
Boxing Week in Vancouver  

(December, 2007)  
 

 [UPDATE:  May, 2013ðAs I gradually go back over my old travelogues, Iôll be leaving the original text intact but 
adding additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said.  Iôll also add some 
additional scanned photos to enhance the original travelogues.] 

 
Website image of central Vancouver, British Columbia 

 Twenty-one years ago my brother Steve and I took a road trip across Canada.  Our ultimate destination was Vancouver, which 
was hosting a worldôs fair called Expo 86 that year.  We had a great time at the fair and saw a lot of fascinating sites all over western 
Canada.  However, while we spent a lot of time there, we saw almost nothing of Vancouver itself.  It seemed like a pleasant city, 
though, and Iôve always wanted to go back and check the place out in more detail.  This year I decided to take the train out west during 
the week between Christmas and New Yearôs and pay a longer visit to Canadaôs western metropolis. 
 
 The city I visited this year was quite a bit different than the one that held the worldôs fair two decades ago.  The city fathers 
wanted Expo to be Vancouverôs debut as a truly global city, and it seems to have had that effect.  21

st
 Century Vancouver looks and 

feels more like New York or Tokyo than Seattle or Portland.  Itôs a city of soaring towers and a fast-paced, edgy lifestyle.  I donôt know 
that Vancouver is a place Iôd particularly care to live, but it was a fascinating place to visit and made for a nice getaway. 
 

LEADING UP ð The 2007 Holiday Season  
 
 Friday the 21

st
 was a very foggy day, so almost the second school dismissed at 2:15 I dashed out to my car and headed out 

on my way.  Itôs a fair hike from Algona to my sister Margaretôs house near Decorah, and I wanted to do as much of that trip as I could 
in daylight.  I made it as far as New Hampton before it started getting dark.  It was also right at freezing at that point, and from there on 
the roads were just a bit on the slippery side.  I managed to make it all right, though, arriving well before Margaret had expected me. 
 
 Margaretôs big news this fall is a sunroom she has built onto the front of her home.  She has completely re-built (and 
downsized) the old deck, which was rapidly falling down on its own, and the new sunroom extends out from what was built as (but 
never actually served as) the main door to her living room.  Itôs a small room, but being mostly glass it comes across as remarkably 
spacious.  She had a tree set up in there for the holidays, and it was really quite lovely.  [The sunroom remains one of the nicest 
features of Margaretôs home.] 

 



 In the process of building the sunroom, Margaret also updated her electric connections, and the construction process gave her 
a motivation to sort through a lot of things that had been accumulating.  The upstairs of her house looked the nicest Iôve ever seen it, 
and sheôs working on cleaning things up in the basement, too. 
 
 Iôd see a lot of Margaretôs house over the next few days, definitely more than Iôd intended.  We essentially got snowed in as 
northeast Iowa was buried in sixteen inches of snow, with sheet ice covering the roads south of there.  It was a pretty snow, like the 
kind they make with painted corn flakes on a TV Christmas special.   It was especially pretty (and felt kind of strange) when we sat in 
the sunroom and could see the snow falling below us.  [That is a strange feeling.] 

 
 I was amused on Sunday when we went down to shovel out Margaretôs driveway.  We were managing all right with shovels, 
though there was a lot of snow to move.  After a while a neighbor of Margaretôs who farms came by with a plow on his truck.  Margaret 
had me hide indoors while she played the ñdamsel in distressò and had the neighbor plow out her drive.  While we certainly could have 
finished the drive ourselves, it was a lot quicker to have the neighbor do it.  [Margaretôs house really is very remote, particularly in 
winter.  Fortunately the nearby farmer has been very good to her.  You canôt always count on peopleôs neighborliness, 
though, and as she gets older, though, I do worry about her being so far from town.] 

 
 When we heard travel was not recommended anywhere in eastern Iowa (and many roads were literally closed) we decided to 
wait another day before attempting to go down to John and Janetôs, where weôd have our family Christmas.  We filled a lot of the extra 
time by making cookies and candy, both from old stand-by recipes and ones no one in the family had ever tried before.  In the latter 
category were some bars with a shortbread base, topped with pecans and soaked in a honey-based caramel sauce.  They were simply 
out of this world.  Somewhat less successful was our attempt to duplicate the ñsnow candyò that Laura Ingalls Wilder made in the Little 
House in the Big Woods.  The idea of making hard candy by boiling molasses into a syrup and pouring it over snow seemed straight-
forward enough.  Unfortunately the melting snow added additional water, and that kept the candy from setting up right.  The f lavor was 
okay, but the consistency was somewhere between taffy and slime.  [We were following a recipe in a ñLittle Houseò cookbook that 
Margaret owns, but apparently we didnôt boil it long enough.] 

 
 I also spent a lot of the time at Margaretôs reading.  I read through a variety of holiday books she had (like the Christmas book 
from the Little Golden Books series that our Grandma Fishel had given Margaret back in the early ó50s).  I also read through a lot of 
planning materials for the trip I was about to take.  Iôd printed out reams of material (literally) from various websites, but I hadnôt had 
time to sift through any of it.  One advantage of the snow was that it gave me a chance to look through things.  [These days I tend to 
print less stuff when I travel, though I still scour at least as many websites as I did for this trip.  Instead of printing, I save the 
things I want as .pdf files, which I can look at on a laptop or on my Kindle e-reader.] 

 
 On Monday the two of us went down to Johnôs together in Margaretôs car, which is four-wheel drive.  We probably could have 
made it driving separately, but after seeing literally dozens of cars in the ditches along highway 20, I was just as glad I wasnôt driving my 
own vehicle.  Margaret and I arrived at Johnôs at exactly the same time as my brother Paul and his family.  [This was kind of funny.  I 
remember us pulling up literally one right after the otherðcompletely unplanned.]  Janet had made delicious soups for dinner, 

and we spent the afternoon talking and getting re-acquainted with one another. 
 
 John and Janet live across the 
street from Maquoketaôs Methodist church, 
and it seemed as convenient to go there as 
anywhere for Christmas Eve services.  In 
retrospect, I think all of us would have rather 
gone almost anywhere else.  My niece 
Rachel said they needed to decide whether 
they wanted to do a modern service or a 
traditional service, and sheôs certainly right.  
There were elements of both, but neither 
was done well.  The service was simply 
dreadful.  This is one of those churches 
where they donôt use hymnals, but instead 
project the words (but not the music) to the 
hymns on a screen via a PowerPoint 
presentation.  [This is a pet peeve of mine, 
and itôs a problem because much of the 
ñpraise linesò such churches use are 
unfamiliar to people (like me) who are 
used to hymnals.  With music I could at 
least figure out the tune, but with just 
words itôs much more difficult to sing.]   

 
A view of the sacred screen at Easter (from the Maquoketa First United Methodist 

Church)  [NOTE:  Another issue I have with modern churches is ministers who 
insist on calling themselves ñPastor First Nameò.] 

 

They also projected many (but not all) of the other elements of the service, and everything in the church was oriented so it 
faced the screen, rather than the altar.  Our family took to joking about ñthe sacred screenò, and indeed it did seem more important to 
the congregants than anything else in the church. 



 [From time to time there have been people who have wanted to introduce more modern forms of worship in my own 
church.  Fortunately (at least from my perspective) none of those proposals has ever gone much of anywhere.  Itôs unlikely 
they will, either, because any screen or similar ñdigital worship aidò would not mix well with the architecture of our 150-year-
old sanctuary.  About the only good argument Iôve heard for screen-oriented worship is that it reduces costs by eliminating 
hymnals and (sometimes) bulletins.  Otherwise it just seems to be a needless use of technology.] 

 
 We even saw part of a movie on the sacred screen.  Part of the sermon involved an anecdote from the A Christmas Story, the 

movie where an annoying little kid wants a BB gun for Christmas.  After telling us pretty much the entire plot of the movie, the minister 
showed a portion that he had downloaded on the computer (which almost certainly violated copyright, but no one seemed to care).  
Since weôd pretty much been watching the screen the whole time, there really wasnôt much difference when it switched to a movie.  [A 
short clip from the movie might have been considered ñfair useò by copyright standards, but the part we saw was nearly ten 
minutes long and would definitely be pushing things.  Like most teachers Iôve stretched the fair use standards many times 
myself.  One of the clearest violations was showing a video of an episode from an old telecourse in my Statistics classes.  I 
recently found that the course was available on DVD and for download, with ñdistance learning licensingò provided.  Wanting 
to do things legally, I checked on what the cost of the license would be and was utterly shocked to find that it would cost $45 
per studentðwith a maximum of $1,000 each semester.  The show was produced back in the ó80s, and it just seems absurd 
that they would still be charging that kind of money for it.  Since they are, I decided it was wise not to continue showing it, so I 
instead created a PowerPoint of my own that explores the same topics but uses only brief citations from the original.] 

 
 What bothered me most about this service was that it really didnôt strike me as ñworshipò.  [Thatôs exactly my problem with 
most church services in this genre.  While they claim to ñpraise Godò, there is little about them that is really worshipful.  
Instead they seem to be all about giving those in attendance a positive self-image.]  Indeed, there was almost nothing in the 

entire service you could even pretend to call a prayer.  They read from the Bible, sang some hymns, and had an endless childrenôs 
message, but we never got around to praying.  [I have this issue with the current minister at my church, too.  While most of his 
service is very traditional, real prayer seems a bit alien to him.]  Nor did the minister ever imply that Christmas should mean 

anything special to us or that we should change our lives in any way because of Christ.  Iôd expect at least a little bit of the peace and 
goodwill message at the holidays, but there was none of that.  Unfortunately, thatôs a problem I see with far too much of modern 
religion.  People want their religion to make them feel good, but they donôt seem to want to have to behave in a Christian manner. 

 
John, Paul, and Rachel Burrow 

with their ñcracker crownsò and musical whistles 
Christmas Day, 2007 

 
 Christmas Day was quite a bit more enjoyable than 
Christmas Eve.  We opened presents, had a delicious 
dinner, and spent most of the day just sitting around visiting.  
My brother Steve couldnôt be with us, but he called so the 
rest of us could have a nice visit with him as well.  One of 
our most interesting diversions on Christmas was ñmusical 
crackersò.  For quite a few years our family has enjoyed 
pulling British crackers at the holidays, and we had three 
different sets of them this year.  This year Margaret had 
gotten a set of crackers whose ñprizesò were little whistles 
tuned to the notes of an octave.  The whistles were 
numbered, and they had ñmusicò for Christmas carols that 
consisted of series of numbers for the whistles playing in 
sequence.  We had great fun with the toys, and a couple of 
the songs didnôt even sound all that bad.  [This was fun, 
and something all of us in the family still remember 
years later.] 

 
 The group of us teachers spent the morning of the 
26

th
 sitting around Johnôs family room ñtalking shopò.  Late in 

the morning we made our way up to Dubuque, where we 
joined Janet for lunch at a nice little place called Annieôs Lilô 
Bites.  The place is apparently owned by a Mormon family, 
and while the food was good, it was strange to see a mostly 
historic décor complemented by advertising for Mitt 
Romney.  (Inside my coat I had a Barack Obama button, but 
I restrained myself from putting it on in the place.)  [I was 
one of the earliest Obama supporters,  and I still like our 

President now that heôs into his second term.  While heôs criticized from the right for being too liberal, if anything I see him as 
a bit of a sell-out whoôs too quick to compromise with the conservatives.  Iôd forgotten Romney (then seen as a very moderate 
governor of mostly Democratic state) was even in the race in 2008, since it was McCain who ended up being the Republican 
nominee.  Itôs interesting that it was Romney (in a much more conservative incarnation) who ended running against the 
President in 2012.]  

 
 Margaret and I stopped at Hy-Vee in Dubuque to buy gas.  We then made our way out of town and back up to her place.  
Thatôs when my trip really began. 



Wednesday, December 26, 2007  

Decorah, Iowa to Northwest Minnesota via Winona  
 
 I quickly transferred my stuff from Margaretôs Tracker to my Metro.  I almost had a false start leaving Margaretôs, though.  
There had been a bit more snow since weôd left, which had not been cleared from the drive.  The base of the driveway was solid ice, 
and I slid badly on it as I attempted to back out and turn around.  Margaretôs old car was parked at the edge of the drive, and I nearly hit 
it as I pulled out.   
 

I did manage to make it to the road, but that was just the beginning.  Margaret lives at the bottom of a very steep gravel road, 
one that had not been plowed since the most recent snowfall.  Itôs not easy to get up that road in good weather, and winters on that 
road are the reason Margaret has a four-wheel drive vehicle.  [Her new car is not four-wheel drive, and I gather she was stuck at 
home more than once this winter.]  I shifted into first, gunned the engine, and managed to get a good start.   Unfortunately I had to 

stop again partway up the hill.  There was a pick-up stuck there, blocking the road.  The truck belonged to the pastor of Glenville 
Church, a Lutheran parish just a couple miles away on the main road.  The minister had been visiting one of Margaretôs neighbors, and 
he got stuck on the way out.  He asked me to get into the truck, shift it into low, and gun the engine while he pushed.  It was a struggle, 
but we managed to get the truck up to the top of the hill.  I said a little prayer and got my car up there, too.  The rest of the gravel is 
mostly downhill, and while it was slippery, going slowly in low gear I made it through all right. 
 

Once I got to pavement (Old Stage Road), I made fairly good time, though there were still some slick spots in places where 
trees blocked the road from wind.  I made my way over to Waukon, where I stopped for a car wash and to use the restroom.  From 
Waukon I followed highway 9 east to Lansing, where I turned and went up highway 86 to New Albin.  Iôm not sure when the last time I 
was in New Albin was.  The only time I distinctly remember was twenty-five years ago, when my college friends Rusty Martin and Kris 
Baughman were married.  Rusty and Kris have been divorced longer than they were married, and itôs been years since I even thought 
about that wedding.  Iôm not sure Iôd recognize either of my old friends today, though I do frequently get junk e-mails with Rustyôs name 
on them.  (Heôs works for the Iowa Democratic Partyðno surprise at all to those of us who knew him in the past.)  [Doing this revision 
prompted me to do an online search for Kris Baughman.  (Kris never changed her name when she and Rusty married.)  . Most 
of the results I sifted through were actually about a boy from Utah whoôs into BMX racing.  Eventually I happened to come 
across a Facebook page that Iôm pretty sure was for the woman of that name I knew at UNI.  She apparently single and now 
lives in the Kansas City area, and sheôs looking rather ñearth mother-ishò these days.] 
 

The roads got a bit more slippery as I entered Minnesotaðstill nothing dangerous, but ñgreasyò with fresh ice that I needed to 
be careful on the curves.  I made my way up to Winona, where I stopped to buy gas at Dino Mart, a Sinclair convenience store that had 
gasohol for $2.89

9
.  [Minnesota now has the distinction of having Americaôs highest gas prices.  As I write this revision, a 

gallon of gas in Winona sells for $4.19
9
, which is even pricier than it is in Honolulu.  By comparison, itôs now $3.94

9
 in Algona.]  

I still had quite a bit of time to kill, so I had dinner at a Perkins in Winona.  Perkins is a 24-hour breakfast place, and it was actually the 
breakfast menu I ordered from.  The service was slow, but the ham and eggs with rye toast were really quite good.   The meal was 
supposed to come with hash browns, not that I really needed them.  They forgot to bring them, though, and when I complained I got a 
substantial discount on my meal.  Since I wasnôt exactly rolling in money for this trip, that was definitely a good way to start things. 
 

I stopped at a Walgreenôs store to buy some snacks (specifically Swedish ginger cookies and garlic and herb flavored ñPretzel 
Flatzò) that Iôd eat on the train.  [Walgreenôs is almost always a good place to buy snacks.  They have a different selection than 
most grocery or convenience stores.]  I also picked up some scissors and a comb.  Iôd just bought another pocket comb, but it got 

lost somewhere in my car.  Fortunately at 49¢ another would hardly break me. 
 

I thought I remembered exactly how to get to the Winona station.  However I made a couple of wrong turns and ended up right 
back at the Walgreenôs Iôd just left.  I spent about fifteen minutes wandering around Winona, never once finding a sign that said 
ñAmtrakò.  Eventually I did find the station, though, and I still had plenty of time before the train would arrive. 
 

Winona is where they switch train crews for the Empire Builder, so the station is full of crewmen.  Thereôs only one person who 
deals with customers, though, and he was extremely overworked this evening.  The man managed to check me in, and he also sold me 
a ticket for a future trip Iôll be making in the spring.  (That one will be a much shorter trip, from Winona to Milwaukee.)  The man noted 
that the computer said the train was due in on time.  However, since it hadnôt yet checked in at the Wisconsin Dells, he said that was 
likely not actually the case. 
 

I called Margaret and then settled into one of the old fashioned wooden benches in the station.  I started reading through 
Dickensô A Christmas Carol and watched the attendant check in numerous other people.  Most notable was an elderly woman in a 

wheelchair.  Amtrak trains are not really handicap accessible, but they did their best to accommodate her.  The man explained that 
theyôd take the woman out to the platform in an electric cart and then he and the car attendant would lift her into the sleeping car sheôd 
be riding in to her destination.  That destination happened to be Minot, North Dakota.  Iôm not sure why, but a lot of people seem to 
travel between Winona and Minot; for two irrelevant cities they carry a surprising amount of traffic. 

 
Since Winona is where the new train crew originates, the new conductor was in the station.  Around 7:30 he took tickets and 

passed out seat tags to all the passengers.  We learned the train was in LaCrosse at that point, and that it should be arriving in Winona 



at 8:09ðtwenty minutes late.  Around 8:00 the station attendant pushed the handicapped woman out to his cart, and at 8:05 the 
conductor marched the rest of us out to the platform.  The train did arrive precisely when announced, and the conductor directed us to 
two different coaches, both of them in the front section of the train (the part bound for Seattle, as opposed to Portland). 

 
This was a full train.  There were no more than a handful of empty seats in the car I was directed to, all of them singletons 

next to occupied seats.  Iôm pretty sure those of us assigned to this car filled up literally every seat available, both upstairs and down.  I 
found a seat on the aisle near the middle of the car, just in front of the steps that lead down to track level.  My seatmate was a woman 
who lived in the Chicago suburbs but was originally from North Dakota.  She was headed to Minot, so weôd be spending the night side 
by side.  While the woman was not unpleasant, she and I said almost nothing to each other the entire trip. 

 
[One of my least favorite things about Amtrak is that they normally donôt assign seats.  Itôs awkward to have to search 

for an empty seat on a nearly full train and then feel that youôre inconveniencing someone by sitting next to them.  I wish 
theyôd do like airlines do and issue boarding passes tied to specific seats.  They claim that with all the pairs of cities people 
travel between, thatôs impossible, but Iôd think in the computer age they could make it happen.] 

 
We left Winona at 8:20, one of numerous needlessly lengthy stops the train would make on its way westward.  I spent much of 

the first leg of the trip reading the local newspaper.  The big news in southeast Minnesota was about drinking problems at Winona State 
University.  Apparently WSU is one of the top ten schools nationwide for binge drinking.  I was intrigued that the article mentioned a 
concept Margaret and I had seen on a TV news report during the snowstorm.  The term was ñpre-partyingò.  Apparently itôs a fairly 
common practice among college students to get ña nice buzz goingò before they head out for a night of drinking with their friends.  
Needless to say, when they get drunk before they even ñofficiallyò start their evening, they end up consuming more and run into more 
alcohol-related problems.  Students apparently also call this ñpre-gameò, to distinguish it from the ñmain eventò of an evening of 
drinking.  Itôs not like itôs really anything new; I remember people doing precisely that when I was in schoolðwith similar results and 
consequences.  I gather it may be more common now than it used to be, though. 

 
We arrived in Red Wing at 9:15.  A family of four that was seated in two rows across the aisle exited there.  The car attendant 

warned, though, that no one should change seats, as every single seat would be needed for passengers boarding at Minneapolis.  
When possible Amtrak tries to reserve pairs of seats for couples traveling together, which certainly makes sense. 

 
They pad the Amtrak schedule at various points, and that padding allowed us to get into Minneapolis (the station is actually 

just off University Avenue in St. Paul) essentially on time.  [In 2013 theyôre actually moving the Twin Cities Amtrak depot to a 
historic station in downtown St. Paul.  Next year a new light rail line will provide a direct connection to Amtrak from the whole 
metro area.]  The previously empty seats were filled by a group of twenty-something black people who were extremely loud and 

somewhat vulgar.  They kept talking and laughing until well after midnight, which made it more than a bit of a challenge to sleep. 
 

Itôs not exactly easy to sleep on a train in any eventðparticularly when youôre on the aisle and you have a seatmate you donôt 
know and are trying to avoid disturbing.  I found the most comfortable position was with the seat upright and my head down on my 
knees.  When the seat attendant passed out pillows, she thought I was in that position because I wasnôt feeling well.  [It probably did 
look that way, but Iôve never been one who liked reclining in seats.]  She got overly concerned about me and really seemed quite 

upset that I hadnôt reclined the seat fully.  I canôt say my position was terribly comfortable, but it wouldnôt have been particularly different 
with the seat back, and in that position Iôd have been constantly worried about bumping into my seatmate.  [Another thing I dislike 
about Amtrak is that they donôt have armrests between the seats.  On airplanes the arm rests act as dividers, giving each 
passenger his own personal space.  Without them, I feel like Iôm constantly intruding on my neighbor.]  This way she and I were 

on separate levels, where we were less likely to disturb one another.  I tossed and turned all night, awakening whenever there was a 
stop and often when there wasnôt.  I did manage to get at least a bit of rest, though. 
 

Thursday, December 27, 2007  

Northwest Minnesota to Northern Idaho  
 
 We got back behind schedule overnight and were quite a bit behind by the time we got to Grand Forks.  Just past there, 
around 7am I declared it morning.  It was still very dark, but I decided it was pointless to attempt to sleep any more.  The sun didnôt 

really start coming up until 8:15, when we were near Rugby, North Dakota, and it was not truly light until 9:00.  Being both at the 
western end of the time zone and further north, day really does come very late here. 
 
 I had intended to listen to audiobooks while I was traveling.  I had packed enough books on tape to occupy hours on the train, 
and I had purchased a Walkman

®
 personal tape player with headphones so I could listen without disturbing others.  It may seem odd, 

but Iôve never owned such a thing.  When they first came out (roughly when I was in college), they struck me as horribly overpriced.  
Iôve also never much cared for headphones.  Theyôre uncomfortable, and they seem to isolate listeners from whatôs around them.  Price 
is no longer an issue now that tape players have all but been replaced by I-pods and the like.  Even the Sony name brand was well 
under $20.  So I figured Iôd give it a try, as listening to books had to be a reasonable way to pass the time. 
 
 Unfortunately, while I had the audiobooks and the Walkman

®
 with me, Iôd forgotten to pack the headphones.  So Iôd have to 

entertain myself with more traditional diversions.  Mostly I read.  I finished A Christmas Carol and then read the book Dove.  Dove is an  



 

autobiographical account by Robin Lee Graham.  If youôre my age or 
older you may remember reading about Graham in the National 
Geographic.    Back in the ó60s he became the youngest person ever 

to sail around the world alone.  It would probably be illegal for him to 
attempt such a trip today, and his parents would probably be 
arrested for letting him try it.  In the ó60s it was a great adventure, 
though, and his account of it made an interesting read.  (I found out 
later the book is manly recommended to middle school boys.  Its 
vocabulary is certainly less challenging than Dickens, but Iôm not too 
embarrassed to say it interested someone several times the age of 
its recommended audience.) 
 
 [Graham would have been 16 at the time of his 
adventure in 1965, and if he made the trip today, Iôm sure child 
welfare would be all over his parents for it.  Even in the 60s itôs 
hard to believe the trip was allowed to set off on the trip.  The 
journey took literally years to complete, with long pauses along 
the way and various land adventures.  In the middle of the 
journey Graham (then 18) married his girlfriend, who had flown 
to South Africa to join him.  Itôs interesting that the couple is 
still married all these years later.  For decades now theyôve been 
living a ñback to natureò lifestyle in Montana.  Graham 
apparently wrote another book (Home Is the Sailor, which is 
now out of print) about his life after sailing around the world.]   

 
 I had packed eighteen bottles of fruit juice (some orange, 
some apple, and some ñmixed fruitò that was all juice but tasted like 
Hi-C fruit punch.  Iôd periodically drink some of that and nibble on the 
cookies and pretzel snacks Iôd bought at Walgreenôs.  The snacks 
were much cheaper than food would have been in either the diner or 

the lounge.  The lounge had orange and cranberry juice available.  
The bottles were slightly larger than the oneôs Iôd brought along, but 
they should have been at $2.75 each.  Iôd gotten packs of six for just 
$3.29 at K-Mart.  Pretty much everything else in the lounge was 
similarly overpriced.  The only thing I actually bought there on the 
way out  was coffee.   At $1.75 it was no bargain either,  but being a  

 

long-time caffeine addict, it was more or less a necessity. 
 
 The coffee Amtrak served was supposedly from Green Mountain Roasters and 
boasted that it was certified organic (one of the more meaningless terms in the food 
industry) and ñone of the worldôs best coffeesò.  It wasnôt terrible, but they made it too 
weak.  I actually preferred some coffee I picked up from a vending machine in the 
station in Minot.  For 90¢ I got more coffee, and it was strong enough to have flavor.  I 
also bought a couple of newspapers in Minot, and reading them from cover to cover 
also helped to pass the time. 
 
 I traded seatmates at Minot.  The woman from Chicago left, and I moved over 
to the window seat.  The aisle seat was soon taken by a mother whose two girls were 
on the other side of the aisle.    They were just taking a short trip over to Williston.  
Theyôd apparently been to Minot on a shopping trip, spending gift cards the girls had 
gotten for Christmas.  Apparently they hadnôt gotten everything they wanted, though.  
When the woman called her husband to let them know when theyôd be getting in at the 
station, she told him they wanted to stop at J.C. Penney in Williston on the way home. 
 
 I did something Iôd never done before on the way from Minot to WillistonðI 
sent a text message on my cell phone.  While the kids I teach seem to forever be 
ñtextingò each other, Iôve never before seen much of a point to it.  On this trip, though, I 
was able to text Margaret (with the messages sent to her e-mail account) to let her know 
where I was as the trip progressed.  Each text message used only one-third of a minute 
on my cell phone, and the messages could be ñqueuedò so that if the train was out of 
reception range  (which is often true in places like North Dakota and Montana) it would 

 
Empire Builder logo 

send them as soon as it recognized a signal.  I texted Margaret mostly because she had an easy to remember e-mail address.  Before 
another trip, I may add other peopleôs e-mails to the list in the phone.  [I did do that, and Iôve also texted directly to the familyôs cell 
phones.  In addition Iôve used text messages to notify students of things like changes in activity schedules.  Iôm still not 
someone who uses my cell phone a lot, but I am glad to have it these days.] 



 
The Empire Builder ï from Amtrakôs website 

 Minot is more or less where the Midwest ends 
and the West begins.  It got noticeably drier west of 
there, and the landscape got significantly rougher.  There 
had been general snow cover all the way through Minot, 
but it got lighter and somewhat patchy west of there. 
 
 We got into Williston at 12:30 Central Time.  
Williston is almost on the Montana border, and the 
Mountain Time Zone begins just west of there.  We 
turned over several passengers at Williston, and I got a 
new seatmate.  He was a young man named Derek who 
played basketball at a college in Bismarck, about three 
hours southeast of Williston.  His destination was Shelby, 
Montana, which is in the foothills of the mountains clear 
across the state.  [This stood out because at the time 
my church was in the process of searching for a new 
minister, and one of the candidates was an Asian 
woman originally from Boston who happened to end 
up at a church in Shelby.]  His girlfriend would be 

picking him up there, and theyôd be driving to her home 
near Helena, about 150 miles south of there.  Heôd be 
spending pretty much the whole day getting there.  I had 
a nice chat with the guy as he waited for the conductor to  

come around to take tickets.  Once he had the seat check, he went back to the lounge and spent pretty much the whole afternoon 
working on his computer.  (There are no electric plug-ins in  most Amtrak  coaches,  which  were  designed  in  the ó70sðwell before 
anyone cared about such thingsðso the lounge is the only practical place to use a laptop.)  [This has changed.  These days pretty 
much every Amtrak coach has been renovated to have plugs at the seats.  Thereôs still no wi-fi on most trains, though.] 

 
 Having the basketball player go back to the lounge essentially gave me a single seat for most of the day.  I alternated between 
reading, people watching, and staring out the window.  My brother Steve may disagree with me, but frankly eastern Montana strikes me 
as one of the ugliest places Iôve ever been.  Itôs incredibly dry, with just patches of snow dotting brown grazing land.  Every fifteen 
minutes or so weôd come to a ratty little town with gravel streets.  The one thing all the towns had in common was casinos.  Iôd have 
thought I was in Nevada from all the little cement block gambling halls. 
 
 Almost all the way westward the old Great Northern Railroad (now the BNSF or Burlington Northern Santa Fe) parallels U.S. 
highway #2.  Through most of Montana this highway is absolutely empty.  I saw fewer than a dozen vehiclesðexclusively pickup 
trucksðall afternoon.  Itôs a two-lane shoulderless road, with a speed limit of 70mph.  Even the fastest traffic went about the same 
speed as the train, though. 
 
 Across the aisle from me through most of Montana was a couple that consisted of a college baseball player and his anorexic 
girlfriend.  They probably should have booked a sleeper for all the making out they did on the trip.  There was nothing they did that was 
really inappropriate in public (Iôd be seeing that later on, once I got to Vancouver).  They kept at it literally for hours, though, and they 
were definitely the people all the people-watchers in the car were watching.  [Itôs interesting that I donôt really recall the couple at all 
as I write this revision.  I guess they were a bit less memorable than I thought.] 

 
 In the middle of the afternoon many of the sleeping car passengers made their way to the diner for a complementary wine and 
cheese tasting.  They didnôt have that feature when Margaret and I went out to Portland a few years back, and it would be a nice 
addition.  [We did experience something similar when we took the City of New Orleans train a few years later.]  There just isnôt a 

lot of interest on the day-trip through Montana, and an event like that would break things up. 
 
 The afternoon service stop in Montana is at Havre, a surprisingly important little city that is literally in the middle of nowhere 
just south of the border between Saskatchewan and Alberta.  We were 1½ hours behind schedule getting into Havre, but we still  stayed 
in the station over half an hour while they emptied the toilets and restocked the diner.    I picked up the local papers and was amused 
that they still had the Bear Paw Bulletin and TidBits, both of which are basically shoppers whose ñnewsò is limited to strange factoids 
and pieces of trivia.  I entertained myself on the way to Portland by reading through those publications, and I did so again this 
afternoon. 
 
 The ñrealò local newspaper, the Havre Daily News, filled nearly a page with an AP article speculating the outcome of the Iowa 
caucuses.  (Their prediction that Hillary Clinton would win in a squeaker turned out to be dead wrong.  [Especially on the Democratic 
side, the caucuses are all about organization, which was what led Obama to victory.])  The big statewide story was that a 

Bozeman man had recently climbed Mt. Everest.  The top local story was about a Hispanic man who had rescued an elderly deaf man 
from a burning building. 
 
 There was another local story that would also be of at least minimal interest back home.  The Havre Regional Airport (one of 
those places that makes Mason City seem important) was switching carriers.  The new operator (which will provide two flights a day to 
Denver) is Great Lakes Aviation.  Great Lakes, which normally does business as United Express, was founded in Spencer, Iowa.  The 



lakes they refer to arenôt Superior and Erie, but the same bodies of water (like Okoboji) that the community college I work at is named 
after.  Spencer no longer has passenger air service, but Great Lakes still services its planes there.  A fair number of the students I 
teach at ILCC end up working for them.  [Now that Delta has abandoned small airports, Great Lakes is again serving Iowa.  It is 
they who now provide service out of Mason City.] 

 
 I was also reminded of my ILCC job when I walked to the restroom and noticed the person immediately behind me.  He was a 
college boy.  He was apparently a high school student enrolled in a college credit math course, and he was doing his homework on the 
train.  (Why he had homework over the holidays I donôt know, but he had tons of it.)  Judging by the workout he was giving his graphing 
calculator and the sketches he had made on graph paper, Iôd bet it was a calculus class, though it could have been a course in 
numerical analysis or college algebra.  He certainly worked hard at it, which made me wonder whether he was bright and really liked 
the material or whether he was really struggling to understand it [most likely the former]. 

 
 We had spent the entire day crossing one of the flattest, driest parts of America, and just as it got to be sunset there were 
finally mountains in sight.  While we only got a glimpse of the Rockies, it really was a spectacular sunset.  All the bright reds and 
oranges made me wonder if there had been forest fires somewhere that were polluting the air. 
 
 At 6pm we got into Shelby, only forty minutes behind schedule.  The basketball player left the train, and I could see him on the 
platform greeting his girlfriend with one of those pick-her-up hugs youôd expect to see in the movies.  The baseball player and his 
girlfriend also left at Shelby, as did several other passengers.  The only noteworthy new passengers were a mother and her two sons.  
The mother wore a fur stole, which is not the sort of thing you normally expect to see in the coach section of a train.  She smoked like a 
chimney, racing to the platform at every stop that promised to be longer than a minute or twoðwhether or not it was designated as a 
smoke break.  Her sons were extremely well behaved, but they had a rather melancholy look to them and they spoke in quavering, 
hollow voices.  Indeed the younger sonôs voice was almost identical to one I remember hearing years ago on the TV show Emergency.  

That was right when child abuse was just beginning to be recognized, and the boy on the TV show supposedly suffered from ñbattered 
child syndromeò.  I have no reason to believe these children had been abused, but there certainly was something not quite right about 
them. 
 
 The younger boy was seated next to a college-aged girl who was traveling out to Seattle to visit friends.  He asked the girl to 
guess how old his mother was.  That would be a hard question, since she had peroxide hair and wore far too much make-up, but she 
also had the prematurely old face of someone who has smoked her whole life.  The girl politely guessed the mother to be not much 
older than she herself was, and both the mother and the boy beamed.  ñSheôs forty-two,ò said the boy, ñbut she looks so young and 
pretty.ò  He went on and on about how attractive his mother was, a beauty I must confess I really didnôt see.  It was a very strange 
conversation to overhear. 
 
 Before long we entered Glacier National Park.  It was pitch black out, so I couldnôt see the mountains at all, but I could feel the 
curves and grades, so I could definitely tell we were in more rugged country.  Out of boredom as much as anything, I went back to the 
lounge, where I bought a can of Pepsi ($2), mostly because it was a design I didnôt have in my collection.  Unfortunately, while I got the 
can home safely, when I took it out to school, a gust of wind caught a hold of it while I was getting out of my car, and it became litter 
rather than a collectible. 
 
 We reached the tiny town of Essex at 8:40pm.  Essex is home to the Izaak Walton Inn, which has an Amtrak stop right outside 
its back door.  Technically this is just a flag stop, but the train has stopped there every time Iôve been past Essex.  Itôs apparently 
traditional for guests at the inn to line out outside and wave at the train when it goes by.  It was snowing fairly heavily when we got to 
Essex tonight, but they were still there waving at us.  I felt properly welcomed and waved back at them.  [This summer Margaret and I 
will be staying at the Isaak Walton Lodge on our way back from Calgary.  No doubt weôll be among those lined up to wave at 
the train as it passes.  It will be interesting to see things from the other side.] 

 
 Besides the terminals and Minneapolis, the most important stop on the entire Empire Builder route is Whitefish, Montana.  
[Actually Minneapolis/St. Paul is probably more important than Whitefish, and Milwaukee may be as well.  Whitefish is a major 
stop, though.]  Whitefish is a ski resort just west of Glacier Park, and itôs also the nearest stop to Kalispell, Missoula, and Butte.  

Especially in winter, the station serves literally hundreds of passengers each day.  We made a long stop at Whitefish, as they unloaded 
tons of ski equipment for people who would be weekending at the resorts.  I made my way past the smokers on the platform and on into 
the half-timbered station.  They had a used book library in the station.  Passengers could leave or take a variety of paperbacks, but they 
were asked to leave a suggested donation of $1 for the service.  I left a buck and picked up a small volume on baseball history.  It 
turned out to be duller than I had imagined it might be, but it did pass a few hours. 
 
 A rather loud group of young adults (Iôd bet just slightly older than college age) boarded at Whitefish.  Because the train was 
so crowded, the conductor had given all the Whitefish passengers specific seat assignments, rather than just having them seat 
themselves (the more typical Amtrak practice).  A newlywed bride had been assigned to the seat next to me, and her husband had 
been given a window seat several rows back.  Understandably they preferred to sit together, and they asked if Iôd trade places with the 
husband.  While it was a bit of a chore to gather up my stuff, I was certainly happy to oblige.  As a bonus, the person on the aisle next 
to my new seat was leaving at Sandpoint, Idaho, just a couple of stops further on.  Not many people board in the wee hours 
[particularly at small rural stations], so there was a good chance Iôd have an empty seat next to me most of the night. 

  



 I might as well have had an empty seat there already for all the hospitality my new seatmate provided.  I said hello, and she 
nodded as I made my way past to the window seat.  She then turned away and didnôt say a word the entire time.  I wonder if perhaps 
she didnôt speak English.  She was not unpleasant, but she might as well have been mute. 
 
 The new seat was directly next to the stairs that led down to the toilets.  At first I got a rather nasty whiff of them, but then 
shortly after that the car attendant announced that there was a problem and the toilets in our car were closed.  For the duration of the 
trip, people in our car would have to use the toilets in the coach one car back.  Iôm not sure what they did to deal with the smell, but it 
wasnôt really a problem from there on.  I managed to sleep surprisingly well. 
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 é Surprisingly well indeed.  I noticed when my seatmate left at Sandpoint, and I grogged awake when we got to Spokane, and 
there was movement as they split up the train into two sections.  From there itôs about a three-hour haul (which was actually closer to 
four hours on this particular run) on to Ephrata, and I donôt remember a bit of that.  They announced breakfast over the loudspeaker 
when we got to Ephrata, which made me decide it was officially morning. 
 
 The weather had definitely changed overnight.  We had obviously gone through freezing rain.  I could see out the windows, but 
thick ice had collected at the sides, and there were blobs of ice in random patterns here and there around the glass.  Outside the world 
was white.  There was snow in Whitefish, but it looked light and patchy.  In central Washington the snow cover was thick, and it would 
remain so almost all the way to the coast. 

 
Website picture of what I had for breakfast on Amtrak 

 I made my way to the rear coach and used their toilet, which 
wasnôt nearly so clean as ours had been.  (It may well have just been 
another day or the additional people using it, but it really was filthy.)  
Then I decided to have breakfast in the diner.  While none of the 
diner meals is exactly cheap, breakfast strikes me as the best overall 
value.  (Lunch is definitely the worst.)  I had scrambled eggs, bacon, 
hash browns, a buttermilk biscuit (that seemed to be leftover from 
yesterday), and coffee for $9.  Thatôs about the same price a family 
restaurant would charge, and the food is similar in quality to what 
youôd get at Perkins or Country Kitchen.  Tips are additional, of 
course, but they would be in a restaurant as well.  A bonus is that 
there is no sales tax on Amtrak purchases. 

 
 Even though the diner was nearly empty, they insisted on 
seating people in multiple parties together.  I was seated across from 
a couple from North Dakota who were visiting their son who lived 
north of Everett.  This was the second Amtrak trip theyôd made in 
rapid succession.  Just before Christmas they had gone east to visit 
their daughter in Baltimore.  The couple was retired from farming, and  

they were really enjoying traveling around the country.  They were interested that I was a teacher and were quick to tell me that their 
grandchildren attend Catholic schools. 
 
 We were about halfway between Ephrata and Wenatchee when I finished breakfast, right in the heart of apple country.  The 
countryside was filled with orchards, which in late December were nothing but bare branches in the middle of the snow.  Itôs strange to 
think of apples as a row crop, but thatôs exactly what they are in Washington.  The neatly pruned trees were planted arrow straight, just 
like corn or beans. 
 
 The seat next to mine had been empty since Sandpoint, and I was rather enjoying the luxury of a double seat to myself on 
what was still a very crowded train.  The car attendant assured me that the empty seat would fill at Wenatchee, and I made a point of 
tidying up and making sure my stuff was not blocking the available seat.  Oddly, when we left Wenatchee (an hour and fifteen minutes 
late) the seat was still empty.  In fact, I think it was the only empty seat on the entire train. 

 

 
 I was amused by the seat tag that one of the Wenatchee passengers had been given.  The code 
for Seattle is SEA, but his handwritten tag said ñSAEò.  It brought me back to my college days, when 
ñSAEò stood for the stuck up boys of the Sigma Alpha Epsilon fraternity [among the most annoying 
jerks on the UNI campus].  This guy had the sort of old-time hippie look that is typical of many people in 

the Northwest, and I donôt think heôd have fit in well with the brothers at SAE. 
 
 My itinerary called for me to get into Seattle at 10am.  There was a forty-five minute layover 
there, and then Iôd catch a thruway bus (contracted by Amtrak with another company) on to Vancouver.  
While they apparently often hold those buses so connections can be made,  with the train running more  



than an hour behind schedule, I wasnôt sure just how the connection would go.  I did know there was another bus later in the day, 
though, and I figured if worse came to worse, theyôd put me on that one. 
 
 As the crow flies itôs really not all that far from Wenatchee to the metropolis on Puget Sound.  Roads and railroads go nowhere 
close to straight in the Cascade Mountains, though.  In good weather itôs a three-hour haul from Wenatchee to Everett on Amtrak.  
Today weôd need all of that and more.  There was heavy snow in the Cascadesðboth in the air and on the ground.  The temperature 

was just barely below freezing, with all the streams flowing freely.  There was no question that it was winter, though.  The mountains 
were fully covered from foot to peak, and the evergreens in the forests were bent over from the thick snow that covered them.  Whole 
towns were literally buried in snow.  I recalled my sister talking about getting feet of sow when she was growing up out in Colorado.  
Thatôs exactly what they had here in Washington.  People who had just been skiing in Whitefish remarked that this was the most snow 
theyôd ever seen.  I could certainly agree with that; it was a most impressive sight. 
 

 I was very glad to be going over 

Stephens Pass in the Cascades in a train that 
weighed countless tons rather than in any sort 
of a motor vehicle on the highway.  The train 
tends to serve as its own plow (although we 
could see actual plow trains parked on sidings 
near the pass).  U.S. highway #2 continued to 
parallel the tracks, and it was definitely not a 
road Iôd want to drive on.  A line of SUVs was 
headed up the pass, presumably headed to a 
ski resort at its summit.  They all stopped 
partway up to put chains over their tires, and 
even with added traction they were struggling to 
make it to the top.  It didnôt help that they 
seemed to be using old-fashioned snowplows 
on the road.  In Iowa these days we have 
massive plows that really can cut through 
enormous drifts.  In Washington, though, they 
were attempting to clear a major highway with 
not much more than the blade the farmer used 
to clear Margaretôs driveway. 
 

 The railroad actually doesnôt go over 
the pass at all.  It avoids a pass thatôs really not 
all that high (4100 feet) by going through the 
eight-mile  Cascade  Tunnel.  We  stopped  just  

 
Photo from a backpacking website with scenery very similar to what the 

Empire Builder passed through in central Washington 

beyond the tunnel  because  there  was supposedly a problem with one of our locomotives.  A freight train on the other track stopped 
and assisted our engineer in making whatever repair was necessary, and in about fifteen minutes we were moving again.  It was 
literally downhill all the way to the Pacific, but with the winding tracks, it was still slow going. 
 
 The vegetation changed as we made our way down the mountains.  Itôs all evergreen forest at the top of the pass.  Just slightly 
lower deciduous trees that had shed their leaves were mixed in.  The snow lightened up (though it was still more than we had back in 
Iowa) the lower we got, and before long we were in a forest of still green deciduous trees.  Snow was falling among the trees like you 
might see on a fall day back home.  By the time we reached the outskirts of Everett the snow finally turned to rain, and it might as well 
have been springtime. 
 
 I couldnôt help but notice that gas in Washington was quite a bit more expensive than it was back in the Midwest.  The prices 
were all over the place, but the cheapest price for the cheapest grade was $3.11

9
.  Iôm still not really used to that ñ2ò at the front of gas 

prices, and while I got a taste of 3ôs last summer, itôs still quite a shock to see prices like that. [éAnd it appears Iôm going to have to 
get used to seeing 4ôs at the start of the prices this coming summer.] 

 
 We were still in the Cascade foothills at 9:50, ten minutes before we were supposed to arrive in Seattle.  They had projected 
that our ETA would be around 11:15, half an hour after my bus was scheduled to leave.  Shortly after making that announcement they 
announced that Vancouver passengers should exit the train in Everett, which is about an hour north of the terminal.  They were 
diverting the bus to stop there, so we could make our connection.  We were nearly to Everett, and it turned out that when we got there 
we had to wait nearly an hour for the bus to show up. 
 
 It would really make more sense to have Everett be the default connection for service to Vancouver.  Itôs a much more 
pleasant station than Seattle, and itôs also a lot closer to the border.  The reason they donôt is that theyôre basically buying a few seats 
on an express bus thatôs designed to transport people between the two big cities; connecting with trains is an after-thought. 
 
 Everett is an old industrial city that has morphed into a suburb.  The train station is part of an urban renewal project that is 
attempting to bring new life to a very run-down downtown area.  Its main purpose is to serve commuters who take Sounder commuter 
trains south to Seattle.  The place also houses the local Greyhound station, itôs a major interchange for local buses, and it houses the 



public library and city hall.  The station was very formally decorated for the holidays, which made it stand out that there were absolutely 
no other Christmas decorations in downtown Everett. 
 
 The couple I had eaten breakfast with met their son at the station.  Unfortunately they also found their luggage had been sent 
onto Seattle instead of leaving the train with them.  The station attendant assured them it would be coming back up on the Cascades 
train this afternoon.  Their son told them it was no big deal, but of course it would be a hassle to have to come back to claim the stuff. 
 
 I quickly read through the local papers and a rather encyclopedic booklet that explained how to use the local transit (which is 
surprisingly cheapðas low as 50¢ for a bus ride and only $4 for the longest possible ride on the commuter trains).  Then I had coffee 
and a scone ($4.39) at a pretentious little coffee bar in the station.  The napkin told me I was drinking ñthe top 1% of the worldôs 
coffeesò.  Perhaps it was.  It certainly tasted like coffee, but then so does the bottom 99%.  At least in the station, unlike on the train, 
they brewed it strong enough that I could enjoy the flavor.  The most entertaining thing I saw while I sipped my coffee was a train of 
eight enginesðnothing else, just engines. 
 
 There were only about half a dozen people making the transfer from the Empire Builder to the thruway bus [which struck me 
as surprisingly few].  Most interesting among them was a young man with a fiery red beard who had boarded the Builder at Cut Bank, 

Montana.  He was from Cut Bank but actually lived in Portland.  His wife was from Vancouver.  He had been at his own familyôs home 
for Christmas and was now going up to visit his wifeôs family for New Yearôs.  His wife had been working in Oregon on Christmas Day, 
so she had gone north yesterday on the Cascades train. 
 
 At 11:30 the station attendant announced that the Vancouver bus had arrived.  I wheeled my luggage out to the busway, 
where a red and white CanTrail bus was parked.  The driver was a sixty-ish Chinese man.  He opened the storage bay beneath the bus 
and seemed annoyed when I placed both my brown wheeled bag and my blue tote bag in there.  Iôd have been hard-pressed to get the 
blue bag in the tiny overhead bins, though. 
 
 The bus was almost entirely full.  Once we boarded there were maybe five or six empty seats on board.  All the other 
passengers had boarded in Seattle, and only a few of them had connected with any train.  [Interestingly, though, most of the 
passengers had booked their tickets through Amtrak, and a lot of them were disappointed that they were taking a bus rather 
than a train.]  I sat next to a woman from a small town on Vancouver Island who been doing her after-Christmas shopping in the 

States, taking advantage of the Canadian dollarôs dramatic rise and the U.S. dollarôs plummet.  She had apparently taken this bus 
numerous times.  In downtown Vancouver she transfers to another bus, which boards the ferry for the crossing to the island.  She gets 
off in Nanaimo and waits there (probably at the same shopping center where Steve and I had lunch years ago) for family members to 
come and get here. 
 
 It was awkward leaving Everett.  While the station is literally right next to Interstate 5, there is no exit nearby (which is probably 
another reason they donôt make this the standard connection).  We seemed to wander all through the decaying downtown before we 
finally got on the freeway.  I-5 itself was absolutely packed.  Itôs six lanes until well north of Everett, but it could use at least eight..  Even 
in areas that looked very rural, the road was full of traffic, and the 60mph speed limit lets you know youôre never far from a lot of 
population. 
 
 We fought a variety of precipitation as we made our way northward.  It was probably good there was as much traffic as there 
was, because much of that precipitation was in frozen from.  There was snow and freezing drizzle, but I think the busy highway was 
merely wet, not really slippery. 
 
 I spent a fair part of the trip northward filling out a Canadian customs ñlanding formò.  The form is the same one they give out 
on airplanes, and its wording is definitely geared toward those arriving by air.  The form was complicated (and worded awkwardly in 
both French and English), but eventually I figured out I could honestly answer ñnoò to all the various questions. 
 
 It took about an hour and a half to get from Everett up to the Canadian border at Blaine.  Buses are not allowed to cross the 
border on I-5.  Instead we had to take the last exit in Washington, which is marked ñ8

th
 Street ï Truck Customsò.  Those few people who 

live in or have friends in Blaine presumably care about 8
th

 Street; pretty much everyone, though, is heading for the border.  While itôs 
technically ñtruck customsò, this is apparently the favored border for local traffic.  Iôd read that the I-5 border routinely backs up for more 
than an hour in both directions.  The car lanes at truck customs most often move faster than that. 
 
 Before we reached customs we stopped at PAC-CAN, a set of twin duty free shops on opposite sides of the border.  I didnôt 
even get off the bus, but several people stocked up on cheap cigarettes and booze.  Others used the restroom or bought pop or water.  
We stopped for about fifteen minutes and then pulled forward about fifty feet to the customs building. 
 
 The only time Iôve crossed a border by bus before was in Europe.  Even before the days of the European Union, crossing 
European borders was a joke.  Unless there was a reason to suspect there might be a problem, the luggage stayed in the storage bay 
underneath.  An officer came on board and either checked passports or just waved us on.  The delay was a few minutes at most. 
 
 In the post-9/11 world, crossing the U.S./Canadian border by bus is quite a bit more involved than that.  We arrived at the 
border shortly after 1pm, and it was almost 2:00 when we finally got done with the formalities.  The bus parked outside the customs 
building.  Then the driver put on rubber gloves and unloaded all the bags.  He placed the bags on a conveyor belt similar to what youôd 



find at baggage claim in an airport.  Once the bags were there he directed all of us to enter the building and claim our bags.  Only after 
everyone had claimed their bags would the customs agent (a surly young blonde woman) start processing people. 
 
 People could go to the agent one family at a time.  However, the vast majority of people on the bus were traveling alone, so it 
took quite a while for the individual agent to get to everyone.  She was very thorough in her questioning, too.  My interview was typical, 

and it lasted a couple of minutes.  She scanned my passport and asked where I came from and why I was going to Canada.  She 
seemed to find it particularly odd that someone from the Midwest would be coming to Vancouver for just a short stay but seemed 
satisfied when the train trip across the Rockies was part of the vacation.  She wanted to know if I knew anyone in Vancouver and kept 
pressing that question repeatedly.  She went through a variety of questions about things I might have with me that would not be allowed 
in Canada and didnôt seem to believe it was possible I didnôt have drugs or weapons with me.  (Sheôd have been welcome to search my 
luggage, but she didnôt.)  She asked me to show her a return ticket to prove Iôd be leaving Canada when I said I would and then asked 
what my employment was in the States.  Finally she was satisfied and let me proceed. 
 
 With both me and the others she processed, the agent seemed most concerned about people immigrating to Canada.  While I 
got lots of questions, she seemed to be doing quite a bit of racial profiling as she interviewed others.  A black man in front of me was 
questioned more than twice as long as I was, and several Asian people had their luggage searched.  A Hispanic couple was not 
allowed to enter Canada.  They were detained and told they would be walked across the street to the U.S. customs station, where they 
could wait for a bus back to Seattle. 
 
 Everyone else re-boarded our bus, and eventually we made our way onward.  Just across the border we made our way 
through a series of traffic circles (called ñroundaboutsò in British Columbia) and stopped to let off a single passenger at the Pacific Bay 

Resort in Surrey.  I have a feeling many people book this hotel thinking it is right along the beach.  In fact itôs well inland and affords a 
view of nothing other than highway 99, the northern extension of I-5.  [Seeing the place brought to mind the movie White Men Canôt 
Jump, where a resident of a tenement called the Vista View Apartments remarks ñthere ainôt no vista and there ainôt no viewò.] 

 
 We joined highway 99 and made our way northward.  Thereôs a small stretch of farmland just north of the border, but soon we 
were into urban sprawl.  We were supposed to stop in Richmond (where Vancouver International Airport is located), but apparently no 
one wanted to get off there.  Instead we made our way down a series of highways that were not quite freeways (multilane highways 
with some exits and some stop lights) through New Westminster and Burnaby.  Eventually we came out onto Knight Street in the 
eastern section of the city of Vancouver. 
 
 Thereôs nothing about Vancouver that looks particularly Canadian, but itôs definitely not an American city either.  [Of all the 
places Iôve been, it probably looks most like Honolulu.]  Southeast Vancouver cheaply built stucco and cement block homes set on 

tiny tree-filled lots.  Knight Street is mostly a business strip, and while a lot of its businesses have the same names youôd see in an 
American city, they are packed more closely together and are more likely to have ñparkadesò (ramps) than parking lots. 
 
 We probably passed two dozen gas stations as we made our way down Knight Street.  Iôd quickly find (and later confirm) that 
at any given time there is exactly one price for gas in all of metro Vancouver.  Itôs like a small town that way, where all the stations 
quickly adjust their prices if any one changes theirs.  Today the price on all the signs was $1.10

1
, a most unusual price indeed.  Canada 

has always priced gas using every tenth of a cent, not just the 
9
/10 we have in the States.  Itôs really weird, though, to use 

1
/10 instead of 

an amount that would make the price seem less than it actually is.  The price is, of course, a buck ten a liter.  At the current exchange 
rate, that would work out to about US$4.08 a gallon.  I suppose I should be thankful for $3 gas when I see prices like that.   [According 
to the GasBuddy website, those same stations on Knight Street are charging $1.44

4
 per liter in 2013, which at the current rate 

of exchange works out to about US$5.05 a gallon.] 

 

 
Website photo of Pacific Central Station  
(on a sunnier day than when I was there) 

 At precisely 2:45pm (15 minutes late) we arrived at Pacific 
Central Station on the outskirts of downtown Vancouver.  Pacific 
Central is also Vancouverôs inter-city train station, and itôs located 
directly across the street from the former Expo grounds where the 
worldôs fair was held back in ô86.  While itôs a lovely old station (like a 
smaller version of Chicagoôs Union Station), there was nothing at all 
familiar about the place.  I donôt think Steve and I ever looked to the 
east when we got off the SkyTrain downtown. 
 
 I hadnôt eaten anything since the scone in Everett, and that 
was more than four hours ago.  There was a McDonalds in the 
station, and I thought I might catch a bite there.  This was one of 
several places I found that prided itself on ñhealthy alternativesò.  In 
fact their menu board didnôt list a single hamburger or other sandwich, 
just various wraps and saladsðall at astronomical prices (like $7.99 
for a salad).  They obviously sold the more traditional McDonalds 
menu items, as thatôs what everyone in the place had on their trays.  I 
couldnôt tell you what any of that stuff cost, though.  Whatôs more, 
since the service was abysmally slow, I decided it wasnôt worth finding 
out. 



 Thereôs a pleasant little park in front of the station.  Guide books warned that the park was unsafe, but on a drizzly afternoon 
there was certainly nothing to worry about there.  If there were any unsavory characters, theyôd sought shelter elsewhere.  Here in 
Vancouver, by the way, the drizzle was not freezing.  It was merely cold and miserable. 
 
 On the other side of the park is the Main Street SkyTrain station.  SkyTrain is Vancouverôs rapid transit system, the worldôs 
largest fully automated railway.  The thing works pretty much the same as the driverless trains that shuttle people between terminals at 
airports all over the world.  The big difference is that while most of those serve five or six stops in a relatively small area, SkyTrain 
serves dozens of stations scattered around various parts of four different cities.  [It really is an amazing system.] 

 
 Steve and I were among the first people to ride SkyTrain, which was first built for the worldôs fair.  At the time I donôt think I 
realized it was an automated train.  It was one of the first places I rode public transit, and mostly it just seemed new.  In 1986 it really 
would have been very advanced technology, and itôs still quite a system even today. 

 
 While this was where we got off each day Steve and I went to the fair, Main Street station was completely unfamiliar.  In my 
memory, I pictured Main Street as an underground station (which the rest of the downtown stations are) In fact itôs elevated.  [The 
station is partially enclosed by surrounding buildings, but I think those were built since the worldôs fair.]  I did remember the 

busy street that separated the station from the fairgrounds.  Today the lone remnant left of the fair is Science World, a geodesic dome 
that looks like a clone of the one at Epcot Center in Orlando.  It has served as a childrenôs museum ever since Expo 86 closed. 
 
 SkyTrain was one of the first public transit systems to use proof of payment ñhonor systemò ticketing.  When Steve and I rode 
the train back in ô86, there were always guards in the stations to check that people had in fact bought tickets, so it was not really a 
surprise to see a guard stationed just beyond the vending machines today.  [Apparently in 2011 they began installing turnstiles in 
the stations because of rising fare evasion.]  Vancouverôs high tech vending machines are somewhat less complicated than those 

found in many cities.  They seem more prone to malfunctioning, though.  Most stations have about half a dozen machines, but itôs rare 
to find more than about two that are in proper working order.  Some might be described as ñpartially operationalò (like theyôll take coins, 
but not bills or credit cardsðor perhaps the other way around), but getting one that does everything as it should is rare. 
 
 SkyTrain was apparently extremely expensive to build.  Even with a federal grant, the provincial government (which owns the 
system) spent over a billion dollars on an expansion of the system (the Millennium line, which opened in 2002).  However, since there is 
no human operator, the trains are extremely cheap to run.  TransLink, Vancouverôs transit agency, supposedly loses more than a dollar 
on every bus ride they provide, but they come out more than a dollar ahead on ever SkyTrain ride. 
 
 Individual fares on Vancouver transit are based on a zone system, and theyôre never cheap.  A ride within the city limits of 
Vancouver costs $2.25 (about US$2.30ðand the price rose to $2.75 New Yearôs day).  Rides to Zone 2 or Zone 3 cost between $2.75 
and $5, depending on the distance and time of day.  The best deal by far is a day pass, which costs $8 and is valid anywhere in metro 
Vancouver.  I put two Canadian $5 bills in the vending machine and got a pass and a ñtwonie", the Canadian $2 coin that is gold on the 
inside and silver on the outside. 
 
 SkyTrain comes with amazing frequency, roughly every two minutes at most times of day. [Itôs actually every 3 ï 4 minutes 
at off-peak hours, but thatôs still more often than the trains come in almost any other city on earth.]  Iôd missed a train while I 

was buying my pass, but another soon pulled up to the platform.  The train was very familiar from my previous trip.  Theyôre boxy plastic 
cars with rounded edges that date from that era when almond was the color for everything.  These days theyôre looking more than a 
little bit dated, but they still run perfectly well, and TransLink has kept them immaculately clean [which makes them stand out in a 
rather grungy city]. 

 
 While it was mid-afternoon, the train was still fairly crowded.  I pushed my way on board with my luggage, and a guard who 
was inspecting tickets directed me to a seat that was supposed to be reserved for the handicapped.  I followed her direction and sat 
down, even though I was riding just two stops. 
 
 The linear induction motors on SkyTrain provide a much smoother ride than you get on most transit systems.  Thereôs no 
jerking, rattling, or sudden starts or stops.  Thereôs always a slight buzzing and whooshing in the background, but thatôs just about the 
only indication there is that youôre moving. 
 
 Theyôve revised the announcements on SkyTrain since the time when Steve and I took them.  (They had to, since there is an 
additional line and lots more stations than there used to be.)  Theyôre still given by a recorded female voice, but it seems less artificial 
than it did all those years ago.  The voice announced that the next stop would be Stadium, and then the doors opened.  There was a 
chime, and the doors closed.  The chime sounded again and there was a clunk as if the door were trying to close again.  Apparently 
someone had held one of the other doors on the train open, and we couldnôt move until it closed. 
 
 Stadium station is right at the entrance to the subway, which runs through what was once a freight tunnel beneath the main 
downtown area.  BC Place Stadium itself is right at the west end of the former Expo 86 grounds.  Apparently the stadium (which looks 
almost identical to the Metrodome in Minneapolis) was built for the fair, but I donôt remember it.  The area between Science World and 
BC Place is all the former fairgrounds.  Some of it is still not fully used (itôs mostly parking), but the vast majority has been re-developed 
into high-rise condominiums.  The condos make the area (given the neighborhood name of ñFalse Creek Northò) look like the vast 
majority of Vancouver.  Large parts of both the city and the suburbs look remarkably like Chicagoôs Gold Coast (the high-rise area east 



of Wrigley Field) or the Upper East Side of Manhattan.  It also looks a lot like pictures you see of Hong Kong or Kuala Lumpur, which 
makes sense given that virtually all the condos were built by Asian developers. 
 
 The disembodied voice announced that the next stop was Granville, and we soon entered the station of that name.  I got up, 
and the guard suggested I use the handicapped exit at the far end of the platform.  Since I didnôt particularly want to carry my luggage 
up multiple staircases, I followed her advice.  The station was immaculate, but the elevatorðthough apparently brand newðhad been 
badly scratched up by vandals. 
 
 The bad thing about taking the elevator was that I had no idea whatsoever where I was once I reached street level.  Had I 
taken the normal exit, Iôd have come out at the Granville Street Mall, a closed-off street in the heart of downtown that is surrounded by 
the main shopping district.  Iôd have just turned left there and walked southward (several blocks) to my hotel.  When I exited the elevator 
I came out at the corner of two streets I hadnôt heard of.  It turns out the elevator is at the far north end of  Vancouverôs Hudsonôs Bay 
Company department store, though it exits to the street instead of to the store.  The Bay was a block further north than it appeared on 
internet maps Iôd checked out beforehand, and being at the far end put me in unfamiliar territory.  I ended up circling three-fourths of a 
city block before I realized just where I was and got properly oriented.  I did eventually figure it out, and I headed south down Granville 
Street. 
 
 The subway station was at Granville and Dunsmuir, in the heart of downtown.  My hotel was at Howe and Drake, at the far 
south end of the downtown area.  It looked to be about six blocks away on every map Iôd checked out.  If one just counts properly 
named streets, that was about the distance.  In addition to streets, though, there were lots of alleysðsome of which had their own stop 
lights.  Iôd estimate it was almost exactly a mile from the station to the hotel.  Thatôs a fair hike, especially when pushing luggage around 
in the rain. 
 
 The luggage was especially annoying because all the sidewalks in downtown Vancouver have a composite paving that seems 
to be as much gravel as asphalt.  I think itôs intentional, trying to give the feel of old-time cobblestones.  It wasnôt hard to navigate the 
luggage on that surface, but as the little wheels rolled on the stones it made enough noise to announce my presence for blocks ahead.  
I was embarrassed to say the least, but I held my head high and just kept on walking. 

 
 Granville Street is one of those places that lets you 
know youôre not in Kansas anymore.  The section right by 
the subway station features elegant department stores, 
jewelers, and the like, but as you head southward it rapidly 
changes to a much more seedy type of business.  While 
pornography is tightly regulated in Canada, they do a land-
office business in ñromanticò aids and accessories.  Store 
after store after store sold strange battery-operated devices, 
edible lubricants, anything you could imagine that could be 
made of rubber, and ñintimateò garments for both sexes that 
are best left to the imagination.  The stores are mixed in 
among ñtheatresò that are nothing more than bars with ñlive 
entertainmentò by scantily clad young ladies.  I read in the 
papers that at night prostitution is apparently a big problem 
on this stretch of Granville.  I was never in this area late 
enough to verify that, but it would certainly be no surprise. 
 
 While Granville was amusing, it wasnôt exactly a 
pleasant street to walk down.  Just one block west was 
Howe Street, which was completely different.  Howe is 
designed for businessmen and tourists.  Itôs lined with office 
towers, government buildings, and hotels. While the luggage  

 
One of the first results in an image search for ñGranville Streetò 
(Another result showed a young lady begging, with a cardboard 
sign that said ñTOO UGLY TO PROSTITUTE ï SPARE CHANGE?ò.) 

still rattled unmercifully as I rolled it along, I definitely fit in better here than I did on Granville. 
 
 Eventually I made it down to Drake, the final traffic light at the south end of the city.  Since much of Granville is a pedestrian 
mall (and a lot of what isnôt is closed off due to construction of a new subway line), traffic through downtown follows the streets 
immediately east and west of there, Howe and Seymour.  At Drake, most of the lanes of Howe angle off to form the Granville Bridge, 
which carries traffic down highway 99 (and then Interstate 5) to Seattle.  A single lane continues south on Howe from Drake, essentially 
the first exit ramp off the expressway.  My hotel was located on that exit ramp. 
 
 Crossing Howe Street to get to the hotel was easier said than done.  You can only cross at marked crosswalks in Vancouver, 

and it became quickly clear that absolutely no one jaywalks here.  There was a crosswalk at Drake Street, but the light was definitely 
timed to give Howe the primary right of way.  I waited nearly five minutes before it changed and I could cross. 
 
 My home for the next three nights was the Quality Inn at False Creek, which while not as central as Iôd thought turned out to be 
a very nice hotel.  Its location was strange, though.  The seven-floor building was built on top of a parking garage and next to an office 
building and an elegant condo tower.  It was across the street (or the exit ramp or whatever) from a Best Western and a Travelodge, 



and within two blocks of both elegant hotels and places that would rent by the either the hour or the month.  Immediately to the west 
was the Canadian headquarters of Ticketmaster.  Beyond there was ñDavie Villageò, Vancouverôs gay district.  It was filled with much 
the same stuff Iôd seen on Granville, but geared toward a different clientele.  Covenant House, the shelter for runaway youth, was two 
blocks east, on the other side of the exit complex at Seymour Street (and conveniently close to both the Granville and Davie prostitution 
zones).  Underneath the bridge approach were a self storage service and a taxi company.  One night I counted over seventy taxis 
parked outside their headquarters. 

 
View from Room 616 ï Quality Inn at False Creek, Vancouver 

 

 A very pleasant 
Hispanic woman checked me 
in efficiently.  I was redeeming 
hotel points for a free room, 
and I was pleasantly surprised 
that the reservation had gone 
through without a hitch.  She 
directed me to a brass-door 
elevator, and I made my way 
up to the sixth floor and down 
the hall to a very pleasant 
room.  The walls of the room 
were brick (interesting in a 
relatively new building), and 
the furnishings were warmly 
colored wood.  An enormous 
window looked out over the 
Granville Bridge, the condo 
towers on the old Expo site, 
and provided a nice view of 
the whole downtown area.  
(Iôm glad my room was on the 
Howe Street side, as the other 
rooms would have overlooked 
the narrow alley between the 
Quality   Inn  and   the   Ticket- 

master building.)  A Southwestern style painting hung on the wall, and the bathroom was tiled in an Indian design.  [The Southwestern 
décor was kind of strange in Canada, but it did look quite attractive.] 

 
 I took a quick shower and then set out exploring.  I walked over to Seymour (northbound highway 99) and made my way 
northward through the east side of downtown.  Most of Seymour seems to be trying hard to gentrify, but it isnôt quite there yet.  [That 
would be a good description for just about all of Vancouver that isnôt modern towers.]   It has that rough feel you often find on 

the fringes of downtown.  Nothing came across as particularly unsafe, but it wasnôt a place Iôd be rushing back to. 
 
 I turned east on Pender Street and made my way through 
Vancouverôs Chinatown.  They claim to have Canadaôs largest 
Chinatown, though Toronto made that same claimðand having seen 
both Iôd personally put my money on Torontoôs.  Thereôs a lovely gate 
at the entrance to Chinatown that is another leftover from the worldôs 
fair.  The gate marked the entrance to the Chinese pavilion at Expo 
86.  I didnôt specifically remember it from the fair, but it certainly fit in 
well in Chinatown. 
 
 Just east of Chinatown is an area I knew ahead of time 
would be seedy.  ñDowntown Eastsideò is described even by the city 
of Vancouver itself as ñCanadaôs largest skid rowò.  Iôd seen L.A.ôs 
skid row (supposedly the worldôs largest), and I must say DTES looks 
very similar to the southeast part of downtown Los Angeles.  The 
century-old buildings here are some of the most architecturally 
interesting in Vancouver, but the area has been in decline for 
decades.  Today beggars roam the streets and junkies shoot up in the 
alleys.  While this was not at all surprising in a place they called ñskid 
rowò, Iôd find in the next few days that the same things could actually 
be found all over Vancouver.  Vancouver has just about the mildest 
climate in Canada (only Victoria, on Vancouver Island, is warmer in 
winter), so it attracts homeless people from all over the country.  It  

 
Chinatown Gate ï Vancouver 

also has the same youth-oriented culture youôd find in Seattle or San Francisco, with correspondingly high rates of drug abuse.  Much 
of the city has the feeling of a ratty college town, and begging and public drug use are among many questionable activities that just 
seem to be taken for granted here. 



 I actually had a reason for coming to Downtown Eastside, though things didnôt turn out as Iôd planned.  Iôd hoped to visit the 
Vancouver Police Museum, which is housed in the former police precinct #1 near Main and Cordova, in the heart of DTES.  I found the 
new police headquarters, but I couldnôt seem to locate the museum.  Since it was getting dark and really didnôt care to just wander 
around aimlessly in such a neighborhood, I decided it would be wise to head back into more civilized environs. 
 
 I headed west on Cordova, past several missions with handwritten signs on their doors saying they were full to capacity.  I also 
passed any number of people asking if I could spare a buck or two.  The beggars in Vancouver are quite different from the population 
as a whole.  Vancouver overall is young and diverse.  About half of Vancouverites are of Asian ancestry (more than half of them first 
generation immigrants), with Anglo-Canadians (i.e.:  whites) second among the ethnic groups.  Thereôs also a surprisingly large number 
of Hispanic people in Vancouver (something I donôt really think of in Canada), and there are many recent immigrants from eastern 
Europe and the Middle East.  Unlike the city, the beggars are invariably old and white.  Pretty much all of them were gray-haired or 
bald, and every single one of them was Caucasian. 
 
 While I didnôt give Vancouverôs homeless any of my money, I was more tempted to do so there than in some other places Iôve 
been.  The ñfullò signs on the missions were a bit of a shock and made me realize that some of these people really did have no 
alternative to living on the street.  I also know from things Iôve read that thereôs an incredible shortage of affordable housing in metro 
Vancouver.  In particular, there is almost no available rental property.  Those apartment towers are all condos, for sale starting around 
half a million dollars.  If you canôt afford a down payment, they arenôt available to you. 
 
 [There has been quite a bit of controversy in my own community about rental property recently.  A couple of 
developers have been seeking zoning variances to allow them to build apartments on what currently are essentially 
abandoned lots.  The neighbors have been quite vocal in their opposition to the changes.  Essentially their argument is that 
renters will destroy the neighborhood.  To hear them talk, to be a good citizen one must be a land owner.  As a lifelong renter I 
find that attitude rather offensive, and I do wonder just where they think people who canôt afford real estate should live.] 

 
 Just west of 
Downtown Eastside is the 
nicely scrubbed and heavily 
patrolled tourist-oriented 
neighborhood of Gastown.  
Gastown was the site of the 
originally settlement of 
Granville, the place that was 
later re-named Vancouver.  
Quaint brick streets are lined 
with old buildings that have 
been re-born as pricey hotels 
($200/night minimum), 
elegant restaurants (entrees 
starting at $35), imitation 
British pubs, and countless 
gift shops.  I didnôt buy a 
thing here, but it was 
interesting to see. 
 
 I made my way to 
Waterfront Station, an 
elegant old train station that 
now serves as the downtown 
terminal for SkyTrain and 
also for commuter trains that 
run out to the distant suburbs 
(like Maple Ridge, where 
Steve and I camped when we 
went to Expo).  I made my 
way down to the subway and 
boarded an eastbound train.  
It was rush hour now, and I 
was glad to have boarded at 
the terminal.  By the time we 
got back to Granville the train 
was packed with people 
heading home from work.  

The famous steam clock in Gastown ï Vancouver, British Columbia 

 



 
One of the original era of SkyTrain cars, in the subway in downtown Vancouver 

 SkyTrain runs on an elevated guideway from the old Expo grounds through eastern Vancouver and on into the suburbs of 
Burnaby and New Westminster.  It then crosses the Fraser River on ñSkyBridgeò, the worldôs longest transit-only bridge, a cable stay 
structure that looks a lot like the new Mississippi River bridge at Burlington.  South of the Fraser is Surrey, the same place where I had 
crossed the border into Canada.  This part of Surrey is very different than the part down by the border, though.  With over 400,000 
people Surrey is the second largest city in British Columbia (trailing only Vancouver itself), and its central area comes across as more 
ñcityò than suburb.  I exited at Surrey Centre station, in the middle of a sea of office towers and condo towers.  I walked a couple blocks 
south and came out at Central City Mall, which occupies the first floor of the vertical campus of Simon Fraser University. 
 
 I had read that the Surrey Centre area was not particularly safe, and Iôd see later on TV that Surrey as a whole had the highest 
crime rate in all of Canada in 2007.  The walk from the station to the mall was uneventful, though, with the biggest danger being icy 
sidewalks.  Being inland, Surrey is just slightly colder in winter than Vancouver proper, so what was rain back at my hotel was mixed 
snow and ice out here. 
 
 I spent quite a bit of both time and money in Central City Mall.  The main place I went was Zellers, the down-market cousin of 
Hudsonôs Bay Company.  Most Zellerôs stores were at one time K-Marts, though the feeling the stores have is more like Target. 
[Interestingly, Target is entering Canada in 2013ðprimarily in locations that Zellers abandoned.  The Bay closed down all their 
Zellerôs stores in 2012.]  I bought another set of headphones so I could use my Walkman

®
 on the way home, and I also picked up the 

DVD of The Simpsons Movie which Iôd asked for but hadnôt gotten for Christmas.  [I think I watched that movie exactly once, and I 
honestly didnôt much care for it.  Eventually I hope to have a complete collection of Simpsons DVDs, though, and the movie is 
an essential part of that.]  They had a sale on underwear, so I picked up some shorts.  I also got some Sesame Sticks candy.  When 

Margaret and I were making Christmas cookies and candy while we were snowed in, one of the recipes we ran across was for this very 
product, which is basically a brittle of sesame seeds in hard candy syrup.  Itôs apparently a Polish delicacy, and Iôd enjoy snacking on it 
on the train trip home.  When I checked out the cashier (a young man from somewhere in south Asia) scoffed at my Visa card and 
pointed out that I could save almost $15 with a ñClub Zedò card.  He was quite upset that I didnôt apply for one, and I wondered what 
commission he got on those applications.  [I recently read an article about this very topic.  While itôs apparently rare that 



companies would actually give commissions for club memberships, what they do instead is tie them to employee evaluations.  
Having customers check out without using club cards reflects negatively on the cashiers at evaluation time.  The companies 
want customers to use the cards, because they generate data on customersô individual spending habits.  The stores can use 
this information themselves, but they also make money by selling the data to direct marketers.] 

 
 I went back to the SkyTrain station and caught an inbound train.  I re-crossed the river and went back a few stops to a very 
familiar station [at least by name], Metrotown.  Metrotown was the station where Steve and I boarded SkyTrain each day we went to 

the worldôs fair.  At the time it was near the end of the line, and it was a park-and-ride we could get to fairly easily. 
 
 I could pretend that the station looked familiar (though it was about as generic of a transit station as youôd find anywhere), but 
nothing else about the Metrotown area was remotely similar to how it was in ô86.  In my travelogue about the worldôs fair I described 
parking in a patch of gravel in the middle of some run-down warehouses.  The Metrotown neighborhood I saw on this trip could not be 
more different than that description.  Vancouver has been big to push what they call transit-oriented development, meaning housing 
and commercial development within walking distance of the various SkyTrain stations.  Metrotown was the first and has grown into the 
largest of these developments.  The center of the Metrotown complex today is ñThe Metropolis at Metrotownò, the largest shopping mall 
in British Columbia (and one of the ten largest in the world).  Surrounding the mall are numerous condo towers and office towers, one of 
which houses the regional government for metropolitan Vancouver.  The towers line Kingsway and Willingdon, the two major streets in 
the area and continue over to Patterson, the next SkyTrain station to the west. 
 
 Metrotown is in Burnaby, the third largest city in British Columbia.  (The capital city of Victoria, by the way, ranks fifth in the 
province.)  Metro Vancouver includes only about a dozen separate places, but most of them are bigger than Des Moines.  ñCityò is also 
an ill-defined term here, since the primary government is regional.  While there is a Vancouver city council (that can be rather fascist 
with its ñpolitically correctò ordinances), most things that affect peopleôs lives (like zoning and taxes) apply the same throughout the 
Lower Mainland region. 
 
 I made my way through the skywalk that connects Metrotown station with the mall.  I found a directory and pondered what 
route I might take past the 400+ stores on the premises.  My first stop was at a Hallmark store where I picked up a bunch of postcards.  
My brother Steve likes postcards, and since it would be dark and dreary most of the time I was in Vancouver, I figured postcards would 
give me a better memory of the scenery than any pictures I might take. 
 
 Next I went to a little stand in the middle of the hallway called Gelato Fiasco.  Itôs not hard to figure out they served gelato, that 
smooth Italian ice cream.  For $3 (plus 14% tax) I had a small dish of kiwifruit gelato that was awesome.  After dessert I went for a ñrealò 
dinnerðmuch needed, since I really hadnôt eaten since morning.  I decided to compare the chicken kabobs served at two different 
places in what they bill as ñthe worldôs largest food courtò [though, honestly, it didnôt strike me as all that big].  The first was 

Nandoôs, the South African chain Margaret and I had eaten at in London.  Nandoôs serves chicken marinated in a spicy sauce made 
from peri-peri peppers that are native to Mozambique.  For $8 I got a chicken kabob, rice, and a can of orange drink.  I wasnôt really full, 
so I also went to Opa!, a Greek food chain based in Calgary that apparently just opened a branch at the Mall of America in Minneapolis.  
[Sadly, Margaret and I tried to eat there earlier this month, and we found theyôd closedðreplaced by a Nathanôs hot dog 
franchise.]  I parted with $7 more and got another chicken kabob (this one much less spicy), together with a Greek salad and pita chips 

(a slab of pita bread that had been fried on a grill and then cut into quarters).  Nandoôs kabob was definitely superior, but the side 
dishes were better at Opa!.  The Greek salad was mainly tomato and green pepper cubes, with olives and just a few shreds of lettuce 
thrown in.  It was topped with feta cheese and served with a very tangy vinaigrette.  The pita chips were also excellent, much better 
than Nandoôs tasteless rice. 
 
 After thoroughly stuffing myself (and parting with the equivalent of $17.50 in American money, including tax), I did a bit more 
shopping.  I went to the Metrotown location of the Bay, where I bought a shirt and tie.  The two items definitely didnôt go together.  While 
the shirt came with cuff links, it was very much a casual shirt (they described it as ñclub wearòðas in to wear on a date at a night club).  
[The shirt is nice, but itôs not something I wear very often.  Itôs the wrong level of dress for most things I do.]   I wouldnôt really 
have gotten the tie at all [and I donôt remember today which tie I got at the Bay at Metrotown], except that they were having a sale 

on all their clearance merchandise where in addition to 40% off the lowest clearance price on the shirt, I could also get any clearance 
item of equal or lesser value free.    After scouring the entire store, the tie was the only other thing that remotely appealed to me. 
 
 Next I went to Chapters, which is Canadaôs answer to Borderôs or Barnes and Noble.  Itôs an enormous bookstore that has no 
problem with people drinking coffee, socializing, and reading books without buying them.  I bought a calendar Iôve got out at school and 
a CD they were pushing by two twins who were apparently the winners in Canadaôs answer to American Idol [which wasnôt bad, but 
was honestly a bit on the dull side].  I also picked up a tube of chocolate covered cherries.  These werenôt the chocolate cherries I 

normally think of.  Instead of soft, creamy centers, these were dried cherries covered in dark chocolateðsort of like elegant raisinettes.  
They were different, but really quite good. 
 
 My final stop was at The Loonie Bin.  This was a dollar store, as ñloonieò is the nickname for Canadaôs dollar coin.  While all I 
bought there was more postcards, it was interesting to sift through all the junk they had on display.  [On those rare occasions I 
happen to be in malls, I really love browsing through dollar stores.  I do get a real kick looking over all the junk.] 

 
 It was shopping at Metrotown that gave me the title for this travelogue.  All the stores, both here and throughout Vancouver, 
were having ñBoxing Week Salesò.  Boxing Day is, of course, traditional British usage for the day after Christmas.  Here, though, they 



were extending the celebration from the Feast of St. Stephen all the way through New Yearôs.  Even newscasters used the term ñboxing 
weekòðand not just in stories about shopping, but in anything that referred to the final week of December. 
 
 I had used most of the $50 in Canadian cash Iôd gotten at MSP airport last summer, so it was time to re-stock my funds.  I 
found a Bank of Montreal ATM on the lower level of the mall, beneath the food court.  The ATM asked several more questions than its 
American counterparts, but I eventually got four crisp $20 bills without a problem.  As a bonus, even though the machine said a $3.50 
fee could be assessed to ñnon-Canadian cardholdersò, when the transaction went through my account was debited for just $81.60, 
precisely the exchange rate of US$1.02 per Canadian dollar.  [I donôt think Iôve ever paid a fee at a foreign ATM.  Theyôre invariably 
the cheapest place to get cash outside the U.S.A.] 

 
 $1.02 was the official exchange rate, though stores were most often accepting U.S. currency at a discount of $1.10.  Either of 
those rates is dramatically different than what the U.S./Canadian exchange has been in recent years.  The CBC ranked the parity of the 
Canadian and U.S. dollars as their biggest news story of 2007, and given that the loonie was worth only 70Â a few years back, thatôs a 
huge leap.  As the worldôs second largest oil producer, Canadaôs currency is closely tied to energy prices.  Expectations are it will 
continue to soar unless the Canadian government takes steps to lower it (which they may, as Canadian industries like auto plants are 
suffering greatly as their products become unaffordable in the States). 
 
 Canadian money has changed a bit since the last time I was up north (and quite a bit since that trip Steve and I made out to 
Vancouver).  There are only three bills in common circulation in Canada todayðworth $5, $10, and $20.  Fives are blue, tens are 
purple, and twenties are green.  The twenty has a not too outdated picture of Queen Elizabeth, while the other bills feature early prime 
ministers of Canada.  The back of the five shows kids playing hockey, the ten shows the Peace Arch on the B.C./Washington border 
along Interstate 5, and the twenty shows a native wooden sculpture that happens to be housed in Vancouverôs Museum of 
Anthropology.  (Having two of the three scenes being from the Vancouver area was interesting to me.)  The back of each bill also 
features literary quotes from Canadian authors in both English and French.  The only poem youôre likely to recognize is ñIn Flanders 
Fieldò which accompanies the Peace Arch on the $10 bill.  The bills are extremely high tech, with holographic foil strips running along 
them in addition to all the microprinting and watermarks youôd expect on modern money. 

 
The back of the current Canadian $5 bill.  The text reads (in French and English):  The winters of my childhood were long, 

long seasons.  We lived in three placesðthe school, the church, and the skating rinkðbut our real life was in the skating rink. 

 
 Since $5 is the smallest bill, you get a lot of change in Canada.  The pennies, nickels, dimes, and quarters are essentially the 
same as theyôve always beenðthe same size, color, and shape as their American equivalents, but made of lighter metals.  [In late 
2012 they stopped producing pennies in Canada, and as of mid 2013 theyôre no longer being circulated.  Another major 
change is that by the end of 2013 all Canadian bills will be made of plastic.]  The Queen appears on the front of all those coins, 

and various wildlife (a maple leaf, a beaver, a moose, etc.) grace the back.  These days the main Canadian coins are the ñloonieò and 
ñtwonie", worth $1 and $2 respectively.  The loonie is more or less identical to the U.S. golden dollar coins (though calling the fake 
brass ñgoldò is quite a stretch in either country), while the twonie is quite similar to the bimetal two euro coin Iôd seen in France and 
Spain.  Unlike other places where high value coins are common, I will give Canada credit that the stores always seem to have sufficient 
change.  I still donôt like having a pocket full of valuable coins, but at least the system seems to work in Canada. 
 
 There was a bit of commotion as I exited the mall.  A private security guard (such people are everywhere in the Vancouver 

area) was in the process of kicking some high school kids out of the mall.  The young people were white, and the guard was south 
Asian.  One of the girls shouted at the guard as they left, ñYouôre just  _____ racist, you _____!  You wonôt even let us _____ sit in the 


