or right.  [That the single train track runs in the median is 
another reason double-tracking is all but impossible on this line.] 
 
 Being built at grade makes I-10 a unique freeway in other ways, too.  Every through street (one about every half mile) has a 
partial interchange with the interstate, but a number of them aren’t complete interchanges.  Instead the streets essentially end at the 
interstate.  Westbound interstate traffic has exit and entrance ramps to and from the north, while eastbound traffic has exits and 
entrances to and from the south.  Because of this you’ll frequently see the exact same businesses on both sides of the highway.  I even 
saw two different Target stores directly across from each other.  Where there are complete interchanges the cross street tunnels under 
the freeway, and even there the exits are awkward and abrupt.  Traffic exiting the freeway essentially makes a right turn (at 15 mph) to 
enter the cross street.  [This is a strange freeway set-up.  The most common location for urban and dense suburban interstates 
is below grade, with streets passing overhead on overpasses that are essentially at grade level.  The “tunnel” sides then 
double as a natural sound barrier.  Some are also elevated, but it’s rare for a long developed stretch to be flush with the 
ground—particularly where there are exits.  I assume the area around here was comparatively rural when the freeways were 
built, though if that’s the case, I wonder why they have such abrupt exits.] 
 
 For most of this trip my companion across the table was a Metrolink employee, a Hispanic woman named Stephanie who did 
her hair and make-up as we traveled.  At Montclair a friend of hers (an Asian with a department store nametag that said “Tonya”) joined 
us and proceeded to do not only hair and make-up, but also her nails.  I felt a bit self-conscious, having barely done anything to pretty 
myself up for the day. 
 
 Stephanie had just returned from visiting her boyfriend’s family in Chicago.  She had a bag full of pictures and postcards, and 
as the two ladies went through their beauty ritual, they admired the pretty views and discussed the trip.  I got a sense of just how 
removed people in one part of the country are from another when Tonya admired a postcard view of Lake Shore Drive and asked what 
ocean was shown in the picture.  It was also fascinating that these women had the perception that Chicago was much larger than Los 
Angeles.  In fact they were debating which was larger, Chicago or New York.  The “second city” is, of course, in third place nationwide.  
The city proper is quite a bit smaller than L.A. and not even close to New York.  If it’s metro areas that are being compared, then New 
York and Los Angeles are pretty closed to being tied for first place, with Chicago again a distant third.  The ladies’ misperception 
probably comes from the fact that Chicago comes across as much more of a city—in both a positive and negative sense—than L.A.  It 
has a much larger and substantial downtown, and the brick rowhouses that make up the Chicago neighborhoods just seem more urban 
than the “ticky-tacky” bungalows where most of Los Angeles lives.  Then there’s that difference in density.  Chicagoland covers about 
the same land area as the populated part of southern California, even though it has about half the population. 
 
 The next-to-last station on our journey was Cal State—L.A.  This is an underground station, apparently built beneath a major 
bus terminal.  The platform is shorter than standard, and an announcement advised that passengers must go to one of the first three 
cars to exit.  This was the only station where more people exited than entered [though—unlike on Metra—there were a few who 
exited at other suburban stations].  Some of those who got off seemed to be associated with the college in one way or another, but 
most appeared to be headed for the bus terminal to transfer to another destination. 
 
 We reached Union Station at 8:15, about five minutes before the scheduled arrival.  Even though we were arriving early, 
Tonya was apparently late for an appointment.  She called someone on her cell phone and used “the train is running late” as her 
excuse for being tardy herself.  That’s probably a convenient excuse under any circumstances in a big city.  You could just as easily say 
“traffic is backed up” if you were driving.  It’s believable, and something that you really can’t control. 
 
 Union Station was familiar from the trip Margaret and I made here two years ago.  The long outdoor platforms, each covered 
with a beige-painted tin roof, were as ugly as they had been when I first saw them.  The same public housing project (which looked 
more like a ratty old motel than apartments) was still across the street, and City Hall (the Daily Planet building in Superman) still 
towered to the south.  The only real noticeable difference (aside from 30 – 40 degrees in temperature) was the Los Angeles River, 



which was barely a trickle in the middle of graffiti-covered concrete when I was last here, nearly filled its channel today.  This has 
apparently been an unusually wet spring in southern California—a welcome change after a decade of drought—and the river definitely 
showed that. 
 
 I made it to Gateway Center, the modern indoor plaza that 
connects the train station with the subway station.  There was a few 
more changes here.  The signs and maps had all been changed in 
anticipation of this summer’s opening of the gold line, the new elevated 
train that will connect downtown with Pasadena.  That will extend the 
L.A. transit system to four lines and over 100 miles of track.  There are 
two more rail lines in the planning stages, plus an extension of the gold 
line to Claremont (remember the place I’d just come from).  In another 
ten years they’ll have just as extensive of a rail system as any other 
American city, except perhaps New York. 
 
 [The weekend I’m writing this revision, in mid-November 
2009, an extension of the gold line is opening in heavily populated 
East L.A.—the other way from Pasadena.  The extension to 
Claremont is still on the drawing board (and certainly won’t 
happen any time soon), but a new rail line that will run southwest 
from downtown to U.S.C., Culver City, and the coast is now under 
construction.] 
 
 When I was here before I bought a weekly pass to use the 
trains and buses.  That wasn’t really practical when I was here on a 
Friday, and if I returned it would most likely be on Sunday—which is 
officially in another week.  So, I bought a bag of subway tokens instead.  
The base fare on trains and buses in Los Angeles is $1.35, which is 
already just about the cheapest fare in the country.  Tokens, though, 
sell in bags of ten for $9, which brings the price down to just $.90 a ride.  
[Soon after this they’d start a day pass for L.A. trains and buses, 
but for now I’d have to pay individual fares.]  L.A. has to be just 
about the last place in America to use tokens, but it fits with their “honor 
system” non-electronic fare collection system.  The tokens are larger 
than a nickel, but smaller than a quarter.  They are like the two-metal 
coins you see in foreign countries, brass on the outside and fake silver 
on the inside.  The silver center says “LA” on one side and “ONE” on 
the other.  Both sides of the brass part are ornately embossed.  One 
side shows pictures  of a bus and a subway car and says  “GOOD FOR  

 
Union Station – Los Angeles 

BASE FARE”.  The other side says “LOS ANGELES” and has a stylized downtown skyline and oak leaves.  [I’m pretty sure tokens 
have since been discontinued in L.A.] 
 
 I actually didn’t need a token for the next part of my journey.  The Metrolink ticket is good for a free transfer to the red line 
subway (though not to other trains or buses you might connect to from there), so I just went down the escalator and waited on the 
platform.  Before long a train I boarded a westbound train. 
 
 When I was here before the subway came across as shiny and new.  It isn’t anymore.  It’s sort of like all those Wal-Mart stores 
that are lovely when they open but rapidly start looking seedy.  Subway ridership has apparently skyrocketed since the extension to the 
San Fernando Valley, which was just a couple months old when I was here before.  You can tell the trains are used heavily.  There is 
graffiti scratched on the windows and seatbacks now, and some of the fabric is stained or torn.  The sound system sometimes fades in 
and out, and you hear more screeching when the trains round a curve.  Some of the artwork in the stations has been vandalized (a 
problem I could have predicted when there are no turnstiles and no security guards), and things just look a bit grimier overall.  While the 
system was built to look glitzy, it has not aged well, and it has obviously suffered from the change in financial priorities going from the 
Clinton to the Bush administration.  All in all, the system today—while not really seedy—seems less like an amusement park ride and 
more like precisely what it is: a subway.  [The exact same thing has happened with the Hiawatha light rail system in Minneapolis.  
It was shiny and new for about a year and then rapidly started looking old.  It’s still the most efficient way to get downtown, 
but no one would describe the trains or stations as beautiful these days.] 
 
 The subway is still perfectly serviceable, though, and it got me where I wanted to go.  My destination this morning was 
Hollywood & Western, a hideously ugly station (every surface covered in random-colored bathroom tile) that has aged better than most 
of the rest.  I walked upstairs and emerged in “Thai Town”, an Asian enclave at the east end of Hollywood. 
 
 My plan was to do some hiking in Griffith Park, an enormous city park that encompasses much of the chain of mountains that 
separates the main part of L.A. from the San Fernando Valley to the north.  To get there I walked north on Western Avenue, almost 
straight uphill.  It reminded me of the walk our group did to get to the Paris Metro last summer after we saw the Eiffel Tower.   As I 
huffed and puffed I quickly became glad I had left my jacket back in Fontana. 
 

While I’d never been to this exact area before, it looked remarkably familiar.  There were the same apartment buildings that fill 
every street in Hollywood, with some convenience stores and cheap motels thrown in for good measure.  Things were definitely more 



downscale than they were a couple of miles west (the east end of Hollywood has been slower to gentrify), where Margaret and I stayed, 
but the overall feeling was still very much the same. 

 
Entrance to Griffith Park –  Los Feliz Boulevard & Western Canyon Drive, Los Angeles, California 

 The hike leveled off a bit at Los Feliz Boulevard, which on maps appears to run at the base of the mountains, but in reality is 
probably 300 feet higher than downtown.  Los Feliz is a true boulevard, with a median full of flowers and palm trees.  It is lined with 
gorgeous homes and important-looking buildings, including the consulates of several nations.  This area reminds me a lot of the garden 
district in New Orleans.  The homes are a little bit newer, but they are still old enough to look grand.  It made for a beautiful walk.  Two 
things pleasantly surprised me here, compared with what I saw in the suburbs.  First, pretty much everything on Los Feliz had a true 
lawn.  They weren’t exactly spacious, but at least they were there.  Secondly, instead of walls they had wrought iron fences (again 
reminding me of New Orleans).  There was still security, but at least you could see something from the sidewalk. 
 
 Griffith Park starts just north of Los Feliz.  Normally to get to the trail I wanted to take, a hiker would cut across the south end 
of the park to the famous Griffith Observatory (the gold-domed palace you’ve probably seen in countless movies).  The observatory is 
closed for three years for renovations, though, and you’re not supposed to hike on the trails leading up to it.  Many people obviously 
did—and it would have been much shorter than the route I took—but being the mostly law-abiding person I generally am, I stuck to the 
main road. 
 
 Even though it took forty-five minutes of 
uphill hiking just to reach the trailhead, I’m actually 
rather glad I took the route I did.  It was both gorgeous 
and fascinating.  It made me think back to high school, 
when every other year we had a program of mini-
courses (it was the ‘70s, after all) called “Ever-
Changing View”.  That’s really what I saw as I walked 
up Western Canyon Drive.  Literally every turn brought 
something new and often totally unexpected.  The 
south end of the park is a rainforest, albeit an artificial 
one.  Recycled water from the observatory supports 
an ecosystem of lush ferns and hardwood trees that 
were planted here as a WPA project in mid 1930s.  
Apparently part of the renovation is to replace the 
watering system, which has been damaged by 
earthquakes and hasn’t been touched since it was 
installed.  North of there the landscape changes a 
dense pine forest that looks a lot like the front range in 
Colorado or the Canadian Shield in Ontario.  As you 
gain in elevation, the vegetation thins out to scraggly 
junipers like you’d see in western Colorado or Utah.  
That’s about the elevation (around 1000 feet) where 
the  observatory is.   The  “official”  Mt. Hollywood  trail 

 
Alpine meadow with a distant view of downtown 
Mt. Hollywood Trail – Griffith Park, Los Angeles 



starts just north of the observatory and continues the vertical climb.  It follows a dirt fire road up past the junipers to an ecosystem of 
desert plants—yucca, sage, and even true cactus.  At the very top (1,625 feet) there is no vegetation at all, just bare rock. 
 
 Besides the constantly varying vegetation, there are gorgeous views of the city.  Downtown is southeast of Griffith Park, and it 
is definitely best viewed from a distance.  Los Angeles doesn’t have a large downtown, but it does have some lovely and distinctive tall 
buildings.  To the west is the famous Hollywood sign.  I saw this from a distance when I was here before; now I felt like I was right up 
next to it (even though it was still about a mile away).  Looking to the south you could see the city sweeping on for miles.  If I looked 
carefully, I could even catch a glimpse of the ocean, about twenty miles away.  North of here the city swept on across the San 
Fernando Valley until it hit the wall of even higher mountains to the north.  There’s a breathtaking view in almost any direction.  It’s 
basically like looking out from the top of the Sears Tower—though there you don’t have to walk to the top. 
 
 You might notice one thing I didn’t mention in describing the views:  smog.  There wasn’t any.  [It was cloudy, but not 
smoggy.]  When I was here in August I mentioned that I really didn’t notice smog except when I looked off in the distance.  In April 
there just wasn’t any smog—period.  I’m sure the city had the same rain we got in Fontana last night, and that probably washed what 
might have been there away.  I’m glad it did.  It certainly made it easier to hike and made for a much more pleasant view of the city. 
 
 Sixteen hundred twenty-five feet may not seem like much of a “mountain”, but Mt. Hollywood and the surrounding peaks really 
do give a feeling of being true mountains.  That’s probably because that they actually do rise all of that height, rather than just going a 
little higher than already high surroundings.  There are much higher mountains not far from here (the pass I’d cross later today to get to 
Victorville is surrounded by snow-capped 11,000 foot peaks), but Mt. Hollywood and the other San Gabriels rise steeply from sea level 
to high, impressive peaks.  I probably over-exerted myself making this hike, but I’m really glad I did. 

 
The highest point in Los Angeles 

 
 The top of Mt. Hollywood is rather an anti-climax.  A lone brass benchmark 
at the center of a dusty rock marks the highest point in the city.  I paused here a 
while to take in the views and then turned around and made my way back down (at 
a much faster clip) to the observatory. 
 
 For variety I took a different way back from the observatory.  The main 
park road passes through a long tunnel under Mt. Hollywood.  I walked through it 
(over 300 steps across, I counted) and then continued down Vermont Canyon 
Road, the southeast entrance to the park.  This is much more developed and not 
nearly so pretty as the western part .  It looks like—well—a city park.  There are 
tennis courts and playgrounds and picnic areas and a golf course and a swimming 
pool and an outdoor theatre … and … and … The one thing I really cared about 
was that there were restrooms.  There were (actually, public restrooms seem to be 
everywhere in L.A.—other cities could take lessons).  I used them, got a drink at a 
nearby fountain, and headed out again. 
 
 South of Griffith Park is the neighborhood called Los Feliz, named after the 
boulevard which was in turn named after Rancho Los Feliz, home of one of the 
original families that settled the city.  Unlike the suburbs, L.A. itself does have real 
neighborhoods, and Los Feliz is a gorgeous one.  Probably because it’s so nice, 
this is one of the trendiest  and most  exclusive  places to live.  The  neighborhood’s 

residents allegedly include Madonna, though the closest I saw to the superstar was her namesake enshrined in statuary in front of a 
church.  What I did see were Asian and Hispanic gardeners grooming small, but immaculate lawns and weeding some of the most 
gorgeous flower gardens I have ever seen.  The homes here are small, but obviously quite nice.  If I had the cash, I could be quite 
comfortable living here.  It was just about the only place I saw where the front yards were open to the street, and sometimes it was just 
hedges (not walls) that separated one home from the neighbors.  I’d guess that most of these date to the 1930s.  Guide books describe 
the architecture as “arts and crafts” and discuss Frank Lloyd Wright influences.  I can’t say I saw his hand in this (for the most part I 
liked these homes better than his work), but they were some lovely houses. 

 
Website photo of a “Baby Fat” from Fatburger 

 
 I walked down Vermont Avenue, and before too long I 
reached Los Feliz Boulevard, which here serves as a miniature 
“downtown” for the neighborhood.  There’s actually probably 
more shopping here than there is in L.A.’s real downtown, which 
is pretty much a place of bankers and lawyers [and people 
down on their luck], rather than shoppers.  The area was a bit 
too trendy for my tastes, but it was interesting to walk through. 
 
 Eventually I made it back to Hollywood Boulevard.  I’d 
walked about nine miles all together this morning, so I decided it 
was more than appropriate to take a break and treat myself to 
lunch.  I passed the Fatburger restaurant I had eaten at two 
years ago.  I had liked their food then, and I decided it was as 
good a place as any for lunch today.  Fatburger is a bit on the 
pricey side for fast food, but their food is really excellent.  I had 
their smallest burger (the baby fat), a bowl of chili, and an 
enormous glass of fresh-squeezed lemonade.  (Hopefully my 
Catholic  friends will  forgive me  for  eating  beef  on  the  holiest 



Friday in Christendom.  The only other option on the menu here was fish tacos, and that sounded far less than appealing.)  I downed 
the entire lemonade (bigger than the super size cups you get around here) while I was waiting for the hamburger to be cooked—can 
you tell I was sweating just a little?  The food was again outstanding.  It’s probably a good thing the chain only exists in California.  
[They’ve since expanded all over the country; there’s even one in suburban Omaha now.] 
 
 In addition to building subways and 
elevated trains, the Los Angeles County 
Metropolitan Transit Authority has been 
expanding and improving their rapid bus 
network.  [This has actually been expanding 
MUCH more rapidly than the rail network.]  
Margaret and I took the first of the rapid bus 
lines in 2001.  These extra-long red buses have 
electronic mechanisms that can change traffic 
lights so they always have the right of way.  
They stop about every mile, and they 
automatically announce and make every stop; 
you don’t have to mess with pulling a cord to 
signal you want off the bus.  The rapid network 
now includes four routes [as of 2009 there are 
24], and for a bit of rest after a long morning or 
hiking, I decided to ride one of them the entire 
length of the line. 
 
 I took the Vermont Avenue rapid bus, 
and in the process I got about as much of a 
slice of the city as I could possibly get 
anywhere.  [While The Bus book I read on the 
plane actually went from east to west, this  

 
Vermont Avenue rapid bus – Los Angeles 

north/south ride reminded me a lot of it.]  I’ve taken some buses (like down Cicero Avenue in Chicago) where you basically see the 
same thing for mile after mile.  On Vermont Avenue, though, I once again had an ever-changing view as I headed from one block to the 
next.  Just south of Los Feliz is the Sunset Medical District, home to half a dozen major hospitals and their associated clinics.  Beyond 
that is a neighborhood some call Nuevo Salvador.  [Its “official” name is East Hollywood.]  The word “el” is implied between those 
two Spanish years, for instead of a new savior, the neighborhood is home thousands of immigrants from El Salvador—not to mention 
the Mexican-Americans you find in virtually every L.A. neighborhood.  I had walked through part of this neighborhood before; it looks a 
lot like the commercial strips in Chicago. 
 
 For a stretch south of Nuevo Salvador the population changes to south Asian.  I passed by the Los Angeles Islamic Center, a 
lovely mosque with plain stucco walls accented by intricate carvings and ironwork.  South of there the signs change languages as you 
enter Koreatown.  With 200,000 residents—most second or third generation—this is by far the largest Korean community outside of 
Asia. 
 

Beyond Koreatown is an upper-class Black neighborhood called Washington Park.  Further south still is “Trojan Town”, the 
student-oriented neighborhood surrounding the University of Southern California.  My mind, which is often prone to fits of adolescent 
humor, got a kick out of a display in a pharmacy window that said “Trojans, Be Prepared” above an assortment of the condoms of that 
name.  South of U.S.C. is Exposition Park, home to two Olympics and surrounded by an upscale multi-racial neighborhood.  The 
neighborhood rapidly deteriorates beyond Exposition Park.  Martin Luther King Boulevard is basically the northern boundary of “South 
Central”, the neighborhood the city council officially renamed “South L.A.” in hopes the new name might sound less like the setting for 
Boyz ‘n the Hood. 
 
 Whatever its reputation, South Central is certainly not the worst slum in America.  It has a lot more commercial development 
than Chicago’s south or west sides.  That business keeps people on the streets.  This is one of the most active neighborhoods I’ve 
seen anywhere in America.  The sidewalks were packed with people, and so was the bus.  [The area reminds me a lot of the 
Hispanic neighborhoods in Chicago, which (while poor) are some of the liveliest areas in the city.] 
 
 South Central is remarkably diverse ethnically.  We hear of it as a black ghetto, but compared to other cities there really aren’t 
all that many black people anywhere in Los Angeles, and most of those who are there are not poor.  The areas around Vermont 
Avenue seemed to be about evenly split among Blacks, Hispanics, and east Asians (mostly Vietnamese, I think), with a bit of “white 
trash” thrown in for good measure.  If any ethnicity is dominant, it’s Hispanic, which dominates almost everywhere in L.A.  [Apparently 
the rapid influx of Hispanics and Asians into what was traditionally a mostly black area was a major contributor to the gang 
violence in South Central L.A.] 
 
 Residential South Central is not nearly so nice as the business strip.  This is the bungalow belt, shabby miniscule homes with 
only about a foot between one and the next.  On every roof there’s a battered TV antenna, a sure sign that nobody here is watching 
those hip-hop shows on MTV.  Everybody has a tiny walled-in back yard, usually filled with junk. If there’s a front yard, it’s generally 
where they park the old clunker that is the family car. 
 
 Mentioning cars reminds me of another thing.  It’s amazing how many old cars you see in California.  I suppose that in the 
good weather they don’t rust, but I’d think sooner or later they’d give up the ghost anyway.  There are still lots of bad old cars from the 



‘60s and’70s going strong on the streets of L.A.  With gas in the city averaging about $2 a gallon (and more like $2.25 in inner city 
neighborhoods), I’d hate to think what it would cost to drive an old Impala or El Camino, but lots of people do it. 
 
 Beyond the city proper South Central continues into the inner suburbs.  Places like Inglewood, Hawthorne, and Gardena look 
quite a lot worse than Los Angeles itself.  The bus went through an area (in Gardena, I think) that reminded me a lot of much of 
Chicago’s south side.  A lot of it had been torn down, but not replaced by anything.  There were vast vacant lots filled with trash that 
served as playgrounds for poor Black and Hispanic kids.  In some ways the space is nice, compared to the cramped conditions further 
north.  Vacant lots are pretty much never a good thing in cities, though. 
 
 While Vermont Avenue actually continues another twelve miles south all the way to San Pedro, where the port of Los Angeles 
is located, the rapid bus ends at the green line train station in the middle of I-105 (the Century Freeway) in Hawthorne.  I used another 
token, plus a quarter for a transfer and went downstairs to the train platform.  Unlike the Chicago [freeway median] ‘L’ stations, which 
are located between overpasses, L.A.’s green line stations are generally right underneath a single overpass.  That funnels the freeway 
noise and makes the platforms deafeningly loud.  It’s kind of surprising that the newer train system is the one with the flawed design, 
but it’s definitely flawed and it truly is annoying.  I’m not normally as sensitive to noise as—say—Margaret, but I quickly got a headache 
on this platform.  It was all I could do to wait there ten minutes for a train to come. 
 
 I rode the green line three stations east, to Rosa Parks station.  A lot of L.A.’s stations are officially named after people, but 
this is the only one that anyone other than the MTA seems to call by the secondary name.  That’s probably because Mrs. Parks is a 
person people can relate to.  The other stations are named after people who aren’t even locally famous (basically they were named as 
political favors).  At any rate, when people give directions they say “transfer at Rosa Parks”, even though the signs in the station say 
“Imperial & Wilmington”. 
 
 Rosa Parks is really two separate stations that are sort of vaguely connected with each other [..and “sort of vaguely” is the 
key to that statement].  The green line station is in the middle of the freeway, which is elevated at this point.  Its only exit is to a park-
and-ride lot.  To get to the blue line you have to walk under the freeway and about a block east to the actual junction that the signs give 
as the station location.  The tracks themselves are in a trench slightly below ground level and just west of the intersection.  There’s 
basically no signage in the station telling you how to make the transfer, and if pretty much everyone else on the train hadn’t been doing 
the same thing, I probably would have gotten lost. 
 
 I had another loud wait on the blue line platform, though this one was a little bit quieter [since it’s not under the freeway].  
Rosa Parks station is not in the best of neighborhoods (Watts), and a number of guide books advise tourists against using the train [to 
get to popular tourist destinations like the airport] because it requires making a transfer here.  The station is busy and well 
patrolled, though, and while I was just about the only white person on the platform I certainly didn’t feel in any danger. 
 
 The crime that the officers who were patrolling the station seemed most concerned about was fare evasion.  All the trains in 
Los Angeles use honor system ticketing.  You’re supposed to buy a ticket from the vending machines before you board, and if you take 
more than one train, you’re supposed to buy a transfer with your ticket.  Three different officers were inspecting tickets on the packed 
blue line platform at Rosa Parks, and I saw two different people receiving citations in about a ten-minute period.  There’s an automatic 
$250 fine for first offense, and court appearances are required for subsequent violations.  Fare evaders are also fingerprinted on the 
spot (they cops have a special machine that records the prints digitally), and a check is made for any outstanding warrants.  I personally 
think it would probably be cheaper to install turnstiles than to pay all these cops, but I am glad that they do at least enforce their laws. 
 
 I’m always amazed that almost anywhere I travel people end up asking me for directions.  I’ve always tried to use the street-
smart strategy that the best way to prevent crime is to look like you know where you’re going; maybe I do look that way.  I may also look 
non-threatening.  After all, it’s probably not the middle-aged white guy you’re going to worry about on a train platform in the middle of 
Watts.  Whatever the reason, I can now add Los Angeles to places like Chicago, New Orleans, Washington, and Paris, where I’ve given 
directions to locals who you’d think would know their own city.  [It really does amaze me just how often I’ve been asked for 
directions in places in different places.  Practically every time I go to Chicago or Minneapolis people who speak only minimal 
English will ask me for directions.  I know those places well, but I really don’t know L.A.  I do, however, do a lot of research 
before I travel anywhere, so even in places I’m not all that familiar with, I usually do know what I’m talking about.] 
 
 First a Hispanic boy of about college age asked me which side of the platform he should be on to catch the train for Vernon.  
Vernon is an industrial suburb just south of downtown L.A., part of the “industrial hell” Margaret and I went through on Amtrak just 
before arriving at Union Station.  It was probably convenient that I had just read about Vernon’s one and only tourist attraction, an 
enormous mural with a bucolic depiction of farm life that covers the side of a sausage factory.  I wasn’t certain that there was a blue line 
stop for Vernon, but I knew if there was it would be north of Watts, so I was able to direct the guy to the northbound side of the platform.  
(It turns out that there is indeed a Vernon station, so my directions were entirely correct.) 
 
 I myself boarded a southbound train.  Once aboard a large elderly black woman who looked very confused (she was almost in 
tears) asked if I knew where the Willow station was.  I vaguely was aware that Willow was a station on the blue line, but I really didn’t 
know where it was.  However I knew that pretty much every transit system anywhere has maps in the cars.  Indeed there was one on 
the wall right in front of me, which would also have been easily in view of the woman.  (I wonder, looking back on it, if she might not 
have been illiterate, though.)  I quickly checked the map and confirmed to the woman that she was headed the right way and that her 
station was five stops ahead.  She seemed relieved, but then had to re-confirm this information with each station we passed.  She 
seemed confused when we passed the Artesia station.  That stop is named after a street in the city of Compton, but I think she thought 
it was named after a suburb that probably fifteen miles from where we actually were.  As we reached Willow, the woman was 
concerned about whether she would have to somehow signal the driver that she wanted off at Willow, and I assured her that the trains 
automatically stopped at every station.  She got off at Willow, but then she again seemed confused and disoriented on the platform 



there.  As the train left, I saw her asking a young black man on the platform for further directions.  I do hope she eventually got where 
she wanted to go. 
 
 I took the blue line southward mostly because this was the one place Margaret and I hadn’t gone when we were out here 
before.  We had made it as far south as Rosa Parks on that trip, but then we headed west on the green line to Redondo Beach.  This 
time I took the train all the way to the end of the line in Long Beach.  We first went through Compton, which TV and movies depict as 
the gang violence capital of the nation.  From the train it’s a surprisingly pleasant suburb.  South of Compton is Carson, an industrial 
suburb I knew best as the home of the location shots for Station 51 on the TV show Emergency [my favorite show when I was a kid]. 
Today it still looks remarkably like the dumpy suburb it was on ‘70s TV, though middle-class Hispanics have replaced white families that 
Roy and Johnny served.  Just beyond Carson the tracks cross two major freeways (I-710 and I-405) and the train enters Long Beach. 
 
 Long Beach is really a major city in its own right, rather than a suburb.  With around 500,000 people (in an area smaller than 
Iowa City)  Long Beach is the fourth largest city in California (after L.A., San Diego, and San Jose—but bigger than San Francisco and 
Sacramento).  Long Beach is one of the nation’s biggest ports (bigger than the Port of Los Angeles), and it also has an enormous yacht 
harbor.  There is a huge naval base here, lots of factories, and at least three different oil refineries.  It’s really not a major tourist 
destination, though, and I could see why.  While it’s a pleasant enough city, there’s really not much other than curiosity to draw 
someone here. 
 
 One interesting sight in Long Beach was a brand new Wal-Mart, the only urban location of that chain I have ever seen.  I’ve 
always wondered why Wal-Mart doesn’t expand to the inner city.  I’ve seen busy K-Marts throughout Chicago, New York, and L.A.; it’s 
those big city locations that aren’t closing with the chain in financial trouble. Wal-Mart, though, always seems to locate in the suburbs—
usually way out in the suburbs.  I’m not at all a fan of Wal-Mart, but I’d think it would just make good business sense for them to open 
locations in big cities.  There are after all millions of people who live there, most of whom would be good prospects to shop at discount 
stores and many of whom don’t have good transportation to get out to the suburbs.  Still, Long Beach is the only place in America I’ve 
seen a Wal-Mart that wasn’t on a suburban strip [and that remains true even today]. 
 
 I got off at 1st Street, the next to last station on the line.  I walked around Long Beach’s rather dull downtown and happened 
upon a local street fair and flea market, Fiesta Long Beach.  There was really nothing much to see there either, but it was fun to walk 
around for a while.  I browsed through some of the stalls, but all I bought were a couple of rather disgusting tacos (filled with cilantro, an 
herb I’ve never much cared for [though it is quite authentically Mexican]).  I then made my way past some homeless people to the 
last downtown station (Transit Mall) and headed back to Los Angeles. 
 
 I missed out on the two things the guidebooks call “must sees” in Long Beach.  Permanently docked there is the elegant 
passenger liner Queen Mary, which also served as a troop ship in World War II.  It’s awkward to get to, though, and the admission is 
outrageous ($20+).  Also charging an arm and a leg was the Aquarium of the Pacific.  I’ve never really been a fish person (either live or 
on the plate), so anything more than a nominal admission would have been more than I cared to pay for that anyway.  [I also didn’t 
see the beach itself, though I had seen and would later see other beaches in the Los Angeles area.] 
 
 It’s about twenty-five miles from downtown Long Beach to downtown Los Angeles, and the trip takes almost exactly an hour by 
train.  It starts off as a street trolley in Long Beach, stopping at every traffic light.  The rest of the line alternates between ground level 
and elevated.  Stations are very far apart in Carson and Compton, but once you get to Los Angeles the train stops every mile or so.  
North of Rosa Parks station the route looked familiar, if not exactly pleasant.  I recognized the Watts Towers, the crowded bungalows of 
South Central, and the Hispanic church Margaret and I had seen two years ago whose sign read “una voz que clama en el desierto” (a 
voice cries out in the wilderness).  After passing the bleak industrial scar that is Vernon the train again becomes a street trolley, running 
down Washington Boulevard just south of downtown L.A.  It turns north right by the Staples Center arena and then plunges into a 
tunnel to run through downtown in the subway. 
 

Along the way there are countless at-grade crossings.  The blue line was built very cheaply, and almost none of it follows an 
exclusive right-of-way.  All those grade crossings have apparently made this the single most dangerous rail line in the country.  They’ve 
had nearly a hundred accidents and a dozen deaths.  They’re supposedly retrofitting most of the crossings with gates that reach all the 
way across all lanes of traffic, so people can’t try to go around them.  That’s still not as secure as the moving fences they have on the 
few grade crossings on the Chicago ‘L’, but it would be an improvement.  I’m certainly not going to defend anyone who tries to drive or 
walk around a crossing gate, it does seem rather stupid to build a high-speed rail line (55 mph in some sections) in a dense urban area 
with street crossings.  It really does seem like an accident waiting to happen.  Apparently large parts of the new gold line to Pasadena 
are also at grade.  They wanted to make the whole thing elevated, but funding cuts by the Bush administration forced a change in 
design.  I can only hope they have a better safety record in Pasadena than they’ve had in Watts. 
 
 The blue line ends at 7th St.—Metro Center station, which MTA has also named after Julian Dixon, a name that no actual 
person seems to use.  As the train stopped at Metro center, I had yet another request for directions.  A dumpy-looking white woman 
asked where she should go “to get on them big trains that go out to San Ber’do”.  Since I had come on one of those very trains, it was 
easy to tell her to head downstairs to the red line and board a train destined for Union Station. 
 
 It would be awhile before one of “them big trains” would be leaving, so I killed a bit more time downtown before returning to 
Union Station myself.  It amused me as I headed up to street level to pass the same “Tomatobank” ATM I had used two years ago.  I 
left familiarity behind, though, as I turned south and followed Figueroa Avenue south through the Financial District.  This is definitely the 
liveliest part of downtown, at least during business hours.  [Like all of downtown L.A., it’s essentially deserted after 5pm.]  The 
buildings are all glass towers housing banks and brokerage firms on their upper floors and snooty shops and coffee bars at street level.  
Though it still lacks much “real” shopping, this area does have much the same energy you’d find in Chicago’s Loop, and it serves 
essentially the same function. 



 I walked around downtown for about twenty minutes and then returned to Metro Center.  I headed back to Union Station (again 
a free ride with the Metrolink ticket) and killed a little bit more time at the gift shop there.  As soon as they announced that the 3:20 train 
was ready for boarding, I headed straight to the platform.  I’m glad I did, because it was crowded.  Only the back car was really empty 
when I boarded, and it quickly filled up.  By the time we left it was standing room only, and it remained that way until Rancho 
Cucamonga. 
 
 I was in a window seat, facing backwards.  Beside me was a businesswoman who spent the entire trip checking her voice mail 
and returning calls on her cell phone.  Facing me was a Marine with the name “Gomez” embroidered on his uniform.  He spent the 
entire trip reading various articles about the war in Iraq in the Los Angeles Times.  Next to him was a man in a business suit who slept 
all the way to Fontana.  (I hope his destination was beyond there.)  Across the aisle were three college girls who basically appeared to 
be tourists and a used car dealer who had apparently come into to the city on business.  The man alternated between flirting with the 
girls and answering his constantly ringing cell phone.  I read through the Spanish paper La Opinión and then watched the scenery go 
by.  Things seemed to go quicker this direction, even though at about every third stop we had to pause extra-long so the train didn’t get 
ahead of schedule.  We reached Fontana slightly early, at about 4:30. 
 
 The Lancer was right where I left it.  I got in, left the park-and-ride, and headed up Sierra Avenue.  Sierra is a busy four lane 
street downtown, and it’s an important commercial strip to the south.  Heading north, though, the area rapidly becomes residential, and 
soon the street changes to two lanes.  At the very north end of Fontana, the area looks almost rural—or it would if there weren’t housing 
“communities” about every half mile (starting around $200,000 here) and land being bulldozed for others in between. 
 
 Just north of Fontana Sierra Avenue ends at Interstate 15 (the Mojave Freeway).  I was shocked to see northbound traffic 
backed up as far as I could see, though when I thought about it, it made perfect sense.  This was a holiday weekend, and I-15 is the 
road from Los Angeles to Las Vegas.  In addition to the usual commuters and truckers, there were thousands of people taking a 
weekend getaway in Sin CIty. 

 

 
Website views of Cajon Pass 

(obviously on a much less busy day) 
 I was surprised that I managed to merge onto the freeway easily.  That’s something I have to grudgingly give Californians 
credit for.  While they drive insanely fast (except when, like now, they are stuck in traffic jams), they’re really very polite drivers. It 
seems to be an unwritten rule that you have to make room to let people merge or change lanes.  There’s also not the tailgating you see 
in Minneapolis or Chicago; people seem to leave pretty reasonable cushions between themselves and the traffic ahead.  I don’t think I 
saw anyone talking on a cell phone in traffic, which was another pleasant surprise. [Using cell phones while driving is now illegal in 
California.] 
 
 I-15 is eight lanes wide across Cajon Pass.  The problem was that there was a tiny area of construction on the shoulder, which 
bottlenecked the Vegas-bound  traffic and made us  crawl over the pass at about 20mph.  Cajon is a major pass, probably the second 
steepest interstate pass I’ve ever traversed (after I-70 west of Denver).  The summit is only 4,259 feet, but you start virtually at sea 
level, so it’s still quite a climb.  They have signs advising you to turn off your air conditioner to keep you car from overheating.  That 
wasn’t an issue today, but it gives you an idea of what a long, steep climb it is.  The road winds through a narrow canyon for about ten 
miles, and I was glad that both a shoulder and a guardrail separated me from what was probably a 1000-foot drop-off.   [It really is 
amazing just how abruptly the coast mountains rise.  Compared to the surrounding land, there’s every bit as much of a rise as 
in the Rockies.] 
 
 I exited the freeway just over the pass and turned off onto U.S. highway 395.  This is a road that long ago outgrew its design.  
It reminded me of the days before they built I-380, when 218 and 30 ran together west of Cedar Rapids.  395 is the only major highway 
in eastern California, but it’s a two-lane stream of solid traffic.  This is a major trucking artery.  Pretty much any shipment that doesn’t 
originate in Los Angeles that is destined for points north is likely to go up 395, since the alternative would be to go all the way into L.A., 
fight city traffic, and then head over a bottlenecked pass on Interstate 5.  They really should four-lane (or even six-lane) 395, and it 
would be pretty easy to do so, given that the surrounding land is basically flat desert.  I don’t think a four-lane is even on the drawing 
board, though.  From the state’s point of view, this highway goes nowhere.  They don’t seem to care how busy it is. 
 
 Highway 395 runs just west of Victorville.  There are about half a million people nearby, but the road itself is basically rural.  As 
I drove northward for about ten miles I could entirely relate to an article I recently read on a website: 
 



You know the scene from the movies. The cowboys in white hats gallop up the wind-whipped plateau 
chasing the guys in black hats as tumbleweeds blow by. “We’ll cut them off at the pass,” says the leader. The scene 
continues as the horses reach the top of the hill and suddenly, there ahead of them is…a baseball park?  

 
This paragraph was written by Bill Carib, a gentleman who is in the process of visiting every professional baseball stadium in America in 
one season.  It is an absolutely apt description of the setting for Brad Nelson’s workplace.  “Friendly Mavericks Stadium” literally is 
completely in the middle of nowhere.  There is a convenience store and a small fast food place next door, but otherwise there are 
nothing but power lines and Joshua trees for over a mile in any direction. 
 
 More on the park later.  For now, though, the strangely located stadium served as a fitting welcome to one of the strangest 
places I’ve ever visited:  Adelanto, California.  According to the local Chamber of Commerce, “Adelanto” means “I move ahead” in 
Spanish, and they describe the town as a progressive and forward-looking place.  It would be hard to think of a less accurate 
description of the town.  It reminded me a lot of Thoreau, the dumpy little Indian town where my brother Steve lived in New Mexico.  
Like the Navajo country, everything in Adelanto is ridiculously spread out; it’s basically the opposite of how things are south of the pass.  
The public buildings here are palatial, looking like modern copies of old Spanish missions.  What housing there is, though, is disgusting.  
The biggest employer in Adelanto appears to be [and is] a federal prison, the nearest neighbor to Mavericks Stadium other than the 
convenience store.  There is also a big cement plant nearby (with cheap apartments built directly under its dust), a battery plant, an oil 
recycling center, and other less than savory industry.  There doesn’t appear to be any zoning here, so things are just built wherever and 
however the owners please. 
 

Adelanto supposedly has over 12,000 people, but I don’t know where they live—probably in the prison.  Except for a couple of 
convenience stores and the one fast food place, there is no business here either.  In fact there are unquestionably more boarded up 
businesses than there are active places.  Among the places that closed up shop are a strip club, a bar that had to have been seedy, 
two motels, and a casino.  (How does a casino go out of business?)  I’ve never seen any place quite like Adelanto, and with any luck I’ll 
never see another.  [Apparently Adelanto has since incorporated all the area south to the interstate, which  has given them lots 

 
Days Inn—Adelanto 

(from the TripAdvisor website) 

business, including a Target store and numerous fast food 
places.  From the public’s point of view, though, all these 
businesses are essentially in Victorville.] 
 
 I had made reservations to stay at Adelanto’s one 
remaining motel, a Day’s Inn.  Day’s Inns are never nice places.  
Pretty much every one of their properties used to be part of a 
better chain, but lost its franchise and traded down.  The motels 
are always old, and they’re often not well kept up.  I would be 
paying less here than I did at the Motel 6 in Fontana, so I had very 
low expectations.  I wasn’t disappointed.  From the outside the 
Day’s Inn didn’t look too bad.  It was a two-story stucco place with 
an outdoor pool that would have fit in well on a suburban strip.  
That wasn’t exactly its location, however.  The sign at Bartlett 
Avenue reads “Adelanto Business District”, and perhaps at some 
point decades ago that was an accurate description of the area.  
Today the Day’s Inn stands between two boarded up gas stations, 
across the street from the city police station and in front of a public 
housing complex.  It’s not exactly prime real estate, but then 
neither is anything else in Adelanto.  [The TripAdvisor website 
says  the  Days Inn  is  the  #1  rated  hotel in Adelanto, which 

sounds good—until you realize there is only one hotel in the god-forsaken town.  One of the reviews on TripAdvisor bears the 
title “Lousy Motel in the Middle of Nowhere”, and that pretty much sums it up.] 
 

I shocked the desk clerk at the Day’s Inn twice.  First, this young Hispanic woman was definitely not expecting anyone to show 
up at 5:45 in the afternoon.  No one checks into the Adelanto Day’s Inn in the afternoon.  The customers here appear to be mostly 
truckers.  They arrive late and leave early.  There were literally no cars in the parking lot when I showed up.  What surprised her even 
more, though, was that I was staying for more than one night.  Absolutely no one (but me, that is) uses this motel as anything more than 
a waystop between places with more to offer.  At first she thought the reservation was wrong because the price was too expensive (she 
thought the total for three nights was for one).  When I assured her it was a multi-night stay, she gave me a very strange look.  She 
totaled the bill, though, and she programmed my key card to work for the duration of my stay.  (It showed up on my credit card, though, 
as if it were a one-night stay; I’m not sure she knew how to record more than one night on the forms.) 
 

While it was hard to get past the location, the room I had was reasonably serviceable.  (Yes, that’s damning with faint praise—
exactly as intended.)  It was small and well worn, but generally clean.  The king-sized bed was comfortable, there were no insects in the 
room, and the heat worked (note that it was heat, rather than air conditioning that was relevant).  The lighting was absurdly dim, but I’ve 
encountered that in far too many motels.  One of the best things about Motel 6 is that they use fluorescent lights, which makes the 
rooms much brighter.  There was a patch in the plaster where it looked as if someone had literally punched a hole in the wall, and two 
of the lamps were missing the screws that were supposed to hold their shades in place.  There was missing tile in the bathroom, but the 
plumbing worked and the shower actually had a good amount of force.  There was a large color TV, but it only got broadcast channels.  
The room was probably worth the $40 a night I paid, but only because lodging is generally more expensive in California.  Campsites 
around here go for $25 a night.  [I’d actually considered doing a camping trip at one point.]  If I have a reason to visit Adelanto in 
the future, I’ll probably splurge and pay $50 at that Red Roof Inn in Victorville where the ballplayers were mugged [or perhaps just 
stay at the Motel 6 in Fontana and commute from there]. 



 
Brad Nelson’s Bravada and David Burrow’s rented Lancer parked next to each 

other at “friendly” Mavericks Stadium – Adelanto, California 

I showered quickly and then almost 
immediately headed back to Mavericks 
Stadium.  Brad had put my name on the pass 
list, so I stopped at the “will call” window to 
pick up a ticket.  The man there asked me 
where I wanted to sit.  To me that depended 
on whether Brad would be playing.  The man 
confirmed that there was no chance at all that 
he would be in the game, so I settled for a 
seat right behind the Mavericks’ dugout. 
 
 Mavericks Stadium is a beautiful 
ballpark.  The stadium is built so that you 
walk down from the parking lot to the seats, 
with the field itself probably 30 feet below 
ground level.  That’s an interesting design, 
and it makes an attractive place to watch a 
game.  The field is immaculately maintained, 
which is quite an accomplishment in a place 
called “High Desert”.  The seats are patriotic 
red and blue, and the stadium walls are a 
very attractive brown brick (about the color 
they use for Target stores).  The strangest 
thing about the stadium is its ornamental roof, 
which is basically a big hunk of corrugated 
sheet metal painted teal. 

 
The concessions are just about the weakest thing at the stadium [which in 2007 was apparently called Stater Brothers 

Stadium, after an Inland Empire supermarket chain].  I ate my way through the Midwest League while following Brad around last 
summer.  Each stadium there seemed to have a signature food, and some had full food courts with every choice imaginable.  Here 
there wasn’t much more than hot dogs and nachos—not even the tacos or churros you’d expect in southern California.  They don’t even 
serve their beverages in team logo cups, so I couldn’t order a Pepsi and get a souvenir.  The gift shop (really more like a vendor’s cart) 
doesn’t offer much either.  I had assumed I’d pick up a bunch of junk there, but I ended up buying absolutely nothing.  Beloit (where 
Brad played last summer) didn’t have much of a ballpark, but they knew how to market their logo.  Of course a cute little turtle is 
probably more in demand than an ugly cowboy hat logo. 
 

They do have a good mascot at High Desert.  The team is the Mavericks, and the live mascot is some sort of a bovine.  He, 
she, or it made their way through the stadium greeting literally everyone in attendance without being pushy about it.  That’s tough to pull 
off.  I’ve seen mascots who were really annoying as they tried to get fans to embarrass themselves, and I’ve seen others who pretty 
much did nothing all night long.  Here the mascot struck a very nice balance.  [On a future trip to Huntsville, Alabama, I’d get to 
meet the person who played the mascot, which was definitely an eye-opening experience.] 
 

About half an hour before game time Brad came out of the dugout, obviously looking for me.  He seemed genuinely pleased 
that I had actually come and waved me down to the fence beside the dugout [something he’d do numerous times on future visits to 
various parks].  We had a long chat as he filled me in on exactly what was up with him.  I wouldn’t normally delve into a friend’s 
medical condition in a travelogue like this, but journalists have reported it in far more detail and it’s been a topic for discussion groups 
all over the internet, so I suppose it’s no great breach of privacy to bring it up here.  Brad broke his hamate, a small wishbone-shaped 
bone at the base of the thumb.  Ballplayers call this the “hammie”, and apparently breaking it is one of the most common injuries in 
baseball.  (It’s also a big problem in golf.)  Brad, like many power hitters, rests the knob of the bat right at the base of his thumb when 
he swings.  This isn’t strictly the best form (you’re supposed to choke up a bit precisely to prevent such injuries), but it gives more 
power in the swing.  Apparently Brad took a swing that was hard, but not completely square, and the result was a hairline fracture.  
There had been some wrist pain even before the actual injury, but after that one swing he literally couldn’t hold a bat.   He filled me in 
on all the details of the diagnosis, but the end result was that he would be having surgery next week to have the bone completely 
removed and that he would probably be out for about half the season.  (So much for my back-up plan of seeing him play at Memorial 
Day.)  He was in good spirits, but bored (he spends the games timing people running to first base), and he was obviously frustrated to 
see this obstacle thrown up right when he had been doing so well. 
 
 [This was a rather unfortunate turning point in Brad’s career.  He had been the Brewers’ minor league player of the 
year the previous season, leading all of baseball in RBIs.  Unfortunately, after his injury he never regained the same power he 
had had in Beloit.  He would continue to advance through the Brewers system, but after 2003 he was never again considered 
a “top prospect”.  Brad finally made the majors in September 2008, and he did a good job in the Brewers’ playoff run that 
year.  He started in the big leagues in 2009, but ended up doing horribly at the plate and was released by the Brewers in June 
of that year.  He signed a AAA contract with the Seattle Mariners, who—oddly enough—are now the High Desert Mavericks’ 
parent team.] 
 

Game time neared, and Brad had to go.  We agreed to meet after the game.  I really wish I hadn’t agreed to that, because if I 
hadn’t  I would have left early.  I was already tired from a very full day, and it turned out to be a very dull game.   (The same game 
would have seemed dull even if Brad had been playing.)  More important, though, it was COLD!  It was 42 when the game started at 
7:05, and the temperature rapidly dropped to around freezing.  Then there was the wind.  Mavericks Stadium is notorious for being a 
home run launching pad (it would be the perfect park for Brad,  if he were playing)  because there’s always  a  brisk wind blowing  in the  



desert.  It was definitely not a launching pad tonight, 
because this evening the wind was blowing straight in—
and straight at he handful of foolhardy fans scattered 
around the stadium.  My lined suede jacket is normally 
sufficient on all but the coldest winter days.  Today, 
though, I was shivering.  I wanted a parka and a heavy 
scarf and gloves.  I almost went out to the car and 
listened to the game on the radio (and honestly, that’s 
probably what I should have done), but I couldn’t bring 
myself to let the engine idle at $2 a gallon.  So I downed 
hot chocolate after hot chocolate and absolutely froze as 
I watched the Mavericks lose a pointless and boring 
game. 
 

The view from Mavericks Stadium is hardly 
spectacular.  Pretty much all you see beyond the outfield 
are power lines and Joshua trees.  It would be much 
prettier if they turned the stadium 180o.  Then the crowd 
would look out over the snow-capped San Bernardino 
Mountains.  The reason they don’t is that wind.  Most of 
the time the wind blows from the southwest, and if they 
turned things around wind and sand would be constantly 
blowing right into everyone’s face.  [As it is, it blows 
into the players’ faces, making this one of the least 
pleasant places around to play ball.]  Looking toward 
the power lines it’s only unfortunate nights like tonight 
that you have to put up with the wind blowing in. 

 
 There were some really annoying fans a few 
rows behind me.  Opening night they had given away 
“cheer sticks”, those long thin plastic-covered foam 
things you strike against each other to make noise.  
(They were sponsored by Pepsi, and I’d love to have 
gotten a set for my collection.)  One set of fans had those 
sticks, and they felt compelled to make up for the lack of 
other fans in the stadium by making noise enough for 
3,000 people.  There were also two young ladies from 
Lancaster (lan-CAS-ter), home of the opposing team.  
Lancaster was winning big, and they were really rubbing 
it in.  The fans in Wisconsin would not have been so 
polite to opposing fans who were screaming so 
enthusiastically.  At  best the girls would  have  gotten  an 

 
The High Desert Mavericks standing for the 
National Anthem – Brad Nelson at far right 

“ah, shut up”, and it might well have gotten ugly.  This was laid-back California, though, and about all anyone did was give them a dirty 
look. 

 
Bravo Burgers logo 

I left the second last out was recorded.  I had 
agreed to meet Brad, and I knew from experience that 
would mean a wait of about half an hour, so I killed a bit 
of time by going to that fast food place next to the 
stadium.  I figured that even if the food was no good, 
the place would at least be heated.  Actually it turned 
out to be quite a good little restaurant.  Bravo (with the 
motto “we applaud your choice”) can’t seem to decide 
whether it’s a fast food place or a diner.  They have an 
extremely extensive menu ranging from burgers to 
authentic Mexican food to all-day breakfast.  If you eat 
in the food is served on plastic dishes that have to be 
washed, while if you get things to go they are wrapped 
in paper of placed in foam boxes.  Everything is cooked 
to order, which seems to take forever but makes for 
tasty cuisine.  I had a ham and cheese sandwich that 
was made with a grilled slice of real ham, together with 
the requisite California lemonade.  It was really 
delicious. 
 

One strange thing about Bravo was that all 
their  paper supplies—the  sandwich wrappers,  the  fry  

bags, etc.—said at the bottom “PHIL 4-13”.  Curious as to just what this reference was, I looked got out the Gideon Bible back at the 
motel.  “I have strength for anything through Him who gives me power” doesn’t exactly seem appropriate for a restaurant, but that’s 
what Philippians 4:13, says.  I assume the owners don’t go to any of the churches I’ve ever been associated with. 



The wind was blowing even more fiercely when Brad got back to the parking lot.  No sensible person would want to stand 
around in that, so we just said a quick good-night, and I went back to the motel.  This had been a very long day, and I was still suffering 
a bit of jet lag, so I quickly settled in for a good night’s sleep. 
 

SATURDAY, APRIL 19 . . .  
Adelanto, Barstow, and Baker, California, and Mojave National Preserve 
 
 Doug Nelson had said that when he was out visiting Brad a week ago he just couldn’t adjust to Pacific Time.  He was 
apparently up not long after 4:00, which would be a reasonable time to get up two times zones to the east.  He then found that he got 
so tired it was hard to stay awake through the end of a ballgame.  I didn’t have quite so hard an adjustment as Doug, but I was still up a 
little before 6:00 this morning.  I quickly showered and dressed and set off for the adventures of the day. 
 
 First I drove around beautiful downtown Adelanto.  Nothing was open yet, but a few people were waiting at bus stops.  Even 
though it seems like the middle of nowhere, the fact that city buses run here tells you you’re not two far from serious population.    I’ve 
already described the “charms” of Adelanto, so I’ll skip over the very first part of the morning. 
 
 I drove southward on 395, which was pleasantly free of traffic early on a weekend morning, and turned east on California 
highway 18, also known as Palmdale Road after another high desert suburb 44 miles west of here.  The Adelanto end of Palmdale 
Road is pretty much undeveloped, but as you head eastward, it rapidly becomes more important.  The first thing of importance I passed 
was Silverado High School, one of the most enormous and lavish schools I’ve ever seen.  It looks a lot more like a community college 
or even a small university than a high school.  It’s a true campus, with at least half a dozen major buildings including an observatory.  I 
tried to imagine how the thousands of students at this school would feel if they saw Bishop Garrigan. 
 
 Beyond Silverado there are a series of “communities”, and then Palmdale Road becomes a major commercial strip.  It’s really 
a lovely shopping area, which made me ponder the one bit of news I knew about it.  Last week there was an armed robbery at a small 
bank branch in the Target store on Palmdale Road.  One of the robbers was shot to death while fleeing through the Target parking lot.  I 
drove right past that Target store, which just as easily could have been in Ankeny, and pondered the horrible crime. 
 
 Crime is a serious problem in the Victorville area.  The northwest sheriff’s division in San Bernardino County covers an area 
larger than many states, but its chief responsibility is Victorville and Barstow.  This division has the single highest crime rate in 
California (triple that of Los Angeles) and one of the highest anywhere in the country.  A lot of that comes from extremely rapid growth 
(the population more than doubled in the 1990s) and a highly transient population.  They’re also on some of the nation’s busiest 
interstates, making it convenient for out-of-town criminals to come in from Los Angeles, Las Vegas, and Phoenix.  The area is 
apparently has the nation’s highest concentration of meth labs (an honor I’d have thought we had locked up in Iowa), and it’s also 
supposed to be a major transfer point for other drugs.  Adding to everything else is downturn in the economy coupled with the Bush 
administration’s closure of nearby military bases.  Unemployment is well into double digits here, and joblessness always goes together 
with crime.  Fortunately I was not a crime victim—neither today nor at any other time during this trip.  I’ve been very fortunate that way 
in all my travels, and I certainly hope that good fortune continues. 
 
 I turned off Palmdale Road onto I-15, which is eight lanes in a trench through Victorville.  Just north of Victorville, though, the 
road reduces to four lanes as you enter the truly rural Mojave Desert.  There is no population anywhere nearby, but that doesn’t stop 
this from being a very heavily traveled road.  In fact, they’re in the process of six-laning the highway all the way from Victorville to Las 
Vegas (about 200 miles, with about 120 that needs widening).  A large part of the expense is being paid by the state of Nevada, even 
though the construction is in California (it’s already six lanes in Nevada).  That’s probably a wise investment on Nevada’s part.  A huge 
part of Nevada’s tourist income comes from Angelinos who make weekend trips up to Vegas. 
 
 The construction is nasty.  They’ve maintained two continuous lanes in each direction, but in most cases one of those lanes is 
a former shoulder.  For some bizarre reason they insist that the trucks drive in the shoulder lane, rather than on the real surfaced road, 
so things just get torn up more.  Since the shoulder itself is in use, there is no shoulder—left or right—for ten miles or more at a time, 
and in some cases there are cement barriers on both the left and right for nearly that long of a stretch.  Other times there’s nothing but 
orange cones separating people who are actually working from traffic that continues to speed along at 80. 
 
 The six-laning project appears to be just about the only maintenance I-15 has had since the Eisenhower administration.  
California seems to maintain freeways reasonably well in urban areas, but they just leave the rural roads to go to pot.  A great deal of 
the problem is that much of the surface is asphalt, which just doesn’t hold up well in heavy traffic.  I was also appalled at how badly they 
maintained their signs.  It’s rare that a week goes by before a damaged freeway sign in Iowa is replaced, and most signs on side roads 
in our state are also well maintained.  There were a number of signs along I-15, though, that were virtually unreadable.  Some had been 
vandalized, but most just looked as if no one had bothered to replace them when they weathered.  [This seems to be a problem all 
over the west, but it’s especially bad in California.] 
 
 Victor Valley residents refer to Barstow as “up the hill” [a phrase I frequently heard while listening to Brad’s games on 
internet radio].  It’s more like at the top of the mountain.  Barstow’s elevation is actually about 1,000 feet lower than Victorville, but just 
south of Barstow there’s a major pass that’s a steep climb in either direction.  I suppose the reason they make the trucks keep right, 
even if they are tearing up the shoulder, is because in the left lane all those speeders would be plowing into the slow-moving trucks.  I 
kept alternating between braking for the trucks in the right lane and flooring it so I wouldn’t get hit in the left lane.  Neither made for very 
pleasant driving. 
 



 In Barstow itself the highway is eight lanes again for about fifteen miles.  It snakes on the most circuitous route through town, 
with dozens of exits [well, A dozen at least] for a town that’s smaller than Mason City.  I really didn’t see much of Barstow this morning 
(mostly suburban strips and outlet malls), but I certainly felt like I spent plenty of time there.  I’d imagine the place looked nothing 
whatsoever like this when my parents and Margaret lived here in the ‘50s, and I tried to imagine just what it did look at back then. 
 

Today Barstow is the last bastion of civilization before you hit the “real” desert (both Barstow and the Victor Valley get water 
from the Mojave River, though Victorville must also pipe in water from the Colorado to support its burgeoning population).  It’s over 150 
miles from here to Las Vegas, with only one incorporated town in between.  It can be twenty miles between exits here, and most of the 
exits essentially go to nowhere (like “Zzyzx Road”—what’s that supposed to mean, anyhow?) 
 
 That one incorporated town is Baker, which might better be known as “Midway”, for it is almost literally midway between 
Barstow and Vegas.  Only about 700 people live in Baker, but it is a major service center for the millions who drive this interstate each 
year.  Baker has so many convenience stores and fast food outlets, it seems as if every single person here must own one. 
 
 I stopped at a place guidebooks describe as a Baker institution, the Bun Boy restaurant.  This is basically a locally-owned 
imitation of Perkins or Country Kitchen.  It’s been around since the ‘50s (though I’d guess the current building dates to the ‘70s), and 
they serve good food at not outrageous prices.  I had a thick slice of real ham and nicely cooked eggs, together with coffee, fresh-
squeezed grapefruit juice, sourdough toast with Knotts Berry Farm jam, and about ten pounds of hash browns (literally filling a separate 
round plate).  [The Bun Boy has since changed ownership and is now part of the Big Boy chain.] 

 
Internet picture of the Bun Boy thermometer, which (given the gas prices) 

may have been taken at about the same time I was there 

 
 Baker’s rather dubious claim 
to fame is that it is home of the 
world’s largest thermometer.  The 
thermometer is located right beside 
the Bun Boy, and it stands 134 feet 
tall.  That height was supposedly 
chosen to represent the highest 
temperature ever recorded in 
America, which occurred about 100 
miles north of here at Furnace Creek.  
(Baker calls itself the gateway to 
Death Valley, though both the 
national park and the natural feature 
of that name are really quite a ways 
away.)  The thermometer was broken 
when I saw it, so I must say I was 
less than impressed. 
 
 After breakfast I pulled into 
one of the convenience stores for 
gas.  I still had about half a tank, but 
in an unfamiliar car in the middle of 
the desert, I figured there was no 
reason to take chances.  It took me 
quite  a  while  to  figure  out  how   to 

open the gas tank door.  There was no driver’s manual in the glove box, so I scoured every knob and lever I could find until finally I 
spotted a little release mechanism on the floor by the driver’s seat.  Once in my life I’d driven a car like that before (a sports car that 
belonged to the son of my friend Sandra, who then lived in Florida), so it wasn’t too much of a surprise.  That’s the sort of thing you’d 
think the rental company might point out, though.  [It really does seem as if a simple card with basic information about the car and 
its controls should be standard in rentals; it never is, though.] 
 
 The pump price was $2.299 per gallon.  I’m not sure if that’s the most I’ve ever paid or not.  If I ever did pay more, it was in 
Canada, where they price things by the liter so it sounds cheaper.  I thought back to the horrible prices we saw in Europe last year and 
re-assured myself that this was still a cheap gas price by world standards.  What’s more, even $2.29 was 40¢ cheaper than the more 
remote places in the area.  I was definitely glad, though, that I was buying only half a tank of gas at that price.  [Since then I’ve paid 
over $4 a gallon, and three bucks has become routine.  $2.299 is thirty cents cheaper than the current price in Algona.] 
 
 I continued north for about twenty more miles past Baker.  I can’t say for sure how far it was, because the idiots who run the 
California transportation department don’t see fit to number their exits or even put mileage markers beside the highway.  It’s as if 
distance is meaningless to them.  Instead they’ve spent millions installing emergency call boxes every half mile along the interstate.  
That seems a bit redundant in the cell phone age (my phone had a full-strength signal even in the most remote parts of the desert), and 
even in the “olden days” I can’t imagine it was a particularly wise use of state money.  At any rate, the exit I took had no number, but 
simply said “Cima Road” and was out in the middle of the desert in eastern California. 
 
 I crossed a cattle guard and turned right onto Cima Road, the main route through the Mojave National Preserve.  Run by the 
Department of the Interior, Mojave Preserve is basically an undeveloped national park.  There’s no visitors center or gift shop, but then 
there’s also no admission charge.  There are a couple of primitive campgrounds here, as well as a network of paved and dirt roads and 
numerous trails. 
 



 I was hoping that the desert in April would be pleasant and interesting, and I was definitely not disappointed.  From the 
interstate things were not as ugly as other deserts I’ve been to—surprisingly green—but honestly you don’t see much whizzing by at 
70+ mph.  When I turned off and slowed down even a little, it looked really pretty, and when I went out hiking in the middle of things, the 
Mojave in springtime was spectacularly beautiful.  Whenever I’ve been to the desert, any desert before, it has always been a dried-up 
place of death.  This was the one of the wettest springs on record, though, and the Mojave was literally blooming with new life.  It’s hard 
to describe, but the entire land was carpeted in wildflowers—pastel yellows, orange, and blue blossoms peeking up from the bright red 
land.  The scraggly Joshua trees were also in bloom, with huge white flowers the size of their trunks, and even the cactus and yucca 
chaparral seemed greener and brighter than usual.  I’m not sure I’ve ever been aware that there was so much vegetation in the desert, 
probably because I’ve always been there in summer.  In the summer those wildflowers shrivel to nothing and the chaparral dries to 
tumbleweed.  In the sweltering summer heat you barely notice the plants that manage to survive past the springtime rains.  Today, 
though, there was gorgeous vegetation everywhere.  It was cool (about 55 degrees) with just a light breeze, and the air felt moist rather 
than dry.  There was no one else on the trail, and I had a truly glorious hike. 

 
Joshua Trees in Mojave National Preserve 

 
View from the front window of the rental car 

Mojave National Preserve, California 
 After hiking for about an hour I drove on down the road to the town 
of Cima, which is barely more than a post office and a couple of mobile 
homes.  I then continued down to Kelso, where an old Mission-style railroad 
depot is being restored.  It was a lovely drive, and again gave me ever-
changing views around every bend.  Toward the north there are black 
volcanic mountains, then red bluffs, and to the south tan-colored sand 
dunes.  It was definitely drier the further south, but there were still 
wildflowers everywhere.  It was a wonderful drive, and it definitely changed 
my opinion of the desert. 
 
 East of here are some lovely bare mountains.  They  are  called the 

New York Mountains, supposedly because their tall jagged shapes resemble the skyline of that great city—and they do, to some extent.  
I find the story a little hard to believe, though.  Pretty much everything in this area was explored and mapped by the middle of the 
1800s, long before there was much of a skyline in New York City.  My bet is that some explorer hailed from the Empire State and 
named the mountains when thoughts of home went through his head. 
 
 Mojave National Preserve is roughly bounded Interstate 15, Interstate 40, and the state of Nevada.  I followed Cima Road 
south to I-40 and then turned back west toward Barstow.  I-40 was much more pleasant to travel than I-15.  It was still busy, but traffic 
was manageable and there was no construction.  It was also interesting that while virtually every car on I-15 had a California plate, 
nearly half the traffic on I-40 was from out of state.  That’s probably because I-40 really doesn’t go anywhere other than “away”.  It 
starts at Barstow, but there’s really nothing of any significant size until you get to Albuquerque—two states away.  It is a big route for 
truckers and tourists, though, since it leads to Los Angeles from points east all the way to North Carolina. 
 
 I stopped for lunch in Barstow at another place I had read about ahead of time, Tommy’s.  This fast food chain has apparently 
been an institution in the Los Angeles area for nearly 75 years.  Their original location still exists in a questionable neighborhood east of 
Hollywood, but they have since grown to nearly 100 restaurants, with this one being the most distant.  I’m sure this location in an outlet 
mall in Barstow bears very little relation to the shack (literally) that housed the first one, but presumably they serve the same food.  I’d 
read numerous favorable reviews of Tommy’s, so I decided to check the place out. 
 
 My own review:  Tommy’s is way overrated.  I was definitely less than impressed with the place.  First it was dirty—not in the 
sense of a sanitation problem, but just that no one had bothered to pick the place up.  Second, it seemed to take forever to get my food.  
Third, and by far the most important, I didn’t care for the food.  Tommy’s specializes in chiliburgers, cheeseburgers covered with a 
slather of chili and bean puree.  The cheeseburger itself might have been good (it was the standard California burger with more 
vegetables than meat), but the chili smear made it disgusting.  If they’d used actual chili—the kind of thing you get on a chilidog—it 
might have been edible.   That would have had texture from the beans and  the meat.  This was nothing  other than smooth and greasy.   



It had the flavor of chili powder, and I honestly would have preferred a stronger 
spice.  The fries were covered with a generous scoop of that same chili puree 
(what they have against texture, I don’t know).  [Apparently Tommy’s chili is 
in fact made with meat, but it’s purposely pureed to create a smooth 
texture.  They seem to think of the chili as a condiment rather than an 
ingredient—something that strikes me as odd, but is apparently quite 
common in California.  In that context it makes sense that it would have 
the consistency of catsup.]   I’ve  had chili  fries  in  other  places  that   were  
good, but these just hovered between greasy and slimy.  I couldn’t finish them.  The best part of the meal was a chocolate shake, which 
was the standard fast food fake dairy product.  Believe me, when I go back to California, Tommy’s won’t be on the list of places I must 
re-visit. 
 
 [As with all my travelogues, I posted this on my personal website after I originally wrote it.  My negative review of 
Tommy’s generated one of the most vicious e-mails I’ve ever received.  Among many paragraphs of scathing remarks and 
vulgarity, the writer called me “provincial” and said I didn’t have a sophisticated enough palate to appreciate good food.  Chili 
is something that has extreme regional differences, and I definitely appreciate the Yankee version much more than the 
“authentic” southwestern concoction.  (I must point out, though, that most Texans would say the California version is in no 
way authentic.)  I probably am provincial in my attitude toward Tommy’s, but then so is the writer who blasted me.  Different 
people like different sorts of food, and there’s no reason I should have to like something just because it’s popular.    I’ve been 
back to California twice since this visit, and I while I made a point of stopping at Fatburger again, I didn’t feel compelled to 
make Tommy’s part of my itinerary.] 
 
 I fought the traffic back to Palmdale Road in Victorville and headed 
back up 395 to the convenience store next to Mavericks Stadium.  It was an 
Ultramar gas station, a brand that before I’ve only seen in Quebec.  Apparently 
the Canadian company merged with the Texas-based company that sold gas 
all over the southwest under the Diamond Shamrock label.  They’re American 
owned now, but they’ve converted their stations to the Ultramar name.  [The 
combined company was later acquired by Valero, which markets gas 
under numerous different brand names.]  Ultramar owns a refinery in Long 
Beach, and they’re one of only four gas companies with any significant 
presence in California.  The others are Chevron (which dominates the market, 
with probably two-thirds of all stations), Mobil, and (way behind the others) 
Shell. Apparently Union 76 also operates here [as seen in the Bun Boy 
thermometer photo earlier], but I’m not sure I saw any of their stations.  
While the oil companies will tell you stories about how air pollution regulations 
are the reason for California’s high gas prices, if you ask me it’s that lack of 
competition.  Casey’s can sell gasohol (the fuel that is required to be sold in 
California) cheaply, and in markets where Casey’s operates, the major 
companies sell it for less too.  There are no non-major gas stations in 
California, though, and I think that’s why prices are so high.  [In fairness, part 
of  the difference  is the subsidy  Midwestern states  give  to ethanol,  but  
the lack of competition is certainly a factor in California’s high prices as well.] 

 
Elderly Maverick fans 

(Brad Nelson is between 
their heads.) 

 
 I returned to the Days Inn and was again the only customer there.  Some children 
from the public housing complex were playing in the motel parking lot, and when the maid 
saw me pull up she tried to shoo the kids away.  She spoke only English, though, and if the 
kids understood English, they pretended not to.  They were really being no problem, though.  
They had played there the previous day, too, and they carefully avoided the cars.  They 
avoided my rent-a-Lancer today too, as they ignored the maid and went on with their game. 
 
 Today’s Mavericks game was an afternoon affair, a 3:05 start.  Shortly after 2:00 I 
made my way back to the stadium and picked up another free ticket from “will call”.  I sat in 
precisely the same seat I had yesterday, in Section 107 right behind the third base dugout.  
There were two old ladies who sat in the first row of Section 109, just across the aisle from 
me.  They had greeted me yesterday, but today they all but adopted me.  I as obviously 
someone who didn’t belong in the regular crowd, and they asked where I was from and why I 
was there.  (Adelanto just isn’t a place that gets a lot of tourists, and neither is Victorville for 
that matter.)  I explained that I was from Iowa and that I had taught Brad in high school.  They 
commented on what a nice young man he was (which is absolutely the truth, although I’d 
probably have to be 30 years older to get away with using those exact words), and they felt 
sorry that his wrist was hurt.  I don’t think they or anyone in the general public knew just how 
serious the injury was at that point, and I didn’t feel it was my place to fill them in.  We chatted 
for some time, though, and every time something of interest happened during the game they 
would look my way and solicit a reaction. 
 
 [I’m pleased to say we get that “nice young man” comment about a lot of our 
alumni at Garrigan.  I’m not sure just how much the school has to do with it, but pretty 
much all our graduates conduct themselves well in public.]  



 Everything about the game today was better than yesterday.  First and foremost, it was warmer.  The high today was around 
60 degrees, which is hardly a sauna, but at least was comfortable with a jacket.  The annoying girls from Lancaster were back, but they 
were a bit more laid back today.  It was a fun game, too.  Both the pitching and the hitting were good on both sides, and there were a 
couple of really spectacular plays in the field.  The Mavericks ended up winning by four runs, and it all came together for a pleasant 
afternoon. 
 
 Today was coffee mug day at friendly Mavericks Stadium.  The first thousand fans (which pretty much meant everybody) 
received a free mug, courtesy of the oil recycling center.  When I saw that before I went, I was picturing a cheap plastic travel mug.  
What we got instead were nice stoneware mugs.  It’s my one and only Mavericks souvenir, but I’ll definitely use and enjoy it. 
 
 There were a few more fans today, although the crowd still looked suspiciously like that at Pohlman Field in Beloit (that is, 
more empty seats than filled ones).  The official attendance announced both yesterday and today was just over 1,000.  That it was the 
basically the same number both days when there were probably twice as many people here today is a dead giveaway that what they’re 
really announcing is their season ticket base—plus the few walk-up tickets they sold each day.  The park seats just over 3,000 (which is 
small, even by minor league standards), and Brad tells me that on summer weekends it is full.  In April, though, it was empty.  I’d guess 
that today there were around 700 fans in the stadium. 

 
Empty seats at friendly Mavericks Stadium – Adelanto, California 

 [Apparently the Mavericks will be leaving Adelanto after another season.  They were originally going to move to the 
agricultural area of the Central Valley.  Instead, though, they will keep their same name but play in a new stadium in 
Victorville.  I have no idea what if anything will become of the stadium in Adelanto.  Most likely it will just be used for 
community events.  That’s kind of sad, as it’s really quite a nice (if unfortunately located) facility.] 
 

You get another taste of just where you are at the end of every Mavericks game.  After the last out and the re-cap of the score, 
they play “Happy Trails to You” over the P.A. system.  Until recently one of the few tourist attractions in the area was the Roy Rogers 
Museum in Victorville.  I read a description of it in an off-beat guidebook that suggested Mr. Rogers (or perhaps Miss Evans) must have 
had a taxidermy fetish.  Apparently the place was filled with all the various stuffed creatures Roy killed while hunting all over the globe.  
There were also shrines to the couple’s children, who all died young in an assortment of bizarre ways.  The guidebook didn’t outright 
say it, but they left the impression they were half expecting to see the kids stuffed there along with all the animals.  Unfortunately the 
museum has closed up in Victorville and headed east to the ultimate center of kitsch, Branson, Missouri.  That meant that the closest I 
would get to Roy Rogers was hearing him croon at the end of the game. 
 
 After the game I again waited out in the parking lot.  It was fun to watch all the people who hung around the entrance after the 
game.  There were a few young ladies who appeared to be the “baseball Annies” you hear about who want nothing more than to hook 
up with a ballplayer.  There were real girlfriends and wives of some of the players, a few relatives (the starting pitcher’s parents had 
come from Texas and were sitting a few rows behind me today), and lots and lots of autograph seekers.  When he came out it was very 
clear that even though he was injured, there was still a demand for Brad’s autograph.  It also impressed me that he was able to sign 
with a cast.  [Even at times when he’s not been doing well, Brad has always been a popular player on every team he’s been on.  
He does have that “nice young man” vibe about him, and he’s someone the fans can relate to.] 



 Brad suggested we go out for dinner.  He said he 
had to buy gas and suggested he pick me up at the motel.  I 
had no problem letting him drive, and it was fun to ride in a 
better vehicle than I normally do.  Brad’s Bravada doesn’t 
really come across as pretentious, but it is a very nice car.  It’s 
a larger vehicle than I would choose, but it makes perfect 
sense for a guy Brad’s size and it works well for shuttling his 
teammates around.  [Just about every player who gets a 
signing bonus uses part of it to buy a nice car, and Brad 
was certainly no exception.]  Brad related to me that last 
year when he was promoted to California and didn’t have any 
vehicle he and his teammates crammed into the back of a 
pick-up for the ride from the Red Roof Inn up to the stadium.  
Technically that’s illegal, but it was the only way they could 
get there, since the city buses don’t run at night. 
 
 We had dinner at Marie Callender’s, which is a 
California chain that comes across as Perkins with 
pretensions.  In my book it’s overpriced ($15 - $20 a plate), 
but it’s not a bad restaurant.  They basically serve homestyle 
“comfort” food, the sort of thing that just oozes fat but tastes 
good.  Brad had pot roast with mashed potatoes, and I had 
lasagna and French onion soup. [Interestingly, at this point 
the Brewers wanted Brad to gain weight, so this would 
have been a good meal from their point of view.  A bit 
later in his career they wanted him to trim down and 
prescribed a diet heavy on steamed vegetables.  His 
weight has been up and down like Oprah’s throughout 
his professional career, and it doesn’t seem to have any 
correlation with how well he’s played.]  An almost too 
efficient waiter constantly refilled our drinks, and the portions 
were sufficient that there literally wasn’t any room for dessert. 
 
 If you think of dinner as renting a table, we definitely 
got our money’s worth.  We stayed and talked and talked and 
talked some more.  We ended up staying in that restaurant 
over three hours.  The conversation flowed freely, and it 
seemed as if we discussed every topic imaginable.  We 
reminisced  about  Algona,  and  we  talked  about  everything 

 
Autographed Brad Nelson baseball card 

from world affairs to religion to education to taxes to travel to sports.  I think I was in college the last time I had such an extensive 
conversation with someone who wasn’t immediate family.  Brad, of course, would be in college if he hadn’t been thrust into adulthood 
by the MLB draft.  There’s probably something about that age that helps with conversation, a curiosity that older adults have lost and a 
lack of the cynicism that comes with age.   At any rate, I had a fun time talking with Brad, and I’m pretty sure he enjoyed things too. 
 

In the course of the evening I learned all about what it’s like to be a professional ballplayer.  I won’t bore you or embarrass 
Brad by sharing all the details.  Suffice to say it’s really not that glamorous and it’s often rather lonely, but it’s can also be both fun and 
rewarding.  Brad lives in a very different world than I do, and I really have no desire to join him there.  It was fun to find out what things 
were like, though. 

 
[It’s been interesting to continue my friendship with Brad and his family as he’s advanced through the various levels 

of professional baseball.  They treat the players better in AAA (where, for example, they fly between ballparks rather than 
taking the bus), but even in the majors playing baseball is still just a job.  Knowing Brad has helped me realize that athletes, 
actors, politicians, and others in the public eye really are just people.] 
 
 The waiter set the check exactly halfway between Brad and me, which was probably the most sensible thing he could do.  
Brad immediately grabbed it.  I, of course, politely offered to pay, and he even more politely refused to even let me consider it.  
Chances are Brad will make far more than me over the course of our lifetimes [even as a not very successful major leaguer, he 
probably already has], but at the moment my monthly salary is more than double his.  I certainly wasn’t going to refuse him the 
chance to be a good host, though. 
 
 We went back to the motel and said a rather lengthy goodbye.  I would be in Adelanto one more day, but it seemed pretty 
pointless to both of us [and almost more to Brad than to me] for me to go to the park again tomorrow.  I wished Brad well with the 
surgery, a quick recovery, and a good season after that.  I certainly hope all three of those wishes come true. 
 
 There were exactly three cars in the parking lot of the Days Inn tonight.  It made me wonder how long it would be before this 
motel joined the two others that were already boarded up.  I settled into my room, watched a bit of TV, and then pretty quickly went to 
sleep. 
 



SUNDAY, APRIL 19 (EASTER SUNDAY) . . .  
Adelanto, Barstow, & Death Valley, California, and Las Vegas and 
Pahrump, Nevada 
 
 I didn’t go to church this Easter Sunday.  At one point I had thought about going into the new cathedral in Los Angeles, but I 
changed my plans.  Instead I held my own little sunrise service singing hymns in the car as I drove along. 
 
 I headed back up I-15.  Traffic was much lighter on Easter morning, but it was still a remarkably busy road.  I stopped in Baker 
to have breakfast at Jack in the Box [a chain I always think should have good food, but almost never does] and then continued 
northward.  Beyond Baker the interstate is really quite scenic.  I traveled through the southern edge of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, 
over a 4,800 foot pass that was rather uncreatively named “Mountain Pass”.  It’s very dry here, but the mountains make for some 
splendid scenery. 
 
 My destination today was probably not what you’d normally think of on Easter Sunday.  I was headed for probably the most 
un-Christian place in America, Las Vegas.  While it seems as if I’ve been almost everywhere in America, Vegas is one place that I’d 
never managed to see.  I figured that as long as I was in the neighborhood—so to speak—I might as well drop by. 
  

It’s about 2½ hours from Victorville to the Nevada state line (probably just two hours, if your drive like most Californians).  
Primm, the border town, lets you know you’re not in California anymore.  This isn’t the sort of fireworks and liquor store town you see at 
most state lines.  Primm is home to some of the largest casino resorts in the country.  Primm’s high-rise hotels are definitely out of 
place in the middle of the desert, and so are its roller coasters and water park.  Primm is actually about thirty miles from Las Vegas, but 
essentially it’s where Sin City begins. 
 
 I drove up to Blue Diamond Road and went about half a mile east to the very south end of “The Strip”, a.k.a. Las Vegas 
Boulevard.  It’s interesting that most of the resort part of Las Vegas technically isn’t in the city of Las Vegas.  With a single exception, all 
the big strip hotels are actually located in “rural” Clark County, which presumably has more favorable property tax rules than the city 
itself.  Nevertheless, when you reach the first hotels at the south end of the strip, there’s a big sign in the median that says “Welcome to 
Fabulous Las Vegas, Nevada!”  It’s a cool sign, and I decided to stop for the obligatory photo. 
 
 I pulled into the parking lot of a minimall across the 
street from the Mandalay Bay casino, the southernmost of 
the mega-resorts on the strip.  I had coffee at a beautiful 
McDonalds, finished in marble and hardwood.  Fortunately 
the prices were the same as they would be almost 
anywhere else.  Then I walked back south on the Strip so I 
could get my picture. 
 
 The one thing I couldn’t help as I was walking was 
that Las Vegas definitely is the sleaze capital of the world.  
There are banks of newspaper boxes on every corner, but I 
never did find one that was actually selling papers.  Instead 
they have free directories for various escort services.  I 
thought the equivalent in Hollywood was bad, but there’s 
much more of it here.  On the front of many of the 
newsboxes there are “business cards” left by male and 
female “companions”, “models”, and “dancers” with 
pornographic photos on the front and listings that make it 
very clear just what services they offer.  The only thing that 
is not mentioned is price.  While prostitution is legal in much 
of Nevada, it is illegal in Clark County (as well as in the 
Reno and Carson City areas).  The implication is that 
companionship is technically free, but that the model will 
advise  you on  what “gratuity”  might  be appropriate  before 

 
South end of the Las Vegas strip 

they will be willing to consent to various degrees of companionship. 
 
 In addition to the quassi-legal escort services in Las Vegas, there were also any number of limousine services that offered to 
take people across the county line to the town of Pahrump.  Located in Nye County, Pahrump is the largest center of legal prostitution 
in America.  I, of course, was curious enough to pick up one of their flyers.  It is technically illegal for the ladies themselves to advertise, 
but the cabbies are more than happy to tell you that a basic 15-minute session costs about $200 (which would already be way beyond 
my price range).  The ladies will are apparently open to negotiation should a visitor desire more than just the “basic” services.  Then 
there’s the limo ride, which will set you back another $100 to $150, plus tip.  I thought back to when I was in Barcelona twenty years 
ago and streetwalkers were trying to get me to pay 1000 pesetas (then about $6); things are just a bit more expensive here. 
 
 Contrasting with all the sleaze were a couple examples of another Las Vegas specialty, the wedding chapel.  These days 
Nevada’s marriage laws aren’t particularly different than those in any other state, but the tradition of eloping to Las Vegas hangs on.  
Neither of the ones I saw seemed to be doing any business on Easter, and interestingly enough they were the only churches of any 
kind I saw anywhere in Las Vegas. 



 After photographing the “fabulous” sign, I went back to the minimall and called Margaret again.  Then I drove about a mile 
north to the true start of the strip, Tropicana Avenue.  I parked in a massive lot just east of the Tropicana Hotel for which the street is 
named and set off to explore the Strip on foot. 
 
 Trust me, the Las Vegas Strip was not made for pedestrians.  I’ll argue fiercely with those who say you can’t get by without a 
car in Los Angeles; actually L.A. is remarkably easy to explore on foot.  Vegas, though is a different matter.  Las Vegas Boulevard and 
all the major cross streets are designed to move cars to and from the big casino parking lots.  They don’t want foot traffic interfering with 
cars, and they keep them as far away from the street as possible.  In theory there are sidewalks the entire length of the Strip, but the 
truth is something less than that.  Pedestrians are not allowed to cross most streets at ground level, so at virtually every corner you 
have to go upstairs to a skywalk, cross the street, and then descend to the sidewalk again.  At some of the really major cross streets 
(like Tropicana) this is actually a good thing, but it is downright annoying at the less important intersections.  Moreover, when you get to 
many of the big casinos, the sidewalks curve away from the street and funnel you right to the casino entrance.  It’s like the walkways at 
an amusement park (which is pretty much what Las Vegas really is) rather than a real sidewalk.  There’s always a tiny bypass leading 
past the casino, but it’s definitely not the route you’re supposed to take.  My original plan was to literally walk the strip, but I got 
thoroughly annoyed after covering about a third of it, so gave up and returned to the car. 
 

Many people had told me what Las Vegas would be like, and none of them were right.  Steve and Terry, for instance, gave me 
the idea it would all be under construction.  It isn’t.  In fact pretty much nothing is under construction.  I wonder if the downturn in the 
economy since the millennium might not have put a stop to what construction their may have been.  Some of my colleagues at Garrigan 
told me the city was beautiful.  It isn’t.  It’s basically a bunch of enormous theatrical sets built outdoors in the middle of the desert.  
Nothing goes with anything else, and there’s no way you can miss how fake everything is.  It’s not exactly ugly (though it certainly is 
garish), but beautiful would never be a word I’d use to describe the place.  Some people had told me Vegas would be lively and 
exciting.  That may be true at other times, but today the place reminded me of New Orleans on a Sunday—with a few hung-over people 
wandering around as the business owners hosed everything down.  It may be exciting by night, but it’s not much on Easter Sunday 
morning. 

 

 
New York, New York and Luxor casinos 

Las Vegas, Nevada 
 Another thing that was different from 
my expectations was the whole concept of 
gambling.  I had brought along some coins I 
figured I’d waste in a few slot machines here 
and there, but in the end I didn’t drop a single 
one.  It’s not like South Dakota (where every 
convenience store seems to be full of poker 
machines) or Atlantic City (where the casinos 
spill out to the Boardwalk) or Spain (where you 
see the “baby fruits” in every corner bar and 
grill).  I’ve dropped some coins in all of those 
places, but I didn’t here.  There’s nothing casual  

about gambling in Las Vegas; you have to make to make a real commitment to gamble.  There’s absolutely no gambling visible from 
the street or sidewalk, just smoked glass doors leading into the casinos.  You have to go inside if you want to do anything, and the 
doors just lead to a lobby.  You have to go even further in to get to the actual gambling areas.  I suppose this is because this adult 
theme park also tries to market itself as a “family” destination, and they don’t want to make it easy for the little ones to gamble.  In the 
process, they also lost me.  They want you to make gambling your purpose for being here, and that’s just not me at all.  (I think in the 
downtown area there was a bit more open gambling, but I didn’t bother getting out of my car there.) 
 
 Each of the casinos wants you to make it your one and only destination in Las Vegas.  Ideally, from their point of view, you’d 
take their airport shuttle, stay in their hotel, eat at their numerous restaurants, watch shows on their live stages, shop in their on-site 
mall, entertain yourself with their themed attractions, and spend the bulk of your time gambling in their casino.  There are brochures for 
the various casinos littered all over the place, and they all stress that you never have to leave the building once you’re there.  I can’t 
imagine a vacation like that.  I like the freedom travel affords; I’d feel like a prisoner if I had to spend an entire trip inside a single 
building.  [That’s always what I’ve imagined a cruise would be like, too—which is one of the reasons I’ve never even 
considered going on one.] 
 
 Having said all that, the strip is an interesting place to see.  Each of the newer casinos is centered around some vague theme.  
Many of them are named after places or simple concepts, and the architecture of the complex mirrors the name. “Luxor”, for example, is 
an enormous pyramid, while “New York, New York” is a miniature skyline that looks quite a bit more interesting than the city it tries to 
copy.  “Paris” has half-size replicas of both the Eiffel Tower and the Arc de Triomphe.  They, too, really look nicer than the originals, 
though they’re hopelessly out of place in the middle of the desert.  “The Venetian” is centered around artificial canals, “Barbary Coast” 



is built on fake ships with a pirate theme, “Boardwalk” tries to replicate Coney Island, and “Aladdin” is Middle Eastern spires and 
minarets.  By far my favorite was “Stratosphere”, which is basically a copy of the Space Needle in Seattle.  It’s apparently the tallest 
building west of the Mississippi, and it’s probably three times as tall as anything else in the city.  There’s a roller coaster and a bungee 
jump kind of thing on top, that looked like they might be fun. 

 
Driving down the Las Vegas strip 

There’s also a casino more than a thousand feet in the sky, and that might be the one place I’d actually commit to going inside 
of.  Being the only one of the new group that didn’t pretend to be something else, Stratosphere was also the only one that came off 
looking real, rather than looking like the back drop of a play set in a foreign country.  The only real problem with Stratosphere is that its 
4,000 room hotel (which obviously can’t be housed in the narrow tower itself) is downright boring; it looks like it belongs in an office park 
in Rancho Cucamonga. 
 
 In addition to the new casinos there are also old stand-bys like Caesar’s Palace, the Stardust, and the original Harrah’s.  By far 
my favorite among the old casinos was the place I parked, the Tropicana.  The place has a sort of vaguely Caribbean theme, with lots 
of palm trees and bamboo around an elegantly detailed stucco building.  There’s a huge Motel 6 down the street (apparently the biggest 
one of that chain, with over 600 rooms), and if I did come back here (note that’s “if”, not “when”, as I said with L.A.) I’d probably stay 
there and stop in at least once at the Tropicana. 
 
 Amid all the casinos there are a few other points of interest.  The only one I actually stopped at was M&Ms World, a museum 
and gift shop dedicated to the little pill-shaped chocolates.  The employees there were far too happy; it’s a wonder they didn’t scare 
away all the hung-over visitors.  The place was interesting, though, for about ten minutes.  It was also free, so I really have no reason to 
complain.  The rest of the strip is basically a collection of cheap chain motels, fast food places, and really tacky gift shops.  The only 
real reason I’d like to go back is to see the place at night.  I’m sure it looks fascinating all lit up, probably much nicer than it looks by 
day. 
 
 The strip ends quite abruptly at the Stratosphere, the only big casino that is actually in the city of Las Vegas.  Beyond there 
you get a feel for what Las Vegas Boulevard must have been like years ago—really, really sleazy.  I passed pawn shops, adult book 
stores, erotic accessory stores, twenty-four hour liquor stores, gun shops, used car lots selling vehicles that looked as if they’d never 
make it down the street, second-hand stores, hourly rate motels, monthly rate motels, a soup kitchen, a blood donation center, and lots 
and lots of homeless people.  There are no panhandlers on the strip (I’m sure they’ve outlawed it there), but boy they’re everywhere in 
the city proper.  I’m not sure I’ve ever seen more homeless people in one place than I saw in downtown Las Vegas.  It seemed almost 
like a Third World city.  Most of the bums were black, with a few elderly white people thrown in.  None appeared to be Hispanic, Asian, 
or Indian, and almost all of them were men.  It’s hard to have much sympathy for these people, when there are “help wanted” signs all 
over town.  (The McDonalds I stopped at was offering medical and dental insurance and paying $8.50 an hour to start.)  There may be 
a problem with affordable housing, but there’s certainly not a problem with finding a job.  The public transportation isn’t great in Las 



Vegas, but a bus does go up and down the Strip, so it’s not like these people couldn’t get to work.  Thousands of Mexican women work 
service jobs on the Strip, and these men could do the same work if they wanted to. 
 
 I left downtown on U.S. 95 and then joined I-15 in one of the biggest mazes of concrete I’ve seen anywhere.  (It puts the 
“spaghetti bowl” in downtown Chicago to shame.)  Somehow I made it through the mess and quickly made it back to the south end of 
town.  I exited again at Blue Diamond Road (highway 160) and soon stopped to buy some $2.09 gas, the cheapest I saw in Nevada. 
 
 Highway 160 leads west through a mountain area called Red Rocks.  It’s pretty, though hardly anything spectacular.  It would 
actually be prettier if it were just bare red rocks.  Instead there’s scraggly juniper, cactus, and Joshua trees that almost get in the way of 
the view.  The drive goes quickly, though.  The two-lane speed limit in Nevada is 65 mph, and they drive like Californians here.  Past 
Red Rocks highway 160 becomes a four-lane “expressway”, and if anything the traffic slows down.  “Expressway” means four-lane, 
with cross  traffic, and while on the map it looks very remote, it’s really very urban.  There are some lovely homes along the road, and 
I’d bet these people commute to jobs in Las Vegas. 
 
 The road eventually makes it to Pahrump, home of those 
brothels I mentioned earlier.  No, that wasn’t my purpose for going 
here—I’d be broke if it were.  Indeed, the whorehouses are either very 
well disguised or nowhere near the highway.  Mostly I was just taking 
this route as an alternative to what I knew would be heavy traffic on I-
15.  In the process I saw one of the strangest places I’ve ever been to. 
 
 Pahrump is truly bizarre.  It’s almost entirely a city of mobile 
homes.  Almost 40,000 people live in the immediate area, but the 
wealthiest of them can claim no better than a pre-fab home.  Most live in 
really dumpy mobile home parks, and some appear to permanently 
reside in actual trailers that could be hitched behind a car.  The best of 
the businesses are made of corrugated metal; many of them are also 
literally mobile homes, like those things banks set up before they finish 
the real building at a new branch.  The local high school has no main 
building—it’s literally all portable units.  Even city hall and the police 
station are permanently housed in temporary structures.  The nicest 
buildings in town belong to Wal-Mart and various fast food places.  The 
towns in the Northwest Territories look more permanent than Pahrump; 
it is truly something from another world.  Needless to say the place is 
dumpy  to the point  of being  hideously ugly.  By  comparison  Adelanto  

 
Badly weathered welcome sign – Pahrump, Nevada 

look like the beauty spot of America.  It’s probably no coincidence that “Pahrump” rhymes with “dump”. 
 
 I stopped for an un-noteworthy lunch at a Taco Bell in Pahrump.  I missed a turn on my way out of town and went about five 
miles north of town before I realized it.  I turned around in the parking lot of a fundamentalist church and went back to “beautiful” 
downtown Pahrump, where I realized that the reason I missed the turn was that Nevada signs its roads in about the same way as 
California.  When state highways intersect, you’d think there would be some sort of advance warning.  Here though (as seems typical in 
the area), there was only a tiny sign after the intersection.  It didn’t even have the number of the highway on it, but merely said 
“Shoshone” with an arrow.  It’s the sort of logic they use for signage in Europe, but I really expected better in America. 
 
 Pahrump straggles on all the way to the California line, and the whole thing is white trash central.  It appears to be primarily a 
retirement community, though why anyone in their right mind would choose to retire here I can’t imagine.  I’d rather join the homeless 
people in downtown Las Vegas than be stuck for my golden years in Pahrump.  I have absolutely never seen a place I found less 
appealing. 

 
Alkali deposits at the edge of Death Valley 

near Shoshone, California 

 By contrast, rarely have I seen anything more beautiful 
than what lay just across the state line in California.  Highway 
178 from the Nevada line to Shoshone is absolutely gorgeous.  
It’s the sort of place the must go to shoot car commercials, a 
relatively flat but constantly curving road through some of the 
most spectacular mountains in America.  I was having second 
thoughts about taking the scenic route when I drove through 
“scenic” Pahrump, but this twenty-mile drive was definitely one 
of the most scenic highways I’ve ever seen. 
 
 I mentioned mountains, which makes it a bit difficult to 
believe that Shoshone is the “real” gateway to Death Valley.  It’s 
actually at the edge of both the park and the natural feature, 
unlike Baker which is far to the south.  Shoshone is not below 
sea level (it’s around 2,500 feet above), but it does have the 
same absolutely barren alkali flats you see in pictures and it has 
the general feeling of remoteness you’d expect from the back of 
beyond.  The change in elevation around here is really dramatic.  
The mountains to the east reach 7,000 feet above sea level 
(further north the same range reaches over 14,000), while the 
floor of the valley is almost 300 feet below sea level. 



 A few miles south of Shoshone a series of signs makes sure you can’t miss the “Death Valley OHV Facility”.  OHV stands for 
“off-highway vehicle”, and this is a state park dedicated to motorized recreation.  On this holiday weekend hundreds of people were 
surfing the dunes on four-wheelers and motorbikes.  It really looked like fun, though it’s probably not something I’ll ever do myself. 
 
 I followed highway 127 back to Baker and was treated to yet another “ever-changing view”.  I’m not sure I’d thought of that 
phrase since high school, but it really was sort of the theme of this trip.  Landforms and vegetation change quickly in the West, and it 
seems as if there’s always something new around every bend. 
 
 I re-joined I-15 at Baker, and I was certainly right in predicting that it would be solid traffic.  All those people who had been 
headed up to Las Vegas on at the beginning of the weekend were now headed back to Los Angeles.  I grasped the steering wheel 
tightly and tensely made my way back to Barstow. 
 
 Just north of Barstow is the California inspection station.  To protect its agriculture, California forbids bringing fresh produce in 
from other states.  I remember as a child traveling back from Seattle through California.  My dad had bought a whole lug of bing 
cherries, and we had to eat every last one of them before they would let us past the inspection station.  I was anticipating that there 
might be quite a delay at the inspection station, rather like you get at the first toll plaza in Illinois when all the city people come back 
from the Wisconsin Dells on summer weekends.  Things could not have been more efficient, though.  Everyone slowed down as they 
reached the plaza, but those with California plates (including me) were literally waved on.  It reminded me of last summer when we saw 
dozens of cars with European Union plates that were waved through the Spain/France border without any real customs.  Out-of-state 
cars seemed to be pulled over for a few questions, but they were also sent on their way quickly.  The goal here seemed to keep traffic 
moving and not create a traffic jam all the way back to Nevada. 
 
 It occurred to me as I drove through the checkpoint that it would be extremely easy for someone to avoid the inspection all 
together.  All you’d have to do is take Cima Road or any of a number of other roads through the Mojave Preserve and then come in on 
I-40.  The I-40 inspection station is at Needles, clear at the east end of the state, while on I-15 they wait until Barstow.  I don’t know if 
anyone ever does bring elicit produce in via the Mojave Preserve, but it wouldn’t surprise me if drug traffickers use that route to avoid 
the checkpoint. 
 
 At Barstow I left the traffic behind and turned off onto old route 66.  The old highway is called Main Street in Barstow, and it 
runs through an old town that probably looks much as it did when my parents lived there half a century ago.  Barstow is a dumpy desert 
town, but at least there’s something substantial about it.  As a place to live it would definitely beat the pants off Pahrump. 
 
 I stopped at Von’s in Barstow.  Von’s is one of two supermarket chains that exist in California (the other being Ralph’s).  This is 
another place where they seem to have a lack of competition that seems strange in such a heavily populated place.  I had joked with 
Brad that if I were home when I found out about his surgery, the first thing I would have done would be to send a get well card.  I figured 
I picked up a card at Von’s so he wouldn’t miss out on the card just because I was there in person. 
 
 The clerk at Von’s was a middle-aged Anglo woman, the same sort of person who would be the checker at any Hy-Vee in 
Iowa.  Most of the help were the same teenaged white boys you’d see at home, too.  I remembered that at Tommy’s yesterday the 
counter help was all white teenaged girls, and it occurred to me that Barstow was the only place on this entire trip that the service 
people had been white.  The vast majority of the service people I dealt with were Hispanic; a handful were black or Asian.  The 
customers here at Von’s seemed to be a mixture of Anglo and Hispanics, and it made me wonder why it was basically just Anglos that 
worked there. 
 
 I followed 66 southward to Victorville, the route my parents must have taken when John was born.  The old road is more 
scenic than either the interstate or the railroad that parallel it.  It runs right next to the tree-lined Mojave River, and there are pretty 
mountain views most of the way.  I passed through Helendale, whose claim to fame is being home of the “Strippers’ Hall of Fame” and 
then drove past Silver Lake, the “community” that Brad calls home.  The complex is a wooded development surrounding an artificial 
lake that is actually a retirement community.  Twelve thousand senior citizens live there, but they’re perfectly willing to make some extra 
bucks by renting out an empty apartment to some ballplayers.  The players like the place because it’s quiet.  They often get back from 
games very late, and the last thing they want to do is put up with rowdy neighbors.  Similarly, the retirees probably like the fact that the 
players are pretty much never around to disturb them. 
 
 I stopped briefly at Mavericks Stadium, where they were toward the late innings of an afternoon game.  I just wrote a note on 
the card and left it on Brad’s windshield.  Hopefully he found the card funny and appreciated the thought.  I then bought gas, which had 
gone down to $1.89 at the Ultramar in Adelanto, and set off for a few more adventures. 
 
 I drove back down to Highway 18, but this time instead of turning east toward Victorville I headed west toward Palmdale.  The 
locals call Palmdale Road “Blood Alley”, and it’s not without reason.  The original plan for the interstate highway system called for an 
interstate to follow this very route, providing a northern by-pass to greater Los Angeles.  That interstate was never built, and today 
Palmdale Road is without question one of the worst two-lane highways in America.  You’re required to have your headlights on in 
daylight on the road, and with good reason.  Supposedly the route follows the San Andreas Fault, and I swear they’ve followed every 
possible curve in it.  There are curves in the middle of nowhere on perfectly flat land.  There are also ungraded hills, blind intersections, 
drop-offs without guard rails, one-lane bridges, gravel breaks on a paved road—you name it.  I’d swear that in forty-four miles I came 
across every conceivable traffic hazard.  All this comes with the traffic that connects two major population centers (half a million in each 
one) that are less than fifty miles apart.  It’s such a terrible road that it was almost fun to drive, and there was definitely a sense of 
accomplishment in making it through alive. 
 



 Victorville and Palmdale are both huge, and they’re both essentially part of greater Los Angeles.  Between them, though, is 
forty-four miles of some of the most remote ranch land you’ll ever see.  It’s hard to believe that cattle still graze on sage brush in Los 
Angeles County, but they do.  There’s also irrigated truck farming and Christmas tree farms.  The “towns” en route are little more than 
gas stations.  The only one of note is Little Rock, which comes across as white trash central.  It’s older than Pahrump, which gives it 
just a bit more charm, but it’s also basically a collection of mobile homes.  The main commercial enterprise appears to be the North L.A. 
Swap Meet, though there are also a couple of strip clubs and pornography shops.  Few people who don’t live there will ever say Little 
Rock, Arkansas, is a charming city, but it’s paradise compared to this place. 
 
 By contrast, Palmdale is a very pleasant suburb.  There are trailer parks there, too, but they are neat and well-kept.  Most of 
Palmdale seems to be made up of single-family homes, and while there are far too many housing “communities”, there are also a fair 
number of genuine neighborhoods.  The businesses all look brand new (not a surprise in a city that grew from 20,000 to 200,000 in 
twenty years), and generally it’s a handsome-looking place. 
 
 I drove straight through Palmdale and turned onto Highway 14, the Antelope Valley Freeway.  This is the “over the pass” road 
that connects this set of high desert suburbs to L.A. proper.  There’s a Metrolink route that parallels the freeway through the Soledad 
Canyon and on into the San Fernando Valley.  It takes two hours and twenty minutes to get from the end of the line to Union Station, 
and I’m sure the car trip over the pass is no quicker. 
 
 I drove north from Palmdale to the adjacent city of Lancaster, home of the Mavericks’ arch-rivals.  This is a somewhat older, 
more established city than Palmdale.  It is the service center for the nearby Andrews Air Force Base [that would be Edwards Air 
Force Base; Andrews is by Washington, D.C.], and I’d bet a lot of the city dates to the 1950s.  It looks a lot like Moline or Rock 
Island, but with the dry weather the buildings have stayed in better shape with age. 
 
 I exited at Avenue I (there is an alphabetic avenue every mile from the northern L.A. county line down to Soledad Canyon; the 
in-between streets have creative names like Avenue I-1, Avenue I-2, etc.) and turned westward.  Just west of the highway is the home 
stadium for the Lancaster Jethawks, with a big fighter jet enshrined in front of it.  West of there is an enormous state prison [where 
overcrowding led to a tuberculosis outbreak in 2009] and further west the Los Angeles County Jail.  I’d guess the jail used to be a 
military base.  It’s basically a bunch of Quonset huts, and it looks as if it would be an absolutely dreadful place to be incarcerated.  I 
also passed a Los Angeles County fire station that looked remarkably like old Station 51 from Emergency. 
 
 I came out here to see one of Los Angeles County’s lesser-known tourist attractions, the Antelope Valley Poppy Preserve.  
Poppies need water to bloom, and they don’t bloom very often.  In fact for the past three years there were virtually no blooms at all.  I 
had read ahead of time that in 2003 the poppies were blooming again, and that was definitely true.  I never actually made it to the 
official preserve (which charges a $4 admission), but I easily saw the hillsides carpeted in orange.  I’m didn’t really expect the poppies 
to be orange.  As far as I know I’ve never seen any poppy up close before, so I guess I expected them to look like those red things the 
American Legion forces you to buy.  The orange poppies were pretty, though, both up close and spread across the hills.  Going here 
was really just an afterthought since I had some time left after I came back from Las Vegas, but I’m glad I did. 
 
 I returned to the freeway and drove north past Andrews [that is Edwards] Air Force Base to the town of Mojave.  This is a tiny 
town in the middle of nowhere that has more services than most big cities.  I turned east there on Highway 58, a lovely four-lane 
freeway with remarkably little traffic.  I think it exists mainly as a way for commuters to get into the air force base.  I stopped briefly at a 
rest area in an artificial oasis in the middle of nowhere and then continued back. 

 
Promotional photo for Bull Durham 

 
 I said Highway 58 was a lovely freeway.  That was true until I hit the San 
Bernardino county line.  There the four-lane ended, and we had solid traffic on a 
two-lane road the rest of the way.  I turned south on 395 into even more traffic.  
There’s got to be a Wal-Mart distribution center somewhere near Adelanto, 
because for the 30 miles from there to Highway 58 there’s a steady stream of 
Wal-Mart trucks.  It reminded me of 218 north between Mt. Pleasant and Iowa 
City before they four-laned that road. 
 
 I drove back down to Mavericks Stadium and stopped once more at 
Bravo.  This time I tried their Mexican menu, ordering a chicken quesadilla.  Little 
did I suspect that my dinner could have fed a large family.  The tortillas were 
probably 15 inches across (well over a foot), and they were stuffed with chicken, 
cheese, guacamole, lettuce, tomato, and grilled onions, and pico de gallo.  They 
had to cut the thing into thirds and stack it on top of itself to get it to fit in the foam 
“to go” container.  On the side I had six separate cups of salsa.  I took the meal 
back to the motel and ate as much as I could.  Try as I might, though, I couldn’t 
finish it. 
 
 The movie Bull Durham was on TV tonight.  That’s always been my 
favorite baseball movie, and it’s one of my favorite movies—period.  [I’d find in 
following Brad that it gives a rather dated view of minor league baseball, 
but it’s still a good movie.  I’d buy the DVD right after this trip.]  I stuffed 
myself with Mexican food, browsed through the Sunday Victor Valley Daily Press, 
and packed up my bags as I watched the movie.  Watching Annie and Millie and 
Crash and Nuke made a fitting end to the main part of this trip. 

 



MONDAY, APRIL 20 . . .  
Adelanto, Victorville, & Ontario, CA, Minneapolis, MN, and Mason City & 
Algona, IA 
 
 I was up at 6:15 this morning, quite a bit earlier than I had to be, but two hours later (due to time zones) than I’d have to get up 
for work tomorrow.  I went through the morning routine in slow motion, and packed up the car.  I went to the office to turn in my room 
key, but the door was locked, so I just ended up leaving the key in my room. 
 
 I drove down 395 to Bear Valley Road in Victorville, an even bigger strip than Palmdale Road.  This is sort of where that Red 
Roof Inn and the Marie Callender’s restaurant we ate at are located.  I say “sort of” because it seems as if everything in Victorville is 
built on an access road.  Some things are on the access roads for I-15, and some are on access roads for major streets like Bear Valley 
Road.  That keeps traffic moving pretty well on the main drags, but it makes it a real pain to get to any of the businesses. 
 
 I stopped at Winchell’s Doughnut Shop on Bear Valley Road.  Winchell’s is a chain that started in Anaheim and now callis itself 
the largest bake shop chain west of the Mississippi (where Dunkin’ Donuts and Tim Horton’s don’t exist, and Krispy Kreme has just 
opened).  They have shops pretty much everywhere west of the Rockies, as well as in New Zealand.  This one was in a little strip mall, 
and it had all the doughnut shop essentials except a cop.  Winchell’s is very inexpensive (2 rolls and an enormous coffee for $1.99), 
they serve excellent coffee, and the baked goods are truly outstanding.  Their doughnuts aren’t as greasy and sickeningly sweet as 
those at Krispy Kreme, but they are warm and fresh.  They also have an unbelievably wide selection, including a variety of puff pastry 
offerings and absolutely exquisite caramel pecan buns.  I had one of those buns, as well as a chocolate bismarck.  I probably got my 
day’s worth of calories in two doughnuts, but it was worth it.  [I almost never eat doughnuts at home, but I do find they make a nice 
treat when I travel.] 
 
 As I drove south on I-15 I passed one of those a changeable warning signs that had one of those “Amber alert” messages you 
hear about, telling me to be on the lookout for a specific vehicle.  Until tonight as I wrote this, I hadn’t realized that “Amber alert” was 
named after a person (a girl named Amber Haggerman, who was kidnapped in San Antonio).  I’d always assumed it was a color code, 
not unlike those meaningless alerts the government keeps issuing about terrorism.  (If you were a terrorist, wouldn’t you wait until they 
officially lowered the alert level to catch people off guard?)  I’ve had America’s Most Wanted on in the background as I’m writing, and 
John Walsh just explained the background of the concept.  What seemed strange to me as I saw the sign was that all it had was a car 
license number and color and model of car.  They didn’t say why they wanted that particular vehicle, a crucial piece of information I was 
certainly curious about.  They also didn’t tell me who I should contact or what do if I saw the car in question.  I suppose I’d call 911, but 
I’m not sure reporting a wanted car really qualifies as an emergency. 
 
 Victorville (more precisely Hesperia, but it’s basically the same place) ends abruptly at Cajon Pass, and there the weather 
changed abruptly too.  It was bright and sunny in the Mojave today, but at the pass I hit a wall of fog.  It was also extremely windy, and 
there was lightning in the distance.  I definitely needed both hands to maneuver my way down the pass.  Cajon Pass ends at the split of 
I-15 and I-215 north of San Bernardino, and there the fog and wind ended.  I turned west toward Fontana, and was greeted by a familiar 
memory of my first trip to the Inland Empire two years ago:  smog.  It was officially partly cloudy in Fontana, but it looked gloomy and 
overcast, and the air smelled atrocious.  It’s amazing just what those mountains catch. 

 
WigWam Village – San Bernardino 

 
 I had quite a bit of time to kill before I 
had to be at the airport, so I decided to do one 
more bit of sightseeing.  I drove down Sierra 
Avenue again and this time turned eastward at 
Foothill Boulevard, which is the route of old 
highway 66 through the L.A. suburbs.  Foothill 
could be an aging strip in any city.  It looks a lot 
like Manheim Road in Chicagoland or University 
Avenue between Minneapolis and St. Paul.  I 
drove eastward for quite a few miles to the border 
between Rialto and San Bernardino.  Right on 
the border between those cities is the famous 
Wig-Wam Village, an entire motel made up of 
concrete tee-pees.  The place dates back to the 
‘40s and was apparently at one time part of a 
chain of Indian-theme motels.  By the ‘80s it had 
apparently gone way downhill.  I have a book on 
roadside attractions that shows this place with an 
hourly rate  sign and  an enormous  billboard  out  

front proclaiming “Do it in a tee-pee!”  Today Wig- Wam Village has been greatly cleaned up, and I’d bet it’s a sort of “retro-chic” kind of 
place.  The tee-pees are freshly painted in varying shades of blue [and red], and there is a lovely pool out front (not that anyone would 
want to use it in the chilly weather today).  They no longer have hourly rates, and while there’s still a “Do it…” sign (that lights up, no 
less), It’s discrete and comes across as a bit of a joke—like they’re laughing at their former selves.  They had a much larger sign the 
place as an affordable weekend getaway, with champagne and cappuccino thrown in.  I was fortunate that a light changed just as I 
reached Wig-Wam Village, so I could snap a few shots from my car without actually getting out.  Then I just turned around at the 
nearest cross street and headed back west. 
 



I followed Foothill into Rancho Cucamonga, where I stopped to buy gas.  Part of the rental contract states that the car must be 
returned with a full tank of gas, or else I would be charged $4.89 per gallon for whatever is missing.  Mobil in Rancho Cucamonga was 
charging $1.97, which was a much better deal than $4.89.  This place, like all gas stations in California, required pre-payment in some 
form before you could pump your gas.  Everywhere else I’d just swiped my American Express card, exactly as I do most of the time in 
when I buy gas at home.  I figured I’d put enough gas on my credit card, though, so here I decided to use my ATM card (which carried 
the Mastercard logo) instead.  Big mistake.  When I return to California, I must remember to never try to use my ATM card anywhere.  I 
don’t know why, but the only place it seems to work here is in ATMs.  (It works anywhere they take credit cards in Iowa; I’ve never had 
a problem there—or anywhere else in the Midwest.)  The read-out told me to “see attendant”, so I went inside and asked the attendant  
(a man who bore a striking resemblance to Apu in The Simpsons) if he could re-set the pump so I could use my credit card instead.  He 
didn’t seem to be able to do that.  Instead he said he would “pre-charge” the credit card inside, and he asked me how much gas I 
wanted.  I honestly had no idea, and I was a bit confused by the whole concept.  He suggested $20.  I knew it would be less than that, 
and said it would be $15 at the most.  He ran a charge for $20 and made me sign the slip, assuring me that I should come inside after 
pumping for a refund.  I over-filled the tank, but still the tab was just $13.50.  When I went inside, he had run a second credit card slip 
for $13.50, and he had me sign that one too.  He never did tear up the first slip, which bothers me quite a bit.  (Actually, the whole 
process bothers me; all I wanted was for him to re-set the pump.)  The second slip had the details of the gallons purchased, though, so 
I’m hoping it replaced the original in the official records.  Neither charge has come through yet, but you can bet that if both do I’ll be 
quick to dispute it.  [The charge did go through fine, and apparently this is also more or less what happens when you swipe 
your card to pay at the pump.  They authorize a charge for up to a given amount and then finalize the charge for what the 
actual purchase is.] 
 

I was hoping to avoid the freeway by using streets to get to the airport.  Pretty much all the suburban streets were empty at 
this hour, and traffic moved right along.  I knew it would be a lot easier traveling 40, than trying to fight the freeway traffic at 70+.  
Unfortunately, while I had looked at a map last night, I forgot to look at it again this morning.  I knew the street I wanted was Haven 
Avenue, and I thought it was at the east end of Ontario Airport.  It is, but the airport was further west than I had placed it in my mind.  I 
thought the main drag of Rancho Cucamonga, Milliken Avenue, was west of Haven, when in fact it is east of it.  That simple mistake 
caused me to get thoroughly lost in a sea of office parks.  I ended up back in Fontana, at the exit I had taken off I-10 the first night I was 
in California.  I got back on I-10, which was much worse driving than the streets, and clenched the steering wheel as I made my way to 
the Haven exit and back to the airport. 
 

I found the rental car return area easily enough (although I tried to turn into the exit of the Alamo lot itself—nearly causing 
severe tire damage).  Returning the car was a snap.  The attendant scanned a bar code at the bottom of the windshield that I didn’t 
even know was there.  [All rental cars have these bar codes.]  Apparently the car is equipped with a global positioning device, and 
just scanning that barcode allowed his computer to calculate exactly how many miles I had driven.  [That’s not true on every car; 
more often they turn the key (but don’t start the car) to check the mileage and gas level when you check in at rental return.]  
He took my word that I had filled the tank within ten miles of the airport (which may not technically have been true with all that 
wandering through the office parks) and gave me a final receipt without even giving it a quick once-over for damage.  (There wasn’t 
anything except for tons of dead insects splattered all over the place from all that driving through the desert.)  He took the keys and 
asked if I needed to get anything out of the trunk.  The receipt said that the car was returned in good condition and on time, and that the 
gas tank was full.  Unlimited mileage was included in the rental price, but even so the exact mileage was automatically recorded on the 
receipt.  It all went so quickly and easily that I went inside to confirm with the desk that there was nothing else I needed to do.  There 
wasn’t, and the charge came through on my credit card bill with no surprise additions.  [I’ve read lots of horror stories from people 
who have been charged ridiculous surcharges for car rentals.  I’ve rented lots of times now, though, and it’s always just been 
the quoted price.] 
 

I took the shuttle back to Terminal 2 together with a family of four who had a total of ten large suitcases among them (plus 
carry-ons).  I don’t know what airline they’re flying, but that wouldn’t cut it on Northwest.  They allow two checked bags, with specified 
dimensions that imply to me one large bag and one smaller bag.  You also get a single carry-on and a purse, briefcase, or computer.  
The carry-on, by the way, is also supposed to fit within specified dimensions—specifically 9” x 14” x 20”.  I did quite a lot of work to 
make my stuff fit into those dimensions only to find that absolutely nobody at the airline cared if you lugged around a bigger bag than 
that.  As long as you could make it fit in the overhead bin (of the large plane—it didn’t even have to fit into the bins on the Mason City 
flight), you were okay.  I probably won’t be so careful in my packing next time.  [Carry-on size has mushroomed even more since 
virtually every airline has started charging for checked bags.  Everyone who possibly can now brings all their bags on board 
with them.  That has made space in the overhead bins a rapidly disappearing commodity.] 
 

Northwest has a self check-in system at Ontario Airport.  It’s not unlike the self check-out at K-Mart [which they’ve since 
done away with].  There are several touch screens, with a single employee available if you need assistance.  If you don’t have luggage 
to check, self check-in is extremely easy.  You swipe the credit card you used to buy your ticket (I don’t know what you’d do if you didn’t 
have that credit card with you), and the machine brings up your itinerary.  Then you basically touch “OK”, and it prints your boarding 
passes.  The whole thing took about 30 seconds for me.  It takes a bit longer if you’re checking luggage, because before your can get 
your boarding pass you have to take your luggage to the federal inspection station.  They send it through the bomb-smelling machine.  
Once they know you’re not a terrorist, they give you a card to take back to the machine to get your boarding pass. 
 
 [Self check-in has become the standard at all airports and on all airlines.  If you don’t check-in online before your trip, 
you invariably go to a kiosk at the airport rather than to a person at the counter.  You can, by the way, insert ANY credit card 
(or indeed any form of identification at all—like a passport or driver’s license) into the machine; it doesn’t have to be the one 
used to purchase the ticket.] 
 

There was one of those tape mazes at security that could have handled a crowd of hundreds.  As it turned out there was 
basically no line at all.  This time I put my watch in my carry-on, and with that I didn’t set off the machine at all—even though I had the 



same riveted jeans and silver chain I had in Mason City, and even though this time I had my wallet with my spare care key in my 
pocket. 

 
The strangest thing at security was that no one asked me for any identification.  They’re supposed to ID everyone who comes 

into the secure part of the airport these days, and I don’t think that requirement changed when they reduced the security alert from 
orange to yellow.  All they did was look at my boarding pass, though, and then they waved me on.  The closest thing to identification 
was scanning my credit card at the self check-in machine.  Anyone could have pickpocketed me and checked in under my name.  They 
also asked for no ID at the gate, which they had in both Mason City and Minneapolis on the outbound flights.  It made me wonder just 
how secure things really were.  [These days EVERYONE is ID’d at security—no exceptions.  They’ve done away with pretty 
much all the gate checks, though.  Security has also been at orange non-stop for at least five years now, long enough that it’s 
hard to imagine it ever changing.] 
 

Northwest uses just one gate (#209) at Ontario International Airport, and the only place they fly from here is Minneapolis (three 
times a day, twice with continuing service to Hartford and once continuing to Amsterdam).  The rest of the quiet, boring concourse was 
mostly dominated by Delta [which has since purchased Northwest], but there were also gates for United, Frontier, American, Alaska 
Airlines, Hawaii Airlines (flying not to Honolulu, but to Las Vegas), and Jet Blue—supposedly a cut-rate luxury carrier.  (They seem to fly 
to and from second-rate airports that are vaguely near big cities.)  Most of the other terminal is occupied by Southwest Airlines, which is 
by far the biggest carrier at this airport.  They also have a customs station there, so that’s where they handle flights to and from Mexico, 
Korea, and Japan. 
 

I don’t think I mentioned before that Ontario International Airport is owned and operated by the City of Los Angeles.  L.A. 
owns it, and from their point of view it functions as a “reliever airport”, a place that can take traffic away from LAX and keep them from 
having to expand that airport.  According to their literature they’re creating another reliever airport by converting a recently-closed air 
force base in Palmdale.  (I got the feeling that President Bush has closed just about every military base in California—it made me 
wonder if he had closed anything in Texas, and what we’re doing closing any military bases in wartime for that matter.  [There is in 
fact much evidence that military spending was primarily funneled into the “red states” during the Bush administration.])  
Palmdale is at least in Los Angeles County.  Ontario Airport is about ten miles inside of San Bernardino County.  Nevertheless, here in 
the city of Ontario, the place that prides itself on being the “Inland Empire” that isn’t L.A., all the officers patrolling the concourse wore 
those “to protect and to serve” badges of the Los Angeles Police Department, the information desk had a sign that read “Welcome to 
Los Angeles, Gateway to the Pacific Rim”, and posters suggest that travelers “Fly Ontario, L.A.’s airport for business”. 
 

I killed some time by having a second breakfast at Carl’s, Jr. [the western cousin of Hardees, complete with the same 
stupid smiling star], the only restaurant on the concourse.  I spent nearly forty-five minutes reading papers as I ate a croissant and 
nursed a cup of coffee.  When I finished I started putting the papers on top of the trash can, but a woman at a nearby table asked if she 
could “do her thing for the environment” by reading the papers I was discarding. 
 

I waited for a long time at Gate 209.  It was interesting that while they bill this as “L.A.’s airport for business”, pretty much 
everybody here at this day and time was a leisure traveler.  The most interesting people was a group of three boys, each of whom had 
brought a skateboard as his only carry-on.  I got bored there, so I browsed through the gift shop where I bought one of those cell phone 
covers that clips onto your belt.  It was marked down to $2.99, from an original price (that I doubt anyone actually paid) of $15.99.  [I 
found the thing very awkward to use and ended up wearing it only once or twice after this trip.]  Then I used up a bunch of 
change at the US Postal Service “business center”.  I put $7.40 worth of nickels and dimes into their machine in exchange for twenty 
stamps. 
 

As they started boarding the plane, security people began re-inspecting people’s carry-ons at the gate.  They checked a huge 
number of people, but somehow I managed to avoid the extra inspection.  The gentleman who was announcing our boarding said to 
have our “boarding cards” ready.  My pass was printed on thermal paper and bore no resemblance whatsoever to a card, so I was a bit 
worried that I might have missed some step of the process.  I was re-assured when I saw someone with one of those internet print-outs 
I had on the trip out here, though.  As it turned out, what they really cared was that whatever you had (and there were probably six 
different formats—including good old fashioned tickets) had a bar code they could scan. 
 

They seemed to board this flight in slow motion.  I was seated fairly far forward (13-D), and it took almost twenty minutes 
before they got up to my row.  Again the flight was overbooked, and they had to get volunteers to be bumped.  This time I really had no 
choice.  This was the latest flight that could make a connection to Mason City, and if I didn’t get back I couldn’t get to work tomorrow.  
Fortunately they got enough volunteers to clear things out. 

 
We took off right on time at 11:55am, although in Northwest’s official log the time is recorded as 12:05.  We got lunch on this 

flight, though “snack” would probably be a more descriptive term.  The main course was a sandwich the size of a dinner roll, turkey or 
corned beef on an oatmeal-covered bun.  We also got a tiny apple (I’ve never seen apples so small), ¾ of an ounce of Fritos, and a 3-
ounce cup of bottled water.  I was glad to have eaten that croissant at Carl’s, Jr.  I graded more tests on this flight.  In fact, I pretty much 
graded tests from take-off to landing.  We officially landed at 5:28, which was actually pretty close to what my watch said and about ten 
minutes ahead of schedule.  It was really a very uneventful flight. 
 

It would be almost impossible for me to have had a longer connection between my flights.  We arrived at the end of the “F” 
concourse, and the flight to Mason City would take off (3½ hours from now) at the end of the “A” concourse.  [The “B” concourse 
would have been just slightly further away.]  The airport has a brochure that says that connection should take about 20 – 25 
minutes—using the moving sidewalks.  I’d definitely hate to have to make it in a hurry. 

 



I mostly walked under my own power on this connection.  I also stopped for a break at a Cinnabon stand about halfway 
through.  The roll I had here cost more than three times what the one at WInchell’s had, and it was definitely no better.  I made it to the 
very last gate at the end of “A” (so far down, it’s past the last of the moving sidewalks), and sat down to grade the last of my tests.  
When I finished I still had well over an hour until the flight for Mason City departed, so to kill time I walked the entire length of the 
combined “A” and “C” concourses, a total of over forty gates.  At the far end of “C”, up by the terminal, I stopped at a place called Maui 
Taco that served over-priced and really disgusting Mexican food that didn’t appear to have any Hawaiian influence at all.  [Maui Taco 
is a chain, though as far as I can tell they exist only in airports.]  Then I took the moving sidewalks back down the concourses and 
arrived back at the gate about 15 minutes before departure. 

 
The flight to Mason City was packed, but fortunately they didn’t have to bump anybody.  I think there may have been three 

empty seats on the entire plane—quite different than the empty plane I had flown up on.  Our flight attendant this time was a pleasant 
middle-aged woman who said they didn’t normally serve drinks on short flights at night.  She said she was “up to the challenge”, 
though, and she proceeded to serve drinks to around fifty people [actually thirty or less] in less time than it took the girl on the way up 
to serve eight.  She even offered re-fills to everyone as she took the cart back down the aisle. 

 
We arrived in Mason City before 10pm, even though the scheduled arrival time was supposed to be 10:15.  About two-thirds of 

the passengers got off, including a couple of confused people who thought they were in Ft. Dodge.  Most people hung around to get 
luggage, but I went straight out to my car.  I put $10 in the parking envelope (compared to the $60 the same parking would have cost in 
Minneapolis) and headed out.  [Parking is now free at MCW.] 
 

As I down U.S. 18 through Clear Lake and Garner, I could tell I was back home.  This was a decent two-lane road with 
manageable traffic.  The highway signs were all in place, and all reflected well in my headlights.  The homes were mostly separate from 
each other, surrounded by spacious lawns and not walled in.  Even the businesses looked different (and to my eye nicer) than they did 
in California.  Here the lowliest fast food place maintains its grounds, while there all the maintenance money seems to go into the 
building.  I’m sure visitors find Iowa boring.  We don’t have the mountain vistas of the Sierras, the stark splendor of the Mojave, or the 
futuristic skyline of downtown L.A.  Neither, however, do we have the endless suburban sprawl, the junky businesses, the walled-in 
housing developments, the eight-lane “rural” freeways, or the general cramped feeling they have in California. 

 
 As I drove home I kept trying to imagine what southern California must have looked like before twenty million people lived 
there.  I thought back to the gorgeous drive through the Sierras east of Shoshone, the flowering desert by Cima, and the wooded 
hillsides in Griffith Park.  I suppose that’s what attracted people here, but it’s really too bad it attracted so many of them.  I was 
reminded of the Eagles’ ballad “The Last Resort”, which closes their Hotel California album: 
 

She came from Providence, the one in Rhode Island, 
Where the old world shadows hang heavy in the air; 
She packed her hopes and dreams like a refugee, 

Just as her father came across the sea; 
She heard about a place people were smiling, 

They spoke about the red man’s way and how they loved the land; 
And they cam from everywhere to the Great Divide 

Seeking a place to stand, or a place to hide. 
 

Down in the crowded bars, out for a good time, 
Can’t wait to tell you all what it’s like up there; 

They call it paradise, I don’t know why; 
Somebody laid the mountains low while the town got high. 

 
Then the chilly winds blew down across the desert 
Through the canyons of the coast, to the Malibu, 
Where the pretty people play, hungry for power, 

To light their neon way and give them things to do. 
Some rich man came and raped the land—nobody caught him— 

Put up a bunch of ugly boxes, and—Jesus!—people bought them; 
They called it paradise, the place to be; 

They watched the hazy sun sinking in the sea. 
 

You can leave it all behind and sail to Lahaina 
Just like the missionaries did so many years ago; 

They even brought a neon sign:  “Jesus is coming”, 
Brought the white man’s burden down, brought the white man’s reign; 
Who will provide the grand design? – What is yours and whit is mine? 

‘Cause there is no more new frontier; we have got to make it here; 
We satisfy our endless needs and justify our bloody deeds 

In the name of destiny and in the name of God. 
 

And you can see them there on Sunday morning; 
They stand up and sing about what it’s like up there; 

They call it paradise, I don’t know why; 
You call someplace paradise and kiss it goodbye. 



Leaving out the vaguely anti-religious tone of the song, it’s a reasonably good account of what happened to California—not to mention 
Colorado and Hawaii.  I’m sure California was paradise to almost everyone who came there, and traveling around I could really see 
what they must have seen in the place.  It’s really a shame that it was paradise for so many people, though.  Now that Los Angeles has 
crossed the passes and is marching across the desert—150 miles from the coast—I really wonder how long it will be before all the land 
is raped and they kiss the last of paradise goodbye. 
 
( … to be continued Memorial Day weekend …) 
 
 
 

Trip #2 . . . Springtime in the Borderland 
 
 Just days before Brad’s injury I finalized plans to make a second trip out to California.  I had arranged to take a personal day 
the last day of school and had gotten a good deal on airfare to Palm Springs, which would have been the second closest airport to the 
Mavericks’ ballpark in Adelanto.  When Brad broke his wrist and it was clear he would not be playing until June, it seemed silly to make 
a second trip to basically watch him sit on the bench.  I had a plane ticket, though, and while it technically could have been refunded, 
the fee to do so would have amounted to forfeiting more than half the fare.  I decided I might as well take a real vacation and see some 
of the things out west that I’d wanted to see since I was a little boy.  I kept my plans and made my trip—I just didn’t go anywhere near 
Adelanto.  [This turned out to be one of my favorite trips ever, one I still remember quite distinctly to this day.] 
 

WEDNESDAY, MAY 21 . . .  
Algona & Des Moines Iowa; Denver, Colorado; and Palm Springs & 
Fontana, California 
 
 The end of every school year is different.  Some years it seems as if the year is over in February, and you just go through the 
motions after that.  [This year it almost seems that way in November.]  Other years, things end abruptly in May—with no real 
warning and before either I or the kids is really ready for it.  There was a little of both elements this year.  It was especially strange 
because we had only two snow days [a record low for northern Iowa[, which meant that he freshmen, sophomores, and juniors had 
just one day of classes and then finals after the seniors graduated.  We also had a lot of interruptions (most notably a music trip that 
took half our students away for most of a week) that made the month of May less productive than it probably should have been.  Ready 
or not, though, the end of the year was here.  I gave two of my finals on Monday (the ones that would have been scheduled for my 
personal day), and two more yesterday.  That left just one to give first thing this morning.    I finished doing grades for everything except 
the finals and got all that recorded in the computer.  I also got my room in order as best I could, although I was certainly far from really 
being done.  Then I said checked out in the office and told them I’d be back on Tuesday. 
 
 [One of the things I really love about Garrigan is that we have the freedom to do things like this.  There’s a sense of 
trust that doesn’t exist in a lot of schools.  It’s assumed we will get done what we need to—and, of course, we do.] 
 
 I had lunch today at Maggie B’s, a hole-in-the-wall (almost literally) café run by the mother of several of my former students 
[who is now our biology teacher].  They serve wonderful sandwiches, soups, salads, and pies.  Every year on our birthdays the 
teachers at Garrigan get gift certificates to Maggie B’s from the parents’ group at the school.  I’m pretty much never free at a time the 
place is open, so this was very close to the first opportunity I’d had to spend my gift certificate since getting it last October.  I enjoyed a 
bowl of homemade chicken and rice soup, a ham sandwich, and an out-of-this-world slice of rhubarb cream pie.  I don’t care to 
contemplate the number of calories I consumed in what was really not at all a large lunch, but I enjoyed it immensely. 
 
 I left Algona precisely at 1pm (the town whistle was blowing as I left) and set out south on highway 169.  The crops were just 
starting to pop up, which gave the countryside a soft green tint—so much nicer than the bare gray ground of springtime. 
 

It was very windy today, at times requiring two hands to keep the car on a straight course.  I wondered whether this might 
affect plane travel.  My fears were relieved a bit by seeing contrail after contrail criss-crossing the sky.  It made me think back to 
September 12, 2001, the day after the awful attacks on New York and Arlington.  I remember going to a cross-country meet over in 
Clear Lake that day.  The sky was bright blue and cloudless, and it was absolutely eerie to look up and see not a single contrail 
anywhere.  I remember this past fall going to that same meet in Clear Lake on another clear blue day.  I made a point of looking 
skyward again, and I must say it was reassuring to see a few of those soft white streaks of smoke.  I suppose they’re really nothing 
more than air pollution, but they’re part of my world, and it’s good to see them in the place where they belong. 
 

 Today would have been my father’s eighty-second birthday---a mind-boggling thought if ever I had one.  Like so many people 
who die suddenly, my father is frozen in my mind (and probably in everyone else’s) just as he was when he died.  [Every once in a 
while I’ll get a reminder of how old he would be by seeing my Uncle Bill, who is now truly an old man.]  I never thought of my 
father as a young man.  He was well into middle age when I was born, and he only aged from there.  He was bald with a fringe of gray 
pretty much my whole life, and he always walked with a bit of a stoop.  By the time I was in college, he was sixty years old, and he 
acted it.  He was still reasonably active, though, and while he had talked of retirement I really can’t imagine him old.  He’s been gone 
my whole adult life [having died three weeks after I started teaching at Garrigan]; it’s amazing to think that it will be twenty years 
ago this Christmas he was killed.  As I drove along and thought of my father, the strains of “In the Garden” kept going through my head.  
Honestly I’ve never cared for that hymn.  We have a weekly “hymn by request” at our church [something our new pastor has 



discontinued—and I miss], and it’s one the elderly members of the congregation frequently ask for.  I sort of roll my eyes every time it 
comes up and politely mouth the words.  It’s weird to think that were my parents around, they would be those old people in the church 
congregation.  “In the Garden” was one of their favorite hymns, too—I think the whole “greatest generation” must have loved it.  I 
remember my father resenting the fact that it didn’t appear in the 1964 Methodist hymnal (the hymnal when I was growing up), and he 
constantly sang along to George Beverly Shea’s rendition of it on scratchy old LP records.  I’m sure it was in my parents’ honor that “In 
the Garden” kept coming into my head today. 
 
 The trip down to Des Moines went very quickly.  In my mind this should be a three-hour trip; in fact, it wasn’t much over two.  I 
do that a lot with distances.  It mostly goes back to the fact that I started driving back when the speed limit was 55 mph everywhere, 
even on the interstate.  Being a young driver with expensive insurance (and then being suddenly thrust into adulthood when my parents 
died), the last thing I wanted to do was get a speeding ticket, so I pretty much religiously obeyed the speed limit.  That wasn’t that 
unusual; everyone drove slower back in ‘70s and early ‘80s.  Today, of course, no one seems to drive 55 even on roads where that is 
the posted speed limit.  Just today a highway patrol vehicle passed me north of Humboldt when my speedometer showed 62.  You get 
there faster when you drive faster, but in my mind it should still take the same time it took at 55. 
 
 I stopped for gas at the Pilot truck stop just off I-35 in Urbandale.  As I pulled in an ambulance and a fire department rescue 
squad were treating a trucker in his cab.  I don’t know what might have been wrong with him, but by the time I was finished the 
ambulance was pulling away with lights and sirens.  Inside the convenience store they kept paging a customer who had a phone call.  
Finally, after the third page, the guy on the microphone hesitated a minute and said “oh, they hung up”. 
 
 There was construction on I-35 that caused me to miss the exit I wanted.  I ended up going south to the next exit (the “Bridges 
of Madison County” exit) and making a U-turn to come back north again.  I then headed east on the new southern beltway around Des 
Moines.   Des Moines has needed a complete beltway for decades, and it’s nice they finally have one.  This has only been open a short 
time, but it’s already moving a lot of traffic.  The only other time I’d been on it was after my nephew Josh’s funeral last winter.  It seemed 
quite empty then, but today all four lanes were quite busy.  It’s a lovely road, though, and it goes much faster than old Army Post Road.  
[On those rare occasions I have a reason to take it, the southern bypass is one of the best roads in the Des Moines area.  
Unlike the 80/35 joint highway to the northwest, the south and east sections of the beltway never seem to back up.] 
 
 I exited onto Fleur Drive (which has been extended far south from where it used to end) and drove north about a mile and a 
half to Des Moines International Airport.  As far as I could tell from the schedule, the only “international” destination you can fly from 
here is Winnipeg [as of 2009 there are no international flights], and if you flew there you’d probably go through U.S. customs before 
departing Canada on the return trip.  I suppose having “international” in the name makes them sound more like a big city, though. 
 
 Just past old Army Post Road I turned left [I think I mean right] into the airport’s economy lot.  Parking here costs $4 a day.  
While that’s more than the $2 they charge in Mason City, it compares favorably with the $8/day fee in the ramp adjacent to the terminal 
and is not even close to the fees they charge in Minneapolis or Chicago.  The economy parking is a fair hike from the terminals, but it 
would be walkable in a pinch.  There’s really no reason to, though, as they have a shuttle that circulates between economy parking and 
the terminals every five minutes at any hour the airport is open.   
 
 The shuttle dropped me off right outside the United ticketing area.  I walked inside and joined a short line of passengers who 
had far more problems checking in than I would.  The person with the most problems was a college-aged Asian girl who had purchased 
a ticket on Priceline.com, a discount service I’d heard about more in connection with hotels than airplane tickets.  Apparently Priceline 
essentially gives you a stand-by ticket rather than a confirmed reservation.  The airline couldn’t issue a boarding pass until they were 
certain the flight was not sold out (which would be half an hour prior to departure), and security regulations wouldn’t let the woman 
check baggage or go to the gate area until she had a boarding pass.  The woman was arguing that she had paid for her ticket.  She 
had; the problem was that it wasn’t a ticket for any specific flight—just for passage between two cities during a window of possible 
times.  United would have to get her to her destination by the ultimate time shown on the ticket, but they didn’t have to send her on the 
flight she preferred.  What’s more, if she had a complaint, her only recourse was though Priceline, because they issued the ticket—not 
the airline.  It was interested to overhear the whole exchange, and it definitely proves you should read the fine print before committing to 
a major purchase. 
 
 The other people in line ahead of me were a mother and her adult daughter.  I don’t know where they were flying, but it didn’t 
require a passport.  It apparently did require taking all their worldly possessions, though.  They each checked two enormous suitcases 
(they might as well have been steamer trunks), and they each had a “stewardess” bag and a huge purse to carry on the plane.  The guy 
at the desk alluded to “your return trip next Thursday”, which means they’d be gone a week.  I can’t imagine who could possibly need 
so much luggage for just a week. 
 
 I myself had a single duffel bag with clothes and a small briefcase (one we had been given as a Christmas gift years ago at 
school) that contained my semester tests from Garrigan.  The man at the desk seemed surprised that I didn’t plan to check anything, 
but he agreed that the bags I had would easily fit the carry-on allowance.  The man looked at my identification (my passport, which is 
easier to keep available than a driver’s license), punched a couple of keys on his computer, and gave me my boarding passes.  HE 
didn’t even need my e-ticket confirmation; just my name was sufficient to finish the check-in process. 
 
 I didn’t know what to expect at security, particularly since just yesterday the nationwide terror alert had been raised to “orange 
alert”.  I really think those color levels are stupid.  As I’m writing this, they just lowered things down to yellow again, even though there 
have been bombings in Israel all week.  It seems to me that if they keep raising and lowering it all the time, with no good reason anyone 
can see, it will be like the boy who cried wolf.  People will pay no attention to things because it’s just another silly change in the color 
code.  I assumed the airport probably would care about the change, but really things didn’t seem any different today than they did when 
I flew under yellow alert last month.  Security was tight both times, and frankly I think it always should be. 



 Lots of people set off the metal detector and were called aside for individual searches.  That didn’t happen to me, but my 
carry-on bag was apparently suspicious.  They removed the film I had in there and then returned it to be X-rayed again and again.  It 
turned out the problem was that I had two zip-lock bags full of coins—mostly quarters, with a few dimes and nickels and some L.A. 
transit tokens.  I always travel with lots of coins.  I buy newspapers everywhere I go (usually two quarters a pop), I sometimes get drinks 
or snacks at vending machines (easily a dollar or more), and I also ride public transportation (the tokens, or several coins in fare).  I’m 
not sure what the coins look like on the X-ray, but apparently it’s not something they expect to see.  I’m also not sure why they couldn’t 
just do a hand search to confirm what they were, but they just sent them back and forth repeatedly through the X-ray.  I can’t imagine 
I’m the only person who brings coins with them when they travel, but you’d think they’d never seen them before at this airport.  
Eventually they decided the coins were not explosives or anything else unsavory and sent me on my way.  [I’ve taken to putting coins 
on top of my carry-on, which makes it obvious to the inspector what they are.  That has streamlined things.] 
 
 I attempted to spend some of those coins at a bank of vending machines at the airport.  I wanted to get some coffee and a bag 
of chips, but unfortunately neither machine worked.  They were all lit up and flashing, but when you got close the read-out by the coin 
slot said “NOT IN SERVICE”.  Instead I bought a personal pizza ($3.75) at the Breadeaux stand at the airport.  Paul talks about that 
chain, which I think is all over southern Iowa.  I don’t think I’d ever eaten it before, though.  I can’t say I was especially impressed with 
their pizza, but it wasn’t terrible either. 
 
 The Des Moines airport’s website advises that you arrive two hours early for all flights, and with the orange alert I figured I 
should probably take that seriously.  Needless to say, both check-in and security went quickly and I had almost two full hours to wait at 
the gate.  I made my way to gate A-4, where absolutely no one else was waiting, and proceeded to grade the final exams from my 
advanced algebra class at Garrigan. 
 
 While I waited a flight arrived from Chicago.  The passengers came through the jetway, and almost all of them were male.  
This was definitely a flight geared to businessmen, with probably sixty men and just a handful of women.  The woman working at the 
gate paged a skycap to come to the gate with a wheelchair, since there was apparently someone needing assistance on the flight.  No 
skycap showed, and eventually the flight crew came off and told her everyone was off.  They double-checked, but apparently the 
“handicapped” person had walked off on their own.  It wasn’t until about fifteen minutes later (and after they had cancelled the page 
twice) that the skycap finally showed up. 
 
 After the flight crew was off the plane, a college-aged boy came rushing back to the gate.  In a really panicked voice he 
explained that he had lost his wallet and he was hoping it might still be on the plane.  The crew would not let him back on to search, but 
a flight attendant asked him what his seat number was.  After a few minutes she came back with the wallet in hand.  It apparently had 
fallen out and was laying on the seat.  [I’ve had that happen to me and only just barely realized it when I was getting my carry-on 
ready to leave the plane.]  The boy thanked her and quickly checked to make sure that his money (a sizeable amount of it) was still 
there.  I’m glad things worked out for him. 
 
 The gate gradually filled as I continued grading trig tests.  Finally around 5:40pm they began the boarding process for flight 
#761 to Denver.  Next to the boarding gate they had a machine not unlike a subway turnstile.  As each person came up they presented 
their identification and then gave their boarding pass to the attendant.  She fed the magnetic-backed card into the front of the machine, 
which clunked around a bit and then spit out the receipt end of the ticket at the other end.  [I’m sure they’ve discontinued this 
method and joined every other airline in scanning a barcode instead.  In this era of self check-in there are two many different 
forms a boarding pass could take to rely a machine like this.] 
 
 We left the gate at 5:50pm, fifteen minutes before our scheduled departure.  There was no reason to dawdle, since everyone 
was on board.  Indeed, every single seat on the plane was full.  I pondered on this full plane exactly how it was that the airlines could be 
in financial trouble.  United is literally bankrupt, and supposedly many other airlines are on the brink of insolvency.  [Almost all of them 
have since declared bankruptcy.]  I knew what I was paying for this flight.  I thought I got a good deal, so I assume others were 
paying similar fares.  A quick scan through the 737 showed that they should have around $17,500 in income for this one flight.  I have 
no idea what jet fuel costs or what they pay their employees.  I would think, though, that it ought to be profitable to fly a plane that 
earned that much revenue.  If it’s not, then if you ask me they deserve to have the company go under. 
 
 [The airlines, like companies in other industries that are having solvency problems, negotiated bad retirement 
packages (from the company’s point of view) decades ago.  The problem isn’t so much the contracts themselves, but that the 
companies chose to fund their retirement benefits with future rather than current earnings.  Instead of making regular 
contributions while the employees were working, they’re having to pay for them now—in addition to maintaining their current 
operations.] 
 
 We taxied forever on the ground in Des Moines.  I’d swear we must have gone halfway to Nebraska before we finally turned 
around and took off toward the east.  We climbed rapidly—as fast as I recall on any plane I’ve been on.  Then we basically did a U-turn 
in the air and headed off to the west. 
 
 There was no meal on this flight, even though it was right at dinner time.  One of the flight attendants explained that as part of 
the bankruptcy settlement they were required to delete meal service from most of their flights.  On some flights they now sell meals, but 
this one didn’t even have that.  Instead each passenger got a bag filled with half an ounce of cheddar-flavored party mix, barely enough 
to even fill your mouth once.  We were also allowed to have one complimentary soft drink (or to purchase beer or wine for $5 a serving).  
The freebie drinks were served in plastic cups barely larger than a bathroom cup.  Northwest and Continental had larger cups, and they 
also gave you the can so you could refill things yourself.  Here I got only one tiny cup of ginger ale, and no refills—period. 
 



 Unlike most flights I’ve been on, here the attendants didn’t push a drink cart through the aisle.  Instead they first came around 
taking orders from everyone.  Then they came back carrying the drinks on plastic trays that looked like muffin tins, with little places to 
put the cups hollowed out at the bottom.  There were two coach class attendants (the third attendant served only the twelve first 
passengers on board).  The one toward the front (a fifty-ish blonde woman) acted like she was memorizing the drink orders and never 
wrote anything down.  When she brought out the drinks, though, she got almost everyone’s order wrong.  Fortunately I had the rear 
attendant (a very overweight black woman).  She took orders on a pad like a waitress and made no mistakes in serving anyone. 
 
 We arrived in Denver nearly half an hour early, around 6:30 mountain time.  I had about an hour and a half before my next 
flight, so I spent some time checking out the airport.  The new Denver International Airport is weird.  It’s really not all that large of an 
airport (Minneapolis is definitely larger, and so is O’Hare), but it’s ugly and not particularly convenient.  The airport is literally out in the 
middle of nowhere, completely surrounded by farmland.  There are no hotels or businesses anywhere remotely close.  [Almost 
certainly some have been built since this was written.]  Denver has a light rail system, but it doesn’t go out to the airport [which 
really is stupid]; I hate to think what the taxi fare to downtown (or to anywhere populated) must be.    The place has three concourses 
which are each basically an enormously long hallway out in the middle of the tarmac.  There is no ground-level connection between the 
concourses or the main terminal.  That makes it easy for planes to navigate around all sides of all of them, but it means you need to 
take a special subway train to connect from one concourse to another; they don’t even have underground passageways like O’Hare 
does.  Each concourse has four sets of moving walkways running down the center, two in each direction.  It makes sort of an 
express/local system, like you’d find on a big city freeway.  The walkways move very fast.  I nearly tripped as I was spit out the end of 
one of them.  The gates are interspersed with shops and restaurants, but there’s really not much of a selection—just the same stuff 
over and over again.  While breaking the trip at almost exactly the halfway point made for two pleasantly short flights, given a choice in 
the future I’d connect at either Minneapolis or Chicago rather than flying through Denver again.  [I never have been back to Denver, 
and given that United is almost never the least expensive way to fly from Iowa, I probably won’t be any time soon.] 
 
 I called Margaret on my cell phone to let her know I’d made it to Denver safely.  Then I looked for somewhere to eat.  I found a 
place called “¡Qué Bien!” which served highly stylized Mexican food.  I had vegetarian tacos that were made with sautéed peppers and 
squash as well as a bottle of “tropical” Sprite.  I guess that’s something new the soft drink company has come up with.  Instead of the 
vaguely citrus flavor Sprite normally has, this had a too-sweet tropical fruit flavor—probably mango or something like that.  The tacos 
were good [really excellent, in fact], but I won’t be buying tropical Sprite again. 
 
 Once I’d finished dinner I had just a brief wait at gate B-59 before they started boarding flight 6861 to Palm Springs.  We again 
gave our boarding passes to a woman at the gate who fed them into that turnstile-like device to let us proceed.  This time, though, 
instead of going out to a jetway the door led to a staircase that went down and down and down.  (There was also an elevator available 
for those who couldn’t negotiate the stairs.)  At the bottom were the so-called “lower gates”, with names like 59-A, 59-B, etc.  Each 
served flights to various second-rate cities around the West.  I could have flown from here to Missoula, Durango, Flagstaff, Twin Falls, 
or Casper.  [The best part of the renovations they did in Minneapolis was getting rid of this nonsense.  Now every plane 
there—big, small, or in between—hooks up with a jetway.  Some of those jetways have very steep descents to make it to the 
plane, but everyone can board from the main concourses.]  The Palm Springs flight left from 59-E, a door that led straight out to the 
tarmac.  I waited by the gate next to an elderly couple who had been escorted there in wheelchairs.  They were concerned about how 
far they would have to go to get to the plane.  Their view was toward a different direction, but I could easily see our plane.  I assured 
them it was just a short walk (maybe 50 feet) from the door. 
 
 We chatted for quite a while as we waited by the lower gate.  I found out that the couple’s son was a commercial pilot, which 
made me think of the son of one of my fellow teachers who is trying to break into that career.  The couple is apparently retired in Palm 
Springs, but they fly all over the country seeing their children and grandchildren.  When they finally opened the door and led us out to 
the plane, they exclaimed “my, that’s a big one”.  Apparently the planes they had taken in and out of Palm Springs in the past were the 
sort of thing that flies into Mason City.  Ours was a small prop jet (just two seats on each side of the aisle), but definitely a class up from 
the tiny planes.   
  
 The plane was about two-thirds full, but apparently the computer had assigned everyone to seats toward the front of the plane.  
That made things too unbalanced to take off, so they asked for volunteers to move to the back.  I graciously agreed, and I ended up 
having the very back row all to myself. 
 
 Flight 6861 was officially a “United Express” flight, operated by Skywest Airlines, a regional carrier that doesn’t actually sell 
tickets under their own name but subcontracts to several major airlines to provide service to smaller airports.  [I’m used to Mesaba 
and Pinnacle, which used to do the same thing with Northwest—and now are associated with Delta.]  It was really a much better 
flight than the real United flight.  The plane (a Canadair regional jet) was brand new with roomy leather-covered seats, they served us 
oatmeal cookies as well as snack mix, and they allowed refills on the drinks. 
 
 Our one and only flight attendant was a pleasant boy named Eddie, who was barely beyond high school age.  It was 
interesting that while he was of Asian ancestry every single passenger on the plane was white.  To be more precise, in the Southwest 
all 42 of us would be described as “Anglo”; there was not a Hispanic or a Black person in the group. 
 
 Eddie rattled off the safety speech, including an announcement that it was in violation of federal law for anyone to attempt to 
tamper with the cockpit door.  I certainly knew that was true, but no one on any other flight—before or since—has bothered to say it.  [I 
have heard it again, but it’s definitely not standard.]  The captain then gave us our flight information, including the fact that “first 
officer Zac” would be flying the plane today—his first “in command” flight.  I’m not sure that’s the most reassuring thing to hear as a 
passenger, but everyone has to start somewhere.  What’s more, Zac was probably more conscious of what he was doing than a 
seasoned pilot would be.  He also told us that it was currently clear and 104 degrees in Palm Springs, and I could only hope the 
temperature would go down at least a bit after sundown. 



 We had a gorgeous view of the sunset over the snowcapped Colorado Rockies shortly after taking off.  Otherwise it was a 
pretty uneventful flight.  I finished grading the last of my tests and then read the Denver papers and USA Today.  About the time I 
finished, it was time for our final descent.   As I looked out I could see the circles of streetlights that marked suburban sprawl below me.  
Zac startled us all by abruptly lowering the landing gear, making a loud bang not unlike a small explosion.  The captain felt compelled to 
reassure us that everything was okay, and I’m sure Zac got a lecture on how to accomplish this more smoothly.  We landed precisely at 
9pm Pacific time, about 15 minutes early. 
 
 Eddie told us we would have to wait for the propellers to stop spinning before we could deplane in Palm Springs.  That took 
about five minutes, and it was at least another five minutes before all the rows in front of me had exited.  As I stepped down to the 
tarmac, it was immediately clear that while it might not have been 104 degrees, it was still very warm.  I suppose I could politely 
describe it as a balmy evening.  It wasn’t sweltering or miserable, but it was far from comfortable. 
 
 I quickly made my way to the car rental area, which was conveniently located right next to baggage claim.  The Alamo and 
National companies share a desk here.  [They are two divisions of the same company, and why they continue to operate 
separately, I have no clue.]  A mousy-haired middle-aged woman served the joint desk, and her primary concern seemed to be with 
which company I had made my reservation.  She asked a couple of quick questions, punched a few keys on her computer, and soon 
gave me the keys to a red Dodge Neon (license #5AVN998) that was parked just a few steps out the door.  This was not nearly as nice 
of a car as the Mitsubishi Lancer I had gotten at Ontario Airport, but it probably was closer to the “economy” model I had reserved both 
times.  I couldn’t argue with the price either.  For just over $100 I could rent the car for a full week.  There were no hidden charges, and 
the only tax they charge in Palm Springs is the standard state sales tax—no county or local add-ons.  [That’s EXTREMELY unusual 
for an airport rental.  Almost always there’s half a dozen unavoidable fees that practically double the quoted price.] 
 
 Unlike Ontario, there was no security guard to check my rental papers when I left the airport—just a sign warning me of 
“severe tire damage” if I chose to back up instead of going forward.  I left the airport on Tahquiz Canyon Way (TOCK-izz), the main 
drag of the desert resort.  I proceeded west until I got to the closest thing there is to a downtown in Palm Springs and turned north on 
Indian Canyon Road.  Everything looked pleasant and well-kept, though nighttime is really not the time to judge any community.  I took 
Indian Canyon north for about seven miles, passing motel after motel and restaurant after restaurant.  Finally I made it up to Interstate 
10.  [The airport is fairly convenient to those who want to visit Palm Springs or nearby Indio, but it’s not at all convenient to 
the interstate.] 
 
 Palm Springs is about 125 miles east of Los Angeles, but it’s pretty much solid city all the way to the Pacific.  The interstate is 
eight lanes wide at Palm Springs (and for about twenty-five miles further east, for that mater), and except for a brief six-lane stretch 
going over the pass by San Bernardino, it’s eight lanes (and occasionally ten) from here westward.  It was fairly late on a weeknight, 
and traffic was really quite light.  It was mostly trucks, though, and between some serious grades and stiff winds, they were driving quite 
erratically.  I often found myself in the unusual position of being toward the left side of the freeway, so I didn’t have to constantly brake 
for the trucks in the right two lanes. 
 
 My destination was the Motel 6 in Fontana, the same place I stayed a month ago.  It was no surprise to find that the exit for 
Sierra Avenue, where the Motel 6 was located, was still closed for construction.  At least this time I knew how to get into the motel 
through the back way.  I exited at Citrus Avenue, drove north to Valley (the access road), and went back east to a McDonalds parking 
lot that provided access to the motel.  In the intervening month they’d placed an orange sign by the McDonalds lot that showing that it 
was indeed the way to Motel 6.  I still had to negotiate a bit of a maze getting to the motel, though.  A large moving van was blocking 
the main entrance, so I had to drive into the lot of a K-Mart next door and enter the motel through yet another back way.  [What’s really 
annoying about this is that the Motel 6 was old enough to actually face onto the street, unlike a lot of newer motels that you 
can only enter by way of other businesses.] 
 
 The van drivers were checking in when I got to the office.  They did not look like the most trustworthy of people, certainly not 
the folks I’d entrust with all my worldly possessions.  Checking out as they checked in (after 10pm) was a skuzzy middle-aged couple 
that I’d wager paid an hourly rate.  There were other “colorful” people using the vending machines—including a group of middle-school 
aged black boys skateboarding around the parking lot and a constantly-coughing old lady who seemed to permanently stand by the 
vending machines smoking.  They were all perfectly harmless, though, and the place was certainly worth the $33 nightly rate I ended up 
paying.   
 

[I often check the TripAdvisor website to see what other travelers say in their reviews.  The Fontana Motel 6 has yet to 
be reviewed, but lots of its cousins around the country have.  It’s amazing how many people go to a Motel 6 and expect it to 
be a Hilton.  I’ve seen some complain because there were no bellhops at Motel 6, and many reviews have complained that 
there was no breakfast buffet, that the entrances are normally directly from the parking lot, and the only toiletry they provide 
is bar soap.  It’s very clear in Motel 6’s advertising what they do and don’t provide, and even if it weren’t, they shouldn’t 
expect luxuries for a budget price.  Those same people often write scary descriptions of the other guests who were staying at 
the motel when they did.  They’d almost certainly be fearful of the characters I described here.  I do wonder why these people 
(the ones who write the nasty reviews) were at a hotel like this to begin with.  If they can’t stomach the real world, I wonder 
why they are traveling.  I’m not a huge Motel 6 fan, but I’m certainly not afraid of staying there—and you definitely can’t argue 
with the price.] 
 
 I’ve heard a lot of people make bad comments about Motel 6’s.  They certainly aren’t the Ritz, but they’re not bad places for 
what you pay.  I basically think of a motel room as somewhere to sleep, and Motel 6 accomplishes that very well.  They are always 
immaculately clean, and the beds are comfortably hard [something I find positive, but that many other people hate].  They are well 
located (always near the points of interest in an area and always close to city buses or trains).  [The location is almost always the 
biggest positive.  Most Motel 6’s are old enough that they are located reasonably close-in, rather than near nothing but an 



industrial park.]  There’s color TV with free movie and sports channels, and parking and phone calls are free.  Probably most 
important in my book, though, is that they always have good shower heads.  All hotels have low-flow showers these days (it’s probably 
a law), but almost no one other than Motel 6 has low-flow showers that actually have some force to them.  For as long as I can 
remember (even back when they had vibrating beds and they sold you a key to turn on the black-and white TV), Motel 6 has used 
aerating shower heads that give a strong force while using very little water.  I’ve been to Super 8s and Comfort Inns and even once to a 
Hilton that had showers that barely managed to drip.  At Motel 6, though, I’ve always had a decent shower. 
 
 I got settled into my room and enjoyed a brief shower.  Then around 11:15 I turned out the lights and went to sleep. 

THURSDAY, MAY 22 . . .  
Greater Los Angeles, California 
 
 The schedule today turned out almost exactly backwards from 
what I had planned, but it was a most enjoyable day.  I had planned to 
wait until after 8:00 (when fares are lower) to travel into Los Angeles, but I 
was wide awake at 5am so I decided I might as well take an early train.  I 
showered again and drove up Sierra to the same park-and-ride I had 
patronized a month ago. 
 
 It’s amazing just how early the rush hour is in Los Angeles.  I 
could see I-10 from the Motel 6 parking lot, and traffic was backed up at 
5:30am.  Sierra Avenue was also packed with cars, mostly traveling south 
to the freeway.  The train platform was full, and so was the train—one 
that would arrive in downtown Los Angeles right at 7am.  Paul suggested 
that a lot of the business people here must essentially work on Eastern 
time, starting their day when the business day would begin in New York.  
There’s probably some truth to that, although then you’d expect the even- 

 
Rented Dodge Omni parked at the Motel 6 

Fontana, California 
ing rush hour to also be early when in fact it’s about the same time it would be back home.  [I think mostly it’s because of the long 
distances people commute.] 
 
 In April I had difficulty using the Metrolink vending machine, but today things worked okay.  I put the $15.75 fare on a credit 
card and quickly got my ticket.  [I’ve since learned that in such machines I need to say my debit card is a credit card, even 
though it isn’t.  Then they process things fine.]  Interestingly no one checked for tickets on this or any other Metrolink train on this 
trip, though in April inspectors came around twice. 
 
 In addition to the station announcements, the conductor repeatedly apologized for the “service interruptions you may have 
experienced last night”.  I read about those interruptions in the paper.  Apparently some idiot stopped her car right on the train tracks at 
a crossing in Rialto, just east of Fontana.  She and her baby daughter were both killed when a train traveling 70 mph was unable to stop 
in time.  Train service had to be halted in both directions while they investigated things and cleared away the wreckage.  Supposedly 
traffic was backed up because of construction on the street, but that’s still no excuse for stopping right on the tracks.  I certainly don’t 
wish death on anyone, no matter how stupid they may be.  I only hope people can learn from the tragedy and not repeat it. 

 
Original Pantry – Los Angeles, California 

 
 I stopped briefly at Union Station to pick 
up an L.A. transit map, the current version of the 
same map I had gotten when I was out here with 
Margaret two years ago.  Then I headed down to 
the subway.  In the lobby area of the subway four 
different officers were checking that people had 
tickets.  If you buy a ticket to ride the Metrolink 
commuter trains, the same ticket works on the 
red line in Los Angeles, so I just flashed the ticket 
I had bought in Fontana and went on my way. 
 
 I took the train three stops to 7th 
Street/Metro Center station, the same place all 
the businesspeople on the train were getting off.  
Metro Center is in the heart of L.A.’s financial 
district, beneath one skyscraper bank and 
surrounded by many others.  The area looks a lot 
like the southern part of the Chicago Loop, 
though the towers aren’t quite so tall nor packed 
so closely together.  That lets more light in and 
makes the downtown area look quite a bit more 
cheerful. 

 
 I walked down Figueroa Avenue to a restaurant that every guide to L.A. praises.  The Original Pantry is owned by former 
mayor Richard Riordan, who bought it to save the building from being torn down to make room for a skyscraper.  The restaurant 
opened in 1924, and they have been open around the clock (“never closed, never without a customer”) for seventy-nine years.  There 
are actually two “Original Pantries” around the corner from each other in the same building, sharing a kitchen.  The diner is where 



you’re supposed to eat, but it’s almost always packed.  The bakeshop (where I ate) has a bit calmer atmosphere, identical food, and 
equally historic surroundings.  [I’ve since gone to the actual café.  That was a fun experience, but the bake shop is really a nicer 
place to eat.] 
 
 I can’t speak for the diner, but the bakeshop is a lovely little café.  The showpiece is a gorgeous mahogany bar with brass 
accessories.  Huge picture windows look out at the street, and there is ornate woodwork on the walls and ceiling.  The tables are plane 
furniture from the ‘50s—green vinyl-backed chairs set at chrome and Formica tables.  The patrons are a wide mix of people:  
businessmen and women, blue-collar factory workers, retired folks chatting over coffee, college students reading at tables for one, 
tourists, and even destitute street people.  The bulk of the customers are Anglo white people, but all races are represented among the 
clientele.  Supposedly lots of movie stars eat here regularly, but I can’t say I saw anybody famous. 
 

Most guidebooks refer to the staff here as surly, likening them to convicts working as waiters.  They were certainly efficient and 
not particularly friendly, but “surly” seems a tad extreme.  My waiter was an elderly gentleman (they note that fourteen of their 
employees have worked here at least twenty years, two for over forty years) who gestured me to a seat and instantly plunked down and 
filled a coffee cup, without my even requesting it.  There are no menus here; the food and prices are written on chalkboards covering 
the walls.  The waiters expect you to know what you’re ordering, and I suppose a bit of the “surliness” comes from them waiting 
impatiently for customers to decide.  It can be a tough decision, too.  They pretty much serve everything you could imagine, though, and 
all of it is available at all hours.  I could have had filet mignon in wine sauce or roast leg of lamb for breakfast if I wanted it. 
 

Instead I ordered ham and eggs, plus fresh-squeezed grapefruit juice.  The place supposedly specializes in pork, and my 
breakfast included a thick slab of juicy grilled ham with the bone in it.  The eggs were properly cooked and flavorful, and the plate was 
accompanied by fried potatoes (not unlike what the call “hash browns” in Chicago) with peppers, onions, and fresh garlic, and toast 
made from homemade sourdough bread with butter and a wide variety of jams and jellies to choose from.  The juice was tart and tasty, 
and the coffee was outstanding.  What’s more, the whole thing set me back just $5.49 ($7 with tax and a generous tip).  If I should 
happen to return to Los Angeles, I’d definitely go back here again. 
 
 [Almost everywhere I’ve been my favorite places to eat are old-fashioned diners.  I love breakfast food, and I like 
places that offer a bit of local color in a controlled way—which is precisely what the Original Pantry does.] 
 
 I went back to Metro Center and used one of my 90¢ tokens, plus a quarter to buy a subway ticket with transfer.  I probably 
could have gotten by flashing the Metrolink ticket all day if I wanted.  The ticket is supposed to be good for one ride on the subway (and 
a return trip to Union Station), though, and I generally try to be honest.  It’s not like the fare would exactly break me anyhow. 
 
 That fare was the subject of great controversy while I was in L.A., though.  Just today the MTA board was meeting to decide 
whether to “restructure” fares on the buses and subways for the first time in a decade.  For most tourists the new fare scheme would 
actually mean a reduction in costs.  A cash fare, which is now $1.35 would go down to $1.25, and they’d be introducing a day pass that 
would offer unlimited rides for just $3.  The controversy arose from the fact that many regular riders would pay more than they currently 
do.  That’s because tokens would be raised from $.90 to $1.10 (and would be eventually phased out in 3 – 4 years), monthly passes 
would go from $42 to $52, and the $.25 transfers would be eliminated (though, if you think about it, the day pass would cost the exact 
same amount as a round trip with transfer, so that one’s pretty much a wash.)   
 

The biggest agitator in this controversy is an organization called the Bus Riders Union.  The group seems to be made up 
mostly of lawyers and college professors, rather than people who actually ride public transit with much frequency.  Nonetheless they 
appear to oppose anything and everything MTA does.  [The same group agitates in other West Coast cities; I most recently 
encountered them in Vancouver.]  The group claims that they want improved transit, yet they lobbied fiercely against building the 
subway and light rail lines, backing up construction for more than a decade.  They also opposed expanding the new rapid bus service 
that moves you across town quickly, instead of making you stop at every single bus stop on a street.  They never seem to say what 
they do want, only that they don’t want anything MTA ever proposes.  If they really wanted to improve transit, you’d think that they’d like 
high-speed rail and bus lines—probably the biggest service improvements the city had made in decades.  Instead they just file lawsuit 
after lawsuit and make unrealistic demands for things like $.50 fares and unlimited free transfers, including free transfers to other 
systems’ buses.  The group had plastered telephone poles all over the city.  Some of their signs encouraged riders to stop paying their 
fares until MTA backs down on the fare restructuring.  Most of the actual riders on the buses and trains are Hispanic working people, 
and not a one of them seemed to be taking the Bus Riders Union’s advice. 

 
[The Bus Riders Union would argue that the new forms of transit bypass large areas (they would say mostly in poor 

neighborhoods) and therefore discriminate against the people who live in the places they bypass.  They argue that people 
have to walk long distances to catch a train or rapid bus, or wait for a local bus that may now have reduced levels of service.  
I don’t particularly disagree with that.  Indeed, in an ideal world there would be frequent service to everywhere at all hours; it’s 
just not practical to do that.  To try to gain sympathy for their cause, the Bus Riders Union goes on say that the long walks or 
waits are often in crime-ridden neighborhoods.  What makes their argument silly is that the same group is also now fighting 
against the police, claiming that because some officers have abused their power, the L.A. police as a whole should be 
eliminated or severely reduced.  While I’m sure there have been some police abuses, reducing the police presence would 
certainly not help those who have to cope with crime-ridden neighborhoods.] 
 

I can certainly sympathize with those who would experience a fare increase, particularly since a large part of the transit riders 
in Los Angeles are really quite poor.  They must realize, though, that by comparison with other cities the prices in L.A. are still dirt 
cheap.  In Chicago the base fare is $1.50 [it’s since risen to $2.25], and a monthly pass costs $75 [now $150].  Out east the standard 
subway fare is now $2 a ride [Boston will be three bucks after the New Year].  Compared with that, you can hardly complain about a 
buck and a quarter.  What’s more, that $3 unlimited day pass compares quite favorably with the $15.75 round-trip fare to take the 



commuter train from Fontana.  [Metrolink’s fare is up to $19.75 from Fontana, and they no longer offer an off-peak discount.  The 
L.A. MTA, by the way, still has a $1.25 base fare, though day passes are now up to $5.  They still haven’t phased out tokens, 
but the price for them is now the same as for a cash fare.] 
 
 I was intrigued by the Spanish on one of the Bus Riders Union’s posters.  It cautioned that  “LAS FICHAS DEL BUS SE 
ECHARÁN POR 20 CENTAVOS MÁS C/U”.  The “c/u” stands for “cada una” and means “each”, so essentially it’s saying that each bus 
token will cost 20¢ more.  The first thing that caught my eye was the verb “se echarán”.  Here “echarse” would have to mean “to be 
sold” or “to be dispensed”, though it seemed an awkward way to communicate that idea.  The verb would literally mean “to throw 
oneself”.  I pictured the tokens launching themselves like missiles aimed at innocent passengers, or perhaps throwing themselves on 
the mercy of the court.  I was also intrigued that the sign referred only to bus tokens, making no mention of the fact that the same 
tokens work on the rail system.  It was as if since they didn’t want the trains, they weren’t going to acknowledge that they existed. 
 
 I’m sure the Bus Riders Union will hate the journey I made this morning.  I rode the red line subway westward to Wilshire and 
Vermont and then caught the rapid bus that runs down Wilshire Boulevard.  [The Bus Riders Union seems to have changed their 
tone on the rapid buses.  Since it’s clear people like the huge network that MTA has created, now BRU is trying to take credit 
for the idea.]  Margaret and I had taken this out to the tar pits in 2001, but this time I went much further west.  I went all the way to the 
end of the line at the Pacific Ocean, and on the way I saw a fascinating cross-section of the city.  Wilshire looks like a grand boulevard 
from a foreign city.  Indeed, it reminded me a lot of Madrid.  It’s lined with a collection of architecturally interesting tall buildings and filled 
with flowers and trees in the median and sidewalk.  The “foreign” feeling comes from seeing signs in a variety of languages, coupled 
with the fact that it’s quite a bit grimier than places like Michigan Avenue in Chicago.  It’s a fascinating street, and the bus ride down it 
was most interesting. 
 
 My ride started in Koreatown, which combines an Asian shopping strip with the headquarters of several large banks.  West of 
there is the Miracle Mile, one of the first suburban shopping strips in America.  Today the retailers here are mostly down-market; about 
the nicest things here are Staples and Office Max.  Many of the grand department stores that line the street have been replaced by 
museums.  Margaret and I visited the Peterson Automotive Museum here, and there are also a collection of major art museums. 
 
 A little ways west of the museums Wilshire enters Beverly Hills.  This wasn’t the Beverly Hills of grand mansions behind walls 
I’d seen before, though.  Wilshire is home to Beverly Hills’ commercial district.  You’ve almost certainly heard of Rodeo Drive, one of the 
major cross-streets here.  The stores along Wilshire include the likes of Tiffany, Saks Fifth Avenue, and Nieman Marcus—no 99¢ store 
here.  For all the snooty store names, though, it’s really not that glamorous of a neighborhood.  It would definitely not be a place to 
window shop, because most of the stores don’t have windows.  If you walked along the sidewalk (which almost no one does here) you’d 
basically see a bunch of bare walls.  You’d also encounter a large number of homeless people pushing their shopping carts around.  I 
certainly hadn’t expected to see bag ladies in Beverly Hills, but I suppose they congregate where people are likely to be generous to 
beggars. 
 
 Beyond Beverly Hills is Century City, one of the most upscale residential and commercial areas in Los Angeles.  Century City 
was built on the site of the old 20th Century Fox back lot.  Today it’s a collection of high-rise luxury apartments and office buildings and 
low-rise pretentious malls.  It looks a lot like Paseo de la Castellana in Madrid, and it’s also similar to the lakefront development east of 
Wrigley Field in Chicago.  It’s probably the nicest area we passed on Wilshire, but I really didn’t feel the need to get off the bus and see 
things up close.  [Mayor Villaraigosa is reviving plans to extend the subway west under Wilshire.  It would almost certainly go 
faster, and I can’t say that you’d miss a lot being underground.] 
 
 One thing I definitely didn’t expect to see in California was Canadian banks, but oddly enough they’re everywhere in Los 
Angeles.  In Beverly Hills and Century City it seemed as if every two or three blocks I saw one of those green “TD” signs you see all 
over Canada.  They don’t tell you here that “TD” stands for “Toronto Dominion”, but they’re just as eager to take your money as Bank of 
America or Wells-Fargo.  [TD apparently has a big presence in the States these days.  After Christmas I’ll be in Boston, where 
among other things I’ll see the Bruins play at an arena that is now called the TD Banknorth Garden.] 
 
 The population gets whiter and whiter as you head west.  Koreatown is heavily Asian, and the area around the Miracle Mile is 
a mix of Black and Hispanic.  Beverly Hills seems to have a surprising mix of racial groups, but Century City came across as lily white.  
Past Century City you enter Santa Monica, a city of about 100,000 that fiercely maintains its independence from L.A.  Santa Monica 
also seemed overwhelmingly white—full of the blond, tan beach people that L.A. proper doesn’t have. 
 
 Travel guides describe Santa Monica as “middle class”, but along Wilshire it seemed anything but that to me.  There were 
places that looked like glorified trailer parks and places that seemed way too snooty for my taste.  Absolutely nothing seemed like a 
place people I’d actually like to know might live. It’s a very patchy city, too, with good and bad literally right next door to each other.  The 
businesses were the same thing you’d find on any strip anywhere, leaning just a bit toward the pretentious side (lots of coffee bars, for 
instance).  Probably because it comes right after Century City, Santa Monica comes across as a very low-rise place.  It’s the only place 
along Wilshire that there aren’t tall buildings, and it probably seems a little backwards because of that.  Guide books describe Santa 
Monica as the place tourists must go in L.A.  I didn’t dislike the place, but I certainly didn’t see what all the fuss was about. 
 
 It was very foggy in Santa Monica when I was there.  Being right on the coast, the place gets coastal weather.  It was 
essentially clear downtown, but here in Santa Monica I might as well have been in London.  We passed a Barnes and Noble, and I 
resisted the urge to pick up a Dickens book to capture the mood. 
 
 Wilshire Boulevard ends on a cliff overlooking the Pacific.  The bus turned and went a couple blocks south along the coast 
before stopping at the end of the line.  There was a lovely park right next to the bus stop; I explored it and snapped a few shots of the 



foggy Pacific.  I didn’t dawdle, though, as Santa Monica seems to have more than its share of homeless people.  I had just missed the 
next bus on my itinerary, and I waited for what seemed like hours (actually about 20 minutes) for the next one to happen by. 

 
Art deco hotel across from the bus stop 

Santa Monica, California 

 
 I pondered as I waited why it is that you almost never see 
homeless people in small towns or suburban areas.  Even in the 
dingiest old suburbs (like Ford Heights south of Chicago, one of the 
poorest places in America), you never see the homeless.  In rural 
areas I’ve only occasionally seen them, and then it’s usually with a 
“will work for food” sign—at least a minor indication of some ambition.  
Certainly Santa Monica would be one of the most pleasant places a 
homeless person might go, but I really did wonder why I didn’t see 
their equivalent in Fontana or Palm Springs or Adelanto. 
 
 [A friend of mine who is a police officer tells me that 
there definitely are homeless people in rural Iowa.  They tend to 
live either in vehicles or in abandoned buildings.  Many of them 
are actually working people who can’t afford suitable housing.] 
 
 I never did check the route map, but looking at the signs on 
the bus stop, bus 434 must follow a very unusual route.  North of 
Santa Monica, the route follows Pacific Coast Highway (PCH), the 
four-lane expressway that runs at the bottom of the cliff, right next to 
the beach.  If I wanted to I could have taken the bus all the way north 
to Malibu or Zuma Beach.  Somewhere south of here the bus turns 
inland and runs across the city, ending up at Union Station in 
downtown Los Angeles.  The route seemed L-shaped at best to me, 
and confusing matters even more was that to catch the northbound 
bus, I actually waited at a bus stop on the southbound side of the 
street.  That made sense when I realized that we had to go south to 
catch a northbound entrance ramp to PCH. 
 
 Before long a cute college-aged blonde girl with an enormous 
hat that looked like something out of the ‘60s came up to the bus stop 
and asked if “the 4-3-4” (she chomped her gum to punctuate each of 
the numbers) had left yet.  I told her that was what I was waiting or, 
too, and she assured me that even with the unusual location, this was 
the correct stop for a northbound bus.  Eventually two high-school 
aged Asian kids with bleached hair and skateboards came along,  plus 

an elderly black man in a blue suit and an obese Mexican woman in a pink waitress uniform.  No one said much of anything; we all just 
stood there and waited. 
 
 Bus 434 was very crowded, the only one I took on this trip where I was not able to find a seat.  That meant I really didn’t get 
much of a view of the ocean from the bus as we rushed up PCH, but I did catch a glimpse here and there.  My destination was Sunset 
Boulevard, which on most maps looks like the first major intersection north of Santa Monica.  We went a ways north, and I saw a major 
intersection, so I pulled the cord and got off the bus, together with a Hispanic woman who was working as a maid somewhere nearby. 
 
 I’m still not sure whether to say 
unfortunately or fortunately, but whatever the 
case, this was not Sunset.  It was, in fact 
Chautauqua Avenue.  If I’d really cared, I 
could have gotten out my transit map and 
figured out a quicker route, but as it was I 
walked about a mile and a half along Pacific 
Coast Highway until I actually came to 
Sunset.  This gave me the close-up view of 
the ocean I didn’t have from the bus, but the 
problem was I was a pedestrian walking 
along a freeway.  (Technically it’s an 
“expressway”, not a “freeway”, because 
there are stoplights every couple of miles.  
Traffic is heavy, though, and it moves fast.  
There are also no sidewalks for most of the 
length.) 
 
 I had gotten off on the northbound 
side of PCH, and if I wanted to see the 
ocean,  it made sense to go over to the other  

Surfers on a foggy morning near Sunset and Pacific Coast Highway 
side of the highway.  Not far ahead there was a crosswalk.  Unfortunately the button that would activate a red light to stop traffic was 
out of order.  I knew from past experience, though, that pedestrians always have the right of way at crosswalks in California.  Personally 



I think that law is stupid, but I wasn’t opposed to using it to my advantage.  I waited until there was a break in the northbound traffic and 
started across.  Sure enough, the southbound traffic screeched to a halt, and I easily managed to cross.  [This was certainly more 
dangerous than any encounter I might have had with criminal elements in L.A., and it’s definitely not something I care to 
repeat.] 
 
 Much of my walk was past the Will Rogers State Beach.  I usually think of sunbathing as the main beach activity, but with the 
fog it was hardly prime tanning weather.  The fog didn’t stop the surfers, though.  I don’t think I’d ever seen surfers up close before, but 
there were probably a dozen of them scattered through the park here.  I chatted with a female surfer who had just used a porta-pottie 
by the beach.  I can’t say it was exactly an enlightening conversation, but it was a brief introduction to a world I’ve never entered before. 
 
 I didn’t have to see the sign to know when I reached Sunset Boulevard.  There had been a couple of important intersections 
south of there, but Sunset and PCH is a MAJOR intersection.  While Sunset’s route is convoluted (it follows the base of the mountains), 
it is one of only a handful of streets (Wilshire is the next one south) that run all the way across the city.  Both Sunset and PCH move a 
ton of traffic, and their T-intersection has to be one of the busiest I’ve seen anywhere.  I walked past the intersection to get one more 
view of the ocean and then needed to cross both streets to get to the bus stop I wanted.  It took a full ten minutes just to cross the 
street, and in the process the bus that had been waiting at the stop pulled away.  I bought some coffee and a newspaper at a 
convenience store on the corner and then entertained myself as I drank it by watching the police frisking a man they had stopped at the 
intersection. 

 
Sunset Boulevard & Pacific Coast Highway – Los Angeles, California 

[The parking ramp at the foot of Sunset (left in the picture) serves visitors to Malibu Beach.] 
 Buses run quite frequently on Sunset Boulevard 
downtown and through Hollywood.  West of there, though, 
the frequency rapidly decreases.  The line splits to serve 
a variety of destinations on L.A.’s west side, and after 
rush hour they only serve PCH and Sunset every half 
hour.  I had a schedule for this route with me, so it 
surprised me when after about ten minutes of waiting 
another bus pulled up at the stop.  I asked the driver (a 
middle-aged Black woman) how long it would be until she 
pulled out, and she confirmed that it would be about 
twenty minutes.  PCH is the start of the line, and they 
have to leave on schedule.  She said, though that she 
could lock me inside the bus so I could wait out of the 
cold.  I was wearing shorts and short sleeves, having not 
really expected May in California to be cold and foggy, so 
I took her up on the offer. I boarded, and then she locked 
the door so no one could enter and I could not exit.  I read 
the paper on board the bus while the driver bought some 
coffee at the convenience store and proceeded to drink it 
and have a smoke at the bus stop. 
 
 When she was done with her cigarette, she got 
on board and started the bus running.   We still had about 

 
Interior of laid-over Bus #2 (which I was locked inside of) 

Sunset & PCH – Los Angeles 



five minutes before departure, and she spent that time chatting on her cell phone.  No one else showed up at the bus stop, so when the 
appointed hour came, we departed.  The driver never did ask me for a fare.  I asked if she needed to see my transfer.  The response 
was a grunt, and I never was sure if that was directed at me or at whoever she was talking to on the cell phone. 
 
 For about ten minutes I was the only passenger on the bus.  The driver was quite friendly, and she made almost two much 
conversation as we drove along.  She was concerned to find that I had just missed the last bus.  Apparently they’re supposed to wait for 
any regular passengers and for people who might be crossing the street.  She seemed surprised that I wasn’t horribly upset about it.  I 
assured her it was no big deal.  Then she asked if I had seen American Idol on TV.  I hadn’t [indeed, to date I still haven’t watched a 
single episode of the program], but I knew the concept of the show and I managed to fake my way through small talk about it.  I also 
found out that she had relatives coming to visit for the holiday weekend, which she obviously viewed as a chore rather than a pleasure.  
I commiserated with her, and we kept on having a rather forced conversation until eventually other passengers started to board. 
 
 Even more than Wilshire, Sunset Boulevard really is a cross-section of Los Angeles.  It’s one of the longest streets in the 
world, running twenty-five miles from downtown to the Pacific—and continuing several miles more east of downtown under the name 
Cesar Chavez Boulevard.  I own a book that describes Sunset Boulevard in detail [an impulse buy on Amazon.com that is one of 
the most interesting books I own].  I read through it before setting out on this trip and again when I returned home.  It was fascinating 
to see it all in person and then to relive it on paper.  
 
 The neighborhood where I got on is aptly named Pacific Palisades.  It’s a tree-filled neighborhood of relatively modest homes 
that sell for absurdly high prices.  Just inland from here is Brentwood, which you surely remember from the O.J. Simpson trial a few 
years back.  We passed both Rockingham Road and Bundy Drive, and the whole neighborhood just reeked of wealth.  It was really no 
surprise at all that I was the only person who boarded the bus until we got past Brentwood.  I’m sure that earlier in the day the 
westbound buses were full of maids, nannies, and gardeners going to work here, and they’d be full eastbound in the afternoon.  It’s 
hard to imagine most of the residents taking public transit, though. 
 
 By contrast, a few miles inland we reached a neighborhood that depends heavily on transit.  Westwood is home to UCLA, 
probably the largest university I’ve ever seen.  [With about 37,000 students, that may well be true.  I suppose I “saw” Michigan 
State (which would be slightly larger) when I was a small child, but I don’t really remember it.]  The percentage of bus riders 
here seems to be at least as high as it is in Iowa City.  The bus diverges off Sunset to more thoroughly serve the area around the UCLA 
campus.  It was interesting to see all the trendy shops and nightspots catering to the college kids—completely different than the quiet 
residential area to the west. 
 
 It rapidly gets residential again beyond UCLA.  This is the old money Belair neighborhood, the place where the Reagans lived 
for decades.  Belair is also home to Hugh Hefner’s Playboy mansion [which I’m pretty sure I actually did see—though none of the 
shapely residents were in view].  East of there I saw yet another part of Beverly Hills.  “West Beverly”, the name they gave to the high 
school on the 90210 TV show, is as close to middle class as Beverly Hills gets.  There are a number of very basic stores around here 
(Target, Staples, and Walgreen’s), plus lots of boxy apartments and bungalow-style houses.  Not far east we came to the Beverly Hills I 
remembered, with mansions, parks, and the grandiose Beverly Hills Hotel. 
 
 Next up came West Hollywood, an independent city with one of the most diverse populations anywhere.  This is the center of 
L.A.’s gay population, and the fact that 70% of West Hollywood’s population is male attests to that.  The second cultural influence in 
West Hollywood consists of Orthodox Jews, most of them refugees from the former Soviet Union.  I saw old babushkas buying bread 
and sausages next, while beside them on the sidewalk buff studs headed to tanning spas and erotic bookstores.  What I didn’t see 
anywhere in West Hollywood was children.  The Jews are all elderly and the gays are all in their twenties or thirties.  I got the feeling 
that no one under the age of 21 was even allowed to even get off the bus here. 
 
 When we re-entered Los Angeles, things suddenly looked very familiar.  This was Hollywood, the place I spent the better part 
of a week two years ago.  It was fun to recognize landmarks like Blessed Sacrament Church, Hollywood High School, the Palladium, 
and the Cinarama Dome.  I also recognized fast food places where I had eaten, stores I had shopped at, and other places I recognized 
from having walked around the neighborhood.  The familiar memories continued until we got to the hospitals at Vermont Avenue, where 
the Los Feliz neighborhood subway station is located. 
 
 The area east of Vermont was virgin territory for me, though “virgin” is hardly the word to describe the Silver Lake 
neighborhood that is located here.  This “hip” and rapidly gentrifying area has traditionally been one of the sleaziest parts of the city.  
While it has apparently moved upmarket, it was hard to miss the proliferation of adult-oriented businesses in the area.  This is the heart 
of L.A.’s club scene, with the same sort of night spots you’d find on the near north side in Chicago.  I also couldn’t help but notice that 
there were women in hot pants (or perhaps they were men in drag [an either way, they were definitely nothing you’d want to look 
at]) standing by lampposts here at midday. 
 
 Continuing east we came to Echo Park.  This has traditionally been considered a “bad” neighborhood, a place wave after wave 
of first-generation immigrants have called home.  Until this trip my knowledge of Echo Park consisted of an old Linda Ronstadt ballad 
that referred to being “all strung out on heroin on the wrong side of town”.  It turns out that Echo Park has some gorgeous homes—not 
mansions, but small architecturally interesting gems built on hillsides with lovely views of the city.  In the past few years yuppie couples 
have snapped up fixer-uppers in Echo Park, finding the area a pleasant and affordable alternative to the suburbs.  In the process tortilla 
shops are being converted into coffee bars and dollar stores are giving way to work-out gyms.  If a sociologist wanted to study urban 
gentrification up close, this would be the perfect place to do it.  [I really liked Echo Park.  When I get the money together to return 
to Los Angeles, I’ll very likely stay there.  There’s both a Super 8 and a Comfort Inn that are housed in renovated buildings in 
Echo Park, and both are quite affordable.  They’re not close to any of the “must see” attractions, but the bus heads down 
Sunset every five minutes or so.] 



 The final neighborhood I passed through on a nearly two-hour bus ride was Elysian Park.  I had read any number of guides 
that implied that this still was a bad neighborhood.  It really didn’t seem so to me.  It’s a Hispanic neighborhood—no question there—but 
it comes across as a stable, middle-class area with pleasant homes and well-traveled sidewalks.  [LOTS of people who write tourist 
information seem to think that anywhere that isn’t lily white is by definition unsafe.  There are dangerous places in L.A., but 
it’s stupid to scare people into staying away from those that aren’t.] 
 
 My ultimate destination was the one and only real attraction in Elysian Park, Dodger Stadium.  Any number of sources had told 
me that Dodger Stadium really wasn’t accessible by public transportation; you basically had to get there by car.  That’s just nonsense; 
the people who say that have to be the same ones who think there is no public transportation in L.A.  No, the bus doesn’t go right up to 
the door of the stadium, but the walk from the bus stop on Sunset Boulevard is really not much farther than drivers would walk from 
where they’d parked their cars.  In fact the majority of the hike is across the ultra-massive Dodger Stadium parking lot.  It costs $8 to 
$12 to park in that lot, and only season ticket holders get to park close-in.  [Last spring I went to a game at Miller Park in Milwaukee 
where I did park in a stadium lot.  I walked as fast as I possibly could from the lot to the gate, but it still took more than fifteen 
minutes to get there.] 
 

The walk from the bus stop to the turnstiles took no more than fifteen minutes (probably closer to ten) [and that was at a 
much more comfortable walking speed than I used in Milwaukee], and I’m certain it would be safe even at night.  The sidewalk was 
full of other fans doing exactly the same thing I did.  It was both easier and more pleasant than trying to get to the Metrodome from any 
of the ramps in downtown Minneapolis.  I was a little worried about taking the bus here from what I had read, but I certainly wouldn’t 
hesitate to do so again. 

 
[An amazing number of sources imply you basically can’t get anywhere in Los Angeles by public transportation.  I’ve 

now made four trips there, exclusively using trains and buses.  I actually found L.A. easier to visit by transit than several 
other cities.  In particular Washington (a place I’m probably going to take kids to next summer) has a lovely train system, but 
most of the stations aren’t really very convenient to where tourists want to go.  Once you understand how transit works in 
Los Angeles, you can get right to where you want to be fairly easily.    I’ve covered pretty much the entire metro area, and the 
only real “problem” I had was spending a bit more time than I cared to waiting at bus stops.  Meanwhile those who chose to 
drive were probably stuck in traffic.] 
 
 Dodger Stadium is a fascinating place.  It opened the year I was born, 1962, and—believe it or not—that makes it the fourth 
oldest major league stadium (after Fenway Park, Wrigley Field, and Yankee Stadium).  [Now that the Yankees have built a new 
home, it’s moved up to third place.]  It was also the last major league park built  by the team itself, without either public or outside 
corporate financing.  I must say it’s kind of nice that it’s “Dodger Stadium”, rather than “Your Name Here Stadium”.  There has been 
some talk of building a new downtown baseball park next to the Staples Center basketball arena (speaking of “your name here”), but 
none of it seems to have gone beyond talk.  […And Staples Center really isn’t much closer to downtown than Dodger Stadium.] 
 
 Given its age, the stadium is in remarkably good shape.  Its architectural details are very much of another era—the same sort 
of zig-zag canopies you’d find on a shopping center that features a failing Sears store.  Unlike that shopping center though, Dodger 
Stadium has been immaculately maintained.  Several guidebooks marveled that it was spotlessly clean.  It is, though that didn’t really 
surprise me.  I’ve been to only a couple of ballparks where the seating bowl wasn’t clean, and those impressed me in a negative way.  
More impressive to me was that there was no litter in that enormous parking lot [unlike Miller Park, whose parking lot was full of 
broken glass from beer and liquor bottles] and any cracks that forty years of weather and earthquakes might have brought to the 
structure had been fixed so you couldn’t notice them.  It also impressed me that the restroom was spotless, even in the late innings of 
the game.  [They really did have just about the best men’s room I’ve seen at an athletic venue anywhere.]  My hat is definitely off 
to their custodial staff. 
 
 It’s hard to get into Dodger Stadium.  The stadium is literally built into a hillside, and each of the many entrances leads to only 
one level of the park.  They don’t have those endless ramps leading up and up and up like so many stadiums do.  Instead you find walk 
up or down steps to your level outside the park and then go in and find your seat.  Once inside, the only way to get to another level is by 
elevator.  Apparently you can do this to get concessions that aren’t available on your level, but you’re not supposed to go to the other 
levels of seats.  [The lower level ushers are apparently quite strict on enforcing that rule.] 
 
 My $6 seat was in the aptly named “top deck”.  It wasn’t a bad seat, though.  I was in Row A, right on an aisle.  [I’ve sat in the 
front row of the upper deck in many ballparks now; that’s almost always where the best affordable seats are.]  I could stretch 
out my legs and I had a good (if distant) view of the entire park.  The only problem was the bar across the front of the deck.  It was just 
slightly too high for my taste, forcing me to either sit up straight or scrunch down to see around it.  [It would probably have been less 
of an issue for a shorter person.] 
 
 The view from Dodger Stadium is quite nice.  Some people criticize the place because it’s not in a downtown location with a 
skyline view.  What you see instead are the San Gabriel Mountains, the general area where I had gone hiking last month.  The only 
thing that spoiled that view was a bit of smog trapped on the hillside—a definite change from the clear blue sky I saw in April.  The 
stadium itself is very pretty and refreshingly free of the advertising that plagues newer facilities.  [I just watched the World Series and 
was appalled at how much advertising there was at the new Yankee Stadium.  I suppose they have to pay for both the team 
and their palace somehow, but I think it really looks tacky.] 
 
 What smog there was certainly didn’t reduce the sunlight at the stadium.  I had brought along sunscreen, and I was definitely 
glad I did.  Even with the stuff smeared on my neck, arms, and legs, I still got [quite] a bit of a burn.  I hate to think what would have 
happened without it.  I also wore my sunglasses through the whole game, and even with them I was squinting at times. 



 

 

ABOVE:  View of the field at Dodger Stadium 
LEFT:  View of downtown L.A. from the  

back of the upper deck at Dodger Stadium 
 The crowd here was very pleasant, one of the 
nicest I’ve been to in any park.  I had read that people 
arrived late and left early at Dodger Stadium, the same sort 
of thing Margaret and I saw in San Francisco.  I really didn’t 
notice that today, though.  Perhaps it was because this was 
an afternoon game, but for whatever reason pretty much 
everyone stayed until the final out.  The 29,000 in 
attendance were a laid-back group.  They cheered the home 
team but were polite to the visitors, and everyone seemed to 
genuinely enjoy just being at the game. 
 
 This was also the single most multi-ethnic crowd 
I’ve ever seen at a baseball game.  [It remains so to this 
day.]   Even  in  other  cities  with   diverse  populations,  the 

baseball crowds have been overwhelmingly white.  [The Chicago White Sox are the only other team I’ve seen that has drawn a 
significant number of minorities.]  This crowd was definitely whiter than the city of Los Angeles (though possibly the same ratio as 
the metropolitan area), but there were large numbers of Hispanics, Asians, and Blacks in attendance.  The races were well distributed 
throughout all the seating levels, too—unlike some places I’ve been where “ethnic” spectators invariably end up in the cheap seats.  
[That would be Chicago.]  Everybody mixed well, and it was refreshing to attend a sporting event where the players and the fans both 
represented a good cross-section of people. 
 
 The concourse area of the top deck was badly lit and a bit cramped, but the concessions themselves were quite good.  
Guidebooks rave about Dodger dogs, and that’s one point I’m definitely in agreement with them on.  They’re plump, juicy grilled 
footlongs—probably not worth their $3 pricetag, but reasonable compared with other stadium franks.  [I’m sure they’re up to at least 
five bucks these days; similar dogs in Milwaukee were going for $7.]  They serve them naked, but they have sauerkraut, relish and 
a delicious spicy mustard available nearby.  [It was especially nice to have a spicy mustard (similar to what Subway uses on their 
sandwiches); most ballparks only have standard yellow American mustard available.]  The only stadium hotdog I’ve had that I 
liked better was at the Metrodome, where $5 [now $6.50] bought a traditional Chicago-style dog that was more vegetables than meat.  
In addition to a Dodger dog, I bought Nachos ($4)—an enormous portion that were served with heaping portions of both cheese and 
salsa (the salsa was an especially nice surprise [something almost unheard of at most ballparks]), together with a huge cup of 
jalapenos.  Pushing my bill over the $10 mark was a souvenir cup of lemonade, one of the largest plastic cups I’ve ever seen.  In 
addition to the Dodger dog stand I also patronized the souvenir shop, where I picked up a program and a Dodgers polo shirt.  I probably 



dropped more money here than I have at any other major league stadium, but I really didn’t feel ripped off.  [That’s absolutely true, 
and it amazes me that more teams don’t figure out that people will buy more if the prices are reasonable.] 
 
 Oh yeah, there was a baseball game going on here too.  The Dodgers were hosting the Colorado Rockies.  The game started 
out very slowly (the first two innings took over an hour).  Once it picked up steam, it was a good game, though.  The Rockies got the 
early lead, but the Dodgers came back to lead the game 4 – 3.  Then, with much fanfare, they brought out their closing pitcher, Eric 
Gagne.  As he walked out the words “GAME OVER” flashed on the scoreboard, much like you’d see at the end of game in a video 
arcade.  [Almost every big league team has now gone to introducing their closers in this way.  It seems silly to me, but the 
kids apparently like it.]  Gagne lived up to the hype and finished the game without any more Rockies reaching base.   
 
 After the final out I made my way back down to Sunset Boulevard.  There was a fairly sizeable crowd waiting there, including 
one nasty old lady who presumably lives in the neighborhood and was snapping at everybody for waiting at her bus stop.  Softly 
enough that no one could possibly hear, I muttered “it is called public transit, honey—get a life.”  When the bus showed up it was 
virtually empty, and everybody got a seat.  The lady [who definitely had some mental problems] continued snapping at everyone all 
the way downtown, though. 

 
Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels – Los Angeles 

 We followed Sunset about a mile 
more until it became Cesar Chavez in a 
skuzzy no-man’s land between downtown 
and Chinatown.  [This is one of the worst 
parts of Los Angeles.  Today the gold line 
train stops there, but it’s pretty much 
useless for getting to Dodger Stadium, 
because no one would want to walk 
through the nasty area between the station 
and the ballpark.]  We then turned south on 
Hill Street, and crossed over a freeway into 
the “Civic Center” area, home to city hall, the 
county courthouse, and what is supposedly 
the largest collection of government buildings 
outside Washington.  I got off at Temple 
Street and walked about half a block to my 
final destination of the day, the Cathedral of 
Our Lady of the Angels, also known as the 
“new” cathedral. 
 
 Our Lady of the Angels is indeed 
new; it celebrated its first anniversary last fall 
and just a week ago they held the first 
ordination here.  It replaced the old Cathedral 
of  St.  Vibiana,  an  apparently   modest   19th 

Century church that was rendered unusable by an earthquake about ten years ago.  The new cathedral rivals the grand cathedrals of 
Europe, yet it is an ultramodern building.  Designed by an architect from Madrid, it features oddly angled tan stone walls surrounding a 
lovely courtyard. At the entrance to the courtyard is an enormous carillon with bells styled in the form of the old California mission bells.  
The cathedral windows are all clear glass, but they light up at night to show a glowing cross-shape that is visible a mile away on the 
freeway.  The walls are decorated with tapestries acknowledging the religious traditions of the many cultures that make up the Catholic 
Diocese of Los Angeles.  There are side chapels dedicated to all aspects of the faith as well, each completely different from the next.  
It’s a gorgeous place overall—not necessarily a place I’d want to go to church, but a wonderful place to serve as the heart of the 
diocese. 
 
 Throughout the day, while individuals and groups tour the church and its grounds, they give constant recitals on the cathedral 
organ.  Few modern churches are blessed with such a commanding and powerful instrument.  I could have sat there all afternoon 
listening to that lovely organ, and if I return to Los Angeles I may do just that.  [I love good organs, but in these days of church 
bands and praise lines very few modern churches care about traditional instruments.] 
 

As you can surely tell, I was most impressed with Our Lady of the Angels.  It certainly puts the cathedral in Sioux City to 
shame (though that is quite a nice church in its own right), and really I liked it better than St. Patrick’s in New York or Holy Name in 
Chicago.  [It’s MUCH nicer than Holy Name.]  The mix of cultures and the modern architecture are blended just right with the ancient 
feeling of Catholicism.  It really is a wonderful house of God. 
 

I had thought of actually going to church here this weekend, but that really wouldn’t have been practical.  While it is the heart 
of the diocese, its home parish is quite small (not many people live in downtown L.A.).  Because of that they only have two masses (one 
in English and one in Spanish) on Sunday, and none at all on Saturday.  If they’d had a Saturday mass, I’d probably have arranged my 
schedule so I could attend, but apparently they reserve that day for private ceremonies like weddings and funerals. 

 
My last stop at the cathedral was at their gift shop, a place as large as the book stores at many malls.  They have a wide 

selection of religious books, including not just Catholicism, but all world religions.  There are countless Christian handicrafts, some 
made locally and others imported from the native lands of all those ethnic groups that make up L.A.  They have a vast collection of 
medals, crosses, statuary, paintings, tapestries, candles, crèches, and holy cards—and any other Catholic knick-knack you could 
possibly want.  Unlike many Catholic gift shops (which bring to mind the story of the moneychangers at the temple), this place was 



really quite tasteful.  Perhaps that’s because it was actually run by the cathedral, rather than by private individuals trying to profit from 
religion.  I browsed for quite a while and eventually picked up a beautiful Christmas ornament that is a miniature copy of the cathedral’s 
gold, ruby, and crystal processional cross [which remains one of my favorite ornaments].  It’s a lovely and quite fitting souvenir. 
 

I walked about a block south to the Civic Center subway station and took the next train back to Union Station.  I bought juice 
and some newspapers at the gift shop in the station and then boarded a rush hour train back to Fontana.  Our train stayed parked in the 
Baldwin Park station (three stops east of L.A.) for fifteen minutes while we were apparently waiting for road construction on a cross 
street to be completed.  I happened to be sitting near the restroom in my car, and while we were stopped five different people used the 
facilities.  I was reminded of an old British ditty I remember hearing on Discovery channel documentaries about railroads: 
 

Don’t use the W.C. 
while the train is standing in the station; 

if you have to go 
then you’ll have to go 

before you reach your destination. 
 
[I think I actually learned this ditty from hearing my Aunt Alaire sing it.  I’m pretty sure it is British, though; where she learned 
it, I have no clue.]  The reason for not using the W.C. was that the waste drained straight out onto the tracks.  It would hardly be 
pleasant to have this happen right around the station.  I assume these trains had holding tanks that were emptied wherever the trains 
were serviced [they do], but the old song kept playing in my head—and it did make me wonder. 
 
 The trip back to Fontana was really kind of annoying because almost all my fellow passengers seemed to be forever getting 
calls on their cell phones and pagers.  Each had its own unique ring, some of them very silly.  Whenever there was just a moment of 
silence, though, another phone or pager would always go off.  I’m kind of glad I’m not so indispensable that people have to be 
constantly calling me. 
 
 I had dinner tonight at Baker’s Drive Thru, which in spite of its name offers dine-in as well as drive-through cuisine.  They claim 
to be the Inland Empire’s best fast food as well as “America’s first twin kitchen”.  The second bit of hype refers to the fact that they have 
served both Mexican and American food for nearly fifty years.  I chose American, with a nice chicken breast sandwich as the center of 
my dinner.    It was really rather tasty. 
 
 I spent about half an hour browsing through Fontana’s 99¢ Only store.  I described this California chain in my 2001 travelogue, 
so I won’t ramble about it here.  I do wish we had something similar back home, though.  It’s nice to see a dollar store that stocks things 
people might actually want to buy. 
 
 The bag they put my shirt in at Dodger Stadium had gotten ink all over my shorts, which were now almost unpresentable.  I 
stopped at the K-Mart next to Motel 6 to replace them.  It reminded me of the K-Marts in Chicago, with Spanish signs everywhere and 
extra security at the door.  Here, though, Spanish was the second language on the signs rather than the first one.  The employees all 
had Spanish names, but all the announcements were in English:  “Associate José and associate Marisol (rhymes with “aerosol” in 
boarderland Spanglish), please come to customer service.”  
 
 They had closed down the self check-out lanes here.  (I found out on returning that they’ve done the same thing at our K-Mart 
in Algona; I always liked them, but I guess they didn’t work out the way the company planned.)  That meant I had to wait in an endless 
line at a “real” register.  Two places in front of me was an annoying woman who took forever to get through the line.  She looked 
anorexic, with peroxide hair, a leather skirt, and a cute pink sweater—not really what I’d guess to be a typical K-Mart shopper.  She had 
a cartload of goods, including two different pairs of little girl’s jeans.  One came up at a sale price when they scanned it, but the other 
was a different brand and cost quite a bit more.  The woman seemed to think that all little girl’s jeans should be on sale, regardless of 
the brand.  She ranted on and on to the poor checker (Lupe), who checked with someone in the children’s wear and confirmed that the 
price had scanned correctly.  She then demanded to see the manager and complain.  The manager was apparently busy, since it 
seemed to take forever for her to show up.  When the manager (a grandmotherly woman named Gertrudes) appeared, the anorexic 
lady tore into her about how the sign had implied that the jeans should be 7.99, so she should get them for 7.99.  While I never saw the 
sign, I’m sure the lady was wrong.  Surely it either said “FROM 7.99” or it said something like “select children’s jeans” that limited the 
sale.  I’ve been caught by similar mistakes myself [and K-Mart is notorious for tricks like that], but I don’t usually blame the store for 
them—nor hold up the line while I’m complaining.  When she didn’t get her way, I expected the woman to just leave the jeans on the 
counter in disgust.  Oddly enough, she ended up buying them at the regular price, though.  She paid for her purchase with a hundred 
dollar bill and started yelling at the poor checker again when she held it up to the light to make sure the watermark was there. 
 
 Back at the motel I noticed that I had no bath towels.  I’ve had this problem before at Motel 6’s—some towels, but not a 
complete set.  Most hotels have two full sets of towels for every room, so they can put one out while washing the other.  I think Motel 6 
tries to make do with less than that, though, and they often run into shortages.  I’m always just a bit worried I might get charged for 
stealing towels (something I’d never dream of doing), but I never have.  Missing the towels today really was no big deal.  I ended up 
using the floor mat as a bath towel and a hand towel as a floor mat.  Perhaps stranger than the towels was that the maid left no soap 
today.  That was also no problem, as I pretty much use shampoo as soap when I shower.  I’d have just taken the motel soap to give to 
the food pantry [something our local food pantry always likes to receive, since it’s not an item people can buy with food 
stamps]. 
 
 I spent most of the evening watching a Spanish TV station from San Bernardino.  Most interesting was “Tribunal Popular”, the 
Spanish rip-off of “The People’s Court”.  I watched that, read through the stuff I had acquired during the day, and then turned out the 
lights and went to bed. 



FRIDAY, MAY 23 . . .  
Fontana, Los Angeles, San Juan Capistrano, and Oceanside, California 
 
 I was up around 5:30 this morning—still very early, but half an hour later than yesterday.  I breakfasted at “Cindy’s Donuts”, a 
little shop in the K-Mart plaza.  If there is a “Cindy”, I doubt she was the woman working this morning.  The only employee here was a 
middle-aged Asian woman (I’d bet Vietnamese or Cambodian) who barely spoke English.  I managed to get a roll and coffee, though, 
which made a pleasant start to the day. 
 
 I got to the park-and-ride about twenty minutes before the next train would arrive.  It was chilly and foggy in Fontana this 
morning, so after buying my ticket I joined most of the other commuters by waiting in the car until just a couple minutes before the train 
came.  When I went out to the platform two different people were having troubles with the ticket vending machine.  Not only is it one of 
the most complicated pieces of vending machinery anywhere (I described it in the Trip #1 travelogue, so I’ll leave it at that here), but 
they also had signs posted nearby that had the wrong prices for tickets to various zones.  I don’t know how out of date they were, but 
every fare was at least a dollar less than it should have been.  People tried to put the prices the sign said into the machine, and of 
course it wouldn’t give them a ticket.  One Hispanic man who was trying to visit his brother in Los Angeles literally didn’t have enough 
money for the round-trip fare.  He ended up buying a one-way ticket and probably took his chances without a ticket for the return trip.  A 
black woman was trying to buy a ticket for her daughter to register for classes at a college in Pomona, and she couldn’t believe that it 
was almost $6 one way to get there.  Supposedly Metrolink fares cover less than a fourth the cost of transportation and the system 
costs the state of California huge sums of money (something the L.A. Bus Riders Union whines about constantly—even though MTA is 
also heavily subsidized).  That’s hard to believe with the prices they charge, though.  In Illinois state law requires that the more than 
50% of transit revenue to come from fares, yet Chicago’s Metra commuter system charges less than half of what they do here for 
equivalent rides—while providing much more comprehensive service.  Of course Metra owns their equipment, most of which is very old.  
Apparently Metrolink leases their cars from a Canadian company (GO Transit in Toronto), and that makes an on-going cost for them.  
 
 I sat at one of the tables on the upper level of 
the train, and when I got on the car was relatively empty.  
It was still less than half full when we left Rancho 
Cucamonga.  There were two other tables with no one 
sitting at them, but even so a middle aged black woman 
dressed for success (Beverly R.—I’ll leave out her last 
name here) plunked herself down right across the table 
from me.  She never said a word as she started sifting 
through various paperwork, but I got the feeling I was 
sitting at her table and was being treated like an intruder.  
The train rapidly filled up and all but one seat in the car 
was full by the time we passed Pomona.  That seat was 
the one next to Beverly.  She had strategically seated 
herself on the aisle and placed her purse and a shopping 
bag on the window seat.  Whenever I ride transit I make 
a point of sitting by the window if it’s available, and I hold 
whatever I might have with me.  It’s downright impolite to 
hog two seats, but I guess no one ever explained that to 
Ms. R.  [This is a pet peeve of mine.  I’ve actually 
seen this rudeness on Amtrak far more often than on 
commuter trains.] 
 
 I told the people who asked about this trip that 
basically I spent the day Friday on the train.  That’s not 
really true—in fact I saw all kinds of things—but I did ride 
six different trains to get to and from the points of 
interest.  Once this Metrolink train arrived at Union 
Station, it was one down and five to go. 
 
 I had about half an hour to kill at Union Station 
before my next train boarded.  I bought coffee and an 
exquisite cranberry scone [exquisite mostly because it 
was completely covered with sugar crystals] from a 
vending cart in the lobby and sat back in one of the 
enormous leather chairs in the waiting room to consume 
them.  The “grand salon” at Union Station is gorgeous.  
It’s an architectural masterpiece, combining the best 
elements of the art deco, mission, and arts and crafts 
styles.  Most beautiful is the floor, which I don’t think I 
had even noticed before.  It’s an intricate pattern of 
hardwood forming a sunburst design.  The main features 
of the building are marble and dark wood, with brass 
accents,  and tan  leather  furniture accented  with  brass  
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tacks makes for a very pleasant waiting area.  When I finished my scone I walked out to the courtyard, which looks not unlike an old 
Spanish plaza, with tile paths meandering past potted trees and formal gardens.  There’s a lovely view of the downtown skyline from 
the courtyard, and I snapped some pictures there.  I also bought the daily papers at the Union Station gift shop and then used the 
restroom (also decorated with brass and hardwood).  Finally I made my way back to the platform area. 
 
 Train #2 today was operated by Amtrak.  The Pacific Surfliner runs back and forth between San Diego and Los Angeles about 
every hour, with a few trains continuing farther north.  Its customers are mostly business people, who find the train more efficient than 
either driving or flying for the short haul between these two major cities.  You could, in theory, take commuter trains all the way to San 
Diego.  Metrolink runs as far south as Oceanside (about the half-way point), and from there the San Diego Coaster and trolley will take 
you all the way to the Mexican border at Tijuana.  Those trains run only at rush hour, though [in particular the Coaster service is 
minimal at best], and their frequent stops slow things down quite a bit.  The Amtrak train is faster and nicer, but you definitely pay for 
that.  I had griped about how expensive the Metrolink fare was, but it’s very cheap compared to a short-run Amtrak ticket.  I had bought 
my tickets in advance on-line and I received a AAA discount for them.  Even so, I was paying about $35 for a round-trip ride to San 
Juan Capistrano (about an hour one way, according to the schedule) and another $20 between S.J.C. and Oceanside (half an hour, 
one way).  [That really is absurdly expensive.  I’m going to be taking Amtrak between Boston and Providence after Christmas, 
which is about the same distance as LA—SJC.  The cheap seat I have one direction is just ten bucks, and it’s only $30 for the 
first class, high-speed Acela service I’m taking the other way.] 
 
 Before we left the conductor got on the P.A. and made a big deal of the fact that this was an Amtrak train.  Apparently they 
have a number of people who “accidentally” board this instead of Metrolink.  I use the quotation marks, because anyone with common 
sense would know this wasn’t the same train.  Metrolink trains are boxy and painted in green over beige, while Amtrak trains are sleek  
and painted in blue and purple over silver and white.  The seating on Metrolink is comfortable, but utilitarian, while on Amtrak it is soft 
and comfy.  The configuration of every car is different, and there are far more cars on the Surfliner than on any Metrolink train.  Still, the 
conductor felt compelled to remind people that “if you’ve got one of those little square tickets from a machine, you’ll have to buy an 
Amtrak ticket.” 
 
 For both good and bad reasons it wasn’t hard to tell that this was an Amtrak train.  The train itself was much nicer than the 
commuter trains.  It had big plush seats spaced about like the first-class section of an airplane.  There was an actual conductor who 
took tickets and placed seat tags to indicate passengers’ destinations, just as they do on the long-distance trains.  The cars had 
spacious lavatories, and there was a lounge and a dining car—complete with “Ken”, the diner attendant who rambled on over the 
intercom with what he called “public service announcements”.  On the down side, we encountered the same schedule problems I was 
all too familiar with on Amtrak.  We began by literally crawling out of Union Station; indeed, I wondered if we’d ever make it past the 
public housing complex across the street.  It turned out we were waiting for the Southwest Chief from Chicago (which, oddly enough, 
was arriving right on time at 8:40) to clear the tracks.  We stopped again in the east L.A. industrial area waiting for a defective signal to 
change, once more waiting for a northbound Metrolink train to pass, and yet again for no good reason just before the Fullerton station.  
That made us about twenty minutes behind schedule when we reached our very first stop. 
 
 Shortly after we left the conductor came around to take tickets.  He scolded me because I had not signed my ticket.  There as 
a space to sign it at the top, which I honestly had not noticed until he pointed it out.  I borrowed his pen and signed it, and he then took 
the ticket.  What’s silly is that both all over Union Station and on the train there were signs informing passengers that because of new 
security measures, identification was required for travel on Amtrak.  (It’s not required on Metrolink.)  No one in the station asked for ID, 
and neither did the conductor nor anyone else on the train.  All they seemed to care about was a signature, which anyone at all could 
have forged.  [I’d find out on a future trip the purpose of the signature is to verify to the credit card company that processed 
payment for a ticket that it was in fact received and used.] 
 
 The ride to Fullerton was familiar, if hardly appealing.  Margaret and I had been through the area I refer to as “industrial hell” 
when we came out on the Southwest Chief two years ago.  No city’s industrial area is beautiful, but L.A.—together with “suburban” 
Commerce, Montebello, Santa Fe Springs, Norwalk, Cerritos, and Buena Park—could easily vie for the largest and ugliest industrial 
region in America. 
 
 We had a surprisingly brief stop at Fullerton, and past there the grimy factories turned into industrial parks of warehouses and 
we even started seeing some housing developments beside the tracks.   It was still very much solid city though, even though we were 
technically out of greater Los Angeles and into Orange County.  This is one of the most heavily and densely populated regions on earth.  
In Orange County Amtrak stops in Fullerton (population 125,000), Anaheim (300,000), Santa Ana (325,000), and Irvine (150,000), all 
within half an hour of each other.  All together Orange County (which geographically is not much bigger than a Midwestern county) has 
over 2,700,000 people, about the same as the city of Chicago or the entire state of Iowa.  It’s apparently the wealthiest area in southern 
California, as well as the fastest growing.  It is all definitely suburban rather than urban (I think the tallest building in the county is 
Anaheim Stadium); and it’s the epitome of ugly, pointless sprawl. 
 
 In an office park in Anaheim we stopped suddenly and remained stopped for about fifteen minutes.  People in the offices had 
come out to the parking lots and were staring at the train.  Eventually the conductor came on the P.A. and told us that someone had 
been “playing chicken” on the tracks.  Fortunately no one was hurt, but to wait for police to deal with the matter.  Now they would be 
doing a brake test, and as soon as we got clearance from the dispatcher in Los Angeles we would proceed.  By the time we reached 
the Anaheim station we were more than half an hour behind schedule. 
 
 The Anaheim station is in an interesting location.  The park-and-ride is actually the parking lot for Edison International Field, 
the place I know better as Anaheim Stadium.  The station is literally right next to he ballpark, and “the Pond” (home of hockey’s Mighty 
Ducks) is right across the street.  Having read all those articles that described Dodger Stadium’s location unflatteringly, it was 
interesting to see that the Anaheim sports complex would be all but impossible to get to as a pedestrian.  If you could find a train sched- 



ule that would work, you could 
take the train.  The reason they 
can use the place as a park-and-
ride, though, is that pretty much all 
the trains run during the business 
day and virtually all the games are 
at night.  Aside from the train, 
there’s nothing but parking, 
parking, and more parking near 
Anaheim Stadium.  Once you get 
beyond the parking lots, the 
surrounding neighborhood is a 
very seedy district (warehouses 
surrounded by razor wire) where 
I’d definitely not want to wander 
around at night.  There are 
supposedly buses that run along 
Katella Avenue between here and 
Disneyland, but we were stopped 
for over ten minutes and I didn’t 
see a single one in either 
direction.     Obviously    the    way 

 
Edison International Field – Anaheim, California 

everyone gets to sporting events in Anaheim is by car. 
 
 The Angels were front page news in every one of the L.A. area papers today.  The Walt Disney Corporation had just finalized 
a deal that sold the world championship team.  The principal owner was Arturo Moreno, a Phoenix businessman who made a fortune 
selling billboards.  He was the first Hispanic person to have the majority interest in any pro sports team.  Each paper had the same 
picture of Moreno’s mustachioed face smiling down from the owners box.  He wore a cowboy hat and an Angels jersey with “#1” on it.  
The articles invariably talked about his pledge to reduce ticket prices in an effort to bring more Hispanic fans to the ballpark.  [I’d be 
interested to know if that actually happened.  At most parks, ticket prices have skyrocketed in the past few years.] 
 
 Our wait in Anaheim was mostly for one man.  There was an old geezer who walked out of the station building almost five 
minutes after we had stopped and then took nearly another five minutes to board the train.  There were more slow boarders in Santa 
Ana and Irvine.  You’d think that with the train running late, people would be ready for it when it showed.  Everyone here seemed to 
board in slow motion, though.  Fortunately they had quite a bit of extra time padding the schedule between Anaheim and Santa Ana, so 
we were only twenty minutes behind south of there. 
 
 The area we passed through got more residential and much nicer looking south of Anaheim.  Santa Ana came across as a 
very pleasant suburb.  I liked the homes here better than those other places in suburban California because they weren’t walled in; 
there were single-family homes with shared lawns that extended throughout the neighborhood.  The office parks here also lacked walls, 
and the train station looked like an old church. 
 
 Between Santa Ana and Irvine we passed through a tiny area of empty land.  There wasn’t much of it though, and most of 
what was there had already been cleared to make way for a condo development.  There was one little farm (growing strawberries) that 
seemed to be the last hold-out against suburban sprawl. 
 
 Irvine is a city that just reeks of wealth.  Looking at the place, it’s no surprise that Orange County is the last bastion of the 
Republican Party in an overwhelmingly Democratic state.  [Even the O.C. has gotten increasingly liberal in recent years, though.]  
I’m sure for the people who live here the train fares I’ve been complaining about would be pocket change.  Irvine is supposedly an 
entirely planned community, with the perfect mix of residential, commercial, and industrial (i.e. office park) development.  It’s one of 
those places that dictates the style of every home that’s built and what kind of landscaping you have to do in your yard.  It reminded me 
of Florida, where the whole state is full of those stupid planned communities.  I’m all in favor of zoning and urban planning, but I’ve 
never cared for look-alike neighborhoods of any sort.  I must say also that the same people who choose to live here are the same ones 
who always complain about how they want to get government off their back. 
 
 There was a lovely park with a jogging trail right next to the tracks in Irvine.  It was crowded with women in designer lycra who 
were power walking off all the fat that liposuction couldn’t reach.  There were also Hispanic and Asian nannies leading around black 
and white spoiled brat children on leashes, as if they were puppies.  [Human leashes have always seemed the silliest things to me; 
it’s no wonder kids who suffer through them turn out bratty.]  What seemed most bizarre to me here was that the “planners” who 
had built this park had chosen to locate the trail directly underneath high-tension power lines.  With all the lawsuits there have been 
about power lines in recent years (many of them from California), it seems very strange to make them the centerpiece of a park.  It’s not 
like there should be a lawsuit over this park, though.  You can’t help but notice the power lines are there; surely everyone in the park 
had seen them and chosen to go there anyway.  [Presumably the city fathers thought this was good land use.  Everything in 
California is crowded, so squeezing a park in on otherwise wasted land is certainly sensible.  The looming wires are certainly 
unappetizing, though.] 
 
 Past Irvine we went through about a five-mile stretch of agricultural land, with fields just plowed and ready for planting.  This is 
apparently all owned by the same company, the Irvine Ranch Company.  While they were originally ranchers, the company has 
diversified and gotten rich many times over.  They first sold drilling rights to oil companies and then subdivided the city of Irvine and 



sold it off for development.  More recently they’ve sold off land to build a network of expensive privately-funded toll roads that the rich 
people around here use to commute.   
  

A mother and her daughter boarded at Irvine and had asked the conductor if they could have a seats on the right-hand side of 
the train, so they could look out at the ocean on the way down to San Diego.  There was nowhere on the train with two ocean-veiw 
seats together.  My seat, though, was on the correct side of the train, and no one was sitting next to me.  I would be getting off before 
any real scenery began, so I agreed to trade seats with them.  They were most grateful, and so was the conductor. 
 

Trading seats also gave me the opportunity to experience a fascinating fellow passenger.  The elegant young woman sitting 
directly in front of me kept switching languages as she spoke with various people on her cell phone.  She was fluent in at least three 
languages:  English, French, and Russian.  In English she sounded like Natasha from the old Rocky and Bullwinkle cartoons, and her 
French had nearly as dramatic an accent.  I’d assume she spoke Russian natively, and what she was doing taking the train from L.A. to 
San Diego I don’t know.  Apparently she had a boyfriend, relative, or acquaintance who lived in the San Diego suburbs.  Her ticket was 
to San Diego, but apparently it was more convenient for her contact to pick her up in Solana Beach, a suburb somewhat north of there.  
It was fascinating to hear her rattling off a mouthful of mostly unintelligible Russian, with place names like “Solana Beach”, “Irvine”, and 
“Oceanside” thrown in the middle of it..  I understood everything the woman said in English (though parts of it were quite personal—
things I probably shouldn’t have been overhearing), and the French was also surprisingly easy to understand (which probably comes 
from it being a second language for both her and me).  While I’ve studied the equivalent of three years of Russian, though, I must 
confess that I only caught words—and most of them were the words Russian had borrowed from French.  I have no idea who all the 
people she was phoning from the train were; I can’t imagine constantly switching languages like that. 

 
Mission-style modern businesses 
San Juan Capistrano, California 

 
It was around 10am when I arrived in the 

place tourists call “Capistrano” and Californians call 
“San Juan”.  If ever there were a tourist trap, its 
San Juan Capistrano.  While the small-town feel 
(the place has about 30,000 people) was 
refreshing after all that endless suburbia, it’s just 
not my kind of town.  The place is a lot like Pella, 
one of those towns that requires everything to look 
old, even if it’s new construction.  That means you 
see mission-style fast food joints and the mission-
style convenience stores and mission-style 
supermarkets and a mission-style outlet mall.  It 
frankly struck me as overkill. 
 

The point of going here, of course, is the 
“mission-style” mission.  Often called “the jewel of 
the missions”,  Mission San Juan Capistrano is one 

of the oldest and by far the most famous of the string of churches Fr. Junipero Serrá established along the California coast in the late 
1700s.  Fr. Serrá was born in Majorca in the Balearic Islands.  He came from Spain as a Franciscan missionary and could easily be 
given personal credit for the fact that the Catholic church is to this day the primary religious influence in California. While the original old 
old stone church that was the heart of the 
Capistrano mission was destroyed by multiple 
earthquakes (it looks like the bombed-out shells of 
churches you see in pictures from World War II), 
the compound houses a lovely old chapel that 
dates to 1776—the oldest standing building in 
California and the only remaining church outside 
Spain where Fr. Serrá said mass.  Also historic are 
dormitory-style buildings that housed not only the 
priests, but also Indians who lived here while they 
did industrial work.  The residences now house a 
variety of mostly rather dull museums and a dusty 
gift shop filled with uninspired religious sundries.  
There are also an active “modern” (1920s) church, 
a school, a parish center, and a cemetery at the far 
end of the complex. 
 

Aside from the age of the place (as old as 
some of the churches I saw in Boston), the most 
striking feature of the mission is its gardens.  About 
two weeks from now they’d be hosting their annual 
Flower Festival at the mission, and I certainly got a 
lovely sneak preview.  The mission buildings are 
centered  on  a  vast  courtyard—larger  than a  city  

 
Old Stone Church – Mission San Juan Capistrano 

block—filled with all types of vegetation.  While it is very formally designed, it really doesn’t come across as pretentious.  That’s 
probably because in addition to geometric displays of flowers and carefully pruned hedges, there are towering shade trees left to grow 
as they will and vegetable gardens that are well-tended but not really designed for show.  The flowers make quite a show, though, not 



to mention quite a smell.  Their scent perfumed the air quite heavily, becoming almost overpowering at times.  It definitely was beautiful, 
though. 

 
Crowd of students by the Serrá Chapel 

Mission San Juan Capistrano 

… Oh yeah, I almost forgot the swallows.  I don’t 
know if I saw any or not.  The gift shops lining the streets of 
San Juan are full of swallow souvenirs, and if the clay and 
metal facsimiles are any way to judge, swallows look a lot like 
pigeons.  I certainly saw pigeons at the mission, and perhaps 
there were some swallows mixed among them.  Whether the 
legend of the swallows returning each year on the same day 
is true or not depends on who you ask (which means, of 
course, it isn’t).  They certainly return at approximately the 
same time of year each year (but then, so do all birds 
everywhere), and unbiased locals will tell you that they’re 
always back by St. Joseph’s Day when they hold the swallow 
festival.  Apparently there’s some song about the swallows 
that goes back way before my time.  I don’t recall ever 
hearing such a song, but there were tapes and CDs of it 
everywhere. 

 
I hurried through most of the mission, though really 

not by choice.  I saw everything, but I didn’t dawdle anywhere.  
That’s because the whole grounds were crawling with group 
after group of school children who had come here on field 
trips.  There were at least six different school buses, and 
other groups had come in by train.  The kids were polite, but 
they did make it hard to spend much time seeing things. 

BELOW:  Exit sign at Mission San Juan Capistrano 

 
 I left the mission and walked back to the station, whose authentic old west architecture fights a bit with its fake mission-style 
neighbors.  I had just a short wait before catching the next southbound train, which arrived right on schedule.  This Surfliner was nearly 
packed, mostly with leisure travelers getting a head start on the holiday weekend.  I found a seat on the “boring” left-hand side of the 
train, and we made our way out.  For about five minutes we headed through the fake adobe condos that make up residential San Juan 
Capistrano.  Then we got our first sight of the Pacific at San Clemente. 
 

In San Clemente I couldn’t help but think of President Nixon.  Among my childhood memories are news reports of his escaping 
Watergate at the “Western White House” here.  I may have seen “Casa Pacifica” from the train; there are any number of pretentious 
mansions lining the top of the cliff.  What I mostly saw in San Clemente, though, would be best described as “white trash”—large 
women with big scarf-covered hair-dos who shouldn’t be dressed in swimwear paired with bald, pasty-legged men with bear guts 
hanging out under NASCAR T-shirts.  It was as if the same people I had seen in Las Vegas last month had followed me down here.  
Whether they lived in the countless mobile home parks that make up San Clemente or whether they were just “summer people”, I don’t 
know.  I do know they were there for Memorial Day, waddling from their trailers down to the beach.   It’s a little unfair to describe all the 
people here as white trash.  Some of them were, in fact, black.  They pretty much all fit the redneck stereotype, though. 
 
 San Clemente marks the county line between Orange and San Diego Counties.  There’s a little park right on the county line, a 
major surfing center.  Then we entered the big military base at Camp Pendelton.  A huge flag be-decked billboard at the entrance to the 
facility said “Welcome Home, Sailors and Marines!  Thanks for serving our country.”  While you’d find few people more solidly against 
the war in Iraq than me, I would certainly share the sentiment of the sign.  Our soldiers should be thanked for the job they’ve done, 
whether we agree with the reason they were sent in harm’s way or not. 
 
 The trip past Camp Pendelton is why people want to sit on the right side of the train.  For most of the way the railroad runs 
right along the beach, with ugly military buildings to the east and a fabulous view of the Pacific to the west.  Toward the south we cut 



inland just slightly and played tag with Interstate 5—trading places with which was closer to the ocean as both they and we crossed a 
coastal swamp. 
 
 When Camp Pendelton ends, urban sprawl abruptly begins again.  The military base is really the only reason that Los Angeles 
and San Diego are separate metropolitan areas.  If it weren’t there, there would almost certainly be no break in the coastal development 
all the way to Mexico.  Past the base we left the ocean behind, and we headed past warehouses and trailer parks into central 
Oceanside.  As they called the stop and prepared to exit I realized no conductor had been by to collect my ticket.  No one ever did take 
it, and in theory it’s still valid until 2004.  So if anyone plans to be in the area, you can see me about a free trip from San Juan to 
Oceanside.  [I’ve had this happen numerous times on commuter trains, but I’m pretty sure this is the only time I’ve not had a 
ticket collected on Amtrak.  Obviously SJC—Oceanside is not a real popular route.] 
 
 There’s a sign by the platform at the Oceanside Transportation Center that looks like this: 
 

 DOWNTOWN 
               BEACH   

 

 “Beach” leads through a rather 
creepy tunnel under the tracks with cameras 
monitoring everything you do.  (Somehow 
cameras like that always make me feel less 
secure; I can’t help but wonder just why they 
felt the need to install them.)  There is a light 
at the end of the tunnel, though.  To the west 
of the tracks is a pleasant neighborhood of 
tiny, but well kept stucco bungalows.  Then 
go on for about three blocks, before ending 
abruptly at a cliff.  There steps lead down to 
one of the most gorgeous beaches I’ve ever 
seen.  It was very cold (upper 60s) and a bit 
foggy in Oceanside, but even so it was 
pleasant at Taylor Street Beach.  [It’s 
beaches like Oceanside that make people 
fall in love with California.]  The white sand 
is dotted with shells, and the view of the 
ocean is magnificent.  The waves are rough 
here, which makes it very popular with 
surfers.  I spent about half an hour just 
watching the surfers walk out from the 
water’s edge until they caught a wave.  Most 
of  them weren’t  the  spectacular  waves you  

 
Taylor Street Beach – Oceanside 

see on TV, but it still looked like it would be fun. 
 

I went back to the station and followed the “Downtown” arrow, which almost immediately leads to Ocean Avenue the main 
drag that decades ago was U.S. 101.  Downtown Oceanside was really quite dead.  I’d imagine much of that is because of the war.  
This is a military town (which barely tolerates the surfers on its fringe), and downtown is where the Marines go for a good time.  It was 
downright boring in the afternoon, though I’d imagine it really gets hopping at night—particularly when the troops are home.  There were 
more seedy bars than I’d ever care to see, plus a vast collection of adult book stores.  I’d swear there was a liquor store and a pawn 
shop for every guy in the Marines, and don’t get me started on the gun shops and sleazy motels or the endless ads for escort services.  
Much of downtown is filled with stately art deco buildings.  It’s a shame that so many of these architectural beauties are being used for 
less than socially uplifting purposes. 
 
 The one thing I had wanted to see in downtown Oceanside was the California Surfing Museum.  I had read about this on the 
Internet, and it sounded interesting.  Unfortunately they, too, were suffering from lack of business because of the war.  As I walked past 
two surfer dudes were stationed in front of the place, and they would have been only too happy to give me an “up close and personal” 
tour.  I wasn’t really in the mood for such an in-depth treatment, though, so I just checked out their window displays and then made my 
way back to the beach. 
 
 I couldn’t help but notice as I wandered around Oceanside that the place is an incredibly masculine city.  I don’t think I saw 
more than a dozen women the whole time I was there, compared with literally hundreds of men.  The surfers here were all men, and I’d 
guess that virtually all the Marines are men as well.  The place has a “get drunk and get laid” attitude that would hardly appeal to most 
women, but it certainly gave it an unforgettable personality. 
 
 Another thing that stood out about Oceanside was that no one here was Hispanic.  There are signs of Mexican influence (a 
Burger King in the station sells tacos and chili, for instance), but no one from south of the border was on the streets.  I saw a nearly 
even split of black and white people (significantly more blacks than anywhere else in California), with a handful of Laotians or 
Vietnamese thrown in.  It may be that there’s a Spanish-speaking barrio somewhere else in the city (surely some of the 150,000 
residents in a place so close to the border are Mexican), but it certainly wasn’t anywhere close to where I went. 
 
 I also took note of the population mix when I stopped to buy newspapers at the Oceanside station.  There were two different 
papers (one local and one from San Diego) geared specifically to black readers, while the only Spanish paper they had was La Opinión 



from Los Angeles.  I never saw a black paper anywhere in L.A., but there are both freebies and for-profit papers published in Spanish, 
Korean, and Chinese. 
 
 I took the Surfliner back north to San Juan Capistrano.  [I would love to have such frequent trains available in the 
Midwest.]  This was apparently the same train I had come south from L.A. on this morning, since we again had Ken in the dining car 
annoying us on the P.A.  I was a little bit worried when the computerized sign at the front of the car said “Solana Beach” would be our 
next stop and then a synthesized voice made that same announcement.  It was clear the ocean was to my left, though, so we were 
headed north.  That meant we had to be going to Capistrano. 
 
 The most entertaining thing on this leg of the trip was a video producer who was making some film about the environment.  
There were two people sitting a couple rows back from me who happened to be from France, and the producer conned them into 
saying, for the benefit of the camera, in both French and English:  “There is nothing more important than the environment, and the most 
important part of the environment is you.”  He also had them say a few words praising Jacques Cousteau, again rehearsed and recited 
line for line.  From here on out, each time I watch a documentary, I’ll have a major degree of skepticism about any remarks I hear “real” 
people coming up with allegedly off the top of their heads. 
 
 I almost thought I would get to make the round-trip from S.J.C. to Oceanside with my tickets intact, but just as we turned in 
from the ocean the conductor came by and took my return ticket.  I exited the train and spent about half an hour walking around San 
Juan Capistrano, which was honestly probably the dullest thing I did today.  One thing that was immediately apparent was that this fake 
adobe tourist trap was every bit as feminine as Oceanside was masculine.  The tourists are both men and women, but the tourist trade 
is definitely geared to the ladies.  There’s gift shop after gift shop after gift shop, all filled with things no man in his right mind would ever 
want to set eyes on.  Most of it was hardly original—things like those fabric kites people hang from their porches—and I felt the majority 
was frankly ugly.  Even the coffee mugs and the “all I got was this lousy T-shirt”s were over-priced, too. 
 
 Also creating negative memories of San Juan were annoying spoiled brat children who were tearing up and down the 
sidewalks.  Their mothers wandered along behind, window shopping, oblivious to what jerks their children were.  Periodically the 
children would run back to their mamas demanding that they buy them something or announcing that they had to go potty or just 
exclaiming some fact that was obvious to all around.  The women indulged everything their children wanted and in the process annoyed 
me and most of the other people on the street. 
 
 I had to “go potty” too, and I wandered around a bit looking for a place to do so.  I eventually happened on a nice little park 
south of the downtown area.  It had mission-style toilets beside its mission-style picnic covered picnic tables.  Fortunately the plumbing 
was not mission-style (it dated from the 20th rather than the 18th Century), and I was able to do my duty appropriately. 
 
 There was still quite a bit of time before the next train would arrive, so I decided to have a very late lunch at the mission-style 
International House of Pancakes across the street from the real mission.  Virginia, my waitress, was one of the most indifferent service 
people I’ve ever met.  A sixty-ish woman with Miss Clairol blonde hair, she looked like she couldn’t wait to go outside and have a 
smoke.  She managed to efficiently serve my omelet without really saying much of anything, and she even refilled my iced tea.  I got the 
feeling, though, that she’d rather I hadn’t intruded on her afternoon.  I had a twenty dollar bill and a bunch of quarters on my person, but 
no one dollar bills.  I decided to tip Virginia in quarters (she hadn’t really done anything not to deserve a tip; she was just sort of there).  
I went to the register to pay my bill, which was just over $9 after tax (a heftier rate than they have in L.A.) was added.  It turned out they 
were out of quarters there, and the hostess didn’t want to give me a pocket full of dimes.  The hostess asked Virginia if she had any 
quarters, and I ended up getting back as change much of what I left as a tip. 
 
 There was a crowd of kids at the train platform waiting to return from their field trip.  I avoided them by going clear to the end of 
the platform.  I sat down there and read through a guide to apartments in the San Juan/Laguna Niguel/Mission Viejo area.  I couldn’t 
dream of affording to live here.  The humblest places are in the $1,000 a month range, and some landlords saw fit to advertise prices 
up to $3,500 a month.  That’s more than ten times the monthly rent I pay here in Algona [even today I pay just $370—including 
garage], not to mention well over my monthly salary.  I’m sure the apartments I was reading about are very nice, but I can’t imagine 
they have any features that would actually justify being worth so much. 
 
 The train back to Los Angeles was almost totally full.  I sat next to a twenty-something blonde woman who spent the entire trip 
reading a single chapter of the book Who Moved My Cheese?  This is an allegory about change that was the darling of the business 
world a few years back.  Iowa Lakes suggested that all their faculty find a way to incorporate the book into their classes, and I read 
through it at that point (and proceeded to make no change whatsoever to my classes).  I’m no speed reader, but I think I finished the 
book in the time it took her to get through that chapter.  The book was printed in large type (I think all editions of it are, not just hers), so 
there’s not much more than a paragraph per page.  It’s not exactly tough reading, either, and while those enamored with it find 
numerous hidden meanings, the basic point (you need to adapt to change) is pretty darned obvious. 
 
 [According to Wikipedia, the messages and chapter titles of the book are change happens (“They Keep Moving My 
Cheese”), anticipate change (“Get Ready for the Cheese to Move”), monitor change (“Smell the Cheese Often So You Know 
When It Is Getting Old”), adapt to change quickly (“The Quicker You Let Go of Old Cheese, the Sooner You Can Enjoy New 
Cheese”), change (“Move with the Cheese”), enjoy change (“Savor the Adventure and Enjoy the Taste of New Cheese”), and 
be ready to change quickly and enjoy it again and again (“They Keep Moving the Cheese (reprising the title of the first 
chapter)).  That list of headings tells you pretty much anything you might gain by reading the book in detail.] 
 
 Across the aisle from me was a Hispanic man who was carefully balancing a flowering plant on the floor between his legs.  I’m 
sure it was a gift for some important person in his life.  In front of him was a college-aged white boy who looked like the rap star 
Eminem but spent most of the trip listening to Johnny Cash on headphones.  His grandfather was sitting next to him.  The boy was 



apparently in the ROTC program at San Diego State University (the same school Mike Blocker, one of my quiz bowl players, will be 
attending next year [I’d totally forgotten Mike went to San Diego State.]), and the grandfather was a Korean War veteran.  They had 
a fascinating discussion about some of the changes the military has seen in the past fifty years.  In front of them was a group of middle 
school kids (older than those who had been at the mission) who kept getting up to go to the restroom and the diner, always screaming 
where they were going at the top of their lungs. 
 

Behind me was a terminally happy couple made up of a dark-haired middle-aged man and his high-heeled, peroxide-topped, 
breast-enhanced companion—he was definitely robbing the cradle with this bimbo.   He and she spent the trip sharing their cell phone, 
calling all their friends and acquaintances to tell them they were taking the train to Los Angeles to go out for dinner.  They were 
apparently eating at a place called A.O.C., which is on West 3rd Street, near Fairfax (it would be near the LaBrea tar pits, and I suppose 
they took a cab there from Union Station).  While writing this I decided to look up information about the place on the internet.  It sounds 
nice, though well beyond my price range ($50 or so a plate).  I’m sure this unusual twosome had a lovely and romantic dinner there. 
 
   It was interesting to watch the ROTC kid as we passed through “industrial hell”.  He just sort of sat back and gazed out at 
everything, taking it all in.  It’s exactly the same thing I did the first time I went through there.  There’s nothing remotely scenic about 
that part of Los Angeles, but it really is fascinating to see. 
 
 The concrete Los Angeles River had gone down quite a bit since April.  Much more of the graffiti was visible on this trip, for 
better or worse.  While the river itself is hideous to look at, I must say that it alone seems to be where the graffiti goes.  You don’t see 
“tags” on the sides of buildings in downtown L.A., so it may actually be a good thing to have a place where people can get that out of 
their system.  The most interesting graffiti I saw was a simple directional message painted on west wall of the river just south of Union 
Station: 
 

 MEXICO | CANADA  
 
 I got back to Union Station and just walked down to another platform where almost immediately a Metrolink train was leaving 
for San Bernardino.  I had to sit backwards, but no one sat next to me the whole way.  The trip was uneventful, with even a few less cell 
phones going off than we had yesterday. 
 
 Motel 6 had the correct towels today—two sets of bath towels, hand towels, and wash cloths.  There was soap, too.  
Strangely, though, it was not Motel 6 soap, but just a generic bath soap (in fact I saw the exact same soap on sale yesterday at the 99¢ 
store).  A lot of the “characters” from earlier in the week were gone now, replaced with tourists—mostly black families who appeared to 
be in the area for the San Bernardino orange festival this weekend. 

 
Website photo of a Wienerschnitzel restaurant 

similar to the one in Fontana, California 

 I decided to have supper tonight at a fast food 
place called Wienerschnitzel (they sell hot dogs, not 
German [apparently actually Austrian] cuisine) that 
was kitty-corner across from the hotel.  While it was just 
a few steps away, getting there was a major journey.  
Sierra Avenue was packed with traffic, probably more so 
than usual because of the holiday weekend.  Cars were 
backed up at least two stoplights north of the interstate, 
and there was nearly as much congestion on the cross-
street, Valley Boulevard. The lights here go through a 
complex series of settings, with the pedestrian “WALK” 
light getting about the lowest priority of anything.  I 
waited quite a while next to a “smog check” station 
beside the hotel.  These are everywhere in California.  
I’m not sure, but I’d bet you have to have a check to sell 
your  car,  and  perhaps   to  renew  the   license   plates.  

There was plenty of smog in the air this evening, so the “checks” obviously haven’t cut things down to nothing. 
 
 A quick word of advice:  don’t eat at Wienerschnitzel.  There’s not really anything wrong with the place, but I can’t imagine why 
I’d ever want to go back there.  They have literally the most flavorless food I’ve ever tasted.  I had a value meal that consisted of two 
chilidogs, French fries, and lemonade.  None of the items had any flavor at all.  You’d think there might be some sort of spice in chili, 
perhaps chili if nothing else.  No this was just a red paste over finely ground meat, neither of which tasted like any different than the 
steamed wiener or the bun.  I’ve never had fries quite like the ones here before.  They were tiny juliennes of potato, far thinner than 
normal fast food fries.  The thinness meant that they absorbed quite a bit more oil than regular fries, though in the process they didn’t 
manage to taste like anything other than vegetable oil.  They were salted, but not so you’d notice.  The lemonade tasted watered down, 
with a hint of sweetness but no tartness whatsoever.  The only condiment they serve is ketchup (no mustard at a hot dog place???), 
and it too had no flavor.  People can talk about the plastic food at McDonalds, but it’s haute cuisine compared to Wienerschnitzel. 
 
 The help here consisted of a black girl, a white girl, and a Hispanic boy—all of high school age.  The black girl took my order 
without incident, but after that the three of them spent the entire time I was there complaining about the place and its owner (a Middle 
Eastern man named Mohammed whose smiling photo welcomed me to the place).  It’s certainly nothing new for kids to complain about 
their jobs (nothing new for adults either, for that matter), but you’d think they’d have the sense to wait until there were no customers 
around to trash the place.  Obviously I didn’t care for Wienerschnitzel either, but I didn’t need them influencing my opinion.  If I were 
Mohammed, I’d probably fire them or at least give them a good lecture. 
 



I was the only customer here; there wasn’t even anyone at the drive-through.  That meant I couldn’t help but eavesdrop on the 
help’s conversation.  In overhearing things I found out most about the white girl.  She apparently lives on her own and has a baby son.  
She is still in school, but she apparently leaves the kid with her grandmother so she can work here.  Her boyfriend is in prison for selling 
drugs (there was a prison across the interstate from the Motel 6; I wondered if that was where he was).  What might have become of 
the girl’s parents, I have no idea.  It amazes me how many people live in truly bizarre family situations; I really do have many blessings 
to count. 
 
 I made my way back to Motel 6 and packed up all my stuff.  Then I changed into nicer clothes (a sweater and khakis) for the 
final excursion of the evening.  In checking what there was to do in California while I was here, I noticed that Miss Saigon was playing in 
San Bernardino as part of the orange festival.  I reserved what had to be just about the last available ticket, and I was off to see the 
show tonight. 
 
 The drive up Sierra Avenue was very slow.  I could only console myself with the fact that traffic was backed up far more 
southbound than north.  I was stuck behind a young Hispanic boy in an old clunker of a car  that was desperately in need of one of 
those smog checks.  Even with my air conditioning on “re-circ”, I felt like I would be asphyxiated.  Fortunately he continued straight on 
Sierra when I turned east on Foothill Boulevard.  I followed this east down the Old 66 strip, past the Wigwam Village Motel I had seen in 
April, and on into San Bernardino.  I turned south on “E” Street and parked in ramp for the Carousel Mall.  This is one of those 
downtown malls that was a wonderful urban renewal project when it was built, but that has dwindled to almost nothing.  People in the 
Algona area may remember the downtown mall in Mankato.  I’m not sure if anything is left there anymore; it’s certainly not a place 
anyone from out of town goes shopping these days.  There’s also a mall in downtown Sioux City like that, and the mall in downtown 
Mason City is headed downhill, too.  The same is true here in San Ber’do.  Penney’s was the last big store remaining here, and they 
just announced their going out of business sale.  The one good thing about a mall with no business is that it makes for free downtown 
parking.  The ramp was cramped and confusing, but at least it was free. 
 
 The play was at the California 
Theatre, which is just about the only thing of 
historic interest in San Bernardino.  (The only 
challenge it might get is the site of the world’s 
first McDonalds, which is now a parking lot.)  
Pretty much every city worth its salt has 
restored an old movie palace, but the 
California Theater is more than just that.  
Being a convenient distance from Hollywood 
but made up of “normal” people, San 
Bernardino was frequently used as a 
premiere site for motion pictures.  Even 
though the official premieres were in New 
York or at the Chinese Theatre in Hollywood, 
the first showing of almost all the big shows 
from the Golden Age of Hollywood were right 
here in San Bernardino.  They’d run new films 
un-announced, before or after a scheduled 
feature, to see how they played before a 
“real” crowd.  If they bombed, they’d make 
changes before the film debuted for real.  I 
saw a documentary on the making of Gone 
with the Wind that talked about its premier at  

 
Website photo of the California Theatre – San Bernardino, California 

the California Theatre, and it was fascinating to see the place in person. 
 
 Compared to many old theaters the California is really quite simple.  It’s pleasant, though, full of red velvet and gilding, with an 
enormous chandelier hanging from the center.  My cheap seat ($35) was in what would best be described as an oversized box (not 
unlike where Paul and I saw the ballet in Russia), clear at the top and back of the theater.  It was a perfectly good seat, though, 
affording a full view of everything. 
 
 This crowd was very multi-ethnic, and definitely the blackest crowd I’ve ever seen at the theater.  San Bernardino is heavily 
black, and while it was nowhere near the city’s ethnic make-up, probably a fourth of those in attendance were black.  Maybe ten percent 
were Asian or Hispanic, with the rest white.  Just like the crowd I’d seen at The Lion King in Los Angeles, this one was very mobile.  
People were up and down and in and out all through the play.  You’d certainly get a scolding from the ushers if you tried that in Chicago 
or Des Moines, and you’d likely not be allowed to return until intermission. 
 
 With only a handful of exceptions the crowd was very well dressed.  My sweater and khakis put me toward the low end of the 
men in attendance, and I’d probably have been laughed at if I were a woman wearing equivalent clothes.  All of the women were at 
least in “Sunday best”, and some of them wore floor-length dresses and furs.  The crowd was quite a bit better dressed than at The Lion 
King, way better dressed than you’d see in Des Moines, and they’d even put some of the Chicago crowds to shame. 
 
 It intrigued me that while this was the main national touring company of Miss Saigon, they didn’t hand out the standard Playbill 
that you’d normally get at the theatre.  In retrospect, I bet they couldn’t sell enough advertising in San Ber’do to make Playbill profitable.  
Instead we got the sort of offset-program you’d expect at a community theatre show.  Actually that’s quite a bit easier to read than 
Playbill, and I find it a positive thing not to have advertising. 



 The play was excellent, one of the best Broadway shows I’ve seen.  The lead female part was played by an understudy (a 
young woman designated to play the character at “certain performances”), probably because the main girl was from nearby Riverside 
and was spending the holiday with family or friends.   The fill-in did a fantastic job, though, and so did all the other people. 
 

The show is apparently loosely based on the opera Madame Butterfly.  Having never seen that, I’ll have to take other people’s 
word for it.  It tells of a girl from the Vietnamese countryside who comes to Saigon as a refugee.  The only work she can find is as a 
prostitute.  She falls in love with a G.I. who agrees to marry her, but is separated from her in the confusion at the end of the war.  Many 
years later the G.I., who since married an American woman, finds out that he has fathered a child through “Miss Saigon”.  Much of the 
plot deals with their bittersweet reunion.  The plot was captivating, the sets and costumes interesting, and the music fascinating and 
widely varied.  It really was a wonderful show. 
 

It intrigued me that a play about the Vietnam included no one Vietnamese in the cast—nor anyone Laotian or Cambodian or 
Thai.  The Asian characters were mostly played by Filipinos (a few were Chinese), and the ensemble was largely Hispanic people with 
no Asian connection whatsoever.   
 
 Trust me, San Bernardino after dark is not a place you want to be.  I was thankful there were women in jewels and furs to draw 
attention away from me as we all made our way to the parking ramp.  There’s a movie cineplex next door to the California Theater, and 
its plaza seems to be a favorite gathering spot for thuggish-looking young men.  Then again, as I’d find out driving back to Fontana, 
pretty much everywhere in San Ber’do seems to be a place for thuggish-looking young men to congregate at night.  The place gave me 
the creeps, and I certainly don’t plan to return any time soon. 
 
 I’d have to wait before I started my drive back to Fontana, though.  First I needed to make it out of the parking ramp at the 
mall, and that was easier said than done.  For no good reason they close two exits to the ramp at 9:30pm (it was round 11 when the 
play got out).  I can’t imagine any reason for doing that.  Parking is free, so it’s not like they need an employee to collect money.  It also 
can’t be for security reasons, since all they do is put a chain across the entrance blocking cars from exiting.  There’s a big open area 
with about a four-inch curb next to the entrance that anyone could walk around; some did while I waited … and waited … and waited … 
and waited for the back-up of cars leaving both the play and the movies to get out of the one open exit.  At one point an SUV behind me 
gunned his engine and jumped the curb out to “E” Street.  If I hadn’t been driving a rental car, I might have tried the same thing.  As it 
was, I kept waiting in line for over half an hour before I finally left the ramp. 
 
 I made my way out of San Bernardino, saying a little prayer to be making it out alive.  Once I got back to Foothill Boulevard, I 
found Friday night was cruising time in the ‘burbs.  I’d swear every high school kid in the Inland Empire was driving along Foothill, 
mostly at well less than the posted 50 mph speed limit.  All through Rialto and Fontana, Foothill was packed with cars with their 
windows down.  I was amused when at one point I was stopped at a light and the cute girls in the car next to me were rather obviously 
checking me out.  I’m sure they were disappointed to see an overweight middle-aged guy instead of a dreamboat. 
 
 I made it back to Motel 6 right at midnight and pretty much just collapsed into bed.  This had been a very long, but really quite 
enjoyable day. 
 

SATURDAY, MAY 24 . . .  
Fontana and Los Angeles, the Low Desert, and Blythe, California 
 
 For the first time on this trip I slept late enough that my cell phone alarm actually went off.  I was up at 6am, and before long I 
showered, packed up the car, and checked out of the Motel 6.  I drove up Sierra Avenue and stopped again at Baker’s Drive Thru, just 
about the only thing that was open early Saturday morning.  Baker’s has a very strange breakfast menu. I had an egg sandwich, which 
consisted of a fried egg and a slice of American cheese (no meat) on a hamburger bun (complete with sesame seeds).  I also had 
“hash browns”, which were long, narrow sticks formed of shredded potatoes, then deep fried.  They reminded me of the French toast 
sticks you can get at Burger King, and the thought occurred that these hash browns would probably be better with syrup.  I also had 
some forgettable orange juice and a big cup of rich, flavorful coffee. 
 
 I parked again at Fontana station and prepared for one last trip into the city.  The fare is less on weekends ($11.25), but they 
won’t let you use a credit card to pay at the lower rate.  The crowd waiting on the platform was different than it had been on weekdays.  
There were still a few working people (black and Hispanic women in maid or waitress uniforms and a few Hispanic men dressed for 
janitorial or factory work).  Most of today’s people, though, were day-trippers—leisure travelers doing much the same thing I’d been 
doing all along.  It really was a less appealing group to wait with, particularly since they don’t have any security at the station on 
weekends. 
 
 They seem to run the same trains (about five cars) at all times.  Early Saturday morning, that was about four more cars than 
they actually needed. The train seemed absolutely empty, and it didn’t fill up much even at “important” stations like Rancho Cucamonga 
and Pomona.  Chicago’s Metra fills their weekend trains by offering unlimited rides for $5; here they just reduce the fare slightly, and the 
trains run empty.  [Actually the better part of the time most of Metra’s weekend trains are empty as well.  They make them seem 
fuller by closing off about half the cars and restricting people to the center of the train.] 
 
 When I left the train at Union Station a very perplexed Hispanic family was standing on the platform.  We had a fascinating 
conversation, mostly in English with bits of Spanish thrown in here and there.  In the process, I hope I was able to be helpful to them.  
The family had come from Riverside, and they wanted to go to the beach.  They said so, though it would also have been obvious from 



the inflatables and boogie boards they were hauling.  Someone had told that at Union Station they should get on the red line to go to 
the beach.  Indeed, the mother in the family implied that the red line would take them to Oceanside, the place I’d gone to yesterday. 
 
 The red line is the subway.  It goes to Hollywood, Koreatown, and the San Fernando Valley.  It goes absolutely nowhere near 
any beach.  While I could have been misjudging them, a look at the family gave me the feeling they really could not afford the fare to 
take Amtrak to Oceanside (Metrolink doesn’t go there on weekends).  I tried to clarify where they wanted to go, and the father said “the 
beach … any beach”.  I suggested they might want to go to Long Beach.  Having been there in April, I knew it was easy to get to.  It is 
also a multi-ethnic area where I was pretty certain they’d be comfortable.  I knew that to get to Long Beach they could take the subway 
to 7th Street/Metro Center.  They should then transfer to the blue line and stay on board to the end of the line.  I led them to the subway 
and showed them the route they needed on the map in the car.  They agreed that Long Beach seemed like where they wanted to go.  
As our train started off, I stressed to them that before they transferred to the blue line, they would have to go upstairs and buy a ticket.  
The Metrolink ticket works on the red line, but you have to buy an MTA ticket to ride the blue line—and the last thing I’d want is for 
people I’d try to help to get a citation for fare evasion.  They got off at the correct stop, and I hope they made the transfer okay.  I also 
hope they actually found the beach.  It occurred to me as my train pulled away that I should have pointed out that they’d have to walk a 
couple blocks south from the station to actually get to the water in Long Beach—and a couple blocks west from there to get to the 
recreational beach.  There are lots of Hispanic people in Long Beach, though, and I hope at least one of them was able to give them 
good directions. 
 
 I took the red line all the way to the end of the line:  North Hollywood station.  It’s the only place I hadn’t been on the train in 
L.A., and I figured I might as well see what was there.  I’m glad I did. 
 
 North Hollywood station is under Lankershim Boulevard, one of the main strips of the San Fernando Valley—a street I always 
remember hearing about on Dragnet and Adam 12.  On leaving the station, I first walked north up Lankershim.  This is definitely not the 
way tourists are supposed to go.  What’s there is—well—an old strip.  What’s really fascinating about this strip is that it’s built right up to 
the sidewalk with almost no parking.  The side streets have cement block apartments and tiny bungalows, which today are home to a 
population of mostly Hispanics.  Some of the residents have been here for generations (and speak fluent English), while others have 
only recently arrived in America. 
 
 Immediately north of the station is a series of car dealers. These differ from what you’d see at home, because most of them 
are built on small lots, with two levels of cars—almost like a parking ramp.  At the Dodge dealer an employee was outside placing a 
balloon on the antenna of each car to advertise their current sale.  He waved at me as I walked past. 

 
Winchell’s Donut House 

 
 As I walked up the strip I felt more and more of a need to dispense of 
that large coffee I’d had at Baker’s.  Strip though it was, though, there weren’t 
many places I’d be comfortable using the toilet.  Moreover, unlike much of 
L.A., there weren’t public toilets or porta-poties anywhere around here.  
Eventually I walked into a doughnut shop (Winchell’s, the same chain I had 
patronized in Victorville in April), hoping they might have a public restroom.  
The Victorville Winchell’s did have a toilet, but the only door at this one said 
“employees only”.  I bought some coffee and a donut, though, and I got a 
fascinating lesson in “Spanglish” listening to the people at the counter.  It 
amazes me how service people always seem to know the correct language in 
which to address their customers.  The employees here were Hispanic, but 
they greeted me in perfect English.  They greeted some of the Hispanic 
customers in English and others in Spanish.  It fascinated me when one 
Spanish-speaking customer ordered a bagel that he was offered the choice of  

“plain or con cebolla”.  “Con cebolla” means “with onion”, but it was fascinating that it should be contrasted with the English word “plain”. 
 
 While I was sipping my coffee a disheveled elderly white woman walked in the shop.  I don’t think she was actually homeless, 
but she seemed just one step up from being a bag lady.  She asked me if I had a cigarette, and before I could answer just grunted at 
me.  She looked around at the rest of the customers and seemed to sense quickly that none of us smoked—or if we did, we wouldn’t be 
giving a cigarette to her. 
 
 I was delighted to see that just up the street from Winchell’s there was a Burger King, and I was perfectly willing to order yet 
more coffee in exchange for using their toilet.  The menu at this Burger King was entirely bilingual.  In English, though, almost 
everything had a common or trademark name while in Spanish the names were descriptions of the product.  Those “French toast stix” I 
mentioned earlier, for instance, were “dulcitas de pan y huevos, con jarabe” (little sweets of bread and egg, with syrup).  Nothing 
French about them in Spanish … and, thank goodness, nothing “freedom” either.  [This was when some conservatives advocated 
changing such terms as “freedom toast” and “freedom fries” because the French did not wholeheartedly support our 
country’s war in the Middle East.  Around this same time I sent a rather scathing complaint to Burger King because one of 
their Sioux Falls stores had chosen to alter their menu in this manner.  From the response I got, I gather they had quite a bit of 
negative reaction to this.  I got ten bucks worth of gift certificates for my trouble, and I apparently the manager of the Sioux 
Falls store got a stern lecture from the company.] 
 
 I walked back to the subway station and then continued south on Lankershim from there.  South is definitely the direction 
you’re supposed to go as a visitor to North Hollywood.  This is the so-called No-Ho Arts District, a mostly brick neighborhood (just about 
the only brick area in Los Angeles) filled with coffee and juice bars and karaoke joints.  Not many people actually live here, and those 
who do would best be described as “Bohemian”.  The principal point of interest in the area is the Academy of Television Arts and 
Sciences.  Basically it’s just a big office building, but they have a pleasant plaza with a fountain centered on a gigantic Emmy statue. 



 
ABOVE:  Emmy statue at the 

Academy of Television  
Arts and Sciences 

RIGHT:  Line of auditioners outside 
the El Portal Theatre – Lankershim 
& Washington; North Hollywood 

 Much more interesting to me 
was the El Portal Theatre, a couple 
blocks north of the Academy and just 
south of the subway station.  I’m sure 
that the theatre itself is interesting, but  
what caught my attention today was the line outside that stretched literally around the block.  They were apparently having auditions for 
a Latin singer, and I’d swear every Hispanic boy in the city was lined up with a guitar.  I’d heard about such lines for auditions, but I’d 
never really quite believed they actually existed. 
 
 I spent about an hour walking up and down Lankershim Boulevard.  Finally I made my way back to the subway.  There was a 
group of Mexican women handing out leaflets at the entrance.  I figured they would be something from the Bus Riders Union, but when 
one of them smiled and said “God bless you” as she handed me a leaflet, I realized they were witnessing.  The leaflet was a collection 
of Bible references.  It didn’t have any actual verses, just references you could look up in a Bible if you happened to have one handy at 
the same time you had the leaflet. 
 
 There was some entertainment on the subway ride south from North Hollywood.  An old man played “Ode to Joy” on the 
harmonica.  No one seemed to find fit to tip him, nor did he seem to want any handouts, so I just sat back and enjoyed the 
performance. 
 
 I went two stops south to Hollywood & Highland, near the hotel where Margaret and I stayed two years ago.  The area above 
the station was under construction then, and I figured it might be interesting to see what it had become.  Basically it’s a big mall, and not 
a terribly interesting mall at that.  Right next to the subway entrance is the Tommy Hilfiger store, and they also have a Gap and Banana 
Republic and Aeropostale and American Eagle.  The kids could get a life supply of designer T-shirts here, but they could do the same 
thing at just about any upscale mall.  Buried somewhere inside here is the Kodak Theatre where they now give out the Oscars.  I didn’t 
see it, and I doubt I’ll be rushing back to find where it was.  [I did see it on a later trip.] 
 
 I walked down Hollywood Boulevard to Hollywood & Vine.  I’d never done that when I was here before, and I thought it might 
be interesting to do now.  It was, and that’s something I actually might come back and do again.  Hollywood is a fascinating place—part 
sleazy, part tourist trap, with just a touch of actual elegance.  Quite a lot more has been restored just in the past two years (there’s a 
new Hollywood history museum, for example), and it might be interesting to spend a bit more time seeing it all. 
 
 The annoying part of walking down Hollywood boulevard was that it had been misting all morning.  That wouldn’t have been a 
problem at all except that whatever material the Walk of Fame is made of (some rubbery stone) is extremely slippery when it gets wet.  
I slipped and slid my way down the boulevard, at some points choosing to walk on the curb instead of the star-filled sidewalk. 
 
 I saw a number of people on Hollywood with numbers fastened to their backs, the sort of thing people wear for a marathon.  
The subway station at Hollywood & Vine was also filled with these people.  I asked one woman what it was, and she explained “Urban 
Challenge” to me.  This competition pits pairs of people (mostly married couples, but also parent/child combos, sisters, gay couples, co-
workers, etc.) against each other.  The thing is sort of like a big scavenger hunt.  Each couple is given a set of cryptic clues describing a 
series of places around the city.  Each team has to figure out what places are being described, learn how to get to those places by 
transit, and then check in at each one.  The team that gets to all the checkpoints first wins a small collection of donated prizes, while 
everyone else gets a T-shirt and a book of fast food gift certificates.  I’ve seen similar things on TV.  I remember one show (on MTV I 
think) where sexy young people trounced around Europe in a race to get to checkpoints.  This would be the same concept, but on a 
much more manageable scale.  I think it would be great fun, and if I were near L.A. (or if they did the same thing in Chicago) I’d love to 
participate. 
 
 The competitors on the subway platform were all trading answers to clues with one another and trying to pump the non-
competitors for information that would help them in the race.  I was actually able to offer quite a bit of assistance; it helps to have just 
recently read travel guides to the city.  For instance, one of the places they had to go was a restaurant near the La Brea Tar Pits.  My 



first thought was that place the couple on the train went last night, but the clue was the name of the restaurant rhymed with some 
phrase.  I forget the phrase, but after seeing it I knew immediately that the restaurant in question was the Stinking Rose, a place where 
everything on the menu—even the desserts—contains garlic.  I also could give specific and accurate directions on how to get to Olvera 
Street (the historic site where the city was originally founded) from Union Station and where to find the Angel’s Flight (a funicular 
railroad that closed down a year ago, it’s just west of the Pershing Square station downtown).  It amazed me that most of these people 
had lived in Los Angeles their whole life without ever going to Olvera Street, but I supposed the same thing happens everywhere.  
There’s always the feeling that if it’s close to home, you can get there any time.  I, for instance, have never been to any of the 
attractions at Okoboji.  The summer people there would probably be shocked to find a “local” who didn’t know the area. 
 
 [While writing this revision I did a Google search for “Urban Challenge”.  The event exists all over the country, 
including Chicago (where they tend to limit themselves to the trendy Near North area), the Twin Cities, and another place I 
might be interested in doing it—New Orleans.  The first such race was apparently done in Omaha, organized by students from 
Creighton.  The rules are ridiculously complex, though it still might be kind of fun to do.   It might actually be more fun to print 
out the checkpoint clues for one of the races and try to find the things myself.  I did find the “Stinking Rose” clue from the 
2003 L.A. race.  It was:  “I wonder if Buffy eats here?  First word rhymes with winking; second word rhymes with clothes.  Find 
this eatery within a quarter mile of Wilshire Boulevard west of the La Brea Tar Pits.”] 
 
 I realized while waiting for the train that there was only a single station left on the red line where I had not been above ground.  
I decided then and there to make my next destination Beverly & Vermont, so I could finish up that list.  I’ve now gotten on or off L.A.’s 
subway at every single station.  That’s something I can’t say about any of the lines in Chicago, a city I really know quite a lot better.  
There the closest I can say is that I’ve been to the neighborhoods around every station on the O’Hare branch of the blue line. 
 
 If I have a reason to return to stay overnight in the city of Los Angeles again (like say, for instance, when Brad makes the 
majors if I should decide to see a series with the Brewers playing the Dodgers), Beverly and Vermont is probably where I’d stay.  The 
“Nuevo Salvador” neighborhood around the station is far from the best part of the city (it’s probably one of the worst), but there are 
some pleasant cheap motels just steps from the subway.  In particular there’s a Comfort Inn there that cost less than half what Margaret 
and I paid at the Roosevelt.  There’s also a wide variety of cheap dining choices nearby, and subway and express buses would get me 
almost anywhere in the city quickly.  [I’d stay at the Comfort Inn at Vermont & Beverly on a future trip.  It was far from my favorite 
hotel, but it provided affordable, basic accommodation.] 
 
 I walked down Vermont Avenue from Beverly.  I quickly got to the fringe of Koreatown.  This neighborhood looked okay from 
the express bus I took in April, but it was really pitty up close.  There are beggars everywhere here.  It seemed an odd location for “skid 
row”, several miles west of downtown, but the place was crawling with homeless people.  I again needed to use the restroom (all that 
coffee kept cycling through me), and inside a pleasant-looking McDonalds there were two different men begging.  I’ve seen beggars 
outside fast food places in Chicago (though only in the downtown area, never in “the neighborhoods”), but the management would kick 
them out instantly if they started begging inside.  The beggars didn’t get much response here either.  An old black man went up to a 
Mexican girl with a child and asked for a dollar.  She snapped, “No!  I’ve barely got enough to feed my baby, and you want me to feed 
you?”   The line at McDonalds didn’t move at all, so I just used their toilet without buying anything.  Inside the restroom there was 
another person begging. 
 
 It’s noteworthy that the homeless in L.A. are invariably old, and they are without exception black or white.  You don’t see 
children begging, like you do in Third World countries.  What’s more, while there certainly are desperately poor Asians and Hispanics, 
but they don’t beg and they don’t live on the street.  To the immigrants here, America really is the Land of Opportunity.  They’ve come 
here to work, and while many of them have horrible jobs, they pretty much all do work.  For most immigrants, even the worst jobs here 
provide a better life than what they knew in their home country.  Their living the same American dream that the Irish and Germans and 
Russians lived before them. 
 

I don’t know what motivates those who are homeless to take to the streets.  Most of them don’t look like drug abusers or 
alcoholics, though I’m not sure I’d automatically recognize someone in either category.  Some seem mentally unstable, but others just 
seem like people—people who have chosen to live on the street.  Los Angeles, like every American city, has plenty of facilities to deal 
with those in need.  There are also lots of jobs for people with relatively few skills.  There were more “Help Wanted” signs than I’ve seen 
at anywhere around here, and pretty much all of those were for unskilled, entry level jobs.  I suppose they must feel those jobs are 
somehow beneath them.  It seems odd, though, that they don’t find begging something to be embarrassed by. 
 
 I walked south to Wilshire Boulevard, the one place in the area where the neighborhood isn’t seedy.  I took the subway back 
north three stops to Vermont & Sunset and then walked north a couple of blocks to Vermont & Prospect (Prospect used to be the name 
of Hollywood Boulevard, and the street still bears that name east of Hollywood).   I waited at the bus stop with what seemed like half the 
Hispanic population of Los Angeles, and eventually a very crowed bus came along.  Fortunately about as many people got off as got 
on, so pretty much everybody (myself included ) got a seat.   
 
 Like most of L.A.’s bus routes, bus 180 follows a long and rambling route.  Unlike Chicago, where [the majority of] the  buses 
just make their way down a single street, L.A.’s buses follow circuitous routes that take them through almost every part of town.  This 
bus starts in West Hollywood.  It wanders through Hollywood and Los Feliz before winding through the city of Glendale.  It then loops 
back into the Eagle Rock district of the city of Los Angeles before heading out to Cal Polytechnic University in Pasadena.  There are far 
quicker ways to get to Pasadena (in another month there will be a rail line to there), but this one was convenient to where I was.  It was 
interesting for about the first ten minutes, but the hour or so after that got old.  The residential neighborhoods we saw were interesting 
(Midwestern style homes with tree-filled lawns), and the old Route 66 Bridge over the Arroyo Seco leading into Pasadena was quite 
attractive.  Beyond that, there wasn’t much to notice. 
 



 Even if it had been a short ride, this would definitely not have been the most pleasant transit experience I’d ever had.  The 
vast majority of my fellow passengers were quite pleasant.  Most of them were the Hispanic workers who had been waiting at the bus 
stop.  Most of them sat silently in their seats, each clutching a shopping bag and staring into space.  A few visited with each other 
quietly, but none were annoying.  There were also a few pleasant black people on the bus, a couple of Asians, and one other white 
person, a young man in a chef’s uniform who was headed to classes at a cooking school.  Two passengers made this trip unpleasant, 
though.  They were a black couple about my age who sat in the very back of the bus.  They were constantly talking, and they spent 
much of the trip making very audible snide comments about almost all the other passengers on the bus.  It was the sort of thing 
teenagers might do, but these folks were definitely not teenagers.  I know, I’ve spent many paragraphs in this travelogue with often less 
than flattering descriptions of people I saw on trains and buses.  To my mind, though, it’s one thing to recollect the people I saw; it’s 
quite another to say make snotty comments about them to their face.  I could only hope that most of the Hispanic people might not 
understand the nasty things that were being said about them. 
 
 I, too, was a target of their “humor”.  I don’t recall the specifics, but basically they pegged me as a hick.  There are certainly 
ways in which that’s true, but I am well educated and I bet I’ve probably traveled more than they have.   I also had parents who taught 
me when it was appropriate to talk and when “silence is golden”.  It’s too bad they never learned that same lesson. 
 
 I have no idea where the couple was from, but it wasn’t either Glendale or Pasadena.  They derided those communities as 
racist and vowed they’d never live where they weren’t welcome.  It made me wonder why they were riding through them, particularly 
since they seemed quite a bit better off than most of the people riding the bus.  Glendale and Pasadena may be racist—I don’t know.  
Both are certainly very wealthy communities, but Glendale at least seemed very diverse ethnically.  There are a lot of Asians in both 
cities, and quite a few Hispanics in Glendale.  Neither city seemed to have much of a black population, though.  [I do recall, however, 
that Pasadena was where Jackie Robinson was from.] 
 
 I got off before the black couple did.  I exited at Delancy Street in downtown Pasadena.  The only reason most people have 
heard of Pasadena is the annual Tournament of Roses Parade and its football partner, the Rose Bowl.  To most people outside 
California, the place might as well not exist after New Year’s Day.  It’s an interesting little city.  The more time I spent there, the more 
Pasadena reminded me of Evanston, Illinois.  Like Evanston, it’s an old, close-in suburb, but it is very much detached from the city 
proper.  Both places are liberal college towns, and both look slightly seedy on the surface, but exude old money underneath.  Pasadena 
is mostly single family homes, while Evanston tends toward apartments, but they really are quite similar communities. 
 
 Supposedly downtown Pasadena is one of the trendiest shopping areas in greater L.A.  Apparently Colorado Boulevard (the 
route of the Rose Parade) had gotten very seedy, but they consciously made an effort to move it upscale.  I’ll leave the trendy shopping 
to trendier people; as a shopping destination the place did nothing for me.  There appeared to be a few interesting restaurants, but the 
shops (again like Evanston) were mostly odd arts and crafts.  Everything is freshly sandblasted, though, and I suppose that should 
count for something. 
 
 Making the crack about sandblasting does remind me of an important way that Pasadena stands out from the rest of 
California—they use brick here.  One of the hardest things for me to get used to was the fact that the two construction materials we use 
most in the Midwest, wood and brick, are almost never used in California.  Instead they build pretty much everything out of cement 
blocks and stucco.  It was not really a surprise to see little wood in a place where there aren’t many real trees, but brick and stucco start 
out as pretty much the same stuff.  So, for that matter, do the Spanish-style tile roofs that are popular here.  Brick probably wouldn’t be 
the best material to build with in earthquake country, but no one really builds with it back home.  It’s just a veneer that pretties up the 
exterior walls.  I’d think they could easily use the same kind of thing here, but almost no one does.  It was refreshing to see at least a 
little bit of brick in Pasadena. 
 
 My reason for coming here was the Old Pasadena Summer Fest, a combination carnival, food fair, and jazz festival they were 
holding in a city park just south of downtown.  Neither the carnival nor the jazz festival interested me much, but I thought the food fair 
might be interesting.  I was wrong.  I was expecting “Taste of Chicago” and instead got something closer to a taste of Fort Dodge.  
Almost all the food here was boring—pizza, hamburgers, tacos, and similar stuff that you could find in the food court of any mall.  I 
bought $10 worth of tokens that were valid at the various food stands, but I had trouble spending them all.  The only interesting thing I 
found was a stand set up by a Thai restaurant that served skewered cubes of mystery meat covered with a spicy sauce.  I had planned 
to spend a couple hours here, but I had seen and eaten all I wanted in less than half an hour.  I liked Pasadena.  In fact, if I return to 
L.A. I’ll probably take the new rail line out here to see where it goes.  I just didn’t’ think the place lived up to the hype. 
 
 I planned to take an express bus back downtown.  This route runs a very sparse schedule on weekends, and I knew it would 
be quite a while before the next bus showed up.  Rather than stare at the bank of porta-potties at the entrance to Summer Fest, I 
decided to start following the bus route down Fair Oaks Avenue.  I’d walk south couple of blocks, and pause briefly at each bus stop to 
turn around and see if the bus was on its way.  When it wasn’t, I walked another couple of blocks.  I suppose if I were a sensible 
person, I’d have walked north, so I could have caught the bus earlier than I might have otherwise.  I figured this way I’d see something 
new, though, and the walk was certainly not unpleasant.  Eventually the bus caught up with me, and I rode the rest of the way. 
 
 I spent well over an hour on the slow bus from Hollywood, but the express bus downtown got there in less than fifteen minutes.  
(That’s about what the new train will take, too.)  Much of the route follows the El Monte busway, a dedicated interstate lane I had 
paralleled on the Metrolink train from Fontana.  In fact the express bus stopped directly above the Cal State—L.A. train station I had 
been to several times now.  The train station was much nicer, though.  The busway looked like it was built in the ‘50s and hadn’t been 
touched since then.  Its elevator was out of order, and the bus shelter was covered with graffiti.  The same was true at the LACUSCMC 
stop (that mess of alphabet soup stands for Los Angeles County University of Southern California Medical Center—the driver just called 
it “County Hospital”).  No one was waiting at either of these stops, which at street level seem to be in the middle of nowhere.  At 
LACUSCMC, though, we switched drivers.  The stop is right next to the MTA headquarters (I’d seen the big bus parking lot many times 



from the train).  The gruff white man that had driven the bus from Pasadena got off, and an Asian boy whose feet could barely reach the 
pedals from the seat got on.  From there it was just a short little hop (shorter on the bus than on the train) to Union Station. 
 
 I really hadn’t eaten much at the food fair, so I was still a little hungry.  I decided to visit another of those “must see” 
restaurants recommended by the travel guides.  “Philippe’s, the Original” is located a couple blocks north of Union Station in a rather 
seedy next-to downtown area.  The place is famous because it supposedly invented the French dip sandwich.  The story goes that back 
in the 1920s a cook accidentally dropped a sandwich in meat juice.  [Alternate versions of the story say he dropped the sandwich 
in the juice on purpose because the customer was being annoying.]  The customer liked it that way, so they started selling them 
intentionally.  I have my doubts as to whether that legend is actually true, but I figured I might as well see what all the hype is about.  
Philippe’s is all about the atmosphere.  It’s a cavernous restaurant filled with large communal tables.  The floor is intentionally covered 
with sawdust, supposedly to absorb stray meat juices but really to add to the character and legend of the place.  You order at a bar and 
then carry your food to any spare place you can find to eat it.  I ordered a dipped ham sandwich (they also have the more traditional 
beef, as well as turkey and lamb), together with coleslaw and a cup of their 9¢ coffee (for years they kept the price 7¢, but apparently 
they recently had to raise it).  Honestly, the food was nothing special.  The roll itself was hard, and the meat juice made it soggy and 
salty.  The ham was pretty tasteless, and both the coleslaw and coffee had off flavors.  It was an interesting experience, though. 
 
 I chose to wear the shirt I had purchased at Dodger stadium today, which raised quite a few comments.  Three different people 
at Philippe’s said something to the effect of “oh, I didn’t know there was a game today”.  The restaurant is quite close to Dodger 
Stadium, and I’d imagine they get a lot of fans here.  There wasn’t a home game today; the Dodgers were in Milwaukee, spanking 
Brad’s future teammates all weekend.  I explained to everyone that I was a tourist, which always seemed to open the floodgates of 
conversation.  L.A. proper isn’t a place that gets a lot of tourists.  The tourists go to the beach or the amusement parks, but not many of 
them (and especially not many that are from the United States) make it to the actual city.  They react to tourists in much the same way 
we do in Iowa, with a bit of surprise but also happiness and true hospitality.  Everyone seemed thrilled that I was visiting Los Angeles, 
and especially glad that I actually liked the place. 
 
 I’ve heard L.A. described as “a nice place to live, but I wouldn’t want to visit there”.  There’s some truth to that backwards 
comment.  There aren’t any top-notch tourist attractions here, nothing to rival Chicago or New York.  It is a pleasant and vibrant city, 
though.  While most of the suburbs struck me as charmless, I could easily live in the city of Los Angeles—that is, if I could afford a 
decent place to stay.  [I’d love to have the means to go to L.A. frequently; it really is one of my favorite places anywhere—which 
is fascinating for a place I expected not to like before I went there.] 
 
 I went back to Union Station and lucked out in arriving just minutes before the next departing train.  The Metrolink trains run 
quite infrequently on weekends, and I had forgotten to bring a schedule.  God must have been smiling on me, though (perhaps the 
Hispanic woman’s blessing in North Hollywood had an effect), since I had almost no wait at all. 

 
View downtown L.A. from the platforms at Union Station 

 There were two noteworthy people on the train, both Hispanic children.  One was wearing Mouse ears like you’d get at 
Disneyland.  It would not be impossible to go to Disneyland by train (though you’d have to go from Anaheim station to the park itself by 
bus), but I’d think if you did you’d stay the day and come back at night.  The second kid kept screaming “Mamí, Mamí” over and over 
again at the top of his lungs.  Everything excited him, and he had to constantly make mom-MEE aware of his presence.  Eventually 
Mamí and the kid moved to another car, which made the rest of the trip quite a bit more pleasant. 
 
 It was interesting that we had the same conductor on this train as we had coming into Los Angeles in the morning.  She was a 
young white woman, and you could tell over the P.A. she had a bad cold.  On this route she noted “this train is going to San Bernardino.  
It will NOT go to downtown Riverside.”  During the work week all the trains on this route end in San Bernardino, but on weekends most 
of them loop southwest from there and go to Riverside, which gives weekend access to about half a million people who would otherwise 



not have it.  For some reason it’s only most, not quite all of the trains that do that, though.  This one didn’t, and she had to keep 
reminding people of that fact. 
 
 She also scolded people who took to long to board or get off.  On three different occasions she said, “Ladies and gentlemen, 
station stops are to be 30 seconds or less.  You must be in the doors when we reach your station.”  I’ve always wondered about people 
who take a long time to get on or off a train—handicapped people excepted, of course.  Even with luggage there’s no reason it should 
take more than a couple seconds to board, but some people seem to take forever.  They deserve to be scolded, and it amazes me they 
don’t get left behind. 
 
 This being the last time I took the Metrolink train, I made detailed notes of everything we passed en route.  Mostly it was 
factories, warehouses, and dumpy housing, but a lot of the things stood out and became landmarks on the way.  For a change of pace, 
I’m going to transcribe my raw notes here, with just a few clarifications in brackets after them.  So, for those who might be interested, 
here’s what you see on the train from Los Angeles to Fontana: 

• UNION STATION [This and all 
stations are in capital italics.] 

• Tour train parked at side, the 
Scottish Thistle 

• Downtown = prison and public 
housing 

• Industrial Area = MTA lot and El 
Monte busway 

• East LA = ratty apartments, lots of 
litter, but tidy stucco homes 

• CAL STATE LA  “Only the rear 
three cars will open at Cal State 
L.A.” 

• Beautiful mural on platform wall 
• Attractive homes on hillside, but 

bleak industry in foreground 
• I-10 median  Residential area 

looks like “Emergency” or “Adam 
12” [neighborhoods shown on 
those TV shows]  New 
commercial strip 

• We’re moving WAY faster than 
traffic, even though there isn’t 
much traffic today. 

• EL MONTE 
 

The public housing complex just outside Union Station – Los Angeles 
• Girl today actually says the name in Spanish [MOAN-tay rather than MONN-tee] 
• Nice residential area, then trailer park from hell next to concrete river, then heavy industry right next to trailer park, then HUGE 

mini-storage area 
• VERY dense single family homes, like Watts 
• Stucco row houses, not nice condos—row houses 
• Lots of HEAVY industry 
• Car dealers (Nissan with huge gorilla balloon) 
• Elevated stretch high above the surrounding land 
• Ornamental tree farm 
• Ranch (Amo Soledad) by ugly creek or wash 
• Paper recycling plant [probably the #1 landmark 

on the line, with huge bundles of cardboard and 
newsprint all over the place; westbound I knew I 
was getting close to L.A. when we got to the 
recycling plant] 

• Old drive-in theater  now a flea market, but they 
still have the screen 

• Ugly dense stucco homes with swimming pools; 
absolutely no real space between them (walled in) 

• There are baseball fields everywhere along here, 
more baseball fields than I’ve seen anywhere 
else. 

• Every suburb has at least one electric car re-
charging stations. 

• UGLY garden apartments (look like bad Motel 6’s) 
• BALDWIN PARK 
• Big pit  kind of like the quarry east of Joliet  

looks artificial, but full of scrub 
 

Paper recycling plant – Baldwin Park, California 
• Ready Pac lettuce factory [big landmark #2; they make bag lettuce here] 



• More mini-storage, and whole area is one big industrial park 
• REALLY crappy homes, interspersed with lovely homes … all stucco bungalows, depends on how kept up 
• Ratty office parks and pleasant old homes 
• COVINA 
• It’s pronounced COVE-een-uh, with the stress at the beginning 
• Station is next to “Bargain Box”  they sell firewood 
• Another endless factory strip  they think a couple of ornamental trees make it pretty 
• Roller hockey rink [landmark #3; there were always kids playing hockey here] 
• Charter Oak High School = Home of Charger Aquatics [landmark #4, the indoor pool was painted blue with the “Charger” sign 

on it] 
• Split level stucco with tile roofs on circle streets  then new condos  then 70s apartments  then condos that look like a 

bad Super 8 [fake half-timbering like those motels had in the ‘70s] 
• Huge trailer park 
• Big stucco ranch homes with lawns 
• Another trailer park and more warehouses 
• Wood Inver Grove Heights subdivision [similar to the upscale Twin Cities suburb of that name] 
• Warehouses and walled “communities” 
• Open land (surrounding a prison) 
• Wooden shacks within 2 blocks of lovely new houses 
• Pallet warehouse [landmark #5; they either made or distributed wooden pallets here – thousands of them were stacked up 

outside] 
• Replacing concrete railroad ties 
• Another huge trailer park 
• Fairgrounds [the Pomona Fairplex, which hosts the Los Angeles County Fair]  Basically a grandstand and a bunch of 

closely-packed pole buildings 
• POMONA 
• Horizontal park-and-ride between the tracks 
• Ugly brand new pseudo-adobe apartments 
• Series of walled communities from varying eras 
• Hermosa Beach style development  [Margaret and I saw similar homes—where the streets face garages and there are 

walkways to the front doors—when we went to the South Bay area two years ago.] 
• CLAREMONT  “Due to construction, the middle car will not open at Claremont.” 
• Old mission-style station, dwarfed by parking ramp and office complex 
• Pleasant ‘70s homes, just crowded too close together 
• MONTCLAIR 
• Enormous “transportation center” 
• Junkyard in middle of residential neighborhood 
• Row on row of garden apartments 
• Pleasant ranch homes with walls 
• UPLAND 
• IHOP and Christian school next to station 
• Round-roofed warehouse buildings 
• Razor-wire everywhere 
• New Urbandale houses within walls 
• Ratty old bungalows 
• Apartments that look like a dorm (many dorms, actually) 

 
California Speedway – Fontana, California 

 



• Bungalows with huge walled-in yards 
• Cement river 
• Long stretch of turned earth, not yet developed 
• Ratty factories on one side, shack-like bungalows on the other 
• Brand new “communities” 
• Actual new houses that look like houses 
• Ruins of a barn 
• Mini-storage, then industrial park 
• RANCHO CUCAMONGA  “Rancho Cucamonga next, R.C., Rancho” 
• Nice view of mountains to the north  smog-covered today, though 
• Industrial parks  Junkyards  Metal recycling facilities 
• I-15 overpass  LOTS of traffic going to Vegas today 
• Fontana speedway [the last landmark; time to be getting ready to get off the train] 
• More “communities” and warehouses 
• FONTANA 

 
[I really had fun reading through this and reliving the train ride from L.A. to Fontana once again.  It’s certainly not a 

beautiful ride, but it definitely was memorable.] 
 

Luck was not really with me this afternoon.  First I tried to use the onboard restroom before I left the train.  Unfortunately a 
young Asian man just barely beat me to it and proceeded to occupy the place until we got to the Fontana station.  I detrained and set off 
in my car, stopping briefly to buy some $1.69 gas.  Unfortunately I first pulled up to the wrong side of the pump (it was an unfamiliar car, 
after all) and then I couldn’t figure out how to get the credit card machine at the station to work (they had one central machine for all the 
pumps).  They wouldn’t let you use a credit card inside, and I had almost no cash left, so I just gave up and set out down Sierra Avenue 
one last time.  The construction was back at the Sierra interchange, so I turned east on Valley and went over to Cedar Avenue in Rialto.  
There was a nightmarish tangle of traffic trying to enter the freeway there, and what I did to enter myself was probably not strictly legal.  
I got on, though, and neither I nor the car is any the worse for wear.  Traffic was flowing well on I-10, so I decided to try the cruise 
control.  Just seconds after I set it, though, I hit the brakes as we bottlenecked at the pass (three lanes, instead of four each way) just 
east of San Bernardino.  Things then went smoothly to Palm Springs. 
 

By Palm Springs I was actually running low on gas, so I stopped at an Ultramar station (charging $.15 a gallon more than in 
Fontana) to fill up.  This place didn’t have credit card pumps, but like every station in California they insisted that you pay up front.  I 
somewhat reluctantly left my credit card with the attendant inside the convenience store and went out to the pump.  The counter had re-
set to zeros, so I took the hose out of its holder and pressed the “START” button.  Nothing happened.  I tried pressing “START” again, 
but still nothing happened.  I tried returning the nozzle and starting over, but still nothing happened.  I went back inside and told the 
attendant that the pump wasn’t working.  He pressed the re-set button, and I tried again, but still nothing happened.  I went back in and 
complained again.  This time he finished a couple of other things he was doing and eventually came outside.  He also tried to pull up 
the hose and press the “START” button, but still nothing happened.  Eventually he realized that some joker had put the returned the 
three hoses on this pump to the wrong positions.  I had pressed the “START” button for the cheap grade, but it was actually the pump 
for a more expensive grade that was resting in that position.  He got the hoses in the correct spots and then had to go back inside and 
re-set the pump yet again.  Finally things worked, and I was able to fill the car.  I bought some very bad gas station coffee and set out 
on my way again. 
 

It’s interesting that he most smoggy area I drove through today was not Los Angeles or even the Inland Empire, but rather the 
Coachella Valley around Palm Springs.  The valley is below sea level, and it sits in a bowl surrounded by fairly high mountains.  Today 
the exhaust and industrial pollution that normally collect in that bowl were enhanced by a stiff wind blowing dust up from the 
surrounding desert..  I kept alternating between having my air conditioner on “fresh” and “re-circ”, but both let in quite a bit more 
pollution than I wanted. 
 

Civilization ends at Palm Springs.  Well, technically not at Palm Springs.  To be more precise, civilization ends at Indio, the 
larger but less-known city at the other end of the Coachella Valley.  Here the interstate narrows from eight lanes to four, traffic thins to a 
trickle, signs advise that it is forty miles until the next services, and the vast metroplex that is southern California finally yields to the 
even vaster desert.  This is the low desert (classified by its low elevation), contrasted with the high desert to the north.  It is both drier 
and hotter year round than the area by Victorville and Barstow.  Without irrigation Palm Springs would also be total desert.  Instead it 
stands out as an oasis of golf courses amid bone dry sandy mountains. 
 

It’s about a hundred miles across the desert from Indio to the Arizona border.  The only “town” that whole way is the tiny 
hamlet of Desert Center, the “services” the signs at Indio refer to.  It was 106 degrees at the gas station, and I’m sure it didn’t get much 
cooler as I headed east.  It did get progressively drier, though.  Where by Palm Springs I’d see a few bushes and even an occasional 
tree beside the road, as I drove eastward toward the Colorado River life dwindled to nearly nothing.  I wondered if perhaps this area 
might have been pretty a month ago, much like the Mojave preserve that bloomed gorgeously in springtime.  I don’t think there’s ever 
much vegetation in this part of the desert, though.  Even if it did all bloom, I can’t imagine there’d be much of a show. 
 
 I-10 crosses a series of passes as it heads eastward from Palm Springs.  Much of central California is below sea level but 
there are mountains nearby that approach 6,000 feet.  The passes aren’t so high, but it makes for a steep climb nonetheless.  At each 
pass there are signs advising that you should turn off your air conditioning to avoid overheating.  That’s tough to do in 100+ heat, but I 
faithfully followed directions and made it across safely.  That’s more than I can say for a lot of my fellow drivers.  A sting of broken-down 
old clunkers lined the road between Indio and Blythe, more than I’ve seen almost anywhere.  About half were abandoned; in others 



people were adding water to the radiator or just waiting for things to cool down.  I’m not even close to being a mechanic, so I really 
couldn’t help anyone out.  I do hope they all got where they wanted to go without too much delay. 
 
 I arrived in Blythe around 6:30 and took the 7th Street exit that I knew was near my motel.  California doesn’t have those signs 
at the exits telling you which way to turn for services like most Midwestern states do.  [Signage of every type is lacking in California.]  
That meant I was on my own to figure out where to go.  The address of the hotel was in the 500s.  On the map Blythe appeared to be 
on the Colorado River, so I assumed that like most River towns 1st Street would be by the water and addresses would increase as you 
went away from it.  I turned east on the access road, assuming the 500s would be somewhere between 7th Street and the river. 
 
 I was, of course, wrong.  While Blythe is near the Colorado, it’s not a river town.  For no reason I can figure out, it seems to be 
built pretty much in the middle of nowhere about five miles west of the river.  That might have been the extent of flooding at some time 
in the distant past.  The river is deep in a canyon here, though, so I’d think flooding wouldn’t be much of a problem.  Whatever the 
reason, it’s not far east of 7th Street that you reach the edge of town.  I turned around and retreated back along Hobson Way until I 
found the motel, two blocks west of 7th Street. 

 
Comfort Suites – Blythe, California 

 I had made reservations at the Comfort Suites in 
Blythe.  In most locations I wouldn’t be able to afford such 
an establishment.  This was the middle of the desert, 
though, and it wasn’t even close to high season (which 
would be around Christmas).  The room still cost nearly 
double what I paid at the Motel 6 in Fontana (I paid around 
$60 in Blythe), but it was just barely within my budget.  My 
rate was still a bargain compared to what people who just 
happened by paid.  A man who had just decided to stop was 
in line at the desk when I showed up.  He found out the rack 
rate was $89 per night.  He bargained a bit (something I 
would never feel comfortable doing at a hotel), and 
eventually he accepted a “senior” rate of $79. 
 
 The place wad definitely worth at least what I paid.  
It was a new relatively new building with immaculate 
grounds.  The place was built around an outdoor pool, with 
all the rooms facing the pool area and opening outdoors.  I 
was on the second floor, which was definitely quieter than 
downstairs.  I got an enormous room, with sort of a half wall 
partway through it that officially made it a “suite”.  There was 
a king-size bed bedroom part of the room, and a queen-size 
hide-a-bed plus a table and four chairs in the living room 
area (a  bit more  than the  one  bed  and  one  tiny  table  at 

Motel 6).  There was a huge dresser and a needlessly large TV with more cable stations than I could possibly want.  There was a 
kitchenette with a microwave, coffee maker, and one of those little dorm refrigerators, and a sink area stocked with lots of unnecessary 
toiletries.  The weak link in the place was definitely the bathroom, which was tiny and featured a low-flow fixtures.  The toilet had to be 
flushed twice to actually work, and the shower that barely made a trickle on my back. 
 

I got settled in my room and then went out to explore the area.  There was a little strip mall a little ways east of the motel, and I 
spent some time at an Albertson’s supermarket there.  It intrigued me that while this was still California, it was the Phoenix newspaper 
that was for sale at the store.  [I’m equally amused each time I go up to Blue Earth, Minnesota, where the Des Moines Register is 
the main paper they sell.] 
 

Next I went to Foster’s Freeze, a California institution that seems to have a branch everywhere in the state.  You’ve probably 
figured out from the name that Foster’s Freeze specializes in ice cream.  It might as well be Dairy Queen or Tastee Freez or any of 
those other soft serve shacks.  I gather that they had a offered a full menu long before the “brazier” was added on at D.Q., though.  You 
may remember the old song “Fun, Fun, Fun”: 
 

She got her daddy’s car, and she cruised to the hamburger stand now; 
She forgot all about the library like she told her old man now … 

 
Several sources tell me that the hamburger stand referred to in that song was a Foster’s Freeze.  More specifically, they refer to one in 
Downey, an old suburb near the industrial hell of east L.A.  The one in Blythe seemed little changed since the ‘50s, though, and I could 
easily imagine teeny-boppers from the early days of rock and roll congregating here.  In honor of nostalgia, I ordered an old-fashion (no 
“–ed” at the end of it)—basically a cheeseburger—and a chocolate malt.   
 
 While “Fun, Fun, Fun” goes back to the ‘50s, in Blythe at least Foster’s Freeze is still a teen hang-out in the 21st Century.  The 
night was just starting when I got there, but already there were teenagers there.  By 9:00 the parking lot would be full of high school kids 
parked at the most exciting place Blythe had to offer.  They reminded me a lot of the students I teach at Garrigan:  anorexic-looking 
boys who shave their chests and legs and wear oversized shorts that reveal their designer boxers flirting with girls in too much make-up 
who stuff their slightly chubby figures into tank tops and pedal-pushers two sizes too small.  [These unflattering descriptions were 
spot-on for what teenagers in both Algona and Blythe looked like just after the turn of the millennium.  These days the boys 
still look anorexic, but they’ve gone back to growing body hair (at least on their legs).  Overly tight UnderArmour T-shirts have 
replaced the boxers as the obligatory sexy male garment.  Most of the girls are still plump, but they’ve gone for looser-fitting 



garments that are somewhat more flattering to their figures.  In Iowa they’re likely to wear sweatshirts and loose jeans; I’ve no 
clue what the equivalent dress in California might be these days.]  Most of the kids were white, but there were also Hispanic and 
Asian kids with spiky bleached hair, pierced bellies, and tattooed ankles.  It was amusing to me that almost no one in L.A. looked or 
dressed this way (they looked much more “normal” by comparison), but out here in the sticks they were slaves to the same “up-and-
coming” fashion that my kids follow. 

 
Foster’s Freeze logo 

 

 I went back to the motel and made my way up to my room.  I put my key card in the 
reader and moved the latch, but the door was jammed.  Like most motel rooms, this one had a 
brass security latch near the top of the door that you could close to keep people from entering 
while you were in the room.  You also have to open that latch to leave the room, supposedly 
making it impossible to accidentally shut without you in the room.  This latch was loose, though.  
Somehow while I was closing the door or while I was out, it came out, locking the door 
permanently shut, even for those with a key. 
 
 I went down to the office and attempted to explain the problem to the manager, a 
south Asian gentleman who didn’t seem to speak English all that clearly.  I got a “yes! yes!”  out 
of him, but then had to wait while he checked in a couple of customers and dealt with an ever-
ringing phone.  My hamburger was getting cold and the malt was getting warm, so I proceeded 
to have dinner right there in the motel lobby.  Eventually the manager put a “be right back” sign 
on the door, locked things up, and went upstairs to check things out.  He confirmed what was 
wrong and then spent  about fifteen minutes  working.  What he basically  did was to jimmy  the 

window and break in like a criminal.  It actually surprised me a bit that the sliding window here didn’t have a security bar across the 
bottom  Most motels I’ve stayed in do, making the window basically decoration rather than something you’d open.  I guess it was a 
good thing that this room was comparatively easy to break into, though.  At least that way he didn’t have to break the glass.  At any rate 
he got the window to open and then hopped in the room and flipped the security latch back so the door would open.  I thanked him, and 
I pondered whether I should offer a tip.  I didn’t, since it really seemed this was the fault of the motel to begin with. 
 
 I called Margaret from the motel to the story of my door.  Then I watched “America’s Most Wanted” and the local news from 
some Fox station in Phoenix.  I read through this day’s collection of newspapers and then settled into bed. 
 

SUNDAY, MAY 25 . . .  
Blythe, California, and Gila Bend, Ajo, Organ Pipe Cactus, & Yuma, 
Arizona 
 
 My cell phone woke me up this morning.  I thought the alarm had gone off, but it was earlier than I had set it for.  It turned out 
the phone was ringing, but it disconnected it before I could figure out who was calling.  No one has ‘fessed up to calling me, and the 
number isn’t especially public, so it must have been a wrong number.  I intended to stick around and eat the motel’s breakfast, but they 
wouldn’t open until 7:00.  [For some reason, lots of hotels have later hours for their breakfast on weekends than on business 
days.  I’ve missed breakfast at other places for that reason as well.]  It was 6:00 now, and it seemed stupid to just wait around 
doing nothing.  I checked out, made a quick stop at the Blythe McDonalds and then headed out for the day. 
 
 I crossed the Colorado River, and almost immediately on entering Arizona I saw my first cactus of the trip.  Little saguaros that 
looked like the belonged on the neon sign for a Mexican restaurant lined I-10 for most of the hundred miles between the border and 
metro Phoenix.  There wasn’t much else of note; indeed, there’s really not much of anything at all in between Blythe and Phoenix.  The 
sign at the border lists three destinations: 
 

QUARTZITE 17 
REST AREA 50 
PHOENIX 145 

 
The distances may not be quite accurate, but you get the idea.  “Rest Area” is a common destination in Arizona, probably because 
there’s not much of anything else to make a destination.  The next town past Quartzite is Tonopah, which is at Exit 94 and almost into 
metro Phoenix.  It’s not much of a town, either. 
 

I took Exit 112 (and might I add it was nice to be back into a state that actually had exit numbers).  Highway 85 is heavily 
signed from the interstate as “PHOENIX TRUCK BY-PASS”  and “TO I-8 … TUCSON – EL PASO”.  Phoenix doesn’t really have a 
beltway, though they’re starting to build one to the north of the city.  Most through traffic wants to go south and east, though.  Interstate 
10 goes right straight through downtown and also involves nearly a hundred miles of urban driving.  State highway 85 is mostly two 
lanes, but it completely avoids Phoenix and would almost certainly be a preferable route for truckers headed east.  I wasn’t headed for 
either Tucson or El Paso, but after pausing briefly to buy gas ($1.89 a gallon) in Buckeye, I joined the line of trucks headed down route 
85. 
 

85 leads to Gila Bend, presumably named after a bend in the Gila River.  This is a ratty little town (population 1,600) whose 
sole purpose for existence is serving as a service center on the interstate.  I-8 runs through here on its way from Tucson to San Diego, 
and everybody who drives that road seems to stop in Gila Bend for gas, supplies, or lodging.  It’s really not a very pleasant place, and I 
just crossed the interstate and continued heading south. 
 



 Gila Bend marks the start of the 
“border” region between the U.S. and 
Mexico.  This is, in fact, historically 
almost a no-man’s land.  The Gila River 
(which occasionally trickles from Phoenix 
southwest to Yuma, on the California 
border) was originally the southern 
boundary of the western United States 
and the northern boundary of Mexico.  
Then in 1853 the Gadsden Purchase 
added an area the size of Pennsylvania 
to the United States, significantly 
increasing the size of Arizona and New 
Mexico and giving the southwest a 
straight-line border with Mexico.  The 
purchase was made largely to satisfy the 
business ambitions of the Southern 
Pacific Railroad, who wanted to build a 
line from Florida to California via the path 
of least resistance.  President Pierce 
appointed James Gadsden, a 
representative   of   that  company,   U.S.  

 
Typical scenery near Gila Bend, Arizona 

Minister to Mexico, and he proceeded to negotiate the treaty that bears his name.  We bought this area for $10 million dollars, which 
was certainly a hefty sum in the mid 1800s.  Today that land includes the entire Tucson metro area, as well as Casa Grande, Nogales, 
and lots and lots of desert.  The railroad still runs through here, too.  I crossed it several times over the course of the day. 
 

Almost immediately south of Gila Bend you enter the Barry Goldwater Gunnery Range, an air force facility.  I’m not sure what 
exactly they do there (and I probably don’t want to know), but I suppose it’s better that they do it out in the middle of nowhere than 
someplace closer to people.  85 is the only real road through the range.  The occasional gravel crossroads all have “ROAD CLOSED” 
signs at their entrances.  There’s nothing blocking people from going in, but I wasn’t about to take my chances by doing so. 

 
I started noticing a few flowers in the gunnery range.  Even with 100+ degree temperatures, the cactus was in bloom, and 

there were little daisy-like flowers lining the side of the road.  I wouldn’t go so far as to say it was beautiful, but it did at least make the 
ride a bit more interesting. 
 
 The signs from Gila Bend southward give 
directions to three places:  Ajo, Lukeville, and Puerto 
Peñasco.  Lukeville (which isn’t really a town) is the 
Mexican border, and Puerto Peñasco (which they mis-
translate as “Rocky Point”, rather than “Rocky Port” in 
English) is on the Gulf of California well inside Mexico.  
Just south of the gunnery range I made it to Ajo (AH-hoe, 
the word means “garlic” in Spanish), one of the nicest 
places I went on this trip.  The town center reminded me 
of a little Mexican town, with a gorgeous adobe church 
and commercial buildings lining a formal plaza.  That 
makes sense, since the town dates back to before the 
Gadsden Purchase.  This once was a little Mexican town 
that has grown into being an American town.  There are 
old adobe houses right at the center, with pleasant 
modern homes just a little further out.  Beyond there is a 
modern strip with all the requisite conveniences and a 
few little suburban housing developments.  The big 
industry here is mining, something I could tell from a 
smelter they tried to hide with ornamental trees and from 
miles  of  tailings lining the road south of  town.  It  was  a 

 
Immaculate Conception Church – Ajo, Arizona 

pretty and prosperous town, though—definitely more attractive than other mining towns I’ve seen.  If it had been about twenty degrees 
cooler, I might have paused a bit and actually explored. 
 
 There’s a town of sorts a little ways south of Ajo called Why.  I could imagine the name 
came from someone thinking “Why in ___ would anyone try to build a town here?”  [According 
to Wikipedia, the name actually comes from the fact that when it was first established the 
location was at a “Y” in the road.  Presumably it was named by someone who didn’t know 
the word “wye”.  The highway has since been modernized to a “T” intersection.]  It 
certainly is an unlikely location, at the edge of an Indian reservation in the middle of a very 
remote desert. There is a gas station, a motel (of sorts), and a place to buy Mexican auto 
insurance, plus about three mobile homes. 
 
 You can also buy Mexican auto insurance (a necessity if you go there) in Ajo.  It 
intrigued me more,  though,  that the big thing they were selling  was American auto insurance to 

 
Why 



be sold to Mexicans.  Several different agencies, most open Sunday morning, advertised “SEGUROS NORTEAMERICANOS – 
COMPRELOS AQUÍ”  (U.S. insurance, buy it here).  While 85 is a nothing road, the border crossing south of here is a fairly important 
place.  Ajo is the first place of significance Mexicans would reach in the U.S., and I suppose it’s as sensible a place as any to take care 
of financial matters.  [It does, however, beg the question of what a visitor would do if he had an accident south of here.] 
 
 Just a few miles south of Why I saw signs that made it look as if there were road construction ahead.  A series of temporary 
signs slowed traffic first from 65 to 45, then to 35, 25, and 10 mph.  There was no construction, though.  Headed the other direction the 
Border Patrol had set up an inspection station.  Northbound traffic had to actually stop; southbound they just slowed us down so we 
wouldn’t run over the officers who were standing in the middle of the highway.  As I passed they were using long mirrors to search 
underneath the body of one car, and they did a thorough inspection of the trunk of another.  I made a mental note to be sure I was 
prepared for this on the way back north. 
 
 I’d heard of these border patrol stations.  They are located twenty to fifty miles north of the border on main roads throughout 
the West.  They are looking for two things:  illegal aliens and drugs.  Both of those in theory should be caught at the border itself, but it’s 
no secret that vast quantities of both slip through.  The stations inside the U.S. are located in “random” locations that can be opened or 
closed as the patrol wishes.  That makes it a little harder for someone to just go around a station, because you can’t say for certain 
where it will be. 
 
 Just beyond the inspection station was the entrance to my 
real destination of the morning, Organ Pipe Cactus National 
Monument.  This has to be one of the park service’s most isolated and 
least visited units.  I remember when I used to gaze through atlases as 
a child finding the place on the map.  The name sounded cool, and I 
always thought it would be interesting to go to.  When this trip turned 
out not to be a trip to see baseball games, I figured I’d never be closer 
to the place than now, so I might as well go. 
 
 The monument was established by F.D.R. to preserve the 
organ pipe cactus, a plant that grows in a collection of vertical shafts 
that look somewhat vaguely like organ pipes—albeit fat, green organ 
pipes.  This particular cactus is extremely sensitive to frost and 
humidity.  It only grows in places that are extremely dry and where the 
temperature never goes below freezing.  Very little of the country has 
both of those characteristics.  In fact, extreme southern Arizona is 
pretty much the complete range of the plant in this country.  (It also 
grows in the adjacent Sonoran Desert in Mexico.)  There really aren’t 
very many organ pipe cactus plants in the national monument.  Most 
of the cacti here are saguaros or barrel cactus, and by far the most 
common plant is the yellow-flowering creosote bush [also called 
chaparral].  All the vegetation was interesting, though, and I was 
surprised to see almost everything in bloom—in spite of the horrific 
heat. 
 
 It was very hot.  Say what you will about it being “a dry heat” 
in the desert, it was just hell today.  At 10am the official temperature at 
the visitor’s center was 103o, and they had a high of 114o yesterday.  
They take those temperatures five feet off the ground, and they note 
that the actual afternoon ground temperature is typically 40 – 50 
degrees hotter than the air temperature.  The highest ground 
temperature they’ve ever recorded here was 176o, which I’m sure 
would fry an egg—it  would nearly boil water.  There’s  a huge network 

 
An organ pipe cactus in Organ Pipe Cactus 

National Monument – Arizona 
of trails around the monument, and I’m sure many of them are lovely.  With the heat, though, all I did was the very brief nature trail right 
by the visitor’s center.  It was barely the length of a football field, but given the weather it was more than enough for me. 
 
 Short though it may have been, the nature trail was fascinating.  They had a guidebook that identified all the desert wildlife and 
described it in great detail.  It made me much more aware of what I saw from the highway and made me appreciate a bit more just what 
a variety of life there actually is in the desert.  It’s still not like I’d be comfortable living in the desert, but I did learn a lot more about it. 
 
 The nature trail basically walks you out from the visitor’s center to the highway and back.  A string of cars passed both 
directions on the highway, but no one stopped at the visitor’s center the whole time I was there.  I was the third person of the day to 
sign the guest register (the other two were from Paris, France), and the people at the desk seemed surprised to see me.  As I pulled out 
another car pulled into the parking lot, but they just quickly used the restroom and left. 
 
 I picked up a fascinating book at the visitor’s center gift shop.  It was an “up close and personal” look at life on the border.  The 
author had been born in Tijuana to an American mother, and he went back to the border region as an adult to work as a missionary.  
The organization he volunteers for, a vaguely Baptist group called Spectrum Ministries, makes a big deal of putting “works first”—doing 
God’s work, rather than just preaching.  They try to minister to people in ways that can actually help them here and now.  I read On the 
Wire on during my flights back to Des Moines.  While the author doesn’t pretend to be neutral (the chapters were apparently originally 
published in San Diego’s version of those free liberal newspapers you see on the street), he does a pretty good job of portraying people 



and events on both sides of the border.  It seemed an appropriate book to buy here, and I’m glad I did.  [This really was a fascinating  
book, one of the best buys I’ve made while traveling.] 

 
Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument 

 I drove south from the visitor’s center to about ½ mile from the Mexican border.  I stopped and turned around when I reached 
the “STOP AHEAD” signs for U.S. Customs.  I figured that especially with heightened security I didn’t want to get in any problems at the 
border.  As far as I could tell the only thing in Lukeville is the customs office.  On the other side is Sonoyta, Mexico, a substantial if 
rather nasty-looking town.  I can’t imagine the place drawing anyone for more than a couple of minutes, and I’d bet most people just 
drive on through en route to the coast or to Hermosillo. 

 
Approaching the Mexican border – Lukeville, Arizona 

 It amazed me that at the border there 
were shuttle vans ferrying people to and from 
the Phoenix airport.  That’s more than 150 
miles away, and while this probably is the 
closest border to Phoenix, I can’t imagine why 
anyone would want to come here from the 
airport.  There were two of those vans parked at 
the border, though, and I saw at least three 
others over the course of the day—all headed 
down to Lukeville. 
 
 Turning north from Lukeville, there 
was a sign advising me to watch for wildlife on 
the road for the next 42 miles.  Other signs 
continued to count down that distance until it 
was about 5 miles to go.  It’s interesting that the 
end of the wildlife watch is the border of the 
gunnery range.  I’m not sure if the bombing 
killed off all the wildlife or if they’ve set up 
fences along the road (none were visible), but I 
apparently didn’t have to worry about having an 
animal hit my car while on Air Force land. 
 
 I stopped at the Border Patrol 
checkpoint.  In front of me was a motorhome 
that they were searching rather intensely, so I 
was expecting almost anything.  The officer 
took a quick glance at my car and said “U.S. 
citizen?”  I nodded, and he waved me on.  I had 



sort of strategically placed the National Monument brochure on the passenger’s seat to identify myself as a tourist.  Perhaps he saw 
that, or perhaps he just recognized me for the honest American I was. 
 
 I bought gas in Ajo ($1.74 per gallon) and then went back north to Gila Bend.  The stretch of 85 just south of Gila Bend, 
between town and the gunnery range, is full of those crosses people erect when someone is killed in an accident.  There was even one 
little shrine that looked like a concrete doghouse with a Guadalupe statue at the entrance. The road didn’t seem any less safe here than 
anywhere else, but apparently they’ve had a lot of problems. 
 
 I had gotten a Dairy Queen gift certificate for helping out at Garrigan’s prom, so I decided to stop for lunch at Dairy Queen in 
Gila Bend.  I was reminded of visiting Steve when he lived in New Mexico.  The employees here were all Native Americans.  I don’t 
know what tribe they were, but they were definitely Indian, not Hispanic.  I described the concept of “Navajo time” when I wrote about 
the Four Corners area when Steve lived here.  There are no Navajo anywhere near Gila Bend, but obviously the local tribe has the 
same concept of time.  To say the service was slow would be barely scratching the surface; it took a full half hour before I had gotten 
my food (a barbecue sandwich and a blizzard), and there were only three other customers in the place. 
 
 Dairy Queen was housed in what amounted to a glorified shack.  Having seen the kitchen, I didn’t want to see the restroom.  I 
drove to the west edge of town and used the facilities of a Love’s truck stop there [which weren’t terribly clean, but was almost 
certainly better than those at Dairy Queen]].  I called Margaret again to relate a few of my experiences, and then I set out on I-8 
west. 
 
 Southwest Arizona is boring.  I know that sounds like a petty teenager, but this really was a dull afternoon drive.  I’m sure they 
put the railroad here because the land was flat—it most certainly is.  The road is straight, too.  There’s not much traffic running from 
Tucson to San Diego, so it was pretty empty in addition to being straight.  Beside the road I saw mostly irrigated agriculture.  They grow 
cotton here, as well as a variety of vegetables I didn’t recognize.  The overall effect had all the excitement of driving in North Dakota. 

 
The pass east of Yuma 

 
 We sort of played tag with the railroad most of 
the way from Gila Bend to Yuma.  Eventually, though, it 
separated from us.  I assume it must have followed a 
relatively flat canyon that was too narrow to build a 
freeway through.  The freeway was blasted through a 
rugged pass, which came as a surprise after all the 
flatness of the day.  [While there’s almost no 
vegetation at all here, it really is quite a pretty pass.]  
I wove up and up and then down and down through 
scenic red rock mountains and finally came to the 
outskirts of Yuma. 
 
 Yuma today is basically a big suburb without a 
city.  It reminded me a lot of Sioux Falls.  There is a 
downtown; in fact, I stayed there.  It’s not much.  Yuma 
has the downtown of a city of maybe 5,000 people when 
in fact it has 100,000.  The whole city is walled housing 
developments and strip business [and mobile home 
parks].  Except for downtown, the whole place looks like 
it’s been built in the past twenty years.  It’s not an 
unpleasant place, but I always sort of wonder about 
places where there’s not any real “city” to the city.  [I’ve  

never been able to figure out what makes people move to places like this.] 
 
 My first stop in Yuma was at the Yuma Territorial Prison State Historic Site.  Exactly what the name implies, the prison was 
actually built by the first convicts to occupy it. In 1876.  3,040 men and 29 women were incarcerated here over the next 33 years.  It 
was an important detention center in the old west, and many of the convicts were apparently famous (though I can’t say I’d heard of 
many of them).  The cells look remarkably like those in a modern prison (after all, Ft. Madison wasn’t built much later than that), except 
that they crammed six bunks into the space that today you’d probably see two.  [The chamber pots would not exactly be modern, 
either.]  There’s a nice prison yard, though I’d think it would be punishment enough to just be out in the heat there.  The main special 
punishment was the so-called “dark cell”, an Alcatraz-like apparatus where prisoners were literally caged inside a completely black 
room.  The prison rapidly became overcrowded (amazing they should have those problems in the 19th Century), and it closed down in 
1909, when the last prisoners were moved to a new institution.  There is still a state correctional facility near Yuma, but today Arizona 
has prisons all over the state. 
 
 One fascinating tidbit I found out was that when the prison closed the buildings were taken over to house the local high school.  
To this day the Yuma High athletic teams bear the name “Criminals”, though apparently most of their fans just call them the “Crims”. 
 
 There’s a park area in front of the cellblocks.  I think originally it was the site of an administrative building, but now it’s empty.  
It overlooks the river, and the view is really nice.  There are three bridges here:  the metal truss Southern Pacific railroad bridge, the 
stylish old auto bridge for the Ocean to Ocean Highway (my bet is this was once U.S. 90, which today officially ends in Texas), and the 
modern I-8 bridge.  A fourth bridge (4th Avenue) was hidden by Interstate 8.  The Colorado really isn’t very big here, since a large part of 
its water has been diverted to supply California and Phoenix, but it is still an important river. 
 



 

 
LEFT:  Yuma Territorial Prison cellblock 

ABOVE:  Ocean to Ocean Bridge – 
Yuma, Arizona 

 I took a bit of a hike outside the prison grounds.  It was still hot (right at 100), but I figured I’d only be here once and I might as 
well see what there was.  One trail leads to the prison cemetery, where most of the 111 prisoners who died here are buried.  There’s 
also a nature trail that leads mast a cactus garden and then down into a forest area next to the river.  It was nice to see real trees again, 
and they made things just a little bit cooler as I hiked. 

 
Best Western Coronado – Yuma, Arizona 

 After seeing the prison I crossed the I-8 bridge back into California 
and then almost immediately exited and crossed the 4th Avenue bridge back 
to Arizona.  My destination was the Best Western Coronado, which I booked 
because it was cheap.  It turned out to be an interesting motel with a little bit 
of a history.  It turns out that this was one of the original twenty motels that 
banded together after World War II to form the Best Western chain.  This 
particular motel dates to the Depression, though it’s been cared for 
remarkably well.  [It’s been expanded several times, but almost 
everything is from 1963 or earlier.]  Indeed, I’ve stayed in places built in the 
‘80s that were in worse shape.  It was built in three little one-floor stucco 
courts.  Not only was there parking in front of each room, but each room had 
its own little garden and tree out front.  My room was remarkably large, but 
otherwise pretty standard.  The thing that stood out was that there was a 
Jacuzzi bath in the bathroom (together with a bad low-flow shower), and of 
course I had to try that out.  The most negative thing about the room was that 
it was very dimly lit.  There were lamps all over the place, but no overhead 
lighting and nothing that seemed to have more than about a 40-watt bulb.  
[This is a pet peeve of mine.  I don’t understand why they can’t put 
proper lighting in motels.]  Why they can’t put in fluorescent bulbs like Motel 
6, I don’t know.  [This was definitely not my favorite hotel, but it was 
interesting to stay in a place that was a part of lodging history.] 
 
 After relaxing a bit in the air conditioning, I walked a little ways north 
on 4th Avenue.  About three blocks away was another state park, Yuma 
Crossing State Historic Site.  I must confess that even after spending nearly 
an hour at the place I was at a loss to figure out just what they were 
preserving.  The people who took my money were mum about it, and very little 
on the rather spacious grounds had informative signs.  Let me quote from the 
brochure I probably should have read before I started walking around: 

 
Yuma Crossing State Historic Park, site of the Yuma Quartermaster Depot, was used by the U.S. Army to 

store and distribute supplies for all the military posts in Arizona, and posts in Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, and Texas.  
A six month supply of clothing, food, ammunition, and other goods was kept at the depot at all times.  The supplies 
were brought from California by ocean vessels traveling around the Baja Peninsula to Port Isabel near the mouth of 
the Colorado River.  There, cargos were transferred to river steamers and brought upstream to Yuma. 

 
That one paragraph told me more than anything I found out while I was actually at the place.  From the signs around the place, I read 
mostly about a 19th Century flood control project and the fact that in 1877 the Southern Pacific ended up building its line right on top of 
the levee.  I honestly figured the place was basically there to honor the Corps of Engineers. 
 
 Perhaps what confused me is that the old storehouse is still a storehouse, but not quite in the same sense that the Army used 
it for.  This immense old barn is full of assorted junk that the Arizona Parks Department has come in possession of, but hasn’t figured 
out how to use.  There was, for example, a complete set of furniture from the waiting room of a train depot as well as a collection of 



hideous Victorian paintings in gilded frames and rocks that I assume have geological or archaeological significance.  They let visitors 
walk through and see it, but none of the mess is organized or explained. 

 
Oldest Anglo structure in the Southwest – Yuma Crossing 

 
 The most interesting thing in the park 
(something I notice isn’t even mentioned in their 
brochure) is the commanding officer’s quarters, 
which happens to be the oldest Anglo-built 
structure in the Southwest.  They also have an old 
steam engine that you can actually go inside of to 
see what things looked like to the engineer.  They 
have a nice grounds area, too, with a modern 
shelter house and meting area.  It was certainly not 
worth the $4 admission, but then I’ve frequently 
spent my money in stupider ways. 
 
 I went back and cooled down a bit in the 
air conditioning again, and then went out to find 
somewhere to eat.  There was every chain 
restaurant imaginable, but really not much else.  I 
ended up getting a Philly cheesesteak and 
lemonade at Jack in the Box and a salad at 
Wendy’s.  Jack in the Box called out numbers 
when the orders were ready, and they 
automatically called each number bilingually—
“number two / número dos”, etc.  I’d bet about half 
the people in Yuma are Hispanic, with the rest 
pretty  evenly    split   between   black   and   white.  

There’s a surprisingly large number of black people in Arizona, definitely higher percentage-wise than in California.  Even the little 
towns had significant numbers of blacks. 
 
 I pretty much wasted the evening.  I read the Sunday papers from Phoenix and Yuma/El Centro (which seems to consider 
itself the same place, even though the two cities are a hundred miles apart).  I also watched scandalous biographies of teen celebrities 
on the E! cable network and relaxed in the Jacuzzi.  The one annoying part of the evening was the people in the room next door.  A 
father had brought his two sons on what came across as a camping trip, even though they were staying in a motel.  They had set up a 
grill in the parking lot outside their room, and they spent most of the evening sitting around it on lawn chairs barbecuing.  They roasted 
hot dogs and marshmallows, and they heated a can of pork and beans on the grill.  I really wondered why they didn’t just go to a 
campground, but I suppose there they’d have to deal with the fact that it was still 104o  into the evening.  Here they could keep escaping 
into the air conditioned room.  I’d have just written them off as strange, except that the fumes from the grill wafted straight into the 
intake for my room’s air conditioner.  I’d swear they must have used a whole can of lighter fluid, because I certainly smelled the stuff all 
night long. 
 

MONDAY, MAY 26 . . .  
Yuma, Arizona; Bombay Beach, Indio, & Palm Springs, California; Denver, 
Colorado; and Des Moines, Iowa 
 
 I set the clock radio at the motel to wake me at 6am, and it faithfully did so.  A complementary hot breakfast came with the 
room, so around 6:30 I made my way to the motel restaurant.  I’m used to staying at cheap motels where most people leave early, so it 
was a bit of a surprise that I was the only person there.  Even so, the bacon and eggs came across as pre-cooked and plastic; I’d hate 
to think what it must have been like by 9:00. 
 
 The restaurant itself was fascinating.  They advertise as if they provide Yuma’s finest dining experience.  The décor is straight 
out of the ‘70s, with heavy Mediterranean-style tables surrounding an oversized brass salad bar.  The walls were covered in a dusty 
green velvet wallpaper, and above each table they’ve hung the sort of fake Tiffany lamp you might see in a pancake house.  Mine was 
hung too low; I bumped it twice.  Adding to the eclectic atmosphere are televisions hung from the ceiling in every spare corner.  [Far 
too many restaurants have TVs these days, something I really think is stupid.]  I suppose they try to bring in the sports bar crowd 
at night.  At breakfast, though, the TVs were blaring Spanish music videos.   
 
 I complained about the barbecuing family as I checked out of the motel.  I don’t want them to get into serious trouble, but I do 
hope they at least get a little lecture.  I would think if nothing else they were surely violating fire codes or something, on top of annoying 
their neighbors.  [I have no idea if anyone did speak to them.  I know the motel gave me neither a refund nor even an apology.  
Indeed the desk clerk acted as if I were making the whole thing up.  That’s one of the main reasons I haven’t even considered 
staying at another Best Western since this trip.] 
 
 I took 4th Avenue back across the Colorado into California.  On the California side is the home of the Ft. Yuma Indian 
Reservation.  Two things stand out here.  First there were old Indian men who seemed to permanently position themselves at the I-8 
entrance ramps begging.  Second was the Winterhaven Casino, a garish monstrosity I could see at night from my motel in Yuma.  I 



always thought the casinos were supposed to be a way to solve the problems of poverty on Indian reservations; the contrast here would 
seem to show that things didn’t go as planned. 
 
 Almost immediately west of Yuma I came to the California agricultural inspection station.  Just as happened at Barstow on my 
earlier trip, I slowed down, but then was immediately waved onward by the officer.  I don’t know, but I’d bet that no one with California 
plates ever actually stops at the stations.  I would think Californians could smuggle elicit produce just as easily as other people, but they 
never seem to stop the local cars. 
 
 Just a little ways west of Yuma I came to a fascinating area I didn’t even know I would be passing through, the Imperial Dunes 
area.  In ancient times this region was the beach for the Gulf of California.  The Imperial Valley west of here is well below sea level, and 
it used to be underwater (“used to be” in the sense of geological time).  The earthquakes for which California is known lifted up a 
collection of low mountains in what now separates Baja from the main part of Mexico.  The valley dried out, but its beach remains as 
dunes.  There’s a state park here, which mostly seems to be used by off-road vehicle enthusiasts.  There’s also a rest area sandwiched 
in the median of the interstate that provides a pleasant view of the area. 

 
I-8 rest area – Imperial Dunes, California 

[Like the TELL-CHP signs described below, the “Break the Law” signs are also found at rest areas around the state.] 
 
 At this, like all rest areas in California, they have big signs in the shape of the state saying “PREVENT CAR THEFT – CALL 
800-TELL-CHP”.  I would certainly hope that if someone actually saw a car being stolen, they would call the cops about it.  Then again, 
I’m not really sure I’d be able to tell a car being stolen from someone who just had engine trouble.  Auto theft is apparently a big 
problem in California, so much so that there’s a state law that excuses people who rent cars from liability if the car they rent is stolen, as 
long as they have the original keys in their possession.  Of course, the rent-a-car people would prefer that you didn’t read that clause in 
the contract; they’d much rather you shelled out money for extra insurance.  I did read my contract, and I didn’t buy any insurance (even 
without the state law, any loss or damage—less deductible—would have been covered by my regular auto policy anyway).  Fortunately 
I didn’t encounter either theft or damage on either of these trips. 
 
 I followed I-8 westward, and for much of the way I drove right along the Mexican border.  I have a large-scale map at home 
that shows that at one point the interstate goes within half a mile of the border, and it’s never more than about five miles away.  I can’t 
say I saw anything that stood out as “border”, though.  At one point I saw an empty road to the south that had to have been in Mexico, 
but that was pretty much it.  This area doesn’t even have the infamous fence you hear about.  It’s rugged and arid and not especially 
close to anywhere, so I suppose they don’t feel quite the need to fence things in that they do in San Diego or El Paso.  This is, however, 
where many illegal aliens enter the U.S., and apparently at night the Border Patrol has helicopters flying all over the place here training 
lights on the people who are trying to get in.  It looked like it would be pretty easy to cross the border in the morning, but of course then 
you’d have to find a way to actually get somewhere before you literally died in the heat of the day. 



 There’s a sign marking sea level past the sand dunes, and beyond there the region rapidly becomes agricultural.  It’s weird 
agriculture, though.  In many cases they don’t actually plant crops in the soil itself.  [Most of the time the soil is essentially salt, so it 
wouldn’t support direct agriculture.]  Instead they run big plastic tubes along the ground that are filled with mulch or something 
similar.  The crops grow in that, with their roots never actually reaching into the ground.  I think they run the irrigation right through those 
plastic things, too.  It reminded me of those portable flower garden things they sell on TV.  You unroll the thing on your lawn and water 
it.  In a few weeks the flowers are supposed to bloom.  Then when they die you just roll the thing back up and throw it away.  The fields 
here are huge, too; these farms would dwarf even the biggest corporate agricultural enterprises in Iowa.  You don’t have the county 
roads every mile like you do here, so a single field can stretch on literally for miles.  I assume most of the crops were salad vegetables; 
I didn’t recognize most of them.  I did see a bit of corn and a few vineyards (for table grapes, I think).  There were also some stands of 
olive trees that reminded me of Spain. 
 
 You don’t see farm houses in California like you do in Iowa.  The landowners tend to live in utter palaces surrounded by razor 
wire.  There aren’t many of those, though; people who do own land own a lot of it.  The workers (and farming here is very labor 
intensive) live in little villages of often windowless barracks about as far away from the owners as you can get..  They look remarkably 
similar to hog confinements, but it’s people who live there.  It reminded me of the old plantations in Dixie, with the big house and the 
sharecroppers’ shacks.  The South came across as friendlier, though, since it would violate Southern hospitality to put an unfriendly 
fence around your home. 
 
 Besides the agriculture, one other thing stood out about the Imperial Valley:  pollution.  This region’s air made Los Angeles 
look pristine.  The locals will tell you that most of the pollution comes from Mexicali, one of Mexico’s largest cities which is located on 
the border about ten miles south of here.  I’m sure that’s true, but America supplies plenty of the grime as well.  I have no idea what 
industry there is in El Centro, but there were plenty of smokestacks billowing pollution skyward.  [My bet is a lot of this is power 
plants generating energy for the urban area farther west.]  Wherever it comes from, the pollution all catches in this below sea level 
bowl.  Being desert, they don’t get much rain to cleanse the air, so it just keeps getting dirtier and dirtier. 
 
 I exited I-8 just before El Centro and headed northward on state highway 111.  This is one of those roads that will eventually 
be four lanes.  For now it goes in sections.  You’re on freeway for a while, then you exit and drive a crowded two-lane for a while, then 
there’s another little stretch of freeway, then the old road again.  It’s not unlike what Highway 218 has been in eastern Iowa the past few 
years [it’s finished now—hallelujah!], and a lot of roads in Missouri seem permanently that way.  Whether on good road or bad, 
basically I headed past more farms as I made my way north. 
 
 It struck me as I drove along that the one thing missing from all the farms here was animals.  Everything I’d seen this morning 
was row crops, no cattle or hogs or chickens.  Then I came to one of the largest beef lots I’ve ever seen.  I have no idea how many 
cattle they raise there, but the place is truly enormous.  Only once in Colorado did I pass an animal facility that was larger.  Right next to 
the beef lot is a power plant that uses manure to generate electricity.  I suppose that’s a good use for it, since they're not spreading the 
stuff as fertilizer on those plastic farms. 
 
 I passed through Brawley and Calipatria, big service towns that were not unlike Midwestern county seats.  Between the two I 
crossed the New River, which I had read was the most polluted body of water in the United States.  The New River is well named.  It 
didn’t exist historically but was basically created as a drain for agricultural run-off.  Today it also serves as an open sewer for much of 
Mexicali.  I can’t say I noticed any more of a smell than I had from the general pollution in the area, but the river certainly is ugly—dark 
green and brown in streaks, with a bit of an oily look to it.  I remember hearing about the Cuyahoga River in Cleveland catching on fire 
when I was a child.  That river, like most of the East, has been cleaned up in the intervening years.  I went to Cleveland a few years 
back, and while no one will ever call the waterfront beautiful, at least it isn’t a toxic waste dump.  I could easily see the New River 
burning, and I hate to think just what chemicals all those farm workers are being exposed to. 
 
 I had gotten used to the air pollution 
driving through the area.  Then, a little ways 
north of Calipatria, I got a strong whiff of sulfur.  
It was the paper mill smell I remembered from 
Canada and from my grad school days in 
Mississippi (the Scott company has a big toilet 
tissue plant in Hattiesburg).  This wasn’t a paper 
mill, though, and it wasn’t exactly pollution.  What 
I was smelling was the Salton Sea. 
 
 The Salton Sea is a huge body of water 
that was created by accident.  In the late 1800s 
early developers built the first irrigation canals to 
bring water to the Imperial Valley from the 
Colorado River.  Then in 1905 there was a huge 
flood on the Colorado.  Billions of gallons of 
water came pouring through the irrigation canals 
and settled into the basin here, the floor of which 
is nearly 300 feet below sea level.  About half of 
the original floodwater has evaporated in the 
past century,  but the sea continues to be  fed by  

 
Rented Dodge Omni parked by the Salton Sea 

agricultural run-off.  Today the enormous saltwater lake extends about 40 miles through the desert in south central California.  It has 
become important environmentally, because as the Pacific coast becomes more and more developed, this is just about the only place 



left where birds and other coastal wildlife can go about their business in peace.  The Sonny Bono National Wildlife Refuge (Cher’s first 
husband was the Congressman from this district until he died) is one of the largest bird sanctuaries on earth. 
 
 The sea has serious environmental problems, though.  It is much saltier than the ocean itself, and with no outlet it just 
continues to get more saline.  I couldn’t find a truly balanced commentary on the sea, but there’s a good possibility that if left unchecked 
in another century (some extremists say in another ten years) the place might be unable to support fish.  It’s main source of incoming 
water is that desperately polluted New River.  That’s causing the same problems that pollution caused to Lake Erie when I was a child.  
There’s excessive algae growth, and when the plant life decays it produces that “wonderful” smell that was perfuming the air. 
 
 There’s a state park that runs the length of the Salton Sea.  I pulled into the first of its many locations, Bombay Beach.  I paid 
$4 for a receipt that would admit me to all the units of the park, and got an “FAQ” sheet from a ranger who was checking registrations of 
fishermen on the beach.  I then made my way in slow motion up the shore, stopping briefly at all the state park pull-offs. 
 
 The sea is really quite pretty, and they have nice recreational facilities developed all along it.  It’s quite underused, though.  I’d 
expect that on a holiday weekend a lake like this would be swarming with people.  There were just a handful of fishermen and a couple 
of campers, though.  I can’t say that I blame them.  It would take quite a bit to get used to that smell. 
 
 North of the Salton Sea is the Coachella Valley, another important agricultural area.  This is different from the Imperial Valley, 
though.  Here they mostly grow fruit.  They grow some citrus:  lemons, oranges, and grapefruit also neatly planted in rows.  The biggest 
crop by far, though, is dates.  I passed farm after farm with date palms growing in neat rows.  There are roadside stands where they sell 
dates, and the restaurants around here advertise everything imaginable made with dates.  Most bizarre was date milkshakes, which 
everyone around here seems to be pushing.  I’m not a big date fan to begin with, and I’d think I’d truly gag on a milkshake made with 
them. 
 
 The farm service towns along here are Thermal and Coachella, which looked much like Brawley and Calipatria to the south.  
Then before long I reached the “big city” of Indio and the start of the Palm Springs metroplex.  Indio is where the people who work in 
Palm Springs live.  With about 70,000 people it’s by far the largest of the string of cities in the valley.  The people here are almost 
exclusively Hispanic, and everything here is geared to them.  The billboards, for example, are mostly in Spanish in Indio.  It had been a 
while since the bacon and eggs in Yuma, so I stopped at another Winchell’s doughnut shop in Indio.  The woman at the counter spoke 
English (sort of), but she obviously wasn’t expecting to deal with an Anglo customer. 
 
 Doughnut shops are very common in California.  The only place I think I’ve seen more of them is Chicago, where there seems 
to be a Dunkin’ Donuts on every corner.  [Actually I think there are more doughnut shops in California than in Illinois.]  I’d always 
thought of California as a health-conscious place, but I got almost the opposite feeling when I was actually there.  In addition to the 
deep-fried breakfast fare, they’re proud to be the place that invented super-sized fast food.  The average people here are certainly in no 
better shape than they are elsewhere; indeed, if anything I’d judge them a bit chunkier than most Midwesterners.  [It certainly doesn’t 
help things that a huge percentage of Californians are Hispanic, most of whom have a stocky build naturally.]  One place they 
do earn health points, though, is that very few Californians smoke.  I saw some smokers, but far fewer than in Chicago—or Algona, for 
that matter.  To their credit, though, they’re not preachy about smoking (like, for instance, yuppie Minnesotans).  They’ve just made 
smoking expensive and inconvenient, and in the process most people gave it up. 
 
 Highway 111 is the main drag through the Palm Springs resort area.  Beyond Indio I passed through La Quinta, Indian Wells, 
Palm Desert, Cathedral City, and finally Palm Springs.  The only way to tell one from another is that the street signs change colors.  
The whole area is quite lovely—manicured golf courses, elegant housing developments, meticulously maintained strip business, and 
resort hotels.  The whole place is geared to tourists.  Summer is definitely low season, but even with the heat they manage to pull in a 
lot of visitors.  Just last week, for instance, President Ford passed out on a golf course in Cathedral City.  Golf seems to be the raison 
d’etre for the resorts.  There are golf courses all over the place, and everything seems to have a vaguely “golf-ish” theme.  The main 
streets, for instance, are named after celebrities who were also known for their golf game:  Dinah Shore Drive, Gene Autry Trail, Monty 
Hall Road, etc. 
 
 Except for Indio (where real people live), the whole area has to be just about the wealthiest place in America.  I’m sure those 
celebrities could afford to retire here and pursue their golf game, but I certainly couldn’t.  I never checked what real estate went for here, 
but I’d imagine it would be well beyond my price range.  Everything is pretty, though. 
 
 Apparently Palm Springs is a very popular resort with gay people.  Their chamber of commerce information definitely pushes 
that clientele, the same way places like the Wisconsin Dells market themselves as ideal for the whole family.  I couldn’t help but notice 
that the vast majority of the drivers along 111 were good-looking thirty-ish men, driving either alone or in pairs.  I saw almost no women 
in the Palm Springs area, except for people doing service jobs.  Mind you, I don’t want to be judgmental about any of these male 
tourists.  I really have no way of knowing that they were any different from me, and even if they were, they certainly have as much right 
to a vacation as anyone.  They certainly would fit the stereotype of gay people being wealthy, though. 
 
 I stopped at a Shell Station ($1.83/gallon) by the airport so I could return the rental car with a full tank.  After filling the credit 
card machine asked if I wanted a receipt.  I, of course, selected “yes”; I can’t imagine why you wouldn’t want a receipt.  It then asked if I 
wanted an “ultra wash” for $8.95.  I chose “no”.  Next I was offered a “super wash”  for $6.95.  Again I pressed “no”.  I was then offered 
a “deluxe wash” for $4.95 and finally a “car wash” for $2.95.  I kept pressing “no”, laughing as they kept lowering the price.  Finally the 
machine printed my receipt, and I was on my way. 
 
 The rental car return area was much easier to get to than in Ontario, but the process of returning the car was just a bit more 
complicated.  A Hispanic man outdoors asked to see my rental papers.  He then checked the mileage and took my word that I had filled 



the tank.  He initialed the contract and sent me inside to the counter.  There an Asian woman punched a few buttons on her computer 
and printed me out a receipt. 
 
  I checked in at the United counter without incident.  There was a long line at security (again mostly single male tourists), but it 
moved very quickly.  They had everybody remove their shoes to have them X-rayed.  [This is standard at every security checkpoint 
these days.]  That meant almost no one set off the metal detector, so they didn’t have to do a lot of extra screening. 
 
 Palm Springs Airport (or more specifically the Sonny Bono Memorial Concourse) is weird.  Almost everything is outdoors.  It’s 
beautifully landscaped and lined with palm trees, and I’m sure it’s lovely in winter.  It wasn’t really where I wanted to wait when it was 
106 degrees, though.  Some of the gates have only outdoor waiting.  There’s a fence separating the concourse from the tarmac, and 
they open up a gate in the fence to let people out to the planes.  At other gates they have little boxy structures where you can wait in air 
conditioning.  These all have sliding doors activated by electric eyes, and whenever someone walks past on the concourse—whether 
they want to go in or not—the door opens.  That was a good thing in that it sent cool air out to the concourse, but I’d hate to think what 
their air conditioning bill must be. 
 
 The concessions are mostly outdoors, too.  Some of them have an air conditioned counter area, but you pretty much have to 
eat al fresco at umbrella tables.  I got chili and a salad at the Desert Classic Grille, one of the many golf-themed concessions.  The food 
was ridiculously overpriced (picture a $15 lunch) and not especially tasty.  I also got some $3 coffee at a little stand on the concourse.  I 
annoyed the very rude attendant at the coffee bar by paying with the last of my quarters and then annoyed him more by not leaving 
anything in the tip jar he had strategically placed on the counter.  He certainly wasn’t suffering, though.  The person behind me, who 
ordered the same coffee I did, left a dollar in the jar (a 33% tip for counter service).  [I pretty much never tip counter personnel, 
whether or not they choose to put a jar out for that purpose.  They’re not really providing any special service; it’s not as if 
actual effort is involved in drawing coffee from an urn and putting money in a cash register.  More importantly counter staff 
earn at least the minimum wage, unlike table waiters, whose wages are legally reduced on the belief that tips will make up the 
difference.  For the same reason I don’t tip grocery clerks, postal workers, barbers, or any of the numerous other people who 
seem to want to supplement an income that in some cases is already higher than mine.] 
 
 The only real store in the secure part of the area is the PGA Pro Shop, which doubles as a newsstand and gift shop.  I picked 
up a coffee mug, a T-shirt, and a pair of shorts—all of which were being closed out dirt cheap.  The woman at the check-out asked 
where I was headed.  I said I was going back home to the Midwest, and she asked me where exactly I was from.  When I said Iowa she 
nearly dropped.  She was originally from Clear Lake.   Apparently her husband manages a mobile home park in Indio, and she works 
here at the airport.  She made it very clear that she didn’t like the place much.  In particular, she couldn’t stand the heat.  “It’s not even a 
dry heat,” she said, “what with all those golf courses being watered all the time.” 
 
 They had TVs all over the airport showing arrivals and departures, and above the desk at Gate 3 (where I was supposed to 
depart), there was a computer read-out of the next several flights.  For no reason anyone could figure out Flight 5210 to Denver never 
made it to the departures list.  The computer read-out showed flights to Los Angeles, Las Vegas, and Honolulu leaving from this gate—
but nothing to Denver.  The TV showed departures for cities as diverse as Fairbanks and Acapulco, but the only flight to Denver was on 
Frontier Airlines and wouldn’t be leaving until evening.  Person after person went up to the counter, and over and over again the clerk 
repeated that he didn’t know what was wrong with the computer, but the flight would be leaving on time.  I noticed later what was 
probably the problem.  They had actually listed 5210 as an arrival from Denver, scheduled to arrive on-time at precisely the time we 
would be departing.  The flight actually originated in Palm Springs, so someone had goofed up typing it in. 
 
 There were some interesting fellow passengers in the waiting area.  Most fascinating was an elderly woman in a fur coat (in 
106o weather) who was leading around two yapping poodles on leashes.  I’ve never seen an animal other than a seeing-eye dog in an 
airport before, and I certainly wondered why she had these little monsters.  Neither she nor the dogs boarded the flight for Denver, 
which was certainly a good thing from my point of view.  I waited across from a yuppie couple and their son who were also interesting.  
What stood out was the son came across as the most mature of the threesome.  It was, for instance, he who actually went to the 
counter to confirm that the flight to Denver was on time, when his parents just sat there fretting. 
 
 I was the third person through the gate when they called our flight for boarding.  We had to wait outside the building until a 
plane for Los Angeles pulled away from the gate area.  Then we walked up the stairs to another Canadair regional jet.  The flight was 
uneventful.  Every seat was full, but it didn’t seem overly crowded.  I read my book, inhaled my mini-bag of snack mix, and downed a 
cocktail glass of ginger ale.  We had a lovely view of the Grand Canyon and another nice view of the San Juan Mountains in western 
Colorado.  Then we landed right on time at 5:30 mountain time. 
 
 We pulled up to Concourse A, where a jetway led to the gate.  I had to walk to the center of the concourse and then descend a 
series of escalators to the subway station below.  I just missed a train (sort of a pattern on this trip), and I waited for what seemed like 
forever (probably 5 – 6 minutes) for the next one.  [I’m used to the trams in Minneapolis, which come every 2 – 3 minutes; this 
was a very long wait by comparison.]  I took the train (subway cars with no seats) over to Concourse B, walked back upstairs, and 
then took the moving walkways to Gate B-53. 
 
 There wasn’t a lot of time before the flight to Des Moines departed, but I hoped to get just a bite to eat.  There was a place 
right across from the gate with a “Sara Lee” sign above it that seemed to sell everything—pastry, ice cream, sandwiches, salads, soup, 
and drinks.  Unfortunately I couldn’t figure out how you were supposed to get any of it.  They had two cash registers at the center of the 
place, but it wasn’t set up like cafeteria lines.  Instead all the food was facing the workers, not the customers.  I think perhaps you were 
supposed to catch the attention of someone behind the counters, have them get your food, and then either they or you took it to the 
check-outs.  I never did figure it out, and I got yelled at by the guy at the cash register when I tried to give him my order.  I figured if they 



must not want my business, so I just left.  I bought a bottle of juice from a little stand nearby, and that plus the snack mix on the plane 
was my dinner. 
 
 There was exactly one empty seat on the plane to Des Moines, the window seat (9-A) in the row directly in front of me.  A 
woman in the row behind me noticed that seat and complained and complained to the stewardess.  Apparently she had requested not 
to be placed in a center seat, but the attendant who checked her in said that there were no windows or aisles available.  “He was lying 
to me!” she exclaimed to the poor girl who just had to put up with her.  She kept on whining about it for nearly five full minutes.  The 
stewardess explained that the couple in Row 9 had tickets for the window and aisle seats, but they chose to sit next to each other 
instead.  She also politely suggested that if the woman wanted, she could move to the vacant seat.  The bitchy woman would have 
none of that, though.  I really never did figure out what she did want, other than to be a bother. 
 
 Making this whole scene even sillier was the fact that the whining woman was seated in an exit row.  That row had only two 
seats on each side of the plane, instead of the standard three.  While hers was technically a center seat, there was no window seat next 
to her.  That meant she had far more room than anyone else on the plane.  I’d have gladly traded seats with her, but all she wanted to 
do was complain. 
 
 In his welcome announcements, the pilot pointed out that we could listen to all the tower communications on Channel 9 on the 
headsets.  That interested me, and it made a fascinating way to pass the time.  Pretty much everything was routine; the most 
interesting things were just how many flights they keep track of at once and how many different command centers handle each flight. 
The Denver tower gave us clearance for take-off (on our choice of one of two runways) and got us up in the air.  They then told us to 
“Climb and maintain 26 [thousand feet], then contact Denver Center.”  Denver Center (as opposed to Denver Tower) handles in-air 
flights across the Plains.  [A former student and the son of one of my co-workers is now an air traffic controller working at 
Denver Center.]  They told us to climb and maintain 31, and then pretty much ignored us until we were told to contact Minneapolis 
Center.  Minneapolis had us start our descent and then handed us off to Des Moines Tower, which brought us in for landing.  When the 
Denver tower and center each flight, they ended their transmission with “good day, gentlemen – have a good flight”, to which the pilot 
responded “good day, ma’am” or “good day, sir”, depending on the sex of the controller (the pilots all seem to be men).  Minneapolis did 
the same thing, but the time frame had changed to “good evening, gentlemen”, and the response was “good night”. 

 
Hasta la vista, California! 

 
 I overheard the annoying woman behind me talking with the man 
next to her.  She’s apparently an officer with campus security at Iowa State 
University, and she was describing what life is like for a campus cop.  It was 
interesting, though not really a surprise, to hear her say that they don’t enforce 
any alcohol regulations unless someone’s life is in danger.  The Ames city 
police will occasionally bust parties if they get out of hand, but the campus 
cops have specific instructions to ignore booze (and most other drugs, too, for 
that mater).  The most common duty she has beyond writing parking tickets is 
breaking up fights, and she thinks that being a woman is an advantage when it 
comes to that.  People rarely strike out at her, while the male cops often do 
get beat on when they try to break things up. 
 
 We landed in Des Moines about 9pm, roughly 20 minutes early.  
United brags about being the #1 on-time airline.  I think they must pad their 
schedule a lot.  [Pretty much every airline does.]  We were early on three 
out of four flights, and I’d think even if there were minor problems we’d have 
been able to be on time. 
 
 I had checked my main bag in Palm Springs, so I had to go to 
baggage claim to get it.  It really wasn’t very long (maybe ten minutes) before 
the bag arrived, but it seemed like forever.  Things really do go quicker when 
you just have carry-ons.  [I think I’ve used only carry-ons on every trip 
since, except for going to Peru.]  I took the shuttle back to the economy lot, 
got my car, and paid $22 for five days and a few hours of parking.  I attempted 
to exit the airport the way I had come in, but “EMPLOYEES ONLY” signs 
forced me to do a U-turn and go out a different exit. 
 
 My original plan was to drive back to Algona tonight.  Just before I 
left,  though,  I got a statement in the mail that  I had earned a free night’s stay 

at Choice Hotels.  I decided to make a reservation at the Comfort Inn—Des Moines Airport and do the driving in daylight.  [I’m not sure 
I could count how many free nights I’ve gotten over the years, but this was one of the first.]  I drove about two blocks north and 
parked my car. 
 
 The Comfort Inn—Des Moines Airport obviously isn’t a place people often cash in free motel stays.  This is the sort of place 
businessmen go to earn those points that lead to free stays.  Then they go to places like Palm Springs or Las Vegas to cash them in.  
The desk clerk seemed very surprised that I was using my free night in Des Moines.  He managed to do the paperwork efficiently, 
though, and he even upgraded me to a “suite” that was roughly equivalent to the room I had in Blythe.  I noticed right away that the 
coffee table in this room had a great deal of its veneer missing.  I didn’t want to get blamed for that, so I pointed it out to the guy at the 
desk.  He offered to switch rooms, which certainly wasn’t necessary, but I did want their maintenance people to know about the 
problem.  [I never have gotten blamed for damage in a room, but it’s something I always worry about.] 
 
 I settled into bed pretty quickly and got a reasonably good night’s sleep. 



TUESDAY, MAY 27 . . .  
Des Moines, Iowa to Algona, Iowa 
 
 I got up around 6:15 and breakfasted at the skimpy bagel bar they had in the hotel lobby.  It was rush hour as I left Des 
Moines, but with the new southern beltway and the recently-widened stretch of I-35, traffic flowed pretty smoothly.  I drove north to 
Humboldt, feeling almost nostalgic when I got stuck behind farm equipment.  I had a “real” breakfast at Hardees in Humboldt [the ham, 
egg, and cheese biscuit there is just about my favorite all-time breakfast food], and then made got home around 10am. 
 
 There was one more little surprise in store when I went out to school to finish my duties there.  One of our baseball coaches 
[who also happens to be my superintendent] stopped in while I was working in my room and asked me if I’d like to throw out the first 
pitch for the team to start their season.  I was honored, though more than a little bit worried.  I’m pretty sure I’ve never pitched a 
baseball in my life, and I’ve always been pretty uncoordinated.  I’ve been to a lot of baseball games in recent years, and I’ve seen any 
number of people embarrass themselves in first pitch ceremonies.  While it was flattering to be asked, it was also a little scary.  When 
game time came, I joked with the catcher saying I’d probably be ten feet wide or bean him or throw it over the backstop.  Actually, I 
threw an amazingly straight shot.  The ball landed in front of the plate, but no more so than a number of actual pitches during the game.  
The catcher was able to field it well [and my thanks to Ben Geelan for making me look better than I was], and afterwards the team 
presented me with a ball they had all signed.  It was cool, and it more than made up for not seeing the games I’d hoped to see on this 
trip. 
 
 Now it’s time to get on with summer, which basically means getting on with work.  I’m teaching two different college courses 
this summer—which hopefully will pay off these trips and get me at least a little bit ahead.  [I pretty much NEVER get ahead; 
whenever I think I might, something comes up that uses any excess I may have accumulated.]  I’ll be spending a long weekend 
in mid-June taking the quiz bowl team to St. Louis, and I might do another trip at the end of the summer, but I doubt it will be quite as 
much as these.  I’m glad I did them, though.  It was fun and relaxing and it made me get to know California much better than I ever had 
before. 


