
 
 
 [UPDATE: August, 
2015—This will be a little 
different than most of the 
other old travelogues I’ve 
revised.  Normally I add 
pictures along with the 
commentary, but except for 
a few things I find online, 
that will be impossible this 
time.  That’s because the 
computer on which all my 
digital pictures were stored 
died shortly before I started 
writing this revision.  I also 
lost the original Microsoft 
Word version of this 
travelogue, so I had to 
improvise by copying the 
text from a .pdf version I had 
stored online.   The pictures 
don’t copy directly, so I had 
to incorporate them by 
doing screen captures, and 
then cropping around the 
edges.  I will still be doing a 
revision, though—adding a 
few comments in boldfaced 
enclosed in brackets to 
expand    on      what       was  

 
Snowy tarmac that was a theme of this trip (Kansas City International Airport) 

originally said.  Hopefully the end result will be similar to what my older travelogues were.] 
 

I first began planning this trip last summer. I’d accumulated a few frequent flyer miles from Northwest Airlines, though not enough 
to pay for a round-trip. I got an e-mail come-on that promoted a program Northwest had where one direction could be paid with miles and 
the other direction with cash. [As airline points have become less and less valuable, one-way redemptions have become the 
standard.]  That made things much more affordable, so I started looking at where I’d like to go. I recently put together a revision of the 

travelogue I wrote when Margaret and I headed out east on Amtrak in the summer of 2000. I really enjoyed that trip, and I thought it might 
be fun to go back there. 

 
From the beginning the plans included a side-trip to Providence, a place I’ve wanted to go to ever since writing a report about 

Rhode Island back in grade school. I had technically been to Rhode Island on that same trip with Margaret in 2000, but that was just 
passing through on the train. I’d never actually set foot in the state. I wanted to do that and find out what it was like. 

 
Almost everything for this trip was either pre-paid or free. In addition to the frequent flier miles, I’d be redeeming hotel points and 

Amtrak travel points. I’d bought a “Go Boston” card that provided pre-paid admission to all the museums and attractions I’d be visiting, I 
had prepaid my transportation on the Boston “T”, and at various times in the fall I’d bought tickets for three events I’d be seeing on the 
trip. I’d also picked up some scrip (gift cards) I could use for meals and various purchases throughout the trip. 

 
As carefully planned as it was, this turned out to be a trip that almost didn’t happen. El Niño brought horrible storms to both the 

East Coast and the Midwest, with some of the worst coming right before Christmas. Things changed a bit from what I’d planned, but I still 
managed to have a very enjoyable trip. 
 

Tuesday, December 22 

Algona, Iowa to Oskaloosa, Iowa 
 

My original plan was to leave for Christmas on Wednesday. The forecast for the whole week was horrible, though, and it 
appeared that today would be the best of a bad lot. So, after school dismissed for the holidays at 2:15 today I dashed home to get my 
mail and then set out. 



The only really bad part of today’s drive was the very first part. As I headed down U.S. 169 south of Algona, I seriously considered 
turning back and perhaps just spending Christmas at home. We’d had freezing rain and a bit of snow, which had turned to slush over ice 
on the highway. I saw a number of cars in the ditch, and two different ambulances passed me as I headed south. I was very thankful that 

just the day before I had gotten new tires for my ancient car. It handled remarkably well in the slick conditions. By keeping my transmission 
in fourth gear and the speedometer around 40 mph, I managed to make it down to Humboldt safely.  [While I’ve done a lot of it, I’m 
always somewhat scared of winter driving.  It certainly didn’t help matters that the Metro weighed nothing and was badly 
affected by wind.] 

 
It was just a bit warmer south of Humboldt. There was still wet snow in the air as I continued south to Fort Dodge, but it melted 

rather than freezing when it hit the pavement. Occasionally there would be a slick spot, but mostly things weren’t that bad. I certainly 
didn’t speed, but I did make good progress. 

 
As I headed south I had fun with my cell phone, calling home at regular intervals and leaving messages on my answering 

machine to identify my progress. It was kind of fun when I returned to play the messages and hear myself checking in from Humboldt, 
Fort Dodge, Ankeny, and Pleasantville—all en route to Oskaloosa.  [I’ve done this on some other trips as well, and it is fun to go 
through the messages.]   
 

My only stop on the way southward was in Ankeny, where I bought gas at Casey’s ($2.339, the cheapest I’ve seen for quite 
some time) and had dinner at Panera. I had a Greek salad and vegan black bean soup, both of which were excellent. 
 

I had a bit of a surprise when I exited from I-35 onto I-80 just north of Des Moines. They’ve re-built the “mixmaster” where those 
two freeways (and also I-235) come together, so the route was completely unfamiliar. While the new interchange is no longer a cloverleaf, 
it still has a very tight hairpin curve, and there was ice on the curve that made it even harder to negotiate. I said a little prayer when I was 
headed eastward again. 

 
The surface on I-80 was fine, but not everyone driving was aware of that. I got behind someone who was doing 45 in a 65mph 

zone on the six-lane highway. Unfortunately I was taking the next exit, so I couldn’t really pass. I exited onto the east beltway and then 
took highway 163 down to Oskaloosa. It was raining, and the road was wet. In southern Iowa the temperature was well above freezing, 
though, so there was no problem at all driving. I made my way southeastward and arrived at Paul and Nancy’s around 6:45pm. 

 
We chatted until well into the evening. Then Margaret and I headed across the highway to the Red Carpet Inn, where she had 

made a reservation for the extra night we’d be in town. As far as I could tell, there was only one other guest (a trucker) in a fairly large 
motel. The Red Carpet Inn isn’t a terrible place, but it’s definitely seen its better days. Some of the furnishings and plumbing are sort of 
gerry-rigged, and the whole place has a rather worn feeling about it. It was cheap, though ($40 for the two of us), so I couldn’t complain.  
[I think Margaret liked the Red Carpet Inn better than I did.  The price was certainly right, but I really didn’t care for the place at 
all.] 

 

Wednesday, December 23 

Oskaloosa and nearby areas, Iowa 
 

I didn’t sleep at all well last night. I just tossed and turned. Partly that was due to an uncomfortable bed, and partly it was worrying 
about my upcoming trip—which the forecast made it seem would be very unlikely to happen. I was not in a good mood when I got up, 
and the motel’s breakfast certainly did nothing to brighten my day. It consisted primarily of toast, or rather cheap bread that could be 
toasted. The bread was accompanied by squeeze bottles of grape jelly and margarine that had come from Wal-Mart. The jelly bottle was 
designed to rest upside-down, with its lid at the bottom rather than the top. I’ve seen bottles of catsup like that before, but it was the first 
time I’d seen a jelly jar with that design. Then again, squeezable jelly is rather alien to me all together. The squeezable margarine (another 
item I’d never even consider buying) had its cap in the normal position, but they had purposely turned it upside-down, presumably so it 
would match the jelly. 

 
In addition to toast they served weak coffee, milk and pre-made Tang®—that’s right, not actual orange juice, but instead the stuff 

the astronauts drank. I think I was a teenager the last time I had Tang®, and I didn’t even know they made the stuff these days (and in 
fact this was very likely a knock-off of the original). I must say, too, that when I was a teenager, I put in about three times as much powder 
as the Red Carpet Inn did in theirs. The stuff they served was weak and really dreadful. 

 
There had been light rain most of the night, but apparently the temperature had gotten down just enough for some of it to freeze. 

The access road leading to the motel was very icy, and there was a slight hill at the end of it that I had more than a little trouble making 
my way up. I ended up sliding back to some bare gravel and then gunning my engine to get past the ice. 

 
We spent the day visiting with Paul and Nancy and accompanying them on various errands. In particular Paul (who works with 

Hispanic ministry in the United Methodist Church) was in the process of moving the “sanctuary” for a new congregation in a trailer park 
in Ottumwa from one beat up mobile home to another. We helped him move the furnishings and accessories, and we accompanied him 
as he arranged to have power hooked up in the new location. He also would be filling in at the pulpit for a vacationing minister who serves 
Bloomfield and a nearby rural church, and we spent some time scoping out where those churches were. We closely followed directions 
to the rural church, but ended up in the middle of nowhere, not at all near any church. It turned out the church was in a little town north of 
Bloomfield; what the directions were to none of us had any clue. 
 



Lunch was at a nice little Mexican restaurant (Mi Ranchito) in downtown Oskaloosa, and Nancy made a collection of soups for 
dinner. Paul and Nancy’s daughter Rachel arrived in the afternoon. The school she works at west of Des Moines was not scheduled to 
get out early for the holiday, but they did dismiss early due to weather. Rachel said the roads were all right, though, and she made it down 
without a problem. 

 
In the evening Paul and Nancy had two different versions of A Christmas Carol playing on different TVs. It was kind of fun to 

contrast the differences between them. I mostly paid attention to the 1984 George C. Scott version (what I call “the IBM version”, because 
the computer giant sponsored the TV broadcasts of the movie for years). That version, which is quite faithful to Dickens’ novella, is easily 
my favorite of the many movie adaptations.  [I really love A Christmas Carol; reading the book and/or watching various adaptations 
is a necessary part of the holidays for me.  Many of the movie and stage versions leave out a lot of Dickens’ lengthy descriptions, 
but the George C. Scott version does a good job of conveying them—both through words and cinematography.  It also has 
wonderful background music.] 

 
I had made reservations for the next two nights at Oskaloosa’s Comfort Inn, which is located next to a Wal-Mart at the far west 

edge of town. While it’s not a bad hotel, it’s extremely overpriced. They charged more than double what the Red Carpet did. I wouldn’t 
have thought twice about paying $60 or $65 a night for the place, but $86 (plus tax—and that was with a AAA discount) was more than a 
bit excessive. That might not be a bad price in a city, but it’s really high for small-town Iowa. Fortunately I’d bought scrip cards ahead of 
time, so while I did have to pay the bill, so I didn’t have to put it on my credit card or come up with cash to cover it. The Comfort Inn was 
nearly as empty as the Red Carpet, and I’d be willing to bet their prices had something to do with that.  [I have no idea why, but small 
Midwestern towns are among the most expensive places for hotels.  Minneapolis and Chicago are invariably cheaper than 
Oskaloosa, Decorah, or Algona.] 

 

Thursday, December 24 

Oskaloosa, Iowa 
 

The Comfort Inn bragged that their breakfast featured a waffle bar, something that’s becoming all the rage at just about every 
mid-range hotel these days. I suppose it’s a low-cost way they can make their breakfast seem something more than “continental”.  While 
they certainly beat toast and Tang®, I can’t say do-it-yourself waffles strike me as anything to brag about. I did have one, but I really 
preferred the yogurt they also had (which happened to be mislabeled as to what flavor it was), and I would have loved to have some fruit 
or perhaps some bacon.  [The ubiquitous waffle bar was the first step mid-range hotels took in upgrading their breakfasts.  Today 
most are required by the franchise companies to serve at least one hot item.  The good version of that is bacon and eggs, but 
too often it means biscuits and gravy.] 

 
Joining us at breakfast were just about the only other guests in the hotel, an elderly couple from Phoenix who were visiting their 

children and grandchildren. I basically just finished my breakfast, but Margaret had quite a visit with the old man. 

 
Scan from the Christmas Eve edition of USA Today 

 
 I was growing more and more 
worried about my trip. I was all but 
certain my flight out of Mason City would 
be cancelled, and I wasn’t at all sure I 
could make it up there top begin with. If 
I couldn’t make the trip, I’d be out 
several hundred dollars from the other 
stuff that had already been paid for. 
Fortunately, Northwest Airlines was 
being very kind to those affected by the 
storm. I noticed on their website that 
they were waiving change fees for 
customers whose flights were to or from 
the Midwest. Those customers could 
rebook their flights with other itineraries 
(other locations or other dates) without 
additional cost. That really is quite a 
deal. On most affordable airplane 
tickets, the penalty for a last minute 
change is nearly as much as the value 
of the ticket. Waving that fee—even 
before a flight was actually cancelled—
meant I just might be able to find 
something that would work.  [While I 
didn’t know it at the time, waiving the 

change fees is actually very common when severe weather hits.  The airlines would rather get as many changes as possible 
taken care of ahead of time than try to deal with thousands of irate people at the last minute.] 

 
While visiting through the morning I spent a lot of time on my computer, checking just about every possible variation on flights 

to Boston. My first thought was to delay the flight out of Mason City for one or two days.  That was literally impossible. Flights out of there 



had been cancelled for the past two days, and passengers from those flights had been rebooked—meaning there were no available seats 
out of MCW for over a week. I also tried flights out of Des Moines and Cedar Rapids, but they were also booked solid. There was space 
available if I wanted to drive all the way up to Minneapolis, but I wasn’t sure it would be possible to do that. 
 

Finally I found something that seemed more possible, a routing out of Kansas City. While K.C. was getting heavy snow today, 
that snow was supposed to taper off Christmas day. It seemed more likely that I’d encounter passable roads heading south than north, 
and flying out of a major airport there was a better chance the flight would actually happen. 

 
There was one catch. The “cash plus miles” with which I had booked my original itinerary was no longer available. As part of 

Northwest’s merger with Delta, they’d completely done away with that program [though it has since become Delta’s standard 
redemption plan]. There wouldn’t be a penalty to make the change, but I would have to pay the difference in fare—which was about 

$200. I would, however, get the miles I’d paid back, and I’d earn miles for this flight; the combination might allow me to make another trip 
for free in the future.  [In fact, I’d redeem them for a trip to New York the following summer.] 

 
I thought for just a minute and then entered my credit card number. My Mason City—Minneapolis—Detroit—Boston itinerary 

was cancelled, and I was rebooked to fly out of Kansas City. The outbound routing was two legs of the same flight; flight #7270 originated 
in Kansas City, stopped in Detroit, and then continued on to Boston. By booking at the last minute, though, I had two different seats for 
the two legs of the flight. In Detroit I’d have to move forward about ten rows. 

 
I was relieved to make the change, since it seemed the only way this trip could actually happen. Even so, given the forecast was 

bad even for Missouri, I wasn’t certain I’d be traveling. It was the best hope, though. 
 
Nancy made a wonderful lunch today. It was sandwiches made that were basically made with pot roast. The meat was really 

delicious, unexpectedly savory. I made a pig of myself and had three sandwiches.  [She’s served that dish—essentially “pulled beef” 
sandwiches—at other Christmases as well, and it’s been equally good each time.] 

 

John and Janet arrived in the afternoon, as did Paul’s son Tim, and we all had a nice visit. Just shortly before Christmas I’d 
bought on Amazon a CD featuring the old radio version of A Christmas Carol with Ronald Coleman as Scrooge. My parents used to have 
that version on old 78-rpm records. I remember listening to the scratchy old records repeatedly, and John and Paul essentially had them 
memorized. It was a treat to listen to this version again. 

 
Another highlight of the afternoon came from Rachel. She had spent part of the summer on a mission project in Nigeria, and she 

showed us a PowerPoint presentation of pictures she’d taken on her trip. Nigeria is a place I know almost nothing about, and it was 
fascinating to see her slides and hear her tell about the trip.  [I remember doing a web search for the place Rachel had gone, a city 
called Jalingo that is the capital city of a state in southeast Nigeria.  I was appalled at the time to find that there was almost no 
information online about the place.  Six years later the Wikipedia article on Jalingo (which has over 100,000 people) is still just 
a single sentence.  The most prominent information about Jalingo on the internet is from the United Methodist Church, 
describing the orphanage, clinic, and school where Rachel did her service work.] 

 

We had chili for dinner and spent much of the early evening watching all the different cancellations crawl across the TV. The 
weather was apparently horrible everywhere north and west of here. I’m not sure I’d ever known churches to cancel Christmas Eve 
services before, but dozens were all across Iowa. 

 
In Oskaloosa it was still just raining, with the temperature well into the 30s, so there was no need for anything local to be 

cancelled. I joined Paul’s Hispanic congregation at Central UMC in Oskaloosa for Christmas Eve. While singing the Spanish words to 
traditional English Christmas carols was no easy task (they have impossibly many syllables for too few notes), it was really quite a nice 
service. I was surprised at how well I followed Paul’s Spanish sermon. He began by recalling a Christmas back in the ‘70s when we 
surprised our mother with the gift of a color TV (“un televisor de colores”). He used that as a springboard to talk about God’s gift to us at 
Christmas. With a handful of Anglos joining the Mexicans and Peruvians, the congregation filled the small chapel where they hold the 
Spanish services. There were twenty-six people in all. 

 
After church Margaret and I spent a while looking through a display of themed Christmas trees they had throughout the 

Oskaloosa church. I really don’t care much for decorating with a theme, but some of these trees were quite nice. After looking over the 
display we went back to the Comfort Inn, where we both got a good night’s sleep. 
 

Friday, December 25 

Oskaloosa, Iowa to Kansas City, Missouri 
 

We were up fairly early and killed quite a bit of time in the hotel room. There was an interesting show on some cable network 
about over-the-top outdoor Christmas decorations. Apparently in Richmond, Virginia they have an official “tacky lights tour” that covers 
all the grand displays. Each must have at least 20,000 lights to even be considered, and some have literally hundreds of thousands of 
bulbs. Their electric bills are astronomical. I remember when I was a kid that some people down the street from us always had a yard full 
of lights; their display wouldn’t even compare to these. They interviewed some of the people who put up all the lights, and they mostly 
see it as a year-long labor of love. While all the displays would qualify as tacky (particularly for mixing religious and secular themes), 
some were attractive and others were downright hideous. I can’t say I cared for most of them, but it was certainly interesting to see. For 



myself, I’ll keep to outlining the windows, the same thing I’ve done every year since I was in college. That and a small tree are the extent 
of my holiday lights. 

 
The first result in an image search for “over-the-op Christmas lights”. 

[The show of that name apparently aired on DIY Network, which is where this photo came from.] 

Snow was predicted overnight, but so far it was just rain. There had been a bit of freezing on car windshields, but the roads still 
seemed to be in decent shape. Just as we were arriving at Paul’s, though, the snowflakes began falling. 

 
 We had a nice breakfast at Paul’s, 
with delicious cinnamon rolls highlighting the 
spread. We then spent much of the morning 
opening gifts. It was mostly Rachel who 
played Santa Claus this year, distributing the 
gifts to all the rest of us. My siblings were 
very generous, and I scored far more loot 
than I deserved. 
 
 Something that has become a 
tradition for the Burrows most Christmases is 
the old Victorian tradition of Christmas 
crackers [a tradition borrowed straight 
from A Christmas Carol]. This year we had 

more than enough of them, as both Paul and 
I had bought multiple sets. We all wore our 
paper crowns, laughed at the stupid (and 
often very British) jokes (What is the best 
year for a kangaroo? … a leap year), and 
played with the silly little toys inside. It made 
a fun as we opened presents.  

Opening gifts on Christmas morning 

We  finished opening  gifts about 10:30,  and I left almost immediately. I felt a bit awkward  heading out even before Christmas 



dinner, but it was snowing harder, and I wanted to do my driving in daylight. I packed up my car, said goodbye to everyone, and was on 
my way.  [I’d forgotten that I hadn’t stuck around for dinner.  It’s probably the only time I’ve been with family at a holiday that I 
wasn’t there for the meal.] 

 
There isn’t really a good way to get from Oskaloosa to Kansas City. The four-lane that goes past Paul’s hometown runs northwest 

and southeast, while K.C. lies to the southwest. I followed Paul’s advice to angle over to Albia on state highways and then  take U.S. 34 
west to Osceola. I’m not sure if that was a good route or a bad one, but it’s the one I took. The first part was not too bad.  There was snow 
and blowing snow, but not much of anything on the road south of Oskaloosa. Highway 34 was snow-covered between Albia and Chariton, 
but it was still in adequate condition. Once I passed Chariton, though, the highway was truly awful. They’d obviously had freezing rain 
overnight, and it had snowed fairly hard through the morning. The temperature was right around freezing, and that left a thick pile of slush 
on the road, with ice beneath it. It was slick, and as I drove other cars constantly splashed gunk up on my windshield. Unfortunately the 
windshield washer on the driver’s side was frozen, so it became hard to see as well as drive. 

 
I stopped at a Casey’s convenience store in Osceola, where I used a gift card my niece Rachel had given me to buy gas. I 

thoroughly cleaned the windshield, though soon enough it was again in sad shape. I set off again and a few miles later turned onto 
Interstate 35, which I figured couldn’t be any worse than the road I was leaving. 
 

The highway departments in both Iowa and Missouri said travel was not recommended, but I-35 was open in both states. That 
contrasts with I-80 and I-29, both of which had long sections closed on Christmas. (It would take three days before I-29 was open between 
St. Joseph and Council Bluffs.) In Iowa they’d plowed the right lane in each direction fairly well, while letting snow accumu late in the left 
lane. Traffic was mostly going 45 – 50 mph, and that seemed about right for the conditions. Occasionally there would be good spots 
where I could go 55 mph for a mile or more, and in other places there’d be drifts that slowed me down below 40. I was  actually pleased 
that traffic was moving slowly. One of my biggest fears was what so often happens on interstates in winter: vehicles going a vast array of 
speeds all at the same time. 
 

Missouri plowed its roads differently. There both lanes were always plowed, but there was a bit of accumulated snow that made 
the whole highway a little bit slippery. Wherever there was a bridge or protected area, there would be drifts across the road, and 
periodically there would be sheet ice where the pavement lost most of its traction. I could almost always tell where the ice was, because 
there would be cars that had gone off the road into the median. I certainly felt sorry for those drivers on Christmas day, but it was good 
to see the cars and get a bit of advanced warning. The icy and drifted patches came frequently enough that the whole distance across 
Missouri I never shifted out of fourth gear. I also never once touched my brakes between Osceola and Kansas City. 

 
The new tires seemed to handle well, but I wasn’t about to tempt fate. There was a stiff wind from the west, and that only added 

to the “excitement” as I drove southward.  In Missouri they had a series of flashing signs at the side of the road, the sort of thing you’d 
see in a construction zone. These kept flashing “ICE AND SNOW – TAKE IT SLOW”, calling attention to the obvious. About forty miles 
north of Kansas City was one of those permanent digital signs they often use to warn of traffic tie-ups. Today it said “BLIZZARD WARNING 
– AVOID UNNECESSARY TRAVEL”. You could argue back and forth as to whether this trip was necessary, but by the time I was that 
far south, I certainly wasn’t about to turn back. 
 

I continued to leave messages on my answering machine. Today I traced my progress as I passed through Oskaloosa, Eddyville, 
Albia, Osceola, Lamoni, and Cameron, Missouri (I think—it was unclear on the recording). 

 
The worst part of the drive was in Kansas City itself. I-35 enters from the northeast, while the airport is about twenty-five miles 

to the west. I exited onto a state highway that led to the beltway (I-435) and headed west at the north end of the metro area. There I took 
city streets into an office park by the airport where my hotel was located. At either end of every exit ramp there was a big pile of snow like 
you see when a city plow blocks someone’s driveway after a storm. The state highway had a solid cover of snow that had been ground 
down by traffic. I-435 is six lanes wide, but only a path one-lane wide (roughly where the center lane would be, but snaking all over the 
place) had been plowed—and that path was rapidly drifting in on both sides. The city streets by the airport had about two inches of loose 
snow on top of a solid base beneath, and every corner had another pile of snow that had been plowed from a cross street but not removed. 
 

They hadn’t actually gotten all that much snow in Kansas City (seven or eight inches, according to reports), but they’re not used 
to dealing with real quantities of snow at all. In Minnesota or northern Iowa they’d clear off eight inches of snow quickly, but in Missouri it 
really paralyzed them. The difference is that in Missouri they just push the snow around, while up north we remove it. You don’t see those 

piles at intersections in Algona, because in residential neighborhoods it’s blown into mounds in people’s yards (sometimes sprayed with 
water to keep it from blowing) and in commercial areas they truck it off. 

 
I got more familiar than I cared to with the streets east of the airport, because I couldn’t locate the hotel where I was staying. I 

must have driven past a dozen other lodging establishments. I remember Super 8, Hyatt, Microtel, Holiday Inn, Holiday Inn Express, Days 
Inn, Residence Inn, Embassy Suites, Hilton, Best Western, Sheraton, and Radisson (that’s a dozen—right, and I know there were others), 
but the Fairfield Inn was nowhere to be found. I drove round and round on just about every street in the area and kept coming back to the 
corner of 112th and Ambassador, where a BP and a Conoco station (both closed for the holiday) faced each other.   

 
Eventually I stopped at one of the gas stations and got out my computer, where all the hotel information was stored. I checked 

that I’d followed the directions correctly (I had), and then called the phone number. A young man answered with the cumbersome greeting, 
“It’s a great day at the Fairfield Inn and Suites—Northwest/Kansas City International Airport”.   [This greeting is apparently required 
by the corporate people at Marriott.  I’ve heard it at hotels in Ohio and Minnesota as well.]  When he went on to ask how he could 

serve me, I explained that I had a reservation and that I couldn’t find the hotel. He clarified my position and gave me easy directions (turn 
left at the Super 8) to get to his hotel.  It turned out the Fairfield Inn was easily visible from I-29, but having come from 435, it was not in 



plain view. The sign for the street it was on had been hit by a car (I gather not during the storm, but some time before), so there was no 
indication of where to turn.  The clerk was apologetic about things, and he checked me in quickly.  [It’s amazing how many hotels are 

 
David Burrow’s Chevy Metro in the snowy lot of the 

Kansas City Airport Fairfield Inn 

awkward to get to.  No one is going to 
say in their directions that you 
should turn at a different hotel, but 
that’s really what you need to know.] 

 
 I decided to take advantage of 
the Fairfield Inn’s park-and-fly plan. For 
$20 (on top of the $60 AAA rate I’d 
booked), they offered up to ten days of 
parking and a free shuttle to the airport. 
Parking was quite limited in the lot, and 
a lot of the previous park-and-fly cars 
were snowed in, but I couldn’t imagine 
things would be any better at the airport. 
Parking would have been a lot more 

expensive there, too—between $12 and 
$18 a day. 
 
 Once I was parked I really 
didn’t want to move my car, so I just 
settled in to the hotel. Even if it hadn’t 
been Christmas, I would have had to 
drive a distance to find something to eat; 
there were no restaurants of any sort 
nearby. There weren’t even any vending 
machines in the hotel, just a severely 
overpriced “suite store” that had such 
selections    as    microwaveable   ramen 

noodles for $3 a cup. I passed on that and just munched on stocking stuffer candy for my holiday supper.  [Several hotels have gone 
to this sort of vending, which I really dislike.  The selection is invariably limited and overpriced, and I find it annoying to have 
to deal with a person just to buy a can of pop.] 

 
I called Paul and Margaret, went down to the hotel business center and printed out the ticket for a hockey game I’d be going to 

later in the trip, and then settled in to watch TV. The big news tonight was the attempted bombing of a plane heading from Amsterdam to 
Detroit by a man who had hid explosives in his underwear. Given that my itinerary called for a layover in the Motor City, I wondered what 
security would be like at the airport. There wasn’t much I could do about it, though, so I just went to bed. 

 

Saturday, December 26, 2009 

Kansas City, Missouri to Revere, Massachusetts 
 

I was up around 6am and spent quite a while finishing my packing. I had bags and bags with me, because I basically had a trip 
inside a trip (and one that got a day longer than planned by leaving home early). For the flight to Boston I was just taking a single carry-
on, so I had to make sure it had what I needed and everything else went out to the car.  [I actually pack multiple bags like this fairly 
often when I travel—one for the “bookends” of the trip, and one for the middle.] 

 
Fairfield Inns provide a nice complimentary breakfast. In addition to the ubiquitous waffles, they have a nice selection of fruit and 

also hot items. Today’s microwave surprise was called a “Pocket Partner”. Its name made more sense in Spanish, which  appeared on 
the label as “empanada de huevo y chorizo” (essentially sausage and egg turnover). It was surprisingly good and quite filling. 
 

The shuttle ride to the airport took no time at all. The Fairfield Inn is literally across I-29 from the airport property, and it’s less 
than a mile to the terminal. After expecting a madhouse at security, there was literally no line at all. I got a quick pat-down in addition to 
walking through the metal detector, but that only took a few seconds. I’d even committed a cardinal sins in the flight world (I’d forgotten 
to take my laptop and my bag of liquid toiletries out of the carry-on so they could be individually inspected), but they didn’t even mention 
it. Before I knew it I was in the departure lounge.  [I don’t think MCI is a hub for any airline, so it’s a smaller airport than might be 
expected for a city as large as Kansas City.] 

 
It was good I had eaten hearty at the hotel, because there wasn’t any opportunity to do that—or much of anything else—at the 

airport. Kansas City International (MCI to the FAA, though the airport officials often refer to the place as KCI) is one of the dullest airports 
I’ve ever been to. The biggest reason for that is that the airport is divided up into dozens of tiny little waiting areas. Each has just a few 
gates and is served by its own dedicated security checkpoint. That’s probably part of the reason security went so quickly, but  it meant 
that once I’d passed through there was almost nothing there. The only business in the area I was at was a coffee bar, and it wouldn’t 
open until 9:00. There was no gift shop, no newsstand, nothing. If I wanted any of those, I’d have to leave the area and go back through 
security to re-enter—definitely more trouble than it was worth. 
 



There was one redeeming feature that kept MCI from zooming to the bottom of my list of airports. The place offers free wireless 
internet. Pretty much every airport has wi-fi available, but usually it’s at a ridiculous charge (frequently ten or fifteen bucks a day, when a 
month of residential service doesn’t cost much more than that). The city of Kansas City has decided to provide the service free, and I had 
no problem taking advantage of it. I e-mailed the family on my progress thus far. Paul responded almost immediately, and we proceeded 
to e-mail each other back and forth. We had an almost real-time conversation by e-mail.  [The e-mail conversation from the airport 
really was quite fun.  These days more and more airports are providing free internet access.]   

 

The internet also allowed me to check on the status of my flight, which was originally listed as “on time” but then delayed about 
an hour. I found the incoming aircraft was arriving from Minneapolis, and it had been delayed by weather up there. It had taken off, though, 
and on the Northwest website I could track its progress on a map. When I first checked it was right over Fort Dodge, and I followed it to 
east of Omaha and then down by St. Joseph. 

 
I was almost alone at the gate when I arrived, 

but other passengers gradually filled the area. A college 
athlete sat down right next to me. His sweats, jacket, and 
duffel bag identified him as #40 from the Davidson 
College basketball team. We did little more than 
acknowledge  each other at  the  airport,   but  I  took  a   

 

minute  and  found  out 
about   the kid later.   It 
turns out his name is  
Clint Mann, and he was 
a high school stand-out 
in Kansas who 
originally signed with 
Iowa State University. 
He switched to 
Davidson, a small 
Presbyterian school in 
Charlotte, because he 
felt he’d have more of a 
chance to play there.  
That doesn’t seem to 
have been the  case  so  

 

 
ABOVE & LEFT: Basketball player Clint Mann 

(Left from Davidson College website; above from ISU website) 

far, as he’s yet to play this season, while he had been playing at ISU.  One thing I’ll say, the kid was definitely built like a power forward.  
kept imagining the giant trying to fit into a coach seat on the plane.  [Of course I had to look up Clint Mann while writing this revision. 
He was apparently red-shirted during the ’09-’10 season, but he played three more seasons for Davidson after that and was the 
team captain as a senior.   Davidson won their conference championship and made the NCAA playoffs twice, losing to big-name 

 
Clint Mann in 2015 

teams Marquette and Louisville.  On his Twitter account, Mann describes himself 
as a “former Davidson player”, but the bulk of the account still revolves around 
the team.  Davidson apparently won the conference again in 2015, after having 
been picked to finish last at the start of the season, and it was clear Mann was at 
least as excited as when he was on the winning teams himself.  Mann (who, by 
the way, was 6’7” tall) graduated from Davidson with honors and is now in law 
school.  His professional profile on LinkedIn says he had an internship at a law 
firm in Kansas City this past summer.] 
 

 Also at Gate #59 was a young couple with a child who had just turned ten 
weeks old. Dad was proud as could be of his daughter and almost overly deferential to 
his wife. The kid was remarkably well behaved, and it was kind of fun watching them.  
About the time our flight was originally scheduled to take off the coffee bar finally 
opened. I bought some overpriced brew ($2.69 for a tiny cup) and nursed it while I waited 
for the plane to arrive. Eventually it did, and they turned it around almost immediately let 
us board for Detroit. I was seated in the bulkhead row (row 5), and oddly they let that 
row board at the same time as first class. Next to me was a father with a toddler carrying 
a toddler in his arms. The kid was fairly well behaved, but annoying nonetheless. 

 

We ended up leaving the gate about an hour behind schedule. The pilot told me the delay had been because of a lengthy deicing 
line in Minneapolis. There was some padding built into the schedule, but we’d still get to Detroit about forty minutes late. I wasn’t worried, 
though, because the same flight was set to continue for Boston, so I figured I’d either stay on the plane (just switching seats) or at worst 
go out to the terminal and re-board from there. I didn’t really care if I got to Boston late, just that I got there. 

 
I spent most of the flight (and the flight to Boston and part of the return trip, for that matter) reading a book called Revere Beach 

Elegy. This is the autobiography of Roland Merullo, an author about my age who grew up two blocks away from the hotel where I’d be 
staying for most of this trip. It’s basically a story of transitions, those in his father’s life and in his own. His father, an Italian immigrant, 
went from being a construction worker to being a government bureaucrat to finally fulfilling his lifelong dream of becoming a lawyer (at an 
age when most people would be retired). The author himself began life as a working class kid in a dumpy suburb and then won a 
scholarship to an upscale prep school. After majoring in Russian at Brown University he entered the Peace Corps and went to Micronesia, 
and later worked for the State Department in the Soviet Union. He returned to Boston and did all sorts of odd jobs (the best of which was 



 
Loading luggage on a snowy tarmac 

Kansas City International Airport 

apparently driving a cab) and 
eventually married, moved to 
rural western Massachusetts, 
and became a writer. While I’d 
never heard of him (and 
bought the book only because 
it was set in what would be my 
“home” for this trip), he’s 
published a wide range of 
books (mostly fiction) that have 
apparently been quite 
successful. I mention the book 
on this flight because the 
father sitting next to me was 
apparently reading it over my 
shoulder. At one point he 
made a comment about the 
book, which he apparently 
liked a lot. I won’t say I’ve 
never read anything over 
another person’s shoulder. I’m 
pretty sure it’s always been a 
newspaper or magazine rather 
than a book, though, and I 
don’t think I’ve ever called 
attention to my illicit reading 
with conversation. 

 
 We landed in Detroit 
uneventfully and pulled up to  

Gate 51. Just as they opened the door, the flight attendant announced, “For those passengers continuing to Boston, there has been a 
gate change. Your aircraft will be departing from Gate 6.” Apparently they’d wanted the flight to arrive in Boston on time, so they’d changed 
the plane for the other leg. That change, though (particularly with changing the gate to one so distant) made it pretty much impossible 
that I could make the flight. In fact, just as I went through jetway I heard them announce the final boarding call, “All passengers for Boston 
should be on board.” Terminal A at Detroit International Airport is literally a mile long. They have moving walkways a tram that connects 
the ends of the terminal, but even at top speed, it takes about ten minutes to get from Gate 51 to Gate 6.   
 

The plane was still there when I arrived at Gate 6, but they’d closed the jetway which meant it was impossible for any other 
passengers to board. There were two of us at the gate who had missed the flight, me and a young businesswoman. I politely explained 
to the woman at the gate that I’d missed the continuation of my flight because of the gate change, while the businesswoman said she just 
couldn’t understand how they could close the gate and not let her on. I was quickly re-booked on a flight leaving an hour and a half later 
(I think the flight I’d originally been scheduled on, had I flown out of Mason City). I even had an exit row seat, with extra legroom. The 
businesswoman just stood there and argued that they should open the door and let her on board. She basically implied the airline should 
re-do their whole schedule to benefit her. I left before she resolved anything, but I’d be amazed if she got re-booked that day. As the old 
cliché goes you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. 
 

Being bumped to the later flight gave me a bit of time to wander around the airport. DTW is far from the world’s most exciting 
airport, but it’s way better than Kansas City. It was interesting to pick up the Detroit Free Press and get a local perspective on the bombing 
attempt here yesterday. I also used part of a gift card my nephew Tim had given me to buy a calendar at a Borders store at the airport.   
[The Borders chain went out of business not long after this trip.]  Then I had a late lunch at Popeye’s, the New Orleans-based fast 

food place that is now found pretty much anywhere there’s a large black population. I had their Garden District chicken salad, which was 
excellent. It was an interesting tossed salad (not just lettuce, but lots of different vegetables) with bits of chicken breast scattered on top 
of it. It came with a Cajun vinaigrette that had just enough kick to be interesting. While I was amused to have Cajun seasoning on 
something named after the Garden District (where the richer and less spicy Creole cuisine would prevail), it made an excellent lunch.  
[I’ve been to several Popeyes since this trip, but I have yet to encounter another one that served salads.  That’s too bad, because 
this one really was outstanding.] 

 
The replacement flight left right on time at 3:25pm. I was in Row 13, on the aisle of the “3” side of a 2 – 3 aircraft. My seatmates 

were the stage manager for the touring company of some Broadway show I’d never heard of and her boyfriend who had some technical 
job for the show. Apparently they’d just closed in Grand Rapids and the show would be opening next in Aurora (I saw a traveling company 
do Footloose at Aurora’s Paramount Theatre many years ago). There was a three-day window between performances, and they were 
using that time to visit the boyfriend’s family in suburban Boston. The stage manager was from New York, and she obviously felt Boston 
was the sticks. I can only imagine her opinion of Grand Rapids and Aurora. 
 

I’d love to know how much these people earn. It’s obviously not small change. The couple had traveled a lot, and the woman 
mentioned in passing that the next time they go to London they should consider the seats on British Airways that convert into flat beds 
so they can arrive refreshed instead of jetlagged. The boyfriend objected that they were too expensive, pointing out that they cost around 
$3000 each. “Well we should still look into it,” was the woman’s only response. 
 



While the schedule allowed more than two hours between Detroit and Boston, in reality the flight takes about an hour and a half. 
We landed right at 5pm and were officially at the gate at 5:18. The flight arrived in a satellite area, so I had a long underground walk to 
reach the main terminal. I walked to the hotel shuttle point (basically a shelter in the median between parts of the terminal  access road) 
and called my hotel from there. It took about twenty-five minutes for the shuttle to arrive, and after it did we had to circle back to pick up 
another passenger. We then went to the other airport terminals, eventually picking up a full load. It reminded me of my arrival in Honolulu 
last summer. 
 

Most annoying among the fellow passengers were an overdressed woman and her spoiled brat son. Both of them talked at the 
top of their lungs about nothing in particular. It struck me as odd that they should be staying at a Comfort Inn, because their dress identified 
them as people more likely to be at a Hyatt or a Marriott.  [Margaret and I often get a laugh reading through the negative reviews of 
hotels on TripAvdisor.  This woman is struck me as precisely the kind of person who would write a scathing review of a cheap 
hotel, simply because it didn’t’ have five-star amenities.] 

 
The shuttle driver was a young Hispanic man named Juan who spoke on his intercom to a woman in English and to a man in 

Spanish. It made me wonder whether he was employed by the hotel or by an outside service. When he wasn’t talking we were treated 
to the latest Latin music on his radio. 
 

There is one hotel (a Hilton) right at Boston’s Logan Airport, but while a lot of other hotels have “airport” in their name, none of 
them is really very close. Juan had probably left the hotel right when I called, because even in good traffic it’s about twenty minutes away. 
We went through a series of impossibly tight exit ramps to get from the airport loop road to Highway 1-A (the old route of U.S. 1), the 
main drag northeast of Boston. The area around the airport is mostly industrial, with some seedy adult-oriented businesses thrown in. 
Beyond there is a pretty generic suburban strip mixed with older residential areas. There are periodic traffic circles and streets that 
intersect at odd angles. The hotel website had very complicated driving directions from the airport, and I was very glad that I didn’t have 
to follow them. 

 
I was staying at the Comfort Inn and Suites—
Logan Airport, which is located in Revere, 
Massachusetts. The town was originally named 
Runny Marsh (and there’s still a school of that 
name across the street from the hotel), so it was 
definitely a step up to assume the name of a local 
patriot. Revere is an old working class suburb, 
similar to Cicero or Des Plaines in Chicagoland. 
It’s been home to immigrants for generations—first 
Italians, Russians, and Portuguese, and more 
recently Brazilians, Colombians, and Mexicans. 
About half of Revere is foreign-born, and most of 
the rest are only a generation or two removed. 
Revere’s reputation in greater Boston appears to 
vary between “working class trash” and “salt of the 
earth”, and my bet is both are true. 
 
 This particular Comfort Inn is a very nice 
hotel, and it’s definitely a hotel rather than a motel. 

It’s located just north of a traffic circle in a mostly 
residential neighborhood, and the eight-story 
building is by far the tallest thing in the area. It took 
a while to check in, but eventually an extremely 
fast elevator whisked me upstairs. Just seconds 
later I was on the seventh floor. 

 
Comfort Inn & Suites – Revere, Massachusetts 

(from the Choice Hotels website) 
[It’s interesting that six years later Choice still has the exact same picture 

as the main page for this hotel on their website.] 

 

 
Room #713 [as it appeared in 2009] 

 By redeeming hotel points I got a very nice room (I’ve seen similar 
rooms called suites, though here that term was limited to the true multi-room 
affairs on the eighth floor)) essentially for free. It amused me that mine was 
room #713. Many hotels avoid room numbers ending in 13 or else give that 
number to the maid’s storeroom. Here it was a usable room number, and I 
was pleased to have it. 
 
 Room #713 had a small divider that separated the sleeping area 
(with a king-sized bed, two end tables, a dresser, and an enormous flat-
screen TV) from the living area (with a sofabed, a coffee table, a very nice 
desk, a recliner, and a kitchenette unit with sink, microwave, and a very large 
refrigerator. There was also a bathroom with a granite countertop for the sink. 
There were lights everywhere, all with bright compact fluorescent bulbs, and 
there were also power outlets scattered throughout the room. There were 
nice paintings by local artists on the walls, and the furnishings were of a 
higher  quality  than  what  is  often  found  in  midrange  hotels.   I  was  truly  

impressed with the place and would be more than happy to stay there again.  [Looking at the Choice Hotels website, it appears the 
furnishings have been upgraded again since this trip.] 



While my stay was essentially free, the standard rates here are really quite reasonable—particularly given its location. There’s 
really no ceiling for hotel costs in Boston (a quick search turned up rates as high as $565 a night), and even Motel 6 costs $65 (in winter, 
which is low season) here. The Comfort Inn has rates ranging from $80 to $129 a night in winter, with summer rates $15 - $20 higher.  
$80 is cheaper than what I paid in Oskaloosa, and this is a much nicer hotel in a far better location.  [The rates are about $20 higher 
year-round in 2015, but that’s still not bad for Boston.] 

 
My main evening excursion was to a grocery store. While its name 

sounds like a convenience store, Stop & Shop is to Massachusetts what Hy-
Vee is to Iowa. I knew there was a Stop & Shop a short walk from the hotel, so 
before the trip I bought one of their gift cards from the scrip program. It was 
night now, but the walk was well-lit and busy, unquestionably safe.  Stop & 
Shop  was  located  in  the  Wonderland  Marketplace,  a  strip  mall  that  also  

featured a couple of clothing stores, a dollar store, a furniture store, a Staples office supply store, a post office, an busy restaurant (Ninety-
Nine, a New England chain that looks identical to Applebees), a Dunkin’ Donuts (which are literally everywhere in Boston [which happens 
to be where the chain was founded]), and a Blockbuster video store with signs saying it was going out of business.  Everything except 

the post office was open on Saturday night, and they were all surprisingly busy. 
 

I spent quite a while wandering around Stop & Shop. It was quite a nice supermarket, though the layout of its aisles made no 
sense at all. My wandering was more due to the fact that it was hard to find things than to any desire for checking everything out. I bought 
mostly beverages, since I’d seen that the hotel vending machines wanted two bucks for pop or juice. I bought several bottles of Polar 
soda, a local brand that comes in unusual flavors like green tea and ginger (which was actually quite good), and I also picked up some 
grapefruit juice, some limeade, and some eggnog. 
 

I definitely didn’t want to haul all those heavy drinks back to the hotel in flimsy plastic bags, so I searched the store for canvas 
bags. Most stores have huge displays of them these days, but the only ones I saw here were buried at a check-out that was closed.  
What’s more they were bright pink bags designed to support breast cancer. I wasn’t choosy, though, and I picked one up. At 99¢ it couldn’t 
have given much of a donation to fighting cancer, but that meant it was cheap for me to buy. It also had enough strength to hold all the 
different bottles safely. I built my arm strength hauling everything back, but I did get it all up to my room. 
 

I flipped through the channels on the TV and was amused to come across WGBH, the station that seems to produce half the 
shows on public TV. It is, of course, the local public television station in Boston, so of course it would be on the local cable system. It was 
“Friends Week” on WGBH, and they were attempting to get donors by running a retrospective of all the different musicians who appeared 
on The Ed Sullivan Show. That was really before my time, but it was interesting to watch a bit of it. On another channel they had a 
documentary on the US Air flight that landed in the Hudson River last winter. Given that I’d just flown safely, I had no problem celebrating 
the survival of those passengers who could easily have been killed when a flock of birds flew into the plane’s engines. 
 

I was delighted by the bed at the Comfort Inn. It was hard enough to support my body without being too stiff. What’s more, it 
actually had a comforter on top of it instead of a duvet.  [From the current photos on the Choice Hotels website, it appears they’ve 
switched to duvets—which may be a requirement from the chain.]  Like all hotels these days, they had far too many pillows, but 

those were easily enough thrown on the floor. I was asleep around midnight and got some very good rest. 
 

Sunday, December 27, 2009 

Greater Boston, Massachusetts 
 

I was up at 6:30 this morning and made my way down to the breakfast room. To my mind breakfast was the weakest point at 
this hotel. [If I had money for all the times I’ve made that comment, I’d be a rich man.]  It was another place that bragged about do-

it-yourself waffles, and again there were not many options beyond that (basically bagels). Lots of guests were raving about the breakfast, 
but I’d have preferred something lighter in carbs and heavier in protein. About the only thing I liked was an interesting juice blend they 
had, a mixture of citrus and peach; it really was quite good. 

 
Something unique about this particular Comfort Inn is that they have a genuine commitment to being “green”. They’ve won 

international awards for their efforts and are used as a model for the whole Choice Hotels system. Lots of hotels have signs encouraging 
guests to re-use their sheets and towels, but at most you get the feeling that all they’re really doing is trying to save themselves some 
laundry costs. Here they went out of their way in just about every imaginable way to be environmentally friendly. My room had a motion 
sensitive thermostat that automatically turned down the temperature during the day and when I was sleeping (presumably it turns it up in 
summer). They have good quality low-flow features in the bathrooms that provide decent pressure in the shower and toilet while using 
minimal water, they use 100% recycled paper products, and there are more recycling bins around than wastebaskets [though, to their 
credit, they did have adequate wastebaskets].  hey even reduce paper usage by primarily doing electronic billing instead of printing 

out folios for the guests. 
 
At breakfast the environmental tone was noticeable from the fact that they used real stoneware plates and mugs and metal 

flatware instead of paper and plastic. The elderly Hispanic lady who kept the bagels stocked and scraped away the waffles that stuck to 
the iron also gathered up tubs of dishes and hauled them to a dishwasher in the back room. In addition, by the plate return there was a 
big container with two large openings and one small one. You were to place compostable material (the bulk of which appeared to be 
either uneaten waffles or napkins) in one of the large openings and recyclables (mostly yogurt cups) in another. The small opening was 
reserved for actual trash (like little individual tubs of cream cheese), and that it was smaller made guests think about what they were 



throwing away. There was not a requirement or even a pushy sign asking people to compost and recycle. They just made the opportunity 
easily available, and pretty much everyone went along.  [I loved that being “green” here was both easy and non-judgmental.  That’s 
exactly how it should always work.] 

 
The Comfort Inn was equidistant from two different stations of the Boston “T”, Wonderland and Revere Beach. Revere Beach 

may have actually been closer, but Wonderland was the straighter shot. To get there I went out the back door of the hotel, which led to a 
minor street that mostly served trucks bringing supplies to the New England Confectionary Company (Necco, whose wafers are famous 
in the East and who are also known for making those chalky hearts kids give each other at Valentine’s Day), the hotel’s nearest neighbor. 
I walked uphill on the side street, past the state motor vehicle registry and an auto parts store, coming out at the far end of the traffic circle 
by the hotel. (Exiting via the front door would have required me to cross that traffic circle, which was awkward. I then crossed VFW 
Parkway (highway 1-A), headed past the minimall where Stop & Shop was located, and then went around the about two-thirds of a much 
larger “rotary” (going around the traffic circle was definitely safer than crossing through the middle). Just ahead of there was the main 
parking lot for Wonderland. It was about a ten-minute walk, and normally it wasn’t any problem at all. This morning it was dripping rain, 
though (very likely the same system that had brought rain to Oskaloosa before Christmas), and by the time I reached the station I was 
thoroughly soaked. 

 
MBTA Charlie card 

 There are a number of fare options for riding the 
Boston “T”. The most expensive option is to pay an 
individual cash fare, which was $2 in December and will 
likely raise to $2.75 in 2010. A substantial discount is 
available for using a “Charlie card”, a hard plastic card with 
a computer chip inside that you tap on a rubber pad at the 
turnstile. It’s cheaper because the fare is pre-paid. There 
are also various passes that can be loaded on Charlie 
cards or Charlie tickets, hunks of tagboard with magnetic 
strips that you scan to open the turnstile. The best value 
for a tourist (pretty much regardless of the length of visit) 
is a seven-day pass, which in December cost just $15. 
 

 [They no longer accept cash fares on the ‘T’.  
As of 2015, the single fare with a Charlie ticket is $2.65, 
and a 7-day pass now costs $19.  The weekly pass is 
still the best value.  They have a one-day pass as well, 
but it costs $12, so if you’re staying any longer than a 
single day, the weekly pass is cheaper.  They also now 

have options to use smartphones as tickets, and they really seem to be promoting that method.] 
 

The story of why all the MBTA fare media have “Charlie” in their names is amusing. Charlie was the fictional hero of a song 
written in 1948 as a protest against fare increases on the “T”. With music stolen directly from the old folk song “The Ship That Never 
Returned”, the song tells of how Charlie set out for work one day with exactly enough money to pay what had been the standard subway 
fare. As a way of increasing the fare without re-tooling the turnstiles, though, the transit authority had instituted an “exit fare” that needed 
to be paid before riders could get off the train. (There are no exit fares today, but they still had them when Margaret and I were here in 
2000.) Well, since Charlie didn’t have a nickel for the exit fare, he was stuck on board the train forever and became “the man who never 
returned”. Several signs in “T” stations give the history of the song. They go on to note that a socialist candidate for mayor of Boston used 
the song as the theme of his campaign, playing it from loudspeakers as a truck drove all over the city. He lost the election and earned a 
citation for disturbing the peace for his efforts, but the song gained a life of its own. It  became a national  hit in 1959  when the Kingston  

 
Self-portrait of David Burrow on the Boston blue line 

Trio recorded it. Since then the imaginary Charlie, 
once a symbol of protest, has become the face of 
Boston transit. 
 
 [On a side note, there was a fascinating 
law suit involving the Charlie card shortly after I 
made this trip.  A group of MIT students 
managed to hack into the system and adjust 
their accounts so they could ride the ‘T’ free.  
They didn’t just do this for fun, though.  They 
ended up writing an academic paper on just how 
insecure the RFID technology used with Charlie 
cards (which is the same technology used by 
almost every other transit system in America) 
was and how they were able to hack it.  MBTA 
sought an injunction to stop publication of the 
paper, but federal courts ruled that publishing 
an academic paper did not violate computer 
fraud laws.  The students apparently received 
perfect marks on their paper, and they were 
never prosecuted for theft of service (the crime 
they were clearly guilty of).  It’s unclear whether 
security was stepped up as a result of the 
hacking or not.]  



 Wonderland station is located in the eastern part of Revere, at the end of the blue line “T’. The station gets its name from an 
amusement park that was located in the Revere Beach area until the Great Depression. The site of the amusement park (across the 
highway from the station) became Wonderland Greyhound Park. This was a successful dog track until Massachusetts outlawed 
greyhound racing just last fall. They now show simulcast races, but mostly the enormous site is used as overflow parking for the train 
station. Wonderland station is still very heavily used. In addition to being a park-and-ride, it also serves countless bus lines that fan out 
into more distant suburbs. 
 
 Even on Sunday service is quite frequent on Boston’s subways. I had just missed a train as I went through the turnstile, but I 
boarded the next one and left within just a few minutes. Of the various lines, the blue line comes across as the nicest. Its cars are all 
brand new, having just been replaced last summer.   There are electronic announcements and digital displays on all the trains, and 
everything always seems to run on schedule. While it was more or less by chance that this was the line I ended up using most, I was glad 
it was where my hotel was located. 
 

Compared to most cities, the subway lines in Boston are short. It’s only about twenty minutes from one end of the blue line to 
the other, and fifteen minutes will get you from Wonderland to the edge of downtown. The entire blue line only has twelve stations: 
Wonderland, Revere Beach, Beachmont, Suffolk Downs, Orient Heights, Wood Island, Airport, Maverick, Aquarium, State, Government 
Center, and Bowdoin. (Compare that with Chicago’s blue line, which is thirty-three stations long and takes an hour and a half from end to 
end.) Most of the blue line runs at ground level, and it provides a fairly pleasant view of Revere and East Boston along the way. From 
Wonderland to Airport (a station that, like in Los Angeles, is near but not actually at the airport), the trains are powered by overhead wires. 
Past the airport you enter underground tunnels and the power comes from a third rail. All the above ground stations are in fairly quiet, 
mostly residential areas. Maverick is also residential, though there’s a very active commercial square right above the station. Aquarium 
is the start of downtown, which essentially ends at Bowdoin. Between Maverick and Aquarium the trains pass deep under Boston Harbor 
in a tunnel that dates from 1904. 

 
I rode down to Government Center and almost immediately transferred to the green line (the oldest subway line in America). I 

rode one stop to Park (America’s first subway station) and then transferred again to the red line (the route Margaret and I mostly used 
when we were here before), which I rode southward four stops to Andrew Square. Andrew is at the north end of a neighborhood called 
Dorchester, which locals often abbreviate to “Dot” or “Dottie”. This is a traditionally white, working-class neighborhood that was a focus 
of fights against school integration back in the ‘70s. It’s interesting that today the neighborhood seems quite well integrated. About a third 
of the residents appear to be black (both traditional African Americans and Caribbean immigrants), another third white, and the others a 
mix of Hispanics and Asians. Whether they all live in harmony I can’t say, but the place certainly doesn’t come across as a bad 
neighborhood. 

 

 My purpose in going 
to Dorchester was to have a 
“real” breakfast. Across I-93 
from the station was a 
commercial strip that included 
a Bickford’s family restaurant.  
Bickford’s is a New England 
chain that Margaret and I had 
patronized when we were in 
Boston before. As with places 
like Country Kitchen and 
Happy Chef, the chain appears 
to be dying as people trade up 
to places like Friday’s and 
Outback. The location by the 
Motel 6 in Braintree where we 
ate before no longer exists, 
and the Dorchester restaurant 
(next to an extremely 
overpriced Holiday Inn 
Express) is the only one in 
Boston itself.  [Bickford’s has 
continued its decline.   The 
Dorchester location has 
closed.   As of 2015 there are 
only five restaurants left in a 
chain that once had more 
than seventy.  The remaining 
restaurants      have       been  

 
Typical homes near Andrew Square 

renamed “Bickfords Grille” (without an apostrophe and with a pretentious spelling of “grill”).  They now focus less on the 
breakfast menu and offer a full bar.] 

 
The waitress at Bickford’s was a mousy middle-aged woman who reminded me of my mother’s friend Joyce Jones. (Joyce has 

probably passed away by now, but the woman was similar to what Joyce was like in the ‘70s.) Her thick New England accent came 
through in every word she spoke. She greeted all her customers by asking, “Did you have a good holiday?” In that question the “holiday” 
came across more like “hula-day”, or perhaps even “hula-die”.  By the way, no one in Boston ever seems to say the word “Christmas”. 



It’s doesn’t appear they’re trying to be politically correct, but “the holiday” is just the standard way or referring to Christmas—as if it’s 
blasphemous to say that holiday’s name. Even churches had signs listing their special schedules for the holiday. 
 

They had a brunch buffet at Bickford’s, but no one seemed to be eating it. I passed as well, choosing instead a ham and cheese 
omelet. The dish was supposed to be accompanied by pancakes, but I got it instead with flavorful rye toast and grapefruit sections. Their 
coffee was too weak, but it wasn’t a bad meal overall. 
 

I wandered around Dorchester for a few minutes. It was still raining, though, so I didn’t dawdle. I soon returned to the subway 
and caught a northbound red line train. My fellow passengers in a mostly empty car were two elderly men who guzzled an open bottle of 
vodka as we rode along. Their conversation focused on the new year. One of them noted that 2010 would mark the end of his probation. 
I have no idea what he was on probation for, but talking so publicly about it certainly seemed odd to me. I was pleased when I reached 
my destination and could quickly leave the train. 
 

I got off at Harvard Square, beneath the nation’s oldest university. I made my way across Harvard Yard and then north to Oxford 
and Divinity streets, where the Harvard Museum Complex is located. The principal attraction here is the Harvard Museum of Natural 
History, but it is connected by a skywalk to (and shares admission with) the Peabody Ethnology Museum. I had purchased a Go Boston 
card (similar to the Go Oahu card I had in Hawaii) that provided prepaid admission to these and dozens of other attractions. I’m not sure 
if the card was really a good deal or not. It t did allow me to see a number of things without paying separately each time, but it also made 
me feel I had to see the places it was tied to, while skipping other places I might have preferred to go. My inclination in the future is to 
avoid such cards, because even when heavily used the savings they provide is pretty minimal. 

 
The Harvard museums were definitely not my favorite attractions. They are very much “old school” museums, quiet places filled 

with Victorian cases of hardwood and glass. While a surprising number of parents were taking their kids here this Sunday morning, I can’t 
imagine someone raised in the videogame age being anything but bored here.  I wasn’t bored, but I certainly didn’t linger. I went from 
room to room quickly, looking at all the exhibits and reading all the signs as efficiently as I could. There are vast collections of taxidermy, 
fossils, and rocks, none of which really did anything for me. The most noteworthy exhibit in the natural history museum was a collection 
of glass flowers. These delicate flowers and other plants were made in Germany in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries. The thousands 
of individual glass creations were used at Harvard to teach botany and then ended up in the museum collection. They look remarkably 
like the sort of plastic flowers you might buy at a dollar store, but they are made entirely of glass. A couple years ago I had seen an exhibit 
on how glass flowers are made at the Corning museum in upstate New York, so it was interesting to see such a large collection of them 
here.  [Interestingly, I saw a TV show just the other day that had a feature on the glass flowers at Harvard.  They were 
commissioned because in the 1800s there was no good way to preserve plants for botanical study.  Animals could be preserved 
through embalming and taxidermy, but the best methods for keeping plants (pressing them like the wax paper art projects we 
all did in grade school) created only a two-dimensional result.  The glass flowers were a major step forward for botanists, and 
they really are intricate works of art.  The story behind them really is quite fascinating, but they still look like plastic flowers—
and today it’s plastic flowers that are used for studying botany.] 

 
I personally liked the ethnology museum better, although it appears most visitors never make it over there. As far as I know, the 

only time I’d ever been in an ethnology museum before was in Russia. At least I could read the signs here at Harvard. Ethnology is a 
branch of anthropology that looks at the different people around the world. It’s the sort of social studies that back in the ‘60s we called 
“strange lands and funny peoples”. Even today that’s more or less the approach they took at Harvard. The Peabody really is a dated 
museum, but it’s interesting in an offbeat sort of way. 
 

I walked back to the Harvard Square station, again amid dripping rain. I took the train to Central Square, which is basically the 
downtown area for Cambridge, the college town across the river west of Boston. I walked east along Massachusetts Avenue (shortened 
to “Mass Av” in local speech) for about four blocks, ducking under awnings and overhangs wherever I could. Before long I made it to my 
next destination, the MIT Museum. It was a little annoying that my Go Boston card was pointless here, because the museum is free on 
Sunday mornings anyway. 

 
It’s not really a surprise that the museum of the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology is quite a bit more modern 

than what I described at Harvard. There are, for instance, a lot of 
displays on robotics. One of the most interesting was Kismet, a 
“socially interactive robot” that simulates human emotion through 
facial expression. The artificial face changes its expression in 
response to visual and auditory signals from people. It really is a 
fascinating device. 
 
 There are also huge exhibits on holography and on 
nanotechnology (extremely small electronic objects, some of which 
employ the use of tiny living things). They do a good job of explaining 
how everything works without getting bogged down in technical 
details.  The museum features many inventions that MIT has had a 
part in creating. Some are highly specialized, some are everyday 
objects, and many have military uses. One that surprised me was the 
gas mask, a device I never associated with MIT. 
 
A special exhibit that just opened traces the history of MIT through 
the past  150 y ears.  It shows what life was like for students over the 

 
Kismet at the MIT Museum 



 
years and how technical education has changed from the Civil War era through the 21st Century. To me this was one of the most interesting 
exhibits, a fascinating combination of history and technology. 
 

 
Electronic Christmas tree 

 As is so often true, the exit to the MIT museum was through the gift shop. To me this was 
far more interesting than many museum stores. My father would have loved all the mechanical 
toys, and I had fun playing with a lot of the display models myself. I got several interesting things. 
One was an MIT T-shirt.  While I’ve never studied at the school, it was a souvenir to say I’d been 
there.  [This has become my “lucky quiz bowl shirt”, which I’ve worn to many competitions 
over the years.]  Another fun item was a flip book animation that showed animals evolving from 

one form to another. The final souvenir would best be described as an electronic Christmas tree. 
It’s a fascinating little gizmo that was made by cutting two green printed circuit boards into triangle 
shapes and welding them together. At the edges of the boards they had welded tiny red LED 
lights. You could attach a 9-volt battery to the bottom, and the lights would come on and blink. I 
placed it in the window of my hotel room and then hauled it home with me. It’s certainly a 
decoration nobody else around here has.  [The tree was flimsy and stopped working after just 
a couple of years.  I still have the tree-shaped circuit boards, though.] 
 

 It had stopped raining by the time I finished looking through the MIT Museum, so I had a 
more pleasant walk back to the subway. I caught the next outbound train and rode north to Davis 
Square, past Harvard and one stop from the end of the line. Davis is in the suburb of Somerville, 
which to my eye looked almost identical to Cambridge—or Iowa City, for that matter. 
 

 It was lunchtime, and my destination in Somerville was a place I’d read about called 
Spike’s Junkyard Dogs. This is a chain of hot dog stands based in Rhode Island with a handful of 
locations in greater Boston, the easiest of which to get to appeared to be in Davis Square. It’s one 
of those places that covers its walls with old-time signs for pseudo-ambiance, but they did serve 
a nice lunch. I had the patriot dog, which featured a grilled kosher beef frank covered with mustard, 
cheddar, and bacon. While it was amusing that they started out kosher and then mixed beef, dairy, 
and even pork, it really was quite tasty. 
 

 I took the red line back to Harvard Square and dodged more raindrops as I made my way 
across  the campus to the site of  the first ticketed  event of the trip. This took  place in Harvard’s  

Memorial Hall, which is a beautiful and historic old building. It was built 145 years ago as a memorial to Harvard students who died in the  

 
Memorial Hall – Harvard University 

Civil War, and it’s a multipurpose building that among other 
purposes houses the main dining center. It also houses the 
Sanders Theatre, a lecture hall that looks much like a 
secular church (complete with stained glass windows in 
classical themes). This is where heads of state and other 
famous people normally come when they speak at 
Harvard, and it’s also where many of the university’s 
graduate colleges hold their commencement exercises. 
It’s an absolutely gorgeous building, and seeing it in detail 
inside and out was worth the prices of an event ticket. I 
must say it was also cool to actually go to an event at 
Harvard. 
 
 I entered through a heavy door into an overgrown 
hallway that served as the lobby. It was festively decorated 
and topped with a lovely chandelier, but a mob of people 
made it annoyingly cramped. I claimed my ticket from a 
card table that served as a temporary box office and made 
my way up to the balcony of the auditorium. 

 
 While the sight lines were awful, the overall 
appearance of the interior of the theatre was spectacular. 
Every surface is hardwood, with elegantly carved details. 
A backlit stained glass window of some Greek goddess 
adorns the center of the balcony. 

 
 The seating itself is the worst aspect of the 
Sanders Theatre. This is also church-like, with wooden 
pews making a semicircle around both the orchestra level 
and the balcony. While the pews have leather covered 
cushions to provide a bit of padding, they are still most 
uncomfortable.  They  also  cram in far  too  many  people.  

There are brass numbers marking where specific seat numbers should be in each pew, and I’m sure those were arranged in an era when 
people were smaller than they are today. This was a sell-out show, and it was very crowded indeed. I can only think of one time in my life 
(the funeral for a prominent community member who died quite young) when I’ve been crammed so close to other people. I’m not a small 
guy myself, and being sandwiched between two extremely large women made for a very uncomfortable afternoon. 



 I was here to see a performance called the Christmas Revels, which is apparently a long-standing tradition in the Boston area. 
A sort of semi-professional troupe (not unlike community theatre) heavy on children, the Revels bill themselves as “a fusion of music, 
dance, and drama”. While a bit pretentious, that description is not inaccurate; it’s basically a holiday variety show. Much of this year’s 
show had an Appalachian theme, and that made it come across sort of like an upscale version of Hee-Haw. 
 

Of the things I bought tickets for, the Christmas Revels was my least favorite. The music and dance were actually quite good, 
but the drama (“touching” skits that were supposedly based on the winter traditions of various cultures) was a definite weak point. It was 
badly performed and just dragged on and on. The show lasted more than three hours, and they definitely could have improved things by 
cutting an hour out. Much of the drama was almost painfully politically correct, and in many cases that made it historically inaccurate. The 
Christmas Revels made were not an unpleasant way to spend a rainy afternoon, but if I were to choose one holiday theatrical tradition 
over another, I’d pick The Christmas Schooner in Chicago [probably my favorite holiday stage show], A Christmas Carol at the Guthrie 
in Minneapolis, or even the Radio City Christmas Spectacular long before the Revels.  [I still get frequent e-mails urging me to buy 
tickets and/or give money to support the Revels, who do a variety of seasonal shows besides Christmas.  I really have no desire 
to see them again, though.] 

 
The show ended shortly after 4pm, and I made my way back to Harvard Square. Mostly to see a bit more of the area I decided 

to take a bus down Massachusetts Avenue rather than going back to the subway. I wondered if I’d made a wise choice when  twice the 
driver failed to stop when people pulled the cord to get off. When one of them complained, the driver lit into the passenger as if it were 
his fault. Largely because of that, I chose to get off at a busy street (Sidney) where there were passengers waiting to get on. The driver 
stopped there, but he opened only the front door (where passengers boarded), not the rear one—and unlike on many city buses there 
was no button to push to open that door. I elbowed my way up to the front only to receive a scolding from the driver. I just ignored him 
and exited. He was precisely the reason I always prefer trains to buses. 

 
[I like taking rail transit while traveling.  I’ve taken a lot of buses over the years, but I rarely enjoy it.  It’s always a bit of 

a crap shoot when you take the bus.  You need to have a very good idea where you’re going, because on the bus it’s the 
passenger’s responsibility to signal where to stop.  Even then, you’re at the mercy of the driver—as this ride demonstrates.  On 
a train you know you’re going to stop at every station, and there’s always good signage and announcements to let you follow 
your progress along the route.] 

 
While I hadn’t really planned it (I just got off in a place near Central Square that seemed busy), when I left the bus I saw a place 

I’d read about while preparing for this trip. This was an establishment called Toscanini’s, which The New York Times says makes “the 

best ice cream on the planet”. (They have the review in their window.) What a New York paper is doing reviewing ice cream parlors in 
Boston, I have no clue, but since it was right there I figured I might as well check the place out. Their ice cream was good (though 
overpriced—around $6 for two scoops), but I’m not sure I’d say it was the best I’ve ever had. That honor would probably go to a place in 
Brooklyn (more the Times’ territory) I found about from Rachel Ray’s $40 a Day show. What did make Toscanini’s stand out were the 
unique flavors they serve. You can get all the old stand-bys, but most of the offerings are unique. I had a scoop of grape nut raisin and a 
scoop of honey curry. The latter was especially good. I’m not sure I’d have identified either honey or curry if I hadn’t known the flavor 
name, but it was an interesting and tasty combination. 

 
I boarded another bus and rode on past MIT. Just before we reached the Charles River I pulled the cord. The driver didn’t slow 

down until a light changed at the last street before the river. Once she had to stop anyway, she asked if that was where I wanted to get 
off, and I assured her it was. You’d think my pulling the cord and standing by the door would have indicated that, but I guess not.  It made 
me wonder just who they hire to drive their buses in Boston. 

 
I’d gotten off here to take a look at another offbeat attraction, the 

Harvard Bridge. The name is a bit odd, since the bridge carries 
Massachusetts Avenue between Boston and MIT, not Harvard. The rather 
nondescript bridge has a bit of history at MIT, too, mostly thanks to Oliver 
Smoot. Smoot was a freshman at MIT in 1958 when fellow fraternity pledges 
used his body to measure the bridge, literally laying his body down and 
moving it along the bridge. They painted marks on the bridge’s sidewalk 
every ten “smoots”.  (A smoot, by the way, is approximately 67 inches long.) 
Keeping a margin of error in their measure, they gave the total measure of 
the bridge as 364.4 smoots, plus or minus 1 ear. Perhaps fittingly, Mr. Smoot 
went on to a career with the National Bureau of Standards, the body that 
regulates measurements of all types in America. He became a legend at MIT, 
where each year the bridge markings are repainted. [When I was there the 
label for the distance to MIT was actually incorrect, though.  It said only 
“+ 1 EAR”, rather than the “plus or minus” that would be correct for a 
measurement.  Presumably the label wasn’t done by the same people 
who got an “A” on the Charlie card hacking paper.]      When the Massa- 

 
Picture of the original Smoot measurement 

(from the MIT historical collection) 

chusetts Department of Transportation rebuilt the Harvard  Bridge a few years ago,  they even made indentations in the concrete every 
ten smoots to indicate where the painted marks should be. Smoots have also become entrenched in engineering and nerd-dom in general. 
In fact, Google’s online calculator allows anyone who wishes to convert any unit of length to smoots.  [I just confirmed that smoots are 
still part of the Google calculator; my height happens to be 1.07462687 smoots.] 



 
Website image of the commemorative plaque honoring the smoot. 

It had stopped raining for good now, and I enjoyed a leisurely walk across the bridge. It was right at sunset, which provided some 
wonderful views of the city. I took some pictures, but as is so often the case they didn’t do justice to the views I have in memory. I 
continued walking down Massachusetts Avenue through the western part of the city of Boston. Technically this isn’t downtown, but it 
might as well be. Mass Av is a mostly commercial street with a mix of low and medium height (ten floors or so) buildings. Mass Av is 
pretty typical of the non-historic part of Boston, which looks very much like the college town it is. There’s nothing beautiful about it, but it 
is bustling and interesting. 

 
I had dinner tonight at Boston Market, the “comfort food” chain with outlets all over America. Surprisingly, Boston Market was 

founded in Boston, though almost certainly not in the location I went to on the first floor of a condo building. The restaurant specializes in 
chicken, but I chose instead to have their meatloaf. It was hearty and flavorful, and the accompanying corn and spiced apples were tasty 
as well. It may not have been haute cuisine, but it was quite good. 

 
Fire truck on Massachusetts Avenue – Boston 

 There was a huge traffic jam on Massachusetts 
Avenue in roughly the vicinity of Boston Market. Five fire 
trucks were parked in the middle of the street, two of them 
with huge extension ladders leading up to the roof of a 
building. There didn’t seem to be an actual fire, and I don’t 
know whether, and I don’t know what the actual problem 
was. I certainly hope that whatever happened, everyone 
came out all right. 
 
 I was getting a bit tired of walking, so I headed 
down to the Symphony subway station. Symphony is a 
minor stop on the green line, and the station is built so that 
each entrance leads to trains headed only one direction. 
Boston labels its trains as “inbound” and “outbound”, which 
makes sense when you’re out in the suburbs. Near 
downtown, though (and while Bostonians will disagree, 
from a tourist’s point of view Symphony Hall is near 
downtown) such terms really don’t make much sense. 
Only after I’d gone through the turnstile did I realize I had  

used an entrance for the wrong direction. I went back to the street and searched around a bit, but I never could locate the entrance I 
actually wanted. 
 



I really don’t understand why every city doesn’t just use the final station on the line as the destination for train. A lot of the signage 
(and all the announcements) in Boston does use that standard, but “inbound/outbound” is more common on signs. Particularly on the 
green line, where outbound trains branch off into countless different directions, that is more than a little confusing. 

 
Since I couldn’t find the correct entrance to the green line, I kept walking. I knew there was a Massachusetts Avenue station on 

the orange line, which I thought should be nearby. (In fact it was, but at night I couldn’t seem to find it.) I continued walking for about half 
an hour more, wandering through a gentrifying neighborhood of rowhouses called South End. Eventually I happened upon the Back Bay 
station. I honestly have no idea exactly where I walked, but I was glad to come upon the station. 

 
I had forgotten to take my blood pressure medication this morning (something I almost never do—though it can sometimes be 

a problem when traveling), so I wanted to take the evening cycle early. I took the orange line up to State and made a weird transfer in a 
construction zone to the blue line, which I took back out to Wonderland. I walked back to the hotel, dropped my stuff, and took my pills. 
Then I walked down Beach Street, a residential street that runs straight down from the traffic circle by the hotel to the Revere Beach 
station. I just missed a train and ended up waiting on the platform there with a weird black guy who kept muttering to himself. When the 
next train came I made a point of heading for a different car than he did, and I had an uneventful ride back to Government Center. 

 
I don’t know whether it’s purposely timed or whether trains are just extremely frequent, but this was one of many times that I had 

an almost immediate transfer from the blue line to the green line there. Not only that, but this time and others the next green line train 
was exactly the branch I needed (in this case the E-train). I wish I could have such luck when I need to make transfers in Chicago. 

 
Website picture of Symphony Hall at Holiday Pops 

 
I took the green line back to Symphony, getting 

off at the station I had accidentally entered just a little bit 
earlier. I also checked around to see exactly where the 
inbound entrance actually was. What made me miss it 
before is that it’s across the cross street, rather than 
Massachusetts Avenue, from the outbound entrance. 

 
 I was here tonight for my second ticketed event, 
the final 2009 performance of “Holiday Pops” at Symphony 
Hall. I made my way inside and up to the second balcony 
and soon found my seat. 
 
 Boston’s Symphony Hall is one of the nicest 
theatres I’ve ever been to. It’s interesting that while there 
are older theatres, this one is the oldest orchestra venue 
in continuous use anywhere in the world. Betraying its age 
are original gas lights that surround the stage. I don’t think 
I’ve ever seen gas lights indoors before, and they really  

were fascinating. The interior is pure white, with gilded details.  The gold color continues behind the stage with the 4000 brass pipes of  
an enormous organ. All around the walls of the balcony are marble statues of classical figures. The balcony seats are covered with deep 
maroon velour, and on the floor are cocktail tables (where they apparently serve top-level patrons full meals) covered in black. For the 
major venue it is, the theatre is really surprisingly small. It apparently seats around 2,300 people, but it feels very intimate. My seat was 
dead center, and while it was in the next to last row, it still provided a great view of the stage. 
 

People definitely dress to go to the symphony in Boston. I was wearing a sweater and a dress shirt, and I was definitely toward 
the low end of dress here. The vast majority of men wore ties, and dark suits were quite common. Most of the women dressed as if they 
were going to a very nice holiday party. I actually liked that. I’ve been to far too many performing arts events in recent years where people 
dressed like they were at a ballpark. It was nice to see people treat the hall and the event with respect.  [It bothers me a bit that most 
people don’t seem to want to dress up these days.  People wear sweatpants to church and jeans to the theatre.  I’ll sound like 
an old fogie, but I like wearing nice clothes.  It’s part of what makes a special event special.] 

 
The concert was nearly sold out, but not quite. A college girl was seated to my left during the first act, but at intermission she left 

at intermission to join a friend who was seated elsewhere. The friend texted her with the news that there was an empty seat next to her. 
To my right was a gay couple, and in front of me was a large Hispanic family (three generations worth) who were attending the show 
together. A high school girl in the Hispanic family spent much of the show texting on her cell phone. As is always true at such events, 
they announced that all phones should be turned off, but she never bothered to do this. When she wasn’t texting, she was chatting with 
her sister who was seated next to her. The patriarch of the family was seated directly in front of me. He didn’t seem to care one way or 
another about the texting, but whenever the girls started talking, he shushed them quite abruptly. He apparently had words with them at 
intermission, because they were absolutely silent in the second act. 

 
This was the cheapest of the tickets I had bought ($23, compared to $37 for the Christmas Revels), but it was by far my favorite 

of the events I attended. Make no mistake—Holiday Pops is outstanding! The concert featured the Boston Pops Orchestra together with 

the Tanglewood Festival Chorus. The Boston Pops is a internationally known professional orchestra, and it was no surprise that their 
music was flawless. Their director, Keith Lockhart, made a point of noting that the equally talented Tanglewood choir was an unpaid 
volunteer group. Both the vocal and instrumental performances were amazing, easily some of the finest music I’ve ever heard. 
 

The selection of music made for a fast-moving and interesting concert. There was a wide range that included vocal and 
instrumental, sacred and secular, modern and traditional. It was primarily a Christmas show, and it included reading the story of Christ’s 
birth from Luke and the traditional poem “A Visit from St. Nicholas”. They also performed a few generic “winter” songs and a  couple of 



pieces specific to Hanukkah—never mind that Hanukkah had been over for longer than Christmas at this point.  The showstopper was a 
fascinating rendition of “The Twelve Days of Christmas”, where each verse was a take off on some well-known non-Christmas song. One 
verse, for instance, parodied “The Surrey with the Fringe on Top” from Oklahoma, another was the Can-Can song (complete with the 

choir doing kicks), another Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, and yet another the operatic sequence from Queen’s “Bohemian Rhapsody”. 
Putting in all these different musical styles took a song that is often deadly dull and made it fun and interesting. They made a point of 
announcing that while they had not made a CD of this year’s concert (there are about a dozen other Holiday Pops CDs available), they 
did have “The Twelve Days of Christmas” available for download on their website. I couldn’t resist, and it made a nice digital souvenir.  
[Unfortunately that .mp3 ended up on the computer that died.  Reading about the performance inspired me to buy the most 
recent Holiday Pops CD on Amazon, which should include the “Twelve Days of Christmas” recording.] 

 
They ended the show with an audience sing-along, with the words to various carols projected on an enormous screen that came 

down in front of the organ pipes. I was pleased that they used traditional, often old-fashioned words to some songs that are often altered. 
In “We Wish You a Merry Christmas”, for instance, they used the traditional line “Glad tidings we bring to you and your kin”.   Symphony 
Hall has wonderful acoustics, and the audience joining the choir and orchestra really sounded nice.  

 
Many times in recent years I’ve been in theatres where the audience insisted on giving a standing ovation to a show that was 

less than spectacular. With Holiday Pops, though, there really was no question but that it deserved the highest praise the audience could 
give. I stood up at the end of the show and again at the end of the encore. It really was one of the finest performances I’ve  ever seen. If 
I lived anywhere remotely close to Boston I’d definitely make Holiday Pops an annual tradition. 

 
Symphony Hall is just steps from the subway, but very few of those in attendance tonight took the “T” home from the concert. 

The green line trains are only two cars long (very similar to the light rail trains in Minneapolis), but I was able to find a seat without much 
problem. Parking ramps near Symphony Hall were charging $30. It seems ridiculous to me to pay more than the cost of a ticket just for 
parking, but I guess these people must not see that as an issue. 

 
I took the green line six stations north to Government Center. That sounds like a long way, but the stations here are only a block 

or two apart. I probably could have walked the distance without much problem. I walked down to the blue line platform but had a long wait 
for a train. Two different inbound trains came while I waited. On weekends Government Center is actually the end of the line, so 
presumably one of those trains just disappeared into some storage area beyond. Eventually a train did arrive, and I rode it back to Revere. 
 

It was about 10:15pm when I got to Wonderland. It surprised me that the Stop & Shop supermarket was closed, and in fact it 
appeared to have been closed for quite some time. In the small town where I live, Hy-Vee is open twenty-four hours, so it seems weird 
that a big city store should close early. [I’ve found this in other cities, too, and it always takes me by surprise.  It’s weird that small 
Midwestern towns should have longer hours than cities that theoretically never sleep.]  The only thing that was open on the walk 

back to the hotel was a Dunkin Donuts, and they were doing a booming business. I stopped in there for a late night snack and then made 
my way back to the Comfort Inn. 
 

I mentioned before the ecological initiatives at the hotel. Apparently in the past one of these included having bulk dispensers for 
toiletries in the bathrooms instead of miniature plastic bottles of them. (Interestingly, the Red Carpet Inn in Oskaloosa did the same thing, 
though my bet is that there it was to save money rather than the environment.) Well, the hotel is in the middle of renovations, and the 
renovated rooms (including mine) don’t have the bulk dispensers. Unfortunately, no one seems to have told the maids that (or perhaps 
they told them in a language that they don’t speak). My room had been cleaned immaculately, but there was no shampoo in it—nor any 
soap or other toiletries for that matter. I went down to the desk, where the same woman who had checked me in quickly gave me two 
little bottles and explained the issue with the renovated rooms. I watched the local news and the Weather Channel and typed up a few 
notes that would eventually become this travelogue. Then I settled into bed and drifted off for the night. 

 

Monday, December 28, 2009 

Greater Boston, Massachusetts 
 

Again I was up at 6:30. I showered quickly and made my way downstairs. I skipped all the food at breakfast and just got coffee. 
In keeping with the ecological theme, the only “to go” cups they had at the breakfast bar were compostable paper. I had gotten a similar 
cup last summer in Hawaii. Like the Hawaiian one, this one seemed to start falling apart the second I poured coffee in it. I ended up taking 
a second cup both to help with temperature and to hold the first one together. 
 

I ended up having very little of the hotel coffee anyway. I went out the back door, setting out for the train station. It had gotten 
down to about 15o overnight, and all that rain from yesterday had frozen. Almost immediately I fell flat on my face on a sheet of ice in the 
parking lot. A Hispanic janitor was just arriving as I fell, and he was almost overly eager to help. He even offered to call a doctor for me. 
I had banged up my knee a bit, but mostly it was my pride that was injured. In the process, though, the coffee flew all over the parking lot 
(not to mention all over my pants), and I ended up throwing both of those degradable cups in the trash. 

 
Once I was certain I was all right I began the day by setting out down Shirley Avenue, which parallels Beach Street between the 

hotel and Revere Beach. While Beach is almost exclusively residential (big boxy homes, most of which have been subdivided into 
apartments), Shirley Avenue combines both homes and businesses. Some of the businesses (like a jeweler or a men’s clothing store) 
seem to have been here for generations, while others (like Latin groceries and money order businesses) cater mostly to the recent 
immigrants. Most are just hole-in-the-wall establishments. The only really big store on Shirley Avenue is a Family Dollar. 
 



 After reading through 
Revere Beach Elegy, I was intrigued 
to see countless businesses in 
Revere that were located in people’s 
homes. The author’s father had a law 
practice in his living room, and as I 
walked around I saw at least a dozen 
different professional offices that 
were located in homes—and that 
doesn’t count the various psychics 
and spiritual advisors who often 
operate out of homes in Hispanic 
neighborhoods. There were also a 
couple of places that appeared to be 
in-home second hand stores, sort of 
perpetual garage sales. 
 
 I walked past the train 
station and continued southward to 
Revere Beach itself. I’d imagine the 
beach is crowded and lively in 
summer, but on a cold December 
morning my only companions were a 
couple of joggers and a flock of gulls. 
 
 I don’t think I’ve ever been 
to a beach in winter before, and it 
was definitely a weird experience. 
Except  right  at  the  shore  the sand  

 
Revere Beach 

was completely frozen, hard and unforgiving instead of soft and squishy. I think the only time I’d seen sand like this before was in dioramas, 
where sand had been glued together to simulate a beach. I didn’t actually touch the water, but given the spray was very bitter indeed. It 
really was beautiful, though. The rising sun lent colorful reflections to the city skyline to the west and an orange glow to the barren islands 
to the east. I’d love to have spent more time there, but it would have been foolish to dawdle in the frigid cold. 
 

I walked along the beach down to Wonderland and took the back entrance into the station. I was glad to have gotten on at the 
end of the line, because before long this rush hour train had standing room only. I rode down to Government Center and again almost 
immediately transferred to a green line E-train. The green line train was very crowded; in fact, it looked remarkably like the scene 

portrayed on the Charlie Card. Fortunately the train rapidly emptied out, and by the time I was back to Symphony the car was virtually 
empty. 
 

The green line surfaces from the subway just past Symphony and runs down the median of Huntingdon Avenue. It runs past 
Northeastern University (one of numerous institutions of higher learning in Boston that’s a bit less famous than Harvard or MIT) and then 
continues through a posh neighborhood (the Back Bay Fens for which Fenway Park is named) where it stops by the Museum of Fine 
Arts. I continued on past there to Brigham Circle, which for this particular train was the end of the line. While most trains continue further 
south, conveniently for me Brigham Circle was my destination. 

 

 I walked a couple blocks up Tremont Street to the Basilica of Our Lady of 
Perpetual Help. Often called the Mission Church, this towering edifice gives the 
surrounding Mission Hill neighborhood its name. You almost certainly saw this church 
on TV last fall, because it was the site of Edward Kennedy’s funeral. It’s a lovely old 
church, though honestly not terribly different from hundreds of other mid 19th Century 
Catholic churches around the country. They have mass there late Sunday afternoons, 
and I had thought about going yesterday. The length of the Christmas Revels kept that 
from happening, but it was nice to at least see the outside of the place. I snapped a few 
pictures of the place and had a pleasant walk through a park area surrounding the 
church. 
 

 Mission Hill is part of a larger section of Boston called Roxbury, which was 
really a fascinating neighborhood. It reminded me a lot of the Grand Concourse area in 
New York’s Bronx. It was obviously once quite elegant, a tree-filled “suburban” place 
people moved to when they had enough money to escape the inner city. Then it 
obviously became very seedy. The upscale residents moved farther out, and the poor 

who took their place (or more likely their landlords) left the lovely old buildings to rot. 
Today Roxbury is slowly gentrifying, as more and more middle class people find its 
“fixer-uppers” affordable and desirable. I could see evidence of all three stages of its 
history as I walked through Roxbury. Today it appears to be a vibrant and very 
multiethnic neighborhood It’s certainly not the nicest place in greater Boston, but I very 
much enjoyed it. 
 

 I had a bit of breakfast  at one of the recent attempts at gentrification,  a place 

 
Our Lady of Perpetual Help 

Mission Hill – Boston 



called the Butterfly Café that is located at the entrance to the Roxbury Crossing “T” station. It’s the sort of coffee bar that in a small town 
in the Midwest would be run by a middle-aged mother with too much time on her hands. Here a young East Asian man took my order, 
and I had some good strong coffee and a warm blueberry muffin. The prices were reasonable, and the food was quite good. It made a 
nice break on a chilly morning. 
 

Roxbury Crossing is on the orange line of the “T”. This is a weird line that mostly runs in an open trench, ,below ground level but 
exposed to the elements. (The same trench has tracks for a commuter rail line and Amtrak.) All the trains on the orange line are old and 
uncomfortable, and riding through a trench about all you see out the window is a concrete retaining wall. 

 
My view of the orange line was certainly not improved on this trip because the car I happened to get in had about half a dozen 

teenagers (about half black and half white) whose conversation mostly consisted of screaming vulgarities to each other at the top of their 
lungs. There appeared to be nothing negative meant by the vulgarities; it just seemed their vocabulary consisted primarily of words I 
wouldn’t think of using in public. I busied myself thumbing through a free newspaper I’d picked up and ignored them as best I could. 
 

There was another interesting experience on this particular subway ride. When we stopped at Massachusetts Avenue, the driver 
overshot the station. Apparently the first car stopped with at least one door beyond the platform. We were stopped there for quite a while 
as the driver got permission to back up. Once he did, he made repeated announcements warning those on the platform to stand behind 
the yellow line. We probably spent five minutes at Mass Av, and it wouldn’t surprise me if in the process we ended up delaying other 
trains on the line. 

 
I looked around on all the different subway lines after this incident, and it surprised me that there didn’t appear to be any indication 

by the tracks of exactly where the driver was supposed to stop. In Chicago ‘L’ stations they have prominent signs with numbers (2 , 4, 6, 
and 8) indicating where trains of different car lengths are supposed to stop. Those help the drivers, and they also let passengers know 
where they should wait for a train. I’ve seen similar signs in other cities, but Boston doesn’t appear to use them. I  think they always use 
the maximum number of cars in Boston, even at off hours, and most of those trains completely fill the platforms.  Still, it surprises me that 
they don’t have a clear stop indicator. 

 
I rode north to Downtown Crossing station, which the driver announced simply as “Downtown”. There I made a surprisingly 

complicated transfer to the red line [there are a lot of strange interchanges between the subway lines in Boston], which I rode 

southward to the JFK/UMass station. The station gets its name because it is vaguely near both the University of Massachusetts—Boston 
and the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library (which was my ultimate destination this morning). It really isn’t convenient to either of them, 
though. About all that is nearby is Interstate 93 and the headquarters of the Boston Globe (which, by the way, looks almost identical to 
the new suburban headquarters of the Des Moines Register.). 
 

Having brought up the Globe, I’ll detour a moment to discuss Boston’s press, which really didn’t impress me a lot. The two main 
local papers are Globe (which, interestingly, has been owned by the New York Times ever since the Great Depression) and the Herald. 
The Globe is a thick, comprehensive newspaper that I found frankly boring. The Herald is a scandal sheet that used to be owned by 
Rupert Murdoch (it was divested as part of an anti-trust settlement that allowed NewsCorp to buy two local TV stations) and still closely 
resembles the New York Post or the Toronto Sun. The best paper for news seemed to be Metro, a freebie tabloid available to commuters 
at the entrance to the “T” stations. (I’ve encountered Metro in a number of other cities, most recently Vancouver; it’s always a good 

publication.) As you’d expect in a college town, there are a number of free papers that attempt to appeal to the spectrum of lifestyles. I 
picked up pretty much all of them, but none seemed particularly interesting. There is no Hispanic daily here, nor any other “minority” paper 
that has real news. The New York papers are widely available, but they are hardly pillars of journalism these days either. 

 
… Well, enough about the Boston papers. The only way you can get to the JFK Library by transit is to take a shuttle bus from 

the station. I made my way to the busway and quickly found the appropriate shelter. Numerous buses to other destinations came and 
went, but I waited about twenty minutes before the JFK shuttle arrived. Also waiting for the shuttle were an elderly couple and a middle-
aged man I’d bet was a UMass professor. While we waited a girl in a Boston College sweatshirt was wandering around the  busway 
looking very confused. The elderly woman went up to the girl and asked if she needed help finding something, and my did she get an 
earful! “Mind your @$&%-ing business!” the girl shouted at the top of her lungs, “Leave me the @$&% alone! Get out of my @$&%-ing 
way! Why the @$&% are you here?” The old lady did absolutely nothing to provoke such a response, and she just stared at her husband 
as she left the girl and retreated to the bus shelter. 

 
While I waited it was interesting to note that the MBTA has apparently privatized many of their buses. While all the buses that 

stopped at JFK/UMass bore the “MBTA” logo and colors, they also prominently featured the names of a variety of sub-contractors. I have 
no way to prove it, but my bet would be this is a way of getting around a union contract and paying lower wages to the drivers. I can’t 
imagine that there would be any advantage to farming out services other than saving money. At any rate, our shuttle turned out to be run 
by a company called “Crystal Transit”. 
 

The JFK Museum was interesting, though I can’t say I learned anything there I didn’t already know. They have a fairly interesting 
film that traces Kennedy’s rise to power and then a variety of exhibits on his presidency, assassination, and legacy. It’s all housed in very 
modern concrete and glass building that looks like it should be a classroom building at UMass. I spent about an hour there and as a 
souvenir picked up a coffee mug with a quote from JFK I’d never heard before, but really like: 

 
One person can make a difference, and everyone should try. 

 
While I waited for the shuttle to take me back to the train station, I had a nice view of downtown Boston. The shuttle came fairly 

quickly this time, too. I was the only person who boarded, and the only other person on the bus had gotten on at one UMass stop and got 
off at another. School was not in session, but there still seemed to be a surprising amount of activity all over campus. 



The train station at JFK/UMass has two separate platforms, both of which serve both inbound and outbound trains. South of this 
station the red line splits, headed to twin terminals in Braintree and Ashmont, and each branch has its own platform. Inbound patrons 
appear to wait upstairs just past the turnstiles until a recorded announcement says which platform the next inbound train wil l be on. I 
boarded on the Ashmont platform and headed back north to Downtown Crossing. 
 

Downtown Crossing is located at Winter and Summer Streets, right in the heart of Boston’s commercial district.  [Boston also 
has a Spring Street and an Autumn Street, but those are in Roxbury.]  Directly above it is Macy’s, which occupies a department store 

formerly known as Jordan Marsh. Macy’s also bought out that store’s competitor, Filene’s, whose former store across the street has been 
transformed into a mall with suburban-style shops. John and Janet had given me a Macy’s gift card for Christmas, and I had another card 
I’d gotten through the scrip program, so I enjoyed a nice shopping spree there. Boston’s Macy’s is nowhere near as elegant as the old 
Marshall Field’s flagship in Chicago or even the former Dayton’s in downtown Minneapolis. It’s not a bad store, though, and they have a 
very broad selection of merchandise. As is typical the week after Christmas, pretty much everything was on sale, and I got some very 
good buys on men’s clothing. I was especially pleased with a nice dress shirt I got. An expensive brand (Nautica), its original price was 
over $100. I wouldn’t have even looked at it for that much, but after repeated discounts I was delighted to pick it up for $20. Theoretically 
I could have gotten a certificate to save an additional 11% with my Go Boston card, but I couldn’t figure out where I was supposed to go 
to redeem it. As it was, I felt like I was on The Price is Right, coming within pennies of the total value of my gift cards (though actually 
going over, which would be a disqualification on TV).  Fortunately there’s no tax on clothing in Massachusetts, so figuring how much I’d 
spent was comparatively easy. I felt like I bought out the store, but less than a quarter came out of my pocket. 
 

I had lunch just down the street from Macy’s at a little hole-in-the-wall restaurant called Pita Kabob. The place claimed to serve 
Iranian cuisine, though I must confess I have no clue how that is different from the food of any other Middle Eastern country. The name 
Pita Kabob pretty much sums up their menu. I had an excellent chicken kabob with interesting seasoning. It was accompanied by a tiny 
piece of stale pita bread (definitely the worst part of the lunch) and a simple salad. I can’t say this was the best lunch I’ve ever had, but it 
wasn’t bad.  [Honestly this was one of the worst Middle Eastern meals I’ve had, and that’s normally one of my favorite cuisines.  
The meat was decent, but not much else was.] 

 
They have counter seating along one wall of Pita Kabob, and I sat at a bar stool there to eat my lunch. That surprised the 

proprietors, since apparently everyone here gets their food to go. I suppose if I were an employee in one of the downtown office buildings 
that might make sense, but as a tourist—particularly in winter—eating indoors was the only real option. 

 
After lunch I got back on the orange line and rode back down to Stony Brook, just a couple stops from the end of the line.  Stony 

Brook is in an area called Jamaica Plain, which is one of the grittier areas of Boston. Probably the best thing about the Go Boston card 
was that the book that accompanied it gave very specific directions through this neighborhood to get from the subway station to my next 
destination, the Samuel Adams Brewery. It’s just a short walk to the brewery and not really unpleasant, but this definitely isn’t a 
neighborhood I’d want to go wandering around in after dark. 
 

Samuel Adams was another thing that Go Boston listed as an included attraction, when in fact it was free to begin with. They 
encourage patrons to make a small donation to local charities (which you throw into a keg), but there is no admission fee at the brewery. 
A woman carded me (though I was clearly far older than she was) and gave me a label for a cream ale bottle that served as my ticket for 
the tour. 
 

I had just missed the cut-off for one tour, so I had about a half-hour wait before mine would begin. I spent a while in their gift 
shop, where the only item I picked up was a copper Christmas ornament that fit the beer theme with his inscription of “HOPPY HOLIDAY”. 
I then looked through their museum, which was minimal and seemed to mostly serve as precisely what I was using it for—a waiting room. 

 
Samuel Adams Brewery 

Eventually they called the cream ale tour, and a plump and far too jovial young man welcomed us. I was prepared not to like him 
at all, but he actually gave a pretty decent tour. Samuel Adams’ Boston plant is a tiny brewery, even smaller than the microbrewery I’d 
toured in Milwaukee. The entire facility is about the size of a high school gym. While this is theoretically their “flagship” plant for the largest 
American-owned brewer, in fact Samuel Adams makes most of the beer they sell in Pittsburgh and Cincinnati. The Boston brewery is 
reserved for small run specialty products, like a brick-colored lager they were selling only in New England for the holidays. The entire 



facility is about the size of a high school gym. Where Anheuser—Busch had floor after floor filled with fermentation tanks, Samuel Adams 
had just half a dozen total tanks. 
 

The process of making beer is the same, whether it’s on a big or a small scale, and the guide did a good job of explaining that 
process. Something that was unique and interesting about this tour was that he handed around samples of different types of malted 
barley (roasted to varying levels) and encouraged us to take a taste of them. We also got to smell (and taste if we wanted to) hops, the 
other primary dry ingredient in beer. 

 
After seeing the production area and sampling some barley the guide gave each of us a complimentary four-ounce glass 

(elegantly etched with the company logo), and we made our way into the tasting room. Samuel Adams has received high marks in many 
international beer competitions, and the guide gave us the steps for tasting and criteria on which beer is evaluated at such events. That 
was interesting (it’s similar to how wine is officially tasted), and it’s something I’d never gotten at any other brewery. Wh ile I’d heard of 
Samuel Adams, I don’t think I’d ever had one of their beers before. Now I’ve sampled four of them, and they were all quite good. They 
have far more flavor and character than standard American beers, but they aren’t so thick they make me gag like many European beers 
do. They’re way too expensive to consider buying on a regular basis, but I might put it on next year’s Christmas list. 

 
By the way, Samuel Adams admits they have absolutely no connection with the minor statesman whose name they assumed. 

While tradition says Sam Adams (the patriot) was a brewer, there is really nothing known about that aspect of his life. Sam Adams (the 
beer) was first made as a home brew in 1984 by Harvard-educated lawyer Jim Koch. He chose the name basically because it sounded 
old, distinguished, and American. As a lawyer, he knew that the name and likeness of a dead person can be legally used in commerce, 
so long as the person did not profit from their name or image in their lifetime. So you can’t make Elvis Presley beer of Marilyn Monroe 
beer, but you can make Samuel Adams beer and probably even John Kennedy beer. The guide told us that a descendent of the namesake 
now serves as the company’s legal counsel. 

 
Outdoor sculpture in Jamaica Plain 

 After finishing the tasting, 
I left Samuel Adams and made my 
way back to the subway. It was 
raining again, so I rushed as fast 
as I could. 

 
 Two things stood out on 
the walk back. One was a 
conveniences store named 
Tedeschi’s that occupied part of 
the first floor of an otherwise 
residential building. The location 
of the store was odd, and it also 
stood out because of a little park-
let (a couple of benches and some 
trees) that decorated a wide patch 
of sidewalk in front of the place. 
Tedeschi’s (which sometimes also 
carries the sign “Store24”) is the 

convenience store of New 
England, but this particular 
location would become 
particularly noteworthy later on the 
trip. 
 
 The other thing I 
remember from Jamaica Plain 
was a community center that 
featured a gallery with the work of 
neighborhood artists. The gallery 
had an outdoor sculpture display  

with some strange metal creations in human and animal forms. I can’t say they were beautiful, but they certainly were something to look 
at. 
 

Almost every time I road the subway in Boston it seemed I experienced a bit of local color, and my trip downtown was no 
exception. The train was nearly empty when I boarded, but at the next station (Jackson Square) a middle aged black man got on board 
carrying a boom box. It’s been a while since I’ve seen a boom box in public; they’ve become far less common in the I-pod age. This guy 
had one, though, and he proceeded to play bad rap at maximum volume all the way downtown. He seemed a bit old for that sort of thing, 
but I’d bet he’s been doing it since he was a teenager. Eventually I got so sick of it that I got off on the platform and ran up to the next 
car. 
 

I again transferred to the blue line at State and this time got off at Aquarium. This station serves the waterfront area, which has 
a strange combination of stately historic buildings (like Faneuil Hall and Quincy Market) and modern glass monstrosities. My destination 
was in the latter category.  I was headed to the station’s namesake, the New England Aquarium. In spite of the name, the aquarium really 
isn’t very close to the station, and I got thoroughly soaked walking there.  The aquarium was without question my least favorite of the 



things I saw in Boston. If I hadn’t have gone with a Go Boston card, the place would have charged $28, and it was most decidedly not 
worth that. For “free” I suppose I shouldn’t complain, but I will anyhow. 

 
 I don’t think I’d have cared much for the aquarium in 
any case (it’s basically just a bunch of fish, and nothing I 
haven’t seen elsewhere), but it was horrible to see on 
Christmas vacation. Every school kid in the Northeast seemed 
to be crammed in there; the crowding was just unbelievable. I 
elbowed my way up a winding ramp and then back down 
again, taking a gander at various tanks along the way. After 
about twenty minutes I’d had all I could stand of the place, 
though, so I made my way to the exit.  [I’m not a fan of 
crowds in general, and this was just crushing.] 

 
 Just down the street from the aquarium is a block off 
old warehouses that has been converted into a Marriott hotel. 
This was the place I found that charged $565 a night, so I took 
a quick look in their lobby. There was certainly nothing about 
the place that made me think it was worth big bucks. Indeed, 
the lobby at the Comfort Inn was really nicer. About the only 
thing the Marriott had going for it was location, and given the 
frequency and reliability of the subway, that didn’t seem like a 
very big advantage to me. I was perfectly happy to be paying 
nothing in Revere, and should I come back to the area I’d be 
very willing to pay $80 - $90 a night for it, too. 
 
 My original plan had been for the aquarium to be the 
last thing I’d see today. Since it had taken no time at all, 
though, I still had a couple of hours to spare. I rode back to 
Government Center and again immediately transferred to a 
green line E-train. This time I got off at the Museum of Fine 
Arts, and I spent about an hour and a half exploring one of the 
nation’s best known art museums. Both the building and its 
collection remind me a lot of the Art Institute of Chicago, 
though I think Chicago has more well-known individual works. 
Something I dislike at both of them (and most art museums, 
for that matter) is that they are mazelike, with tiny galleries 
that are awkward to get to from one another. I just sort of  

 
Old and new in downtown Boston 

wandered around aimlessly, and I’m sure I missed many of the museum’s highlights.  I did see a number of interesting exhibits , though—
including all types of media and almost every conceivable era. 
 

I picked up the only “nice” souvenir I bought on this trip at the Museum of Fine Arts. It’s art glass, blown or cast (I’m not certain 
which) in the shape of a starfish. I think it’s intended as a Christmas ornament, but it makes a colorful suncatcher in my front window 
[which it continues to grace year-round]. It’s a blustery below zero day as I write this (I have the opportunity to write, because there’s 

no school), and the sun is reflecting off it brilliantly, sending colorful rays throughout my living room. 
 

I left just shortly before the museum closed and joined a mob of people on the inbound green line platform. Away from downtown 
the green line essentially functions like a streetcar, with open air “stations” that have no turnstiles. They’d do well to go for “proof of 
payment” fare collection on the green line, like pretty much every other light rail system on earth uses. Instead they treat it like a bus. 
Riders have to queue at the front and put their money in a fare box or flash their passes to the driver. The train paused more than five 
minutes at the museum stop before everyone was finally on board. Making everybody individually pay their fare on board has to really 
slow down service on the line. 

 
Wikipedia picture of Government Center – Boston 

 I rode back to Government Center (officially called 
“Government Center at Scollay Square”) and this time went upstairs 
to see what was there. I was surprised to see a Salvation Army bell-
ringer at the top of the escalator (around here they disappear after 
Christmas), and I was pleased to toss a small donation in his kettle. 
The bell-ringer was about the most positive thing about Government 
Center. Apparently Scollay Square was once a tree-filled plaza lined 
by stately old buildings. About the time I was born that was all 
replaced by urban renewal gone amuck. Government Center has 
been described as one of the world’s best examples of brutalist 
architecture. I’m not really familiar with the brutalist school, but the 
term definitely fits this location. The buildings surrounding the plaza 
are basically big blobs of concrete that intersect and overhang each 
other at bizarre angles, sort of like a three-dimensional cubist painting. 
The plaza itself is just an enormous expanse of concrete, devoid of 
trees, flowers, and even tables and benches. I suppose it doubles  as  
the roof of  the  subway station,  and  it  would   certainly 



function better for that purpose than as a park. It was sunset as I looked around Government Center, and the orange light probably 
displayed the area at its best. I’d definitely hate to see it at high noon. 

 
Necco wafers 

Mostly as an excuse to not just 
immediately turn around and head back 
to the subway, I browsed through a CVS 
drug store at Government Center. My 
main purchase here was the product 
they made right next to my hotel, a pack 
of Necco wafers. They’re strange, crispy 
little circles, sort of a combination of 
candy and a cracker. In fact what they 
seem to bear the most resemblance to 
are communion hosts. Except as a diet 
product (each piece of candy is less 
than ten calories), I can’t see why they’d 
have much appeal. They’re rather 
flavorless, and what taste they do have 
is kind of strange. I’m certainly not 
heartbroken that I can’t buy the things in 
Iowa. 

 
 The strangest thing at CVS 
was that they had self check-out stands, 
but a clerk was operating them for 
customers. I went up to the self check-
out, and the clerk took my stuff, scanned 
it, and bagged it. I was responsible for 
feeding money into the bill acceptor, but 
that was it. That seemed to defeat the  

whole purpose of the thing, and I really wonder if the clerk couldn’t be put to more productive work. 
 

It was right at rush hour when I got to the subway, and there was an enormous pack of people waiting for an outbound train on 
the blue line platform. Not wanting to fight the mob, I instead caught an inbound train and rode one stop to the end of the line, Bowdoin. 
(The station, by the way is pronounced BOW-din, as if a ribbon decoration were making lots of noise.) The platform there is triangular. 
The trains let passengers off on one side of the triangle and then disappear into an area beyond the station where they turn around and 
re-emerge on another side of the triangle. The departing side is longer than the boarding side, and apparently they can’t fit all the cars of 
the train along it. That means the driver can’t open the doors, so instead there are signs instructing boarding passengers to push a button 
by the side of the doors to open them. They have those buttons on the Hiawatha trains in Minneapolis; there they use them to avoid 
exposing the interior of the train to very cold or hot temperatures (both of which are common in Minnesota) if no one is actually boarding. 
I pushed the button and was soon whisked back to Government Center. I was pleased to have a seat on what was almost instantly an 
extremely crowded train. 

 
The most noticeable of my fellow passengers on this trip had also boarded at Bowdoin. They were middle-aged Hispanic women, 

and they spent the whole trip to Revere gossiping in Spanish. Some of their stories were really quite juicy, and I suppose they thought 
that by talking in Spanish they had a bit more privacy than they actually did. 

 
I got off at Revere Beach, where I thought I’d just walk right back up Shirley Avenue. The station in fact faces Shirley, but 

somehow I made a wrong turn and ended up going quite far out of my way on side streets. Those streets were actually more pleasant 
than Shirley itself was at night. The main businesses you notice after dark on Shirley Avenue are bars, and they’re the sort of bars where 
Hispanic construction workers hang out. I wouldn’t really say it’s an unsafe area, but I was definitely out of place walking back to the hotel. 
 

I intended to have dinner tonight at the hotel restaurant, which is part of a Mexican chain called Margarita’s. This being a Monday 
night, business there was light, so I figured I could get a table for one quickly and easily. Unfortunately, like far too many restaurants 
these days, this one insisted on making patrons wait in the bar before they would seat them, even though there were obviously tables 
available for immediate seating. I wasn’t going to have any part of that, so they lost my business. It may be a lovely restaurant, but I’ll 
never know.  [I do not understand this concept at all, and I’ve refused to patronize multiple chain restaurants because of it.  I’m 
fine with waiting if the dining room is full, but being sent to the bar “just because” makes my blood boil.] 

 
I instead walked back to Wonderland and took the blue line over to Maverick station, which is located in a very diverse 

neighborhood by the airport. Maverick Square, directly above the station, is lined with a fascinating collection of restaurants representing 
Latin American, Middle Eastern, Thai, and Indian cuisines. Since my tastebuds were set on Mexican, I went to a place with a neon cactus 
above their door. This place really wasn’t strictly Mexican, though. If they were located downtown instead of in an immigrant neighborhood, 
they could probably call themselves “Latin fusion” and triple their prices. The menu lots of dishes from Colombia and El Salvador, and 
there were interesting twists on everything they served. I ordered by number (“cuarenta y dos”, I think) and I ended up with a dish that 
somewhat resembled fajitas, basically a chicken and vegetable stir fry. The dish was served with corn tortillas on the side, and they were 
freshly made and almost puffy (it reminded me of the pita bread I had at lunch, but tasted much better). The mixture in the stir fry included 

plantains, a tropical starch I don’t think I’d ever actually eaten before. The seasoning wasn’t at all hot, but it was extremely rich and savory. 
This was honestly one of the best main courses I’ve ever eaten. 

 



The restaurant itself was a storefront café, though it was pleasantly decorated inside. The furnishings were all wood, and there 
were tiles decorating the walls. They’d put up a variety of very American-style Christmas decorations above the bar. For entertainment 
they had a big screen TV on which they played Spanish-language music videos. These ran the gamut from mariachi music to rap, and it 
was fascinating to see it all. A number of Hispanic people came to get take-out orders while I was there, but the whole time the only other 
people who sat down to eat were two other men who had come alone, one Anglo and one Asian. The waitress had an extremely low-cut 
dress, and I wondered if that might not be an attraction for single men who came here. 

 
2015 website picture of Taco—Mex restaurant 

 

I had the stir fry dish, iced tea, and a plate of flan 
(topped with a mountain of whipped cream and a cherry). 
Including tax and tip I parted with just $16 for this meal. I’d 
have likely have spent more at the hotel and gotten less. 
Should I return to Boston, I’ll definitely come back for 
another meal at Maverick Square. I don’t remember the 
name of the place, but I do remember the neon cactus just 
down the street from Dunkin Donuts. It definitely was “muy 
delicioso”.  [Looking at an online map of Maverick 
Square, I came across Taco—Mex just down the street 
from Dunkin Donuts, and when I went to their website, 
it was quite obviously the restaurant I’d patronized.  
They say they serve “Mexican and Latin American 
food”, and much of the menu features Colombian and 
Central American dishes.  What I probably ordered 
was what they call “Salvadoran fajitas”.  If it was 
indeed the number I mentioned earlier, then they’ve 
changed their numbers since I was there.  Number 42 
these days is “deviled  shrimp and calamari”,  which I 

would never even consider ordering.] 

 
I stopped to get some coffee at that Dunkin Donuts, and that was an interesting experience as well. The customer in front of me 

(who happened to be Hispanic) was obviously friends with the young Asian woman at the counter. He was lamenting that a girl he used 
to live with had just gotten married a good friend of his. In fact, he had been the best man at their wedding. He said he’d felt a bit awkward 
toasting the happy couple (I’d think “awkward” would be an understatement) and that now he was feeling depressed. The counter girl 
assured him that there was nothing to worry about. “After all,” she cheerily said, “everyone gets divorced, so you two will be together 
again in no time.” It would be fascinating to see just how this soap opera played out. 

 
I had an uneventful ride back to Revere Beach. This time I exited to Beach Street and had a direct and pleasant walk back to 

the hotel. As I arrived at the Comfort Inn a taxi was pulling away. I can’t imagine needing a taxi at this hotel. Their shuttle provides direct 
transportation to the airport, and it’s quite easy to get to the subway. A taxi all the way to Boston would be absurdly expensive, and I can’t 
imagine anywhere in Revere that would be of interest to go.  [I’ve been to several hotels where other people took taxis to and from 
the airport.  They do that all the time in Minneapolis.  That seems silly to me, but to each his own.] 

 
When I went up to my room, the TV didn’t work. I found out later that today the hotel had switched their TV provider. They had 

been hooked up to a local cable service, while starting tomorrow they’d have a satellite connection. For me this was a step down. 
Theoretically the satellite service was all high-definition, and the signal certainly looked good on their oversized flat screen TVs. As long 
as I can see the picture, I really don’t care just how crystal clear it is, though, and what I noticed with the switch is that they only had about 
half as many choices available. I’d rather have more options, even if those choices only do provide a lower picture quality. 
 

A big story in the newspapers was a dispute between Fox broadcasting and Time-Warner cable (the main cable provider in the 
East). Fox was demanding to be paid a fee to carry their signal on cable (which is the practice with cable networks, but never has been 
with stations that could be received over the air), and the brouhaha was conveniently timed to coincide with the upcoming football bowls 
that Fox would be carrying. (I personally think it’s ridiculous to charge a fee for programming that contains advertising, but then I’m not a 
major corporation.) There was a similar dispute in Iowa between Fox and Mediacom. Giving guests the ability to see the bowl games may 
have been the motivation for the hotel making the switch to satellite. According to the papers lots of households were making that same 
switch for that reason. I’m sure other guests complained, but I really didn’t care much about not having TV service tonight. I did a bit of 
reading and got some of the outline done for this travelogue. Then I went to bed comparatively early. 
 

Tuesday, December 29 

Greater Boston, Massachusetts 
 

Again I was up around 6:30, but I lazed around the room for quite a while. I was more tired than I normally am while traveling, 
and it was hard to get started this morning. 
 

When I walked over to Wonderland station there was construction along 1-A, just east of Beach Street. They were doing some 
sort of digging on Beach Street and had that whole street blocked off, plus the sidewalk and one of the eastbound lanes on the highway.  
A cop car was parked right by the site, with lights flashing and a temporary arrow sign set up behind the car. Since the sidewalk was 
blocked off I had little choice but to check for traffic and then join the cars in detouring around the construction. As I got up to the actual 



digging area the cop (who was standing around like a foreman) yelled at me, asking where I was going. I responded that I was headed 
to the train station, and he just grunted. It’s not like I had any option but to walk there, and he didn’t stop me. As soon as I was past the 
digging I went back to the sidewalk and continued down to the station.  [I’ve run across construction projects in a number of cities 
that didn’t take pedestrians into account.  They often seem to assume streets are built only for cars.] 

 
I took the blue line to Government Center and again made an immediate transfer to the green line (though this time it wasn’t an 

E-train). I went just one stop and got off at Park Street station. This happens to be the oldest subway station in America, though if you 
didn’t know that fact I don’t know that it would seem any different from any other old station.  I went upstairs and had breakfast at a place 
Margaret and I had stopped at a decade ago, Finagle a Bagel. Locals appear to just call the place “Finagle”, and it does appear they’re 
trying to diversify their menu with muffins, pastries, soups, and salads. I got coffee, juice, and a bagel breakfast sandwich. The bagel I 
got was far too garlicky, but everything else was good. The place brought back some pleasant memories, too, and it made a nice way to 
start the day. 

 
Old State House on the Freedom Trail 

 

 I spent the early morning in Boston’s historic area, mostly 
walking parts of the Freedom Trail, the red brick stripe that connects 
most of the points of interest in central Boston. Margaret and I did 
the complete circuit in 2000, and we went inside many of the 
churches and historic homes at that time. Most were not even open 
early in the morning, so I just wandered around and looked at them. 
 
 It was COLD this morning, and that kept me moving quite 

rapidly. The temperature was about 10o, and there was a brisk wind 
whipping around that made things feel quite icy indeed. 
 
 I made my way to the North End a historic neighborhood 
that features Paul Revere’s house and the Old North Church. This 
is was traditionally an Italian neighborhood. It may have diversified 
into Irish, but that’s about it. The North End was just about the only 
place in Boston that came across as 100% white. 
 
 One interesting thing I saw in the North End was the Rose 
Fitzgerald Kennedy Greenway. This is one of the most positive 
changes since Margaret and I were here before. In 2000 an elevated 
highway called the Central Artery divided the North End from 
downtown. The decaying green metal structure was truly an 
eyesore, and it isolated the North End (and also the waterfront area 
further south) from the rest of the city. The infamous “Big Dig”, which 
was nearing completion when we were here then, replaced the 
Central Artery with a much larger underground highway. The Big 
Dig went way over budget and had some safety issues, but it is now 
entirely completed. They tore down the Central Artery, and in its 
place established the greenway, a strip of parkland that occupies 
the former highway right-of-way. While strangely shaped (extremely 
narrow, but stretching as far as you can see), the greenway really 
seems to be a lovely little park. 

 

I eventually wound my way around to Haymarket station, which is right at the north edge of downtown. I took the orange line 
one stop further north to North Station. I was here to transfer from the subway to a commuter rail train, but that turned out to be a bit more 
difficult than I’d imagined. I followed signs for “COMMUTER RAIL” that led me up to street level, but once there I had no clue where to 
go. About the only thing of prominence at street level was the TD Garden, Boston’s hockey and basketball arena. Signs showed me how 
to get there (and it would have been incredibly obvious anyway), but not to North Station. What I didn’t realize was that the Amtrak and 
commuter rail part of North Station are inside the TD Garden. You go through the train station to enter the actual arena.  [This really is 
a strange set-up, and it’s particularly odd that it’s not signed.] 

 
I bought a Zone 3 round trip from a vending machine, receiving two separate Charlie tickets in exchange for $6.50. While I was 

at the machine, I spent an additional $10.50 and also bought tickets for a trip I’d be taking tomorrow. There was about half an hour before 
my train would leave, and I killed much of that time in the arena gift shop, which sold Bruins and Celtics souvenirs. There was nothing 
remotely approaching my budget; indeed, the cheapest thing I saw there was a $17 shot glass.  It was amusing to see all the overpriced 
junk, though. . [If they’d had cheap stuff, I probably would have bought some.  Very few sports venues do have affordable 
souvenirs, though.  It’s all “collectibles” rather than fun junk.]  I also got some money at an ATM (which, like every bank machine 

here was from the Toronto—Dominion Bank, the sponsors of the arena) and got a yogurt parfait and some coffee (Newman’s Own organic 
New England blend) at a McDonalds in the station. 
 

They soon announced that my train was ready for boarding, and I made my way to track #1. The train was probably ten cars 
long, but for some reason they’d shut out all the cars remotely near the station. I had to walk about two-thirds of the way down the platform 
to find an open door. Once I did, I boarded a well-worn car with mauve-colored vinyl seats. MBTA’s commuter rail cars are arranged in a 
3 – 2 configuration, with more seats on the left (facing forward) than the right. Late morning this was irrelevant. I could have sat on 
whichever side I chose and had an entire row to myself.  

 



We set out right on time at 9:45am. The train crossed the mouth of the Charles and then paralleled the orange line, which runs 
directly under I-93 through Charlestown (the northern extent of the city of Boston). From there the tracks turned east, crossed over the 
harbor on a high bridge, and then ran in a trench through Revere, passing just east of my hotel en route. I’d actua lly walked over these 
tracks on an overpass numerous times already, not really realizing what they were. East of Revere we cut through a big swamp area, 
probably the marsh that gave the town its original name. 
 

We made brief stops in Chelsea, Lynn, and Swampscott, all of which are old mill towns that have grown into dumpy suburbs.  
All of them have substantial downtown areas near their stations, but these days about the only businesses there are dollar stores and 
Mexican groceries. 
 

I left the train at Salem almost exactly half an hour after boarding. Salem station is located in a depression far beneath the level 
of most of the city. A long staircase leads from the far west end of the platform up to a highway at the east edge of downtown. 

 
 While Boston is not at all an 
easy city to navigate, for the most part I 
made it around there without incident. 
Salem is about one-tenth the size of 
Boston (it’s about the same size as 
Revere), but I found it incredibly hard to 
get a sense of direction there. The 
streets in Salem are actually fairly 
square, but there are very few that are 
really through streets. That’s because 
the place is almost completely 
surrounded by water, and parts of it stick 
out into the water on different 
peninsulas. At any rate, I was confused 
almost the whole time I was in Salem.  
Because of that I spent a lot of time 
wandering around aimlessly. While that 
wasn’t exactly the best thing to do given 
the bitter cold, the positive side of it was 
that I got to see a lot of parts of town that 
aren’t on the main tourist radar. 
 
 While Salem was founded in 
1626 and is most famous for events in 
1692, most of the actual town dates to 
the late 19th and early 20th Centuries.  
The   streets  are  lined  with  absolutely 

 
Typical residential neighborhood – Salem, Massachusetts 

gorgeous Victorian homes, which I must say I wasn’t really expecting to see there. It looks a lot like Burlington, the small city on the 
Mississippi that was the biggest thing near where I grew up. On the whole the homes have been better maintained than those in Burlington, 
though, which makes Salem quite a handsome town. 

 
East India Marine Mall at the Peabody—Essex Museum 

Salem, Massachusetts 

 Mixed in with the Victorians were 
older landmarks like the First Church of 
Salem (a Unitarian house of worship dating to 
1629) as well some tacky strip malls and boxy 
apartments from the 1950s or ‘60s that 
looked like they belonged in Los Angeles. I’m 
sure I wasn’t supposed to see the later stuff, 
but my lack of direction gave me the grand 
tour.  [I must confess that six years later I 
really have almost no specific memories 
of Salem.  What I do remember is largely 
what you see in the pictures in this 
travelogue.] 

 
 After wandering around through 
various residential districts I eventually made 
my way back downtown. Before too long I 
came upon my first real destination, the 
Peabody—Essex Museum. This fascinating 
institution began as the legacy of the North 
American and East Indian Trading Company, 
which was headquartered in Salem. They 
acquired numerous treasures from their 
sailing adventures in the Far East, and they 
built a museum to display them. The place 
has grown in the past century and  a half into  



a major museum, with art and artifacts from every corner of the world. Today it is housed in two historic buildings and a modern pavilion 
between them. It’s an enormous facility and a truly fascinating museum. While it’s not nearly so well known, I honestly liked it better than 
the Museum of Fine Arts. It was easier to visit and seemed to have a more interesting collection. 
 

The largest part of the Peabody—Essex is devoted to their Oriental collection. Here I saw something I don’t think I’ve seen at 
any other art museum I’ve been to: Asian portraiture. Most Asian art collections feature pottery, screens, religious sculpture, and perhaps 
some watercolor landscapes of mountain scenes. I’d always gotten the feeling that portraits were a part of European art, but not Asian. 
Here they had paintings of Oriental people by Oriental artist. It’s the same sort of work Velazquez or Rembrandt might have done, but 
with an Asian theme. 
 

There was also a huge collection (excessive, really) of maritime art—paintings and models of ships and ports. There were small 
collections of European and American art, and one gallery of native African weavings. In the central pavilion they display the work of local 
artists and also have a large temporary exhibit space. One of the temporary exhibits was the works of some fashion designer I’d never 
heard of. Like so much high fashion, the designs were interesting but not really practical. The other temporary exhibit was called “Trash 
Menagerie”, and it featured garbage that had been “recycled” into works of art in the form of animals. I was expecting to just take a quick 
look at that exhibit, but the creations really were works of art—both beautiful and fascinating. 

 
The bulk of the stores in downtown Salem are open seasonally, and the season in “Witch City” ends on Halloween. The one 

place that did appear to be open was the Museum Place Mall, across the “street” (actually a pedestrian passage) from the Peabody—
Essex. Unfortunately the entryway to the mall appeared to be the local hangout for Salem’s middle school kids. I’m sure they were 
perfectly harmless, but I didn’t care to mess with getting past them just to visit a gift shop. 

 
Salem Witch Museum 

 

 I made my way to Salem Common, which also 
was nowhere near where my mind thought it should be.  At 
the east end of the common, in a building that looks 
remarkably like a church, is the Salem Witch Museum.  
The Go Boston pass worked here, so I went in.  
Unfortunately, you can’t just walk through the place at your 
leisure. The main attraction is apparently a multimedia 
show (though most of the reviews, which are lukewarm at 
best, describe it as narrated dioramas).  There was a wait 
for that, and it would have been a lengthy time 
commitment, so I just decided to see the main exhibits. 
This is basically a series of faded posters that give a brief 
history of the famous witch trials. They stress a lot of things 
that apparently are often misunderstood, like the fact that 
no one was actually burned for witchcraft. The few people 
who were executed mostly died by hanging, but the vast 
majority of accused witches were tried and sentenced in 
civil court. They also noted that far more witches were 
accused in other nearby places (notably the town of 
Danvers) than in Salem itself.  It would have been 
interesting to see more of the museum—especially its 
historic building, but since they insisted on making it a 
lengthy time commitment, I moved on.  [Requiring the 
video probably helps with crowd management during 
peak tourist season.  In December, though, it was just 
silly.] 
 

 

 Salem really plays up its witch connections, and they 
stress witches in both historic and modern contexts.  The town 
apparently had some controversy a few years back when they 
put up a statue of Elizabeth Montgomery, the star of the 
Bewitched TV show back in the ‘60s. I saw that statue, but I 

didn’t even snap a picture of it. 
 
 I had a pleasant walk through Salem Common. I’m 
sure this park is bustling in summer. It was all but abandoned 
on a cold winter day, though, and I didn’t care to spend too much 
time there myself. 
 
 I continued on west and south through a mix of 
residential and commercial areas, eventually making my way to 
the Salem waterfront. The wind whipped around fiercely as I 
walked, and my heavy, hooded winter coat seemed to offer no 
protection at all. I don’t think the temperature was actually all 
that cold, but the wind chill was just brutal. 
 
 Along  the   waterfront  is   Salem   Maritime   National 

 
Salem Common 



 
Salem Maritime National Historic Park 

Historic Park, a National Park Service property I didn’t even know existed. It preserves a number of old ships as well as some warehouses 
and other buildings along the docks. I read later that one of these, very likely the building in the picture above, was where Nathaniel 
Hawthorne lived when he wrote The Scarlet Letter. Another well-known Hawthorne attraction is just down the street. Hawthorne was born  

 
House of the Seven Gables 

Salem, Massachusetts 

next to and wrote about the House of the Seven Gables. 
This was included in the Go Boston card, and I could have 
toured it. I had to make a choice, though. The next train 
back to Boston would be leaving in about fifteen minutes, 
and if I left now I could just barely make it back to the 
station and catch it. If I toured the House of the Seven 
Gables, I’d miss that train, and the next one wasn’t for two 
and a half hours. I really didn’t care to wander around 
Salem in the cold all that time, so I chose to head back 
now. Perhaps seeing the Hawthorne sights will give me a 
reason to come back here someday.  [I actually kind of 
wish I had seen the place.  Salem is certainly not at the 
top of my list to return to, but I really would like to see 
it again someday.] 
 

 I was very glad to have the hood on my coat as I 
made my way back to the station. I unzipped the hood at 
one point, and the wind literally blew off the baseball cap I 
was wearing under it. It reminded me of a couple of 
windstorms back in high school, when it was hard to stand 
as I walked between the main building and the annex. It 
was never this cold in Mt. Pleasant, though [particularly 
since those winds were invariably in spring]. It’s hard 

to describe just how frigid things were today with the cold 
wind whipping up from the ocean. 

I huddled on the platform together with about twenty other people. Fortunately before long the train arrived, and we were able 
to enjoy its heat. [It’s kind of odd Boston doesn’t have heated shelters like they do in Chicago and Minneapolis.]  I think if I’d been 

on board for more than half an hour it might have become uncomfortably hot, but for the time I was there it was lovely. 
 

The trip back to Boston was uneventful, and I made it back to the North Station subway without a problem. I had a long wait for 
a train, though. The green and orange lines arrive on opposite sides of the same platform at North Station, but neither one was showing 
up today. Eventually an announcement said “We are experiencing delays due to switching problems at North Station” and thanked us for 
our patience. After almost twenty minutes a green line train finally arrived. By that time the platform was overflowing with people, but 
somehow we all managed to cram on to the little two-car train. I stood for the first couple stations, but most people got off when we got 
downtown, and I quickly grabbed a seat. 
 

This was again an E-train, and once again I got off at Symphony.     Across Massachusetts Avenue from Symphony Hall are the 



 
headquarters for the Church of Christ, Scientist, which was my destination. The building is set back far from the street, and I was shivering 
again just walking from the station to the door. 
 

The Christian Science headquarters has a small museum inside there that tells about their religion, its founder Mary Baker Eddy, 
and its highly respected newspaper The Christian Science Monitor. The museum was interesting (particularly the part on journalism), but 
the real reason for visiting the place was the Mapparium. Rather obviously contrived from the words “map” and “aquarium”, the Mapparium 
is an enormous stained glass globe with a platform inside it that figuratively lets you walk through the middle of the earth. Even those who 
couldn’t care less about geography would have to appreciate this spectacular work of stained glass. It’s absolutely gorgeous. They also  

teach some interesting history lessons 
here. The globe was built in 1935, so it 
shows a very different world than the 
one we live in today. Most of Africa and 
parts of Asia were still under colonial 
control, and the Soviet Union still 
stretched across Eurasia. There is 
narration that explains how the world 
has changed since the globe was built 
as well as pointing out the 
interconnectedness of earth—
something you can’t help but notice 
when looking at things inside-out. 
 
 The photo I’ve included here is 
actually taken from the outside of the 
globe. The most noteworthy thing 
looking at it from the inside is that it’s 
actually a mirror image of all the 
continents—which, of course, it would 
be if you were viewing things from the 
center of the earth. It gives a very 
different perspective on things than 
we’re used to seeing. While I don’t know 
that I’d rush back there, it was 
fascinating to go inside the Mapparium. 

 
 I caught another green line 
train southward to the museum stop. 
This time I took a side street just south 
of the Museum of Fine Arts and walked 
a few blocks west from there. Before too 
long I came to my next destination, the  

 
Mapparium (website photo) 

Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum.  Isabella Stewart Gardner was a wealthy and eccentric woman who lived around the turn of the last 
century and really enjoyed good art. When her wealthy husband and father passed away, she used the money she inherited to buy some 
outstanding paintings and sculptures, and she commissioned a museum be built to house her collection. You may have heard of this 
museum, where thirteen works of art valued at over $500 million were stolen in 1990. Those works are still missing, identified by empty 
frames on the walls. 
 

While its design is totally different, the feeling I got at the museum reminded me of the Cloisters in New York. The whole thing 
is built around an enormous solarium that functions as a greenhouse for tropical plants. Off this central hall are rather dark and gloomy 
galleries where the major works of art are displayed. 

 
The artwork at the Gardner really is top-notch. One of the nicest works I saw here was a Rembrandt self-portrait that seemed to 

almost come to life. There are also important works by Titian, Vermeer, Botticelli, Matisse, and Whistler, among others. For a relatively 
small museum, it has an amazingly large collection of good art—and very little that’s mediocre. 

 
That said, I really didn’t care a lot for the museum. There were two reasons for this. First, Isabella Stewart Gardner’s will stipulated 

that the museum must remain exactly as she envisioned it, with no additions or changes, in perpetuity. Unfortunately she envisioned the 
place for admiring the things she liked rather than for learning about art. Very few of the artworks here are labeled, and those that are 
usually have just the artist’s name. It’s possible to buy explanatory books in the gift shop, but (as with most museums) it’s located at the 
exit rather than the entrance. 
 

The other problem is that the place seems obsessed with security.  Perhaps that’s because of the high profile theft, but they 
really seem to go overboard. Almost every room has multiple guards, and they seem to constantly have their eyes on every visitor. I really 
felt they were breathing down my neck. After I’d already gone through about two galleries, a guard almost exploded at me and insisted 
that I must check a small shopping bag I had with me. However, the same bag was perfectly acceptable at the Museum of Fine Arts and 
at the Peabody—Essex, and here at the Gardner numerous women were allowed to carry purses that were far larger than my shopping 
bag. What security threat it had, I don’t know, but of course I went back to the check room and stood in line to get rid of it. Then I stood 



in line again to reclaim it when I left.  [A pet peeve of mine at many museums is that women are allowed to carry purses, but men 
cannot carry a bag of the equivalent size.  That just strikes me as discriminatory.] 

 
Christmas decorations in downtown Boston 

 

 After seeing the Gardner I walked back to the 
green line, where again the train made a long stop while 

dozens of people boarded. I rode back to Park Street and 
then walked again through the downtown area. It was right 
at sunset, and the city Christmas decorations were all lit up. 
It was really a lovely display. 
 
 My only stop downtown was at a huge Borders 
store, where I used the rest of the gift card Tim had given 
me for Christmas to buy another calendar and an audiobook 
of Michael Phelps’ autobiography, both of which were on 
clearance. 
 

 I made my way to the State subway station, the 
entrance to which is actually in the basement of the old 
Massachusetts State House. I caught an orange line train 
and headed north to the Community College stop, which 
appears to be located in the middle of nowhere underneath 
Interstate 93. The station is virtually adjacent to Bunker Hill 
Community College, one of the largest schools of higher 
learning in Boston. Just east of there is a small shopping 
center that was my final destination for the day. I stopped 
first at another CVS drugstore, where I got some batteries 
for my camera. Then I headed to the Charlestown location 
of Friendly’s, a restaurant chain I’d eaten at in Binghamton, 
New York a couple years ago. 

 
 Friendly’s was practically empty. Unfortunately 
they only had one waitress working, and she wasn’t terribly 
efficient. It took quite a while to be seated and then even 
longer to actually be served. That was all right, though; the 
place was heated, and it was nice to warm up a bit. 

 
 Friendly’s seems to have a bit of an identity crisis. 
This one seemed to be trying to be Waffle House, 
Applebees, and Culvers all at once. The menu was eclectic  

beyond belief. After studying it I decided to be a bit experimental and chose their melted barbecue chicken. This dish took what might 
have been a healthy meal (chicken breast) and loaded it with fat. The chicken was slathered with jack cheese and then covered with 
barbecue sauce. It was really very good, but definitely not healthy. The meal came with a choice of two side dishes, and I picked sautéed 
corn and garlic mashed potatoes. The potatoes were also probably loaded with fat, but they were excellent. Friendly’s started out as an 
ice cream place, and their dinners still come with ice cream. I had a small hot fudge sundae made with maple walnut ice cream. I probably 
ate a month’s worth of calories in this dinner, but it was quite tasty. At twenty bucks (including tax and tip) it also wasn’t cheap, but then 
what is these days? 
 

The turnstile at Community College had troubles with my Charlie pass, but eventually I got the thing to work. Then I had an 
uneventful ride back to Revere Beach (not much local color on this trip). 
 

They’d completed the switch to satellite, so the TV in my hotel room worked tonight. When I watched the news, I almost wished 
it didn’t. The big news on every local station was a robbery and murder. The crime happened yesterday in Jamaica Plain, at that Tedeschi’s 
convenience store near the Samuel Adams brewery. Over and over again I saw a city security camera showing the criminal sitting on 
those benches in front of the store and then going inside. The store’s camera was much very grainy (it seems strange to me that in this 
high tech age so many security cameras are so bad), but apparently the clerk handed over money to the robber and was rewarded for 
doing so by being shot. This all happened Monday afternoon, just an hour or two after I’d walked by there. It was a bit unnerving to think 
how close I’d been to it. 
 

I read through newspapers from both Boston and Salem this evening as well. The Salem paper was part of a suburban network 
called “WickedLocal”. Wicked is a very common word in New England that is used as a generic intensifier. Where a Midwestern kid might 
say something was “way cool”, in Boston it would be “wicked awesome”. (It might actually be “wicked @$&%-ing awesome”, since 
profanity seems to be used here even in positive contexts.) I had read this before the trip and was amused to hear a number of people 
using the term. It was even more amusing, though, to see it as part of a company’s name. 

 
Besides the convenience store murder, there wasn’t a lot of news happening in metro Boston. I got to sleep reasonably early 

and slept quite well. 
 



Wednesday, December 30 

Revere, Massachusetts to Providence, Rhode Island 
 

I even slept in “late” on my last night in Boston, not getting up until around 7:30 this morning. (I’m amused to write that. Today 
we had another snow day at school, one that was announced the night before. I took advantage of that and stayed in bed until nearly 
9:00, so 7:30 still seams fairly early.  [I’m almost always up early when I travel, particularly when travelling on my own.  Also, we’ve 
had more and more school cancellations announced ahead of time, as the distance they bus kids from has skyrocketed.]) I was 

in no great hurry, so I sort of packed my stuff in slow motion and then gradually made my way downstairs. 
 

I had a bagel and some coffee and juice in the breakfast room. The breakfast entertainment was watching the attendant attempt 
to keep the waffle irons operative. Someone had obviously tried to make a waffle without using nonstick spray and with far too much 
batter. One of the irons was burnt shut. The attendant had to take a butcher knife to get it open, and then she spent a long time scraping 
burnt waffle out of the thing. Just as she was getting that taken care of, someone made a waffle in the other iron with no spray. This one 
opened, but the waffle was stuck and ruined. She helped scrape that away too. 

 
It amazed me just how many people ignored directions that are in plain sight. There was a sign indicating that the irons should 

be sprayed before each use and a cup to measure the correct amount of batter for one waffle. Pretty much everyone I saw tried to put in 
too much batter, and the excess invariably leaked out (fortunately not normally getting burnt on) and obviously many people didn’t bother 
to use the nonstick spray. You’d think it would be kids who made these mistakes, but they were the ones who actually seemed to read 
the directions. It was adults who just threw unmeasured batter on a dry iron and assumed it would work. It made me wonder how they do 
in their home kitchens.  [I really do think they’d do better to just have frozen toaster waffles at hotels.  There always seems to be 
an incredible amount of mess and waste associated with the do-it-yourself kind.  I will say in defense of those who overfilled 
the irons that most hotel waffle irons do seem empty when you fill them as suggested.  The batter will spread, but that’s not the 
impression you have when you close the lid.] 

 
I had some time to kill, so I went out and wandered the opposite direction from the train stations, heading away from the beach 

toward downtown Revere. I can’t say there was really anything of great interest there, but it was something different. Revere’s major 
streets all seem to be named after men’s clubs. The hotel was at the intersection of VFW Parkway and American Legion Drive. Past the 
candy factory, American Legion Drive turned into a ratty old strip that looked like it belonged in Waterloo. The most noteworthy thing 
along it was an enormous “packie”, the local term for a liquor store (the term is short for “package shop”). The side streets were lined with 
big boxy homes, larger than most of the old farm houses in Iowa. I suppose these were built for big Catholic families a century ago. 
They’re way too big for working class homes today, and most have been broken up into anywhere from two to four apartments. 

 
The mix of people at the bus stops was a little different in this direction, mostly Anglos rather than Latin American immigrants. 

There were also a few blacks in this part of Revere, while there were none in the direction of the train stations. It intrigued me that the 
beach area was apparently the undesirable part of Revere, but that appears to be the case. 

 
I went up to Room #713 one last time and wheeled my suitcase back to the elevator. The elevator I took down had cloth draping 

the sides. The sixth floor was closed for renovations now, and apparently they were using the elevator to take materials up to the 
construction site. The cloth would protect the hardwood veneer of the elevator from scratches and dings. 

 
I checked out quickly and hauled my bag out the door. Today I followed the north side of VFW Parkway over to Wonderland. 

That route is a little bit longer, but I assumed (correctly) that they were still doing construction on the south side. On the north there was 
a continuous sidewalk all the way to the train station, which made lugging my suitcase easier. 
 

I caught the next inbound blue line train, this time sitting across from some Hispanic people who had obviously been in Boston 
for a while. I say that because they spoke to each other in English with thick New England accents. One of the most amusing things on 
this trip was hearing people of all ethnic groups speaking in Boston-ese. Nowhere near everyone here has an accent, just like not everyone 
in the South speaks with a drawl. A lot do, though, and it was weird to hear black people in hip-hop clothes and immigrants from Asia and 
Latin America speaking that way. There are two main things that stood out in Boston speech to me. One is the misuse of the letter “r”—
deleting it from the middle of words like “Harvard” (where often neither “r” is pronounced) and adding it to the end of words like “idea” 
(which is invariably “eye-DEE-ur”). The other main characteristic is a change of vowel sounds, particularly the letter “a”. “A” can make 

just about any sound in New England, and it was hard for me to predict just when it would make which sound. “Harvard”, for instance, is 
normally closest to “HAVE-id”, with a nasal short “a” in the first syllable and practically nothing in the second. 

 
I transferred at State to the orange line and went south four stops to Back Bay. My purpose was just to check out the layout of 

the station, which I’d be using later tonight. While I was there, though, I picked up some coffee at a Dunkin Donuts stand. Then I went 
back north to Downtown Crossing and transferred to the red line. I rode just one stop and got off at the place where Margaret and I arrived 
in Boston a decade ago, South Station. 

 
Occupying a large part of the lobby at South Station was an enormous model train set with miniature village and rural scenes 

decked out in cotton snow. It was a nice holiday touch, and staring at it filled time while I waited. 
 
 
 



 
Model train display for the holidays 

South Station – Boston 

 I would be staying overnight in Providence tonight 
and then flying out of Boston tomorrow.  Since the 
attempted bombing in Detroit, there were advisories to get 
to the airport early to avoid delays at security. My original 
itinerary had me arriving in plenty of time to catch my flight, 
but with the advisories I didn’t want to take any chances. 
So I asked at the Amtrak ticket office if it would be possible 
to change my ticket for an earlier train. That was 
surprisingly easy. The woman just punched a couple 
buttons, printed out a new ticket, and I was ready to go. If 
only airplane tickets were so flexible!  [One of the best 
things about Amtrak is that virtually every ticket is 
easily changeable and most are fully refundable.] 
 

 I took a picture of the schedule board above the 
entrance to South Station. What was amazing was that 
they had twenty different trains listed on it, and every single 
one of them was on time. Amtrak is notorious for running 
late (like the six-hour delay Margaret and I had on our first 
rail trip). I’ve gone through Union Station in Chicago 
numerous times, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen them list 
all their trains on time there. In the Northeast the trains 
usually do run on schedule, though. That’s because either  

Amtrak or local commuter railroads own the tracks, so they aren’t always at the mercy of freight railroads. 
 
 South Station is just about the nicest train station I’ve been to. The staff is friendly, ticketing and boarding are easy, and they 
have a huge range of concessions. I bought the local paper and some postcards at a newsstand and got some more coffee at the station 
McDonalds. Then they announced that Amtrak train 173 was ready to board. 
 

When we were onboard the conductor repeatedly announced that this train was sold out, which he said was very unusual for a 
Wednesday. He announced that no luggage should be placed on seats and that there were NO EXCEPTIONS. Luggage storage is a 
problem on eastern trains. The western Superliners have a large storage area by the door, plenty of overhead storage, and large areas 
between the seats. In the east, though, everything is smaller. This wasn’t a problem for me and my one little bag. Many Amtrak passengers 
carry tons of baggage, though, and making it all fit was a chore for them. 

 
We left right on time, and the train was not at all full leaving South Station. There are actually three Boston train stations on this 

line, and by the time we passed Back Bay and Route 128 every seat was full. I was joined by a seatmate at Route 128, an elderly man 
who was headed to New York. A lot of people who boarded at Route 128 were in groups, and they were complaining that they couldn’t 
get seats together. In one case a group wanted six seats together, and that would be hard to find even on a good day. A woman from 
that group was getting irate with the car attendant, though there was really nothing that could be done. If she wanted a guaranteed block 
of seats, she should have taken a commuter train into South Station and then boarded there.  [I’ve been on many trains over the years 
where groups boarding at suburban stations had issues finding seats together.  That’s part of the reason that whenever possible 
I try to board trains at their terminals.] 

 
It’s really amazing just how close the cities in the East are to each other. Boston and Providence (the two largest places in New 

England) are only about fifty miles apart. You can get between the two by commuter train, regular Amtrak train, or the high-speed Acela 
express. Depending on which you take and what time of day the trip is, it takes anywhere from thirty-five minutes to an hour and a half to 
make the trip. The Boston metro area is similar in size to the Twin Cities, and metro Providence has about a million people itself. It’s weird 
to think of two places that large being so close together. 
 

After the three Boston stops, Amtrak’s Northeast Corridor service runs express to downtown Providence. The first two-thirds of 
the trip run through the south suburbs of Boston. These are quite heavily wooded, but otherwise they could be suburban anywhere.  
Surprisingly there is about a ten-mile stretch of completely undeveloped land that lies between metro Boston and metro Providence.  
There are just woods in there, with no houses at all. At the south end of that stretch a side track turns off. On Sundays special trains make 
that turn to get to Foxboro, where the New England Patriots play their football games. The main line continues through some very dumpy 
suburbs and then badly decayed city neighborhoods that make up the north end of Providence. 

 
The train tracks parallel I-95 through northern Providence. As when Margaret and I were here before, I was intrigued to see 

billboards in Spanish along the interstate. Surprisingly, Rhode Island has the highest percentage of Hispanic residents of all the Eastern 
states, with roughly half of its residents coming from Latin America. The percentage is even higher in the city itself. In fact, in the 
Providence public schools more than two-thirds of the students are classified as English language learners. It’s interesting that a place 
with old British traditions should be such a haven for immigrants. 

 
Before long we entered an open cut and then arrived downtown in a tunnel beneath the Providence station. I grabbed my bag 

and exited quickly, and before I had reached the exit the train was already on its way south to New York. Stops in the East are usually 
very quick; it makes me wonder why Amtrak always takes so long when they stop in the rest of the country. 

 



A large part of the point of being here was just being able to say I’d set foot in Rhode Island. As long as I was coming down 
here, though, I figured I might as well actually see what there was to see. I’d made a hotel reservation in downtown Providence, and 
staying overnight would give me an opportunity to at least get somewhat familiar with the place. 

 
Providence station is located at the north edge of downtown, on one side of a big triangular plaza. It’s a sma ll, but busy station 

that appears to date from the ‘60s or ’70s. [Apparently it’s actually from 1986, but it’s very utilitarian for that era.]  A domed roof 

makes it architecturally interesting and plays off the dome of the state capitol, which lies on another side of the plaza. The third side is 
home to Providence Place Mall, an enormous suburban-style mall that for some reason was plunked down right downtown. Since it was 
right there, I made the mall my first destination in Providence. I didn’t buy a thing, but it was fun to explore the place. It reminded me a lot 
of the mall I’d gone to in downtown Anchorage. It’s obviously newly built (I’d bet late ‘90s [I guessed exactly right on that one; it’s 
1999.]), but it blends in surprisingly well with the historic buildings nearby. Different parts of the mall range from three to five stories, and 

it’s full of all the stuff you’d expect in a nicer shopping center. The anchor stores are Macy’s, Nordstrom’s, and Penney’s, and if you name 
a store or restaurant you’ve ever seen in any mall anywhere, you’d probably find it at Providence Place. The place was busy, mostly with 
high school kids enjoying their Christmas vacation. It’s obviously the cool place to shop in Rhode Island. 
 

From the mall I crossed the river into the main part of downtown. Downtown Providence is not an easy place to navigate. The 
place has a very European feel, with narrow brick streets that are choked with traffic and meet at impossible angles. Sometimes there 
are good signs indicating the street names. Otherwise they’ll have a sign tacked onto a building (again very European) or nothing at all. 
While my directions were turned around a bit here, surprisingly I found my hotel with no problem at all. 

 
I was pleased that they let me check in at noon, even though the official check-in time was supposed to be 3pm. The place didn’t 

appear to be very busy, though, so they should have had rooms available. I inserted my key card in a slot in the brass elevator and made 
my way up to my room. 

 
I was staying at the Hampton Inn—Downtown Providence. This hotel is located in a historic building (a former Masonic temple) 

on Weybosset Street, sandwiched between Dorrance Avenue and Exchange Terrace. The surrounding neighborhood would best be 
called quaint. Honestly, it looked like a movie set rather than a real city street. The most noteworthy feature nearby was a traffic circle 
that was basically just a big open patch of brick where five different streets came together. Everything nearby is brick, and all the buildings 
are unusually shaped, fitting to the contours of the streets. 

 
The outside of the building and the public areas had lots of character and reflected the history of the place. Above that, though, 

it was as if they just gutted the whole building and inserted a Hampton Inn. My room (#804) could as easily have been at an exit in the 
suburbs as in the middle of downtown. Given the nature of the place, it would have been nice if the rooms had a bit more character. It 
was certainly not a bad place to stay, though. 

 
It was also not in any way a cheap place to stay. Absolutely nothing in Providence is cheap. I had paid in advance for the 

Hampton Inn, and by doing that I was able to get a rate of $149 a night—which is close to the most I’ve paid anywhere. That was the 
cheapest rate any downtown hotel offered. The walk-up rate at the Hampton Inn was $189, and the sign on the door said they could 
charge up to $599. (I’m sure that’s as much fiction as any door sign, but it was interesting to see.) Theoretically I could have taken a bus 
out to the suburbs and saved a bit. Even there things were overpriced, though. Midrange hotels in Cranston and Warwick (the outskirts 
of Providence) were still over a hundred bucks a night, and they don’t have a Motel 6 or anything similar. If I were planning this trip now, 
I’d probably opt for another night in Revere and just make a day trip down to Rhode Island. Fortunately, since I’d paid for  this months 
ago, it really didn’t matter to me now how much it cost. 

 

I dumped my bag and then set off 
walking around downtown Providence. 
Downtown Providence actually comes across 
as more substantial than downtown Boston. 
That’s interesting, since the city of Providence 
is about the size of Des Moines (175,000), while 
Boston is more like Minneapolis (half a million). 
Things are quite spread out in Boston, though, 
and there really aren’t much of any tall 
buildings. In Providence even the old buildings 
(like my hotel) are about ten stories tall, and 
there are a number of mini skyscrapers that 
look like those in downtown Des Moines. I 
wouldn’t say downtown Providence is beautiful, 
but it is a pleasant place. 
 

Before leaving I’d downloaded a 
series of .mp3 recordings that gave a guided 
walking tour of the city. I don’t own an Ipod (nor 
do I really have any desire to have one), but I 
had listened to those recordings, and I had the 
map  showing  where  everything  was.  In   the  

 
Skating rink at Kennedy Plaza – downtown Providence, Rhode Island 

main downtown area there’s  not really anything that’s  more than locally important, so I won’t bore you with the details of everything I 
saw. The most interesting things were probably an elegant old theatre (where a crowd was arriving to see Wicked as I walked by) and a 
central plaza where they had a public ice rink set up. 
 



What I didn’t see much of downtown was stores. Just about everything downtown appears to have either closed totally or moved 
to the Providence Place Mall. There’s a lot of empty space downtown (which again reminded me of Des Moines), and what is occupied 
seems to mostly be restaurants and art galleries rather than “real” businesses. The city fathers in Providence seem to think that taking 
empty downtown space and turning it into art galleries is a novel idea, as if every other city in America hadn’t done the exact same thing. 
I will say I never saw that sort of neighborhood in Boston, so maybe it is something unusual in New England. 

 
After walking around the main downtown area I briefly went back to the hotel. I got a shock when I opened the door to my room 

and saw someone in there. The young Hispanic man announced himself as “housekeeping”, and apparently his reason for being there 
was to leave a letter from the manager of the hotel. This “personalized” letter was apparently supposed to be in rooms of all first-time 
guests at the hotel. Because I’d checked in early, though, they hadn’t gotten it in my room before I arrived. 

 
I rested for just a minute and went down to the hotel business center, where I printed out the boarding pass for my flight tomorrow. 

Then I set off on a much longer walk. This time I crossed the river and explored the east side of Providence, which is the city’s main 
historic district. Roger Williams founded the colony of Rhode Island here almost 375 years ago, and there are buildings on the east side 
of the river that date from the 17th Century through the 20th Century. 
 

The primary street on the east side is Benefit Street, and I had a lovely walk there. Benefit is almost totally residential, with 
architecture ranging from colonial through Victorian. Everything is occupied, and all the houses seem to be immaculately maintained.  If 
I did have an I-pod, I could have specifically noted the significance of each particular house. I didn’t really care, though. Just seeing the 
mix of everything was fascinating. 

 
Something I couldn’t help but notice in Providence was all the churches. Rhode Island was founded as a haven for religious 

freedom, truly welcoming people of every faith early on. Dominating the east side of Providence is the white steeple of First Baptist 
Church, whose sign reminds you it’s not the First Baptist Church of Providence but rather “First Baptist Church in America”.  Providence 
also boasts the first Quaker meeting hall and the first Jewish temple in America. There are also historic Catholic, Orthodox, Methodist, 
Presbyterian, and Congregational churches, as well as Hindu and Moslem houses of worship. 

  
LEFT:  First Baptist Church in America – Providence, Rhode Island 

Sign by the Rhode Island School of Design Museum 

Most of the old churches are meticulously maintained. There was one exception, though. The Cathedral of St. John is the seat 
of the Episcopal Diocese of Rhode Island. The church dates to 1810, and it looks as if it was once very handsome. It has fallen into 



disrepair, though, with peeling paint and many boarded up windows.  The church is still open, but they appear to have just one service a 
week. I’d bet most of the people who would have formed their congregation no longer live near downtown, so it has become a church 
without a parish. That’s too bad, because it looks like it could be a lovely building if it were restored. 

 
Aside from the churches, two major colleges are the focal point of the east side: the Rhode Island School of Design and Brown 

University. Brown is almost a century and a half newer than Harvard (1764 vs. 1636), though looking at the campuses, Brown appears 
the older school.  That’s because almost everything at Harvard is built of red brick, while Brown is mostly built of stone. Harvard also has 
a number of modern buildings, some with really unfortunate 20th Century architecture. At Brown even the newer buildings are built to 
match the style of the old ones. The overall effect is stately and historic. It’s really a lovely campus. 
 

There was a construction project going on at the Rhode Island School of Design. I’m not sure just what they were doing, but 
there was certainly a lot of work going on. I was amused to see the sign at right instructing the workers in proper behavior. It does make 
you wonder just what the environment is like at most construction sites. 
 

My only real stop downtown was at the Roger Williams National Historic Site. This is a tiny National Park Service property that 
seems to mostly function as a city park. In fact some elderly men were sitting on benches there feeding birds when I came upon the 
place. That stood out because while it was much warmer than yesterday, it still seemed a bit chilly to be sitting on a metal bench. The 
historic site is across the street from the place where Roger Williams lived. (On that site there is now a 20th century building that currently 
houses a bar.)  It’s mostly just a small strip of parkland, but they have a small visitors center located in an old building that doesn’t appear 
to have any historic significance itself. The ranger (a college-age girl) seemed surprised to see me, and she was even more surprised 
that I was not from Rhode Island or even New England. She had me sit down and started a brief film that told about Roger Williams and 
the founding of Rhode Island. 

 
One fascinating thing they brought out in the film is that no one actually knows what Roger Williams looked like. There are 

numerous works of art that portray him, but all of them were done long after he died. It’s also not certain exactly when he was born, 
although it is thought to be around 1603. Williams was ordained a chaplain in the Church of England, adopted the Puritan faith, and 
moved to Massachusetts. He got into disputes with church leaders there and was exiled from the colony. He journeyed southward and 
befriended the local Indians, who gave him the land he called Providence Plantation. He founded the American Baptist Church, but soon 
after separated from it and became one of the earliest proponents of religious freedom and diversity. A key statement of his was, “There 
is no one church of God on earth,” and he wrote extensively of the right of people to believe what they would and to worship as they were 
moved. His writings later became the basis for the first amendment to the U.S. Constitution. 

 
I re-crossed the river far to the north of where I’d been before and made my way back to the capitol area. It was amusing there 

to have someone who was exiting I-95 gesture towards me as I was walking down the street. They wanted directions to somewhere I’d 
never heard of. I couldn’t help them, but I’ll now add Providence to the almost endless list of places people have assumed I was local and 
asked me for directions. 

 
I returned to the hotel and then almost immediately set out again, this time walking back to Providence station. The final event I 

had a ticket to was a hockey game in Boston, and I had to head back north for that. This time I was taking the MBTA commuter train 
rather than Amtrak, but the route was exactly the same as the one I’d taken down. The difference was that MBTA makes seven different 
stops (South Attleboro, Attleboro, Mansfield, Sharon, Canton Junction, Hyde Park, and Ruggles) that Amtrak passes by.  Those frequent 
stops mean that just as the train is getting up to speed, it’s time to slow down again. 

 
I had bought a cheap Bruins shirt at Macy’s and was wearing it. When the conductor came to take my ticket he noticed it and 

said, “Oh, is there a game tonight?” I told them there was and we got into a brief discussion. The conductor later announced that any 
hockey fans on board should get off at Back Bay and take the orange line up to North Station. Having researched things ahead of time, I 
knew that was the most direct route. It was nice to have confirmation, though. 

 
The subway and commuter rail are in the same building at Back Bay. To transfer you basically go upstairs and then back 

downstairs. I did that and immediately caught a northbound orange line train. I was glad to have been at North Station yesterday, so I 
knew exactly where I was going tonight. There were just a few minutes until game time when I arrived, and I wanted to find my seat in 
time. 

 
Boston sports fans seem to move remarkably slowly. Certainly they move slower than fans in Chicago, the city I have the most 

experience with. As I was racing to the escalator, one guy yelled at me, saying I was rude for going so fast. Perhaps I was, but honestly 
it seemed to me as if everyone else there was just lollygagging. 

 
I found my seat easily and settled in for the game. It was really a very good seat. I was in the balcony, but only a couple rows 

back and very close to center ice. I could see everything well, and my camera was able to zoom in to get some very nice pictures.  [With 
the computer dying, there’s exactly one of those left—the one included with this travelogue.] 

 
They began with a moment of silence for a high school hockey player from the Boston suburbs who had died suddenly on the 

ice a couple days ago.  The exact circumstances of his death were still not totally clear. Then a girl from Maine sang and absolutely 
endless rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner”. That the crowd started clapping on “… that our flag was still there” tells you how 
impatient they were getting toward the end of the song. 

 
The game was good. Hockey is always fast-moving and full of action, and this game was no exception. The Bruins definitely 

controlled this game, scoring three times in the first period. Lots of hockey games are won with less than three goals at the end of the 
game, so that really is a lot. 



 
Boston Bruins vs. Atlanta Thrashers at the TD Garden 

Even though I enjoyed the game, I left early. What I actually did was agree to trade seats with a friend of the people sitting next 
to me. The seat I was trading for was not nearly as good as mine (high and in a corner, similar to the bad seat I had in Vancouver), but I 
had no problem letting them sit with their friend. The friend arrived at intermission, and I left. I didn’t bother finding his seat, though; I just 
made my way to the exit. Perhaps I didn’t really get my money’s worth out of my ticket, but I enjoyed what I saw and I was pleased to be 
able to get back to Providence at a reasonable hour. As it turned out I had seen almost all the main action in this game, which the Bruins 
ended up winning 4 – 0. 

 
I took the subway on a round-about ride back to South Station, arriving just in time to catch a southbound train. I ended up 

getting back to Rhode Island around 10:30. I’d asked at the desk about a hotel shuttle that provided service in the downtown area, thinking 
that might be the safest way to get back after dark. It was clear when I left the station, though, that Providence was lively well into the 
night, so I just walked to the hotel. The walk was uneventful, with one exception. A bunch of cop cars were parked by the Borders store 
at Providence Place Mall. Their lights were flashing, and some cops were frisking a couple of young men. I have no clue what might have 
happened (bookstores aren’t normally hot beads of crime), but I was pleased to get past there. 

 
Back at the Hampton Inn I flipped through channels on the TV, which appeared to be the same high definition satellite service 

they had at the Comfort Inn in Revere. The most interesting thing was a replay of the hockey game I’d just been at. I turned it on just in 
time to catch the moment of silence and overly emoted National Anthem. I took some time to re-pack my luggage, making sure to have 
my liquids and computer easily available for inspection. Then I settled in for the night. 
 

Thursday, December 31 

Providence, Rhode Island to Kansas City, Missouri 
 

I again slept in until 7:30 and then went downstairs for breakfast. One of the best things about Hampton Inn is their breakfast, a 
very nice spread of hot and cold items. This morning they had pre-made omelettes, ham slices (a sign by the steam table described it as 



“pork ham” [a bit unique, since an awful lot of food service “ham” is actually poultry]), and French toast—all in addition to the 

standard bagels and yogurt. I was also pleased they had a variety of types of juice, including grapefruit (always my favorite). 
 
I went to the desk to check out, but the clerk said that because I had prepaid it was impossible to give me a print-out of my 

statement. I wanted a print-out for precisely that reason; I wanted to be sure I wasn’t charged again for something I’d already paid for.  
She assured me the bill was settled, but it does bother me that they couldn’t supply that in writing.  [I’ve never actually had anything 
billed incorrectly, but I’m always very cautious of such things.] 

 

Just around the corner from the hotel was a branch of Tim Horton’s, the Canadian baked goods chain. I planned to get a box of 
Timbits (doughnut holes) to snack on at the airport, but the girl at the counter told me they didn’t have them “because of the holiday”.  She 
said “holiday” more or less like “HOLE-uh-day”, one of many ways that Providence appeared to have a different accent than Boston. 

 
I made my way to Providence station. The batteries in my camera had died again, so I bought another pair of AA batteries at 

the station gift shop. Unfortunately those were obviously duds. I took two pictures, and then they were also dead. 
 
The departure board in Providence was an old-fashioned flip board. Each space had a wheel with every possible letter or number 

mounted on tags on it. I remember the first digital clocks, which used the same set-up. Whenever a train departed, the entire board would 
clunk around for about five minutes while those wheels reset and moved all the upcoming departures up a line. 

 
Looking at the board, I was delighted that I’d changed my train yesterday. By sheer coincidence, the train I had originally booked 

had been delayed 50 minutes leaving New York. I checked later and found it got into Boston an hour and a half late. If I had been on that 
train, there’s no way I would have made it to the airport in time for my flight. 
 

My train showed up about ten minutes late. A surprising number of people were upset by even that minor delay. Perhaps that’s 
because this was the Acela express, a train that is supposed to be the fastest in America. People count on it to be on time, so even minor 
delays are annoying. 

 
I’d never taken the Acela before, and chances are I never will again. For most trips it’s absurdly expensive. Providence to Boston 

is one of the shortest and cheapest train trips there is, and I was willing to stretch my budget to make this splurge. By comparison, it costs 
$5.25 for a Zone 8 commuter rail ticket (one that would get you to Providence), and with a AAA discount my Amtrak trip down here cost 
exactly $10. The Acela, on the other hand, costs $30, or about 60¢ a mile for this short trip. You could also think of it as 81¢ a minute for 
the thirty-seven minute trip. Fares for longer distances are comparatively higher. From New York to Boston is about $150 by Acela, for 
instance.  [As of 2015 Zone 8 on MBTA commuter rail has nearly doubled to 10.50 per ride.  Advance tickets on Amtrak’s 
Northeast Regional service can be had for as little as $11 (a very slight increase in six years), while the Acela Express now 
costs $37.   On the New York to Boston run, the Acela has actually gotten cheaper—$119 for advance tickets.  That’s still more 
than double what a standard ticket would cost, though.] 

 
I could tell when boarding why making the change to this train was so easy. While the regular train I’d come down on was sold 

out, this one was practically empty. There was one other passenger in the car I boarded. That was unusually empty, but none of the other 
cars seemed at all crowded. I don’t know if there were more people booked on the later train or not. If not, it would hardly seem worth it 
to run this service. 

 
While thirty-seven minutes isn’t much, I did get an idea of what the Acela was like. By American standards, it’s a really nice 

train. There is no standard coach service on Acela, just first class and business class. They actually cram more seats in the business 
class cars on Acela than they do on trains out west, but they’re still reasonably spacious—probably about the same width as first class 
seats on an airplane, with a little bit more legroom than even good plane seats have. The whole car was immaculately clean, too, which 
is not always true on Amtrak. 

 
If I’d wanted to I probably could have gotten some free coffee or juice in the lounge. That’s true in business class on other Amtrak 

trains, and I assume it also is on Acela. I just stayed in my seat, though. Normally they provide a free newspaper in business class as 
well, but no one offered me one. [I likely would have gotten one had I boarded at a terminal, but the attendants often don’t pay 
attention to customers who board at in-between stations.]  Something I really liked (but didn’t use) was plug-ins by the seats. Another 

nice thing was that the train had a “quiet car” (the one I chose) where cell phones, video games, music, and loud conversation were 
prohibited. I’d love to see that on other trains, particularly in long-distance coaches. I’m not holding my breath, though.  [This has become 
a common feature on commuter trains, but I have yet to see it on anything long distance except the Acela.] 

 
Had I opted for first class (which would have cost $65 as opposed to $30 [that fare is identical in 2015]) I would have had more 

room (a 2 – 1 configuration, which is what business class is in the west). I also would have gotten a meal served at my seat [assuming 
there was time to eat in the half hour between Providence and Boston], free wi-fi internet [which is now available even on the 
standard Northeast Corridor trains], and complimentary beer, wine, and mixed drinks. If I were making a long trip, that might be nice, 

assuming I could afford it. Thirty-five dollars seems a bit much for a “free” breakfast, though, and I can’t imagine drinking booze in the 
morning. I will say, though, that a first class Acela ticket probably costs about the same as a coach airplane seat between New York and 
Boston, and the traveling experience would definitely be nicer on the train.  [Acela has an additional advantage over planes in that 
you arrive downtown, rather than at an airport out in the suburbs.] 

 

The selling point of Acela, of course, is speed. So how fast is it? Actually, not all that fast. Top speed for the electrically powered 
trains is 150 mph. It does reach top speed between Boston and Providence, too—in that little ten mile stretch of forest between the two 
metro areas. Away from there it travels at about the same speed as the regular Amtrak trains, and since it stops at Route 128 and Back 
Bay in addition to South Station, the time is only a little shorter. Even on long-distance runs, the time savings isn’t all that much—about 



half an hour between Boston and New York and an hour if you go all the way to Washington. These trains are less likely to be delayed 
than the standard Amtrak trains, but (as the one I was originally scheduled on shows) they can be. 

 
Website photo of the Acela express 

 
Silver line bus at South Station 

 There are a number of ways 
you can get from downtown Boston to 
Logan airport by public transit. Until 
recently the main way was the blue line, 
which has a stop near the airport from 
which you can catch a shuttle bus to the 
terminals. Then, as part of the Big Dig 
they built a new connection between 
South Station and the airport terminals. 
This was what I took today. 
 
 The silver line appears on the 
Boston subway maps, and in the initial 
Big Dig plans that was what it was 
supposed to be. As construction went 
more and more over budget, though, 
things were scaled back for the silver 
line.  Instead of a “T” train, the silver line 

is a bus—and I must say it’s one of the strangest buses I’ve ever seen.  [Several cities—notably Minneapolis and Los Angeles—have 
gone to showing “bus rapid transit” on their train maps.  While in most cases these lines are better than a standard bus, they’re 
nowhere close to rail service, and it bothers me that they show them that way.]  There are actually two silver line “stations” at South 

Station. I boarded the silver line in the subway station beneath South Station. Theoretically the line continues to downtown and a 
residential area parallel to the orange line, but that part of it doesn’t actually connect to the airport part. Had I wanted to go south, I’d need 
to go upstairs and out to a bus stop on the street. 
 

Service on Boston’s subways is very frequent, but the silver line is spotty at best. That’s particularly true since not every silver 
line bus goes all the way to the airport. I had to wait about twenty minutes before “SL-1” actually showed up.  [Right there is the biggest 
difference between bus “rapid transit” and rail transit.  On a train, you can expect that every train (or at worst every other) will 



go to the end of the line, but buses often branch off to numerous terminals, most of which are badly served.]  Waiting with me 

was a young couple and their son. They reminded me of my cousin Ceil and her husband. The mother was from France, while the father 
was from the States (the exact opposite of Ceil and Guy). They had just spent Christmas with dad’s family and were now flying to France. 
Jonah, their son, was in an enormous stroller. He was barely visible, though, as the stroller was overflowing with enough luggage for a 
family of eight. 
 

The bus eventually showed up. While brand new, it was pretty much identical to any other large bus. The ride was certainly 
different, though. From South Station the bus proceeds through what was obviously planned as a subway tunnel. While it was tall, the 
cement walls of the tunnel were just inches from the sides of the bus. As the tunnel wound under the waterfront I was very glad I wasn’t 
the driver; it would take a lot of doing to keep the bus from hitting the tunnel walls.  [The tracks, of course, keep trains on course even 
in narrow tunnels.  With rubber tires, though, it’s the driver’s responsibility to keep from having an accident.] 

 
We emerged from the tunnel in a waterfront district that appears to be an attempt at urban renewal. I’m not sure if it was because 

of the poor economy or the holiday, but all the brand new glass buildings here appeared to be completely empty. There were office 
buildings with space for rent and a brand new convention center that looked entirely unoccupied. Everything was bright and shiny, but 
the whole neighborhood was completely barren—sort of an upscale ghost town. The bus dutifully made stop after stop in this area, 
seemingly pausing to let invisible passengers on and off. 

 
We next wound through a very tight hairpin curve (almost a 360o turn) and ended up in the Ted Williams Tunnel, the Big Dig 

project that carries part of Interstate 90 under Boston Harbor. The tunnel appeared perfectly wide, but they had painted the lines in such 
a way that it narrowed to just one lane of traffic.  I was certainly pleased to make it through the tunnel and emerge on the other side. The 
Big Dig is notorious for shoddy construction done by corrupt contractors. A few years ago a tunnel roof collapsed onto traffic. The 
occupants of one car were killed instantly, and a patient died in an ambulance that was delayed due to the ensuing traffic jam. The 
collapse was actually a little west of here, at the underground interchange of I-90 and I-93. It does make you wonder about the whole 
project, though. 

 
On the east side of the Ted Williams Tunnel we went through another awkward interchange and entered the airport expressway. 

Almost immediately we exited and started around the circular road for the terminals. The bus only makes one stop at each terminal, on 
the arrivals level. I got off at Terminal A and made my way inside. 

 
I already had my boarding pass, but to get to security I needed to go up to the ticketing level. A number of signs pointed to 

ticketing, but they seemed to point in opposite directions. I found an elevator, but for some reason it ran express to a level above ticketing, 
and I had to wander around some more before finding a way down to where I wanted to go. 

 
Once I was on the right level, security was quick and efficient. I had wondered about two possible issues. One was that computer 

chip Christmas tree. I have no idea what it might look like on an x-ray scan, and while it was perfectly harmless, it might appear to be 
something suspicious. The other thing I wasn’t certain of was whether glass and ceramic objects were permitted as carry-on luggage 
these days. I had two coffee mugs and the beer glass Samuel Adams had given me. I’d checked the TSA website, and I  couldn’t find 
anything there prohibiting them, but they’d be very easy to break and fashion into rather nasty weapons. The screener passed my bag 
through routinely, and there was no special patting or anything else to delay security. Someone remarked that there had been horrible 
lines earlier in the day at security, but it was certainly no problem in the late morning.  [It always amazes me just what is and isn’t 
permitted at the security checkpoints.  Broken glass would be quite a bit more dangerous than my tiny Swiss army knife, but 
glass is legal while the “weapon” isn’t.  It also makes no sense that three ounces of a liquid is allowed, but four ounces is 
somehow more dangerous.  I really do wonder just what is accomplished by all the security theatre.] 

 
I made my way through the tunnel to the satellite where the Northwest and Delta gates were. Near the entrance to the satellite 

was a Wendy’s, and I thought I might have lunch there. Unfortunately this particular Wendy’s refused to accept their company’s gift cards, 
even though they had no sign to indicate that fact. I’m not sure why, but lots of airport concessionaires seem to have issues with gift 
cards. This location had the same cash registers every other Wendy’s uses, so they should have been able to program them like  every 
other Wendy’s in the country. There were other places at the airport that did accept gift cards. I saw someone use one at a Dunkin Donuts 
just across from the Wendy’s (which is what made me think Wendy’s probably would take my card), but for some reason this place didn’t. 
While I had cash that could have covered my lunch, since they didn’t want to accept their own cards, I took my business elsewhere.   

 
[I actually did inquire about the gift card issue, for which I ended up getting an additional Wendy’s gift card as an 

apology.  The explanation I was given for the card not being accepted was that the airport Wendy’s was not a standard franchise.  
Apparently a large food-service company operates nearly all the restaurants at Boston airport.  (Most likely the only thing they 
don’t operate is Dunkin’ Donuts, which is probably in the airport only because the company is headquartered in Boston.)  They 
have a special “limited” franchise that doesn’t have the same requirements as a typical restaurant.  In addition to not having to 
accept the gift cards, they serve a smaller menu and they don’t have to honor nationally advertised prices.  In addition to 
airports, there are locations in hospitals and on college campuses with similar arrangements.  I still think that the franchise 
agreements for a chain should be universal, but obviously the big fast food companies disagree.] 

 
I did buy some “real” batteries (once that actually had enough power to work in my camera and a bottle of juice at a gift shop.  

[Interestingly, another recent restriction at airport security is the number of batteries you can take in your carry-on luggage.  
However, just as with liquids, there’s no restriction on what you can buy from stores that are past security.]  Then I took a seat 

near the gate. A pleasant surprise was that, like Kansas City, there was free wi-fi internet access here. In Boston this was only a temporary 
feature, provided for the holidays and apparently subsidized by the computer giant Google. I didn’t really care who was paying for it, as 
long as it wasn’t me. Checking my e-mail passed a bit of time as I waited. 

 



While I was online I got a pop-up that implied someone wanted to “chat” with me. I’ve never been someone to use chat or instant 
messaging, but since I was bored I clicked on the pop-up. It turned out to be spam, a junk message that was just advertising. I just closed 
it and learned a lesson never to open anything similar in the future. 

 
I had read an article that implied that many airport workers might be on strike today. Aramark is the main concessionaire at 

Logan Airport. Among other things (like operating all the food stands), they employ the people who clean up planes between flights. 
Those workers had called a strike, and the papers implied that other Aramark workers might join them. If anyone was on strike, I certainly 
didn’t notice it. I’m not sure if the planes were being cleaned or not, but all the restaurants were open and the airport seemed to be 
functioning normally. 

 
I can certainly sympathize with the people who were striking. Cleaning planes at Logan is apparently a minimum wage job done 

mostly by young Hispanic men. The point they were trying to make was that other jobs requiring equivalent skill earned double the wage. 
I have no idea if anything came of their effort (the way the economy is, I doubt it), but they certainly have a point. We often take janitorial 
help for granted. It’s one of the most important jobs there is, though, and they should be paid appropriately. 

 
I ended up having lunch at a place called Famiglia, which you can probably tell from the name was a pizza stand.  [The place 

was almost certainly also operated by Aramark, so it’s not like my boycotting Wendy’s kept them from making money.]  The 

pizza not really memorable. They also had an item called garlic knots, though, and they were really tasty. I assume they just form their 
leftover pizza dough into little globs (like deformed pretzels) and brush them with garlic butter. Easy or not, though, they were good.  They 
served them with a sauce that had an interesting bite to it as well—definitely the highlight of my food for the day. 

 
The most noteworthy among the other passengers waiting in the Delta area was a sports team of high school girls. I pondered 

why high schoolers would be traveling by plane, but I suppose there might be some regional or national event happening over Christmas 
break. These girls were all dressed in identical sweat pants and jackets. What made them stand out was that they spent most of their 
time admiring posters they’d gotten at a gift shop of the Jonas Brothers, the latest in teen heartthrobs. Each girl had picked up a different 
poster, and they seemed to be comparing to see which was the best. 

 
It began snowing while I 

waited at the gate. It started quite 
abruptly, and before long it was really 
snowing quite hard. I was pleased to 
see a flight arrive at the gate from 
Minneapolis with the aircraft that would 
serve my flight. That plane happened to 
be the last one that arrived at Logan 
before they closed the airport to 
incoming traffic. Many flights kept 
circling Boston, and before long some 
were diverted to Providence, 
Manchester, and Portland. The 
passengers arriving there were 
presumably bused to Boston. The 
problems compounded, though, 
because the planes that were 
supposed to serve flights out of Boston 
were now in Rhode Island, New 
Hampshire, and Maine. The TVs soon 
started filling up with cancellations, 
which had to be a major headache for 
other passengers. Since the aircraft 
was already there, my flight was not 
cancelled. It was delayed while they 
waited for the runway to be plowed, but 
things could have been far worse. 
 

 
Self-portrait of David Burrow 

Waiting at Terminal A – Logan Airport – Boston, Massachusetts 

A woman showed up at the gate long before our flight was due to leave. Numerous passengers came up to her with various 
questions, and she was quite unhelpful to all of them. Repeatedly she announced that the desk was not open and wouldn’t be until one 
hour prior to departure. She might have directed them to somewhere where their questions could be answered, but she didn’t.  The main 
thing this woman seemed to do was to print out the manifest, the list of passengers who would be on our flight. That involved pressing a 
couple of buttons and waiting for the thing to print out—hardly work that would keep her from dealing with passengers. It intrigued me 
that they still use old-fashioned impact printers for the manifests. Almost everything these days is done with laser and ink jet printers, but 
the loud whine was a dead giveaway this was dot matrix. 

 
[I’ve seen lots of unhelpful employees at airport gates.  The airlines would really do well to put a central desk in each 

concourse that is equipped to handle passengers on any flight the airline runs (similar to the check-in desks pre-security).  Lots 
of people who are changing planes have problems that need to be solved, and no one wants to have to go back through security 
to deal with them.] 

 
When it finally was an hour prior to flight time the woman who had been at the gate left.    She was  replaced by  one of the most 



stereotypically gay men I’ve ever seen. In addition to a breathy voice and queer mannerisms, he stood out because he was the only man 
I’ve ever seen who wore a scarf indoors as a fashion accessory. His voice and clothing didn’t affect his job, of course, and he was a far 
better gate attendant than the woman he replaced. 
 

We boarded this flight about an hour late. I was seated in the very back row (the window seat in front of the toilet), so I was 
among the first to board. I made a mental note to avoid that seat on a DC-9 in the future. The toilet wasn’t a problem, but it bothered me 
that while this was theoretically a window seat there wasn’t actually a window in that row. Instead I was just hemmed in next  to the wall. 
I had to crane my neck to see out of the windows further forward.  [I’ve been in similar windowless “window” seats on other planes; 
to my mind they’re the least desirable seats around.] 

 

After everyone had boarded there was another delay while they de-iced the plane. I’ve been through de-icing before, but this 
one was different. They used a powerful spray that made it sound like we were going through an automatic carwash. It bothered me a bit 
that the de-icing solution immediately froze into slush on the airplane windows. I’m not sure if that’s normal or not, but it was weird.  The 
slush blew away as we took off, but it does seem that the whole point of de-icing should be to get rid of ice rather than creating it. 

 
The thirty-something man in the seat next to me spent the entire trip playing electronic solitary on his I-pod. Video solitaire has 

always struck me as one of the dullest possible pastimes there is, and it intrigued me that he was able to entertain himself for an hour 
and a half just with that. I spent the flight finishing up Revere Beach Elegy and then a short story my brother John had written called 
“Underground”. John, now retired from teaching English, is trying to get some of his writings published. I really enjoyed this story (a 
fascinating twist on what might happen to a tourist), and I do hope he is successful in getting his work more broadly read. 
 

There was an amazing amount of padding in the schedule for this flight. The actual flying time from Boston to Detroit is an hour 
and forty minutes, but they’d scheduled more than two and a half hours for the flight. We took off over an hour late but ended up arriving 
in Michigan only ten minutes behind schedule. 

 
A man two rows up from me had the exact same problem I’d had when flying out to Boston. He was scheduled to continue on 

this same flight to Jacksonville, Florida. When we landed, though, they announced that they’d changed aircraft for that leg of the flight, 
and it would be departing from a distant gate—on a different concourse, in fact. It was a very tight connection, and being toward the back 
of the plane, my bet is he didn’t make it.  [I gather it’s really quite common to use different aircraft for different legs of the same 
numbered flight.  It does seem to me that when they do that they should attempt to have the new flight leave from a gate as 
close as possible to one where it was originally scheduled to depart.] 

 
My connection this time was actually quite easy. We’d arrived at Gate 50-something, and I was leaving from Gate 60-something. 

I made my way there in just a couple minutes. I did a double-take when I got there, though, because the TV by the gate said 
“MINNEAPOLIS—ST. PAUL”. I went back and checked the departure listings and confirmed that this was indeed supposed to be the 
gate for Kansas City. When after nearly an hour the sign didn’t change, though, I went up to ask about it. There was a line at the desk, 
and I overheard a woman in front of me asking the exact same question. The gate clerk confirmed that the next flight here was for Kansas 
City. She didn’t change the sign until just a minute or two before they began boarding, though.  [This is another problem I’ve seen 
multiple times at different airports.  They really should be very clear with the labels on gates.  For some reason that seems to 
be one of the airlines’ lowest priorities, though.] 

 
I bought a Detroit paper from a nearby newsstand and then had an early dinner at a Taco Bell. The meal was extremely 

overpriced, six dollars for three tacos and a drink. It filled the waiting time, though, and I’d be glad later that I’d eaten something.  The 
aircraft that became our flight arrived late from Newark. They turned it around quickly, though, and we boarded roughly on time. Just 
before we boarded a group of TSA officers came to the gate, and they announced they’d be doing further screening of randomly selected 
passengers. I’d love to know how they selected these people. Among the first class people they pulled aside a priest and an elderly 
woman. Neither of those strikes me as a likely terrorist, but the agents pawed through their luggage in detail. My boarding pass was again 
for the rear row of the plane, so I was the first coach passenger to board. I just walked right past the TSA agents, and nobody cared to 
stop me. I guess I must look more trustworthy than a priest. 

 
I was actually looking forward to sitting in back, because I figured that by boarding early it would be easy to stow my bag. Now 

that the airlines charge $20 to check a bag [it’s $25 - $30 on most airlines these days], everyone who can is traveling with only carry-

ons. That puts overhead storage space at a premium. I made my way back to Row 28 and was surprised to find the bins over that row 
were already closed. I reached to open them, but the flight attendant told me they were occupied. I have no idea what would be in them 
on an empty plane (particularly now that they don’t give out pillows, blankets, or magazines), but I ended up storing my stuff two rows 
forward. 
 

As we boarded the captain welcomed us and noted that this would be one of the very last flights operated by Northwest Airlines, 
in fact the very last Northwest flight into Kansas City. Delta and Northwest have been in the process of merging for nearly three years, 
and for over a year Northwest has been a wholly-owned subsidiary of Delta. From the FAA’s point of view, though, they were still two 
separate airlines, each with their own certificate of operation. On January 1, 2010, from the government’s point of view Northwest Airlines 
would cease to exist. While some flights would continue to bear the Northwest name (fewer and fewer, but still a surprising number), they 
would all officially be operated by Delta. 

 
Once everyone had boarded the head flight attendant came through the plane. I thought she was just looking to see that 

everyone’s seat belts were fastened, but when she reached the back, she asked if I’d be willing to move. Apparently they had not assigned 
anyone to the exit row seats on this plane, and they couldn’t take off unless there was someone sitting there. I agreed to move, and once 
I did she had me move again so a grossly overweight man could have a section of three seats to himself. My boarding pass said 28-A, 
but I ended up in 14-B. After airplane disasters you often see charts showing where those who lived and died were seated, and I wondered 



whether a last minute change like this would show up on the manifest.  [Apparently the flight attendants are supposed to inform the 
gate agents of any change like this so the manifest can be changed.  It’s hard to believe that happens in every case, though.] 

 
They closed the cabin door right at our scheduled departure time. Then we waited … and waited … and waited. A few minutes 

after the doors closed, the captain said there would be a minor delay because they were loading late luggage. Those bags got loaded, 
but then we continued to wait. Then we were vaguely told there were some details to be worked out that were part of the Delta/Northwest 
merger, but we should be leaving the gate shortly. 

 
Northwest and Delta logos 

When the delay grew to forty-five minutes the captain became very apologetic, and he explained the problem in almost 
excruciating detail. It turned out that as part of the changeover, the registration of all the planes had to be transferred from Northwest to 
Delta before the first flight on New Years Day. In anticipation of that, Delta had scheduled the transfers to happen while the planes were 
in the air on their last flights tonight. With the baggage delay, though, that transfer had happened before we’d actually left the ground. By 
FAA rules a flight must use a plane that is registered to the airline operating it. This DC-9 was now a Delta plane, and it therefore couldn’t 
be used (until tomorrow) on a Northwest flight. It was a stupid bureaucratic detail, but they had to iron it out before we’d be allowed to 
take off. 

 
It would have been fascinating to be in the cockpit while all this was being hashed out. Apparently the pilot was talking with 

people in Minneapolis, Atlanta, and Washington all at the same time. He’d update us about every ten minutes, and it was clear  from his 
voice that he was getting more and more upset as the delay grew longer and longer. He noted that New Year’s Eve was just about the 
stupidest possible time for this changeover to take place and that there were several other flights in the same predicament we were. 
 

We ended up leaving the gate more than an hour and a half late. Apparently the situation was resolved by officially cancelling 
the Northwest flight and replacing it on the schedule with the Delta code-share number for the same flight. That made us legal, and we 
could finally get on our way. While we were waiting they had started to get some freezing rain in Detroit, so we had a further delay while 
they de-iced the plane. That went fairly quickly, and there were no further delays. We taxied directly to the end of the runway and 
immediately took off. We were almost two hours behind schedule at this point, but at least we were on our way. 

 
While I’ve heard very little good about Delta Airlines from anyone who has flown them, I must say there were very accommodating 

about this delay. When it became clear we’d be at the gate for a long time, they allowed passengers to get out cell phones and other 
electronic devices that are normally prohibited once the cabin doors are closed. After we took off the flight attendants offered 
complimentary wine to the coach passengers, something normally reserved for first class. The biggest thing, though, was that they issued 
every passenger on the plane an electronic travel voucher worth either $50 or 5000 SkyMiles. This is the same sort of thing they give 
people who are involuntarily bumped from an overbooked flight (though for those people the value is higher). I chose to redeem my 
certificate for miles, since 5000 miles have quite a bit more value than $50. Combined with the miles I already have that should give me 
enough to take an entirely free flight sometime in the future to whatever domestic or Canadian destination I want to. It’s even enough that 
I shouldn’t have to fly only at inconvenient times. As I write this I’m toying with the idea of going to New York, Los Angeles, or Calgary. 
We’ll see what happens.  [I did end up going to New York the following summer.] 

 

Again the schedule was padded, so we were only about an hour late when we landed. The weather was clear in Kansas City, 
but they still had mounds of snow piled up all over the tarmac. Since I’d moved forward, I had to wait in my seat until all the people behind 
me had left before I could go back and get my bag. I ended up being one of the last people off the plane. 

 
I claimed my compensation certificate and then had a long walk to the ground transportation area. I called the Fairfield Inn, and 

they said the shuttle was on its way. It wasn’t really clear just where I was supposed to wait for the shuttle. At most airports there are 
signs clearly indicating where different types of vehicles will stop, but MCI wasn’t well signed at all.  A black policewoman in a bright green 
parka was keeping traffic moving on the circular road at the airport. She was a nasty old bitty, precisely the sort of person you’d want for 
that job. She bellowed at any car that even tapped their brakes and threatened to give a ticket to practically everyone. I don’t think she 
did write any tickets, though, and she did keep traffic moving.  I asked the policewoman where I should wait for a hotel shuttle, and she 
directed me to an island in the middle of the circular drive. The place she directed me to actually had a sign for SuperShuttle, a pay 
service that takes people from the airport to downtown.  Before long I saw vans from other airport hotels stop nearby, though. All of them 
seemed to stop near, but not actually at the SuperShuttle island. I don’t think they really have a place designated for hotel shuttles at 
MCI, but the place I was directed to wait was as good as any. 

 
I’m not sure why, but I waited a long time for the shuttle. I stood outside in 0o cold for nearly twenty minutes. When it finally 

came, the driver didn’t offer to take my bag or help me in any other way. He also offered no assistance when we got to the hotel.  Because 
of that, he’s the only shuttle driver I’ve ever dealt with who I didn’t even offer to tip. I just grabbed my bag and made my way inside. 
 

The  driver did make a bit of  conversation on  the short  drive back to the  hotel. In particular he noted  that  some  theoretically 



famous band was staying at the Fairfield Inn tonight. They were performing at a New Year’s Eve event at the nearby Expo Center. I must 
say I’d never heard of this band, and I did wonder if they were so famous why they weren’t staying at a better hotel. 
 

The woman at the desk checked me in quickly, and she assigned me to the room right next to the one I’d had Christmas night. 
I immediately went out to my car, which I was pleased was not plowed in or covered with snow. I was also pleased that it started easily. 
I moved it a bit closer to my room and let it run for a while. 
 

This was New Year’s Eve, so it was not really a surprise that the hotel was fairly noisy. I settled into bed fairly quickly, though, 
and some fairly good rest. 
 

Friday, January 1 

Kansas City, Missouri to Algona, Iowa 
 

It was, however, a short night. That’s because I’d forgotten to re-set my alarm clock to Central Time. I’d set it to go off at 6:30, 
when in fact it woke me at 5:30. I was wide awake, so I showered and went down to be among the first for breakfast. I left the hotel 
before 6:30am. 

 
I headed up Interstate 29. The interstate had been closed when I was here before, but it was perfectly clear this morning.  Traffic 

was light, and I had a very pleasant drive. 
 
I stopped for a second breakfast in St. Joseph at what has to be just about the northernmost outpost of Waffle House. My 

waitress couldn’t have been more than about twenty, but she apparently had two kids. She spent much of her time chatting with another 
customer about taxes. The waitress was apparently unaware of the earned income credit, a bonus for low-income families like hers. As 
her financial conversation grew more involved, she basically ignored me. I still gave her a decent tip, though. 

 
I continued northward and had an easy drive through northern Missouri. It was windy in southern Iowa, and there was a bit of 

drifting. That really only affected the left lane, though. The right lane was clear, and traffic moved along right at the 70mph speed limit.  
We slowed down in Council Bluffs, where I-29 awkwardly joins I-80 on a very archaic freeway. On New Year’s Day even that wasn’t much 
of a problem, though. 

 
I stopped for gas and coffee in Missouri Valley, where U.S. 30 crosses the interstate. As I continued my way northward, the road 

conditions gradually deteriorated. The interstate is all asphalt here, and the temperature was such that things were thawing and re-
freezing, making it just a tad slippery. [Asphalt is always the worst surface in winter, particularly when the temperature is close to 
freezing.]  It got more and more slippery as I neared Sioux City. The bypass around there and the four-lane stretch of U.S. 71 between 

Sioux City and LeMars were honestly not good at all. I made it through, though, and once I was past LeMars it was cold enough that the 
slickness was gone. 

 
It rapidly got very cold as I continued north. By the time I was up to highway 18, bank thermometers were showing it was below 

zero. I stopped again for gas at a Hy-Vee store in Spencer, and I was surprised at just how frigid it was. After buying gas I saw a sign that 
said -7o, and it would be -12o by the time I got home. Tonight we’d have our record low for New Year’s, with the mercury hitting 31 below. 
 

On the last leg of the trip I was very glad I was headed east. There was still a strong wind, and the westbound lane was drif ted 
badly. In a few places the drifts were even fingering into my lane, but not enough that they really bothered. If I’d been going the other 
way, though, it would have been nasty. 

 
I got home right at 2:00 and got my stuff unpacked fairly quickly. I barely had time to catch my breath before school started 

again, but then we had a big snowstorm that gave me a chance to write this travelogue. This may have been a different trip than I’d 
originally imagined, but it turned out to be a very nice one. 
 
 [While I’ve travelled a lot in December (and Margaret and I are already toying with ideas for traveling at Christmas 
2016), I HATE the unpredictability of winter weather.  I particularly hate driving in winter, but living in Algona driving has to at 
least be part of any travel plans.  Hopefully I’ll have decent luck with my holiday travel plans in the future.] 


