
 

 
Waterfront skyline from the Toronto Islands 

 
 UPDATE:  April, 2018—As I gradually go back over my old travelogues, I‘ll be leaving the original text intact but adding 
additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said. I‘ll also add some additional 
photos to enhance the original travelogues.] 
 

LEADING UP … 
 

While my sister Margaret and I had planned a summer trip to Toronto since last Christmas, as departure time approached, I 
wasn‘t absolutely certain this vacation was going to happen. Both Margaret‘s and my passports had expired in the past year, and 
passports (or similar documentation) are now essential to visit Canada. I got my replacement passport quickly and with no problem, but 
by mid-July Margaret‘s still hadn‘t come. For a time I couldn‘t seem to get in touch with Margaret either, so I didn‘t know what the status 
was.   
 

It turned out there had been some miscommunication between different government departments, and in the process a hold had 
been placed on processing Margaret‘s passport. Unfortunately no one had bothered to tell her that. She ended up making two separate 
trips to the federal building in Chicago to resolve things and get a new passport, which she finally had in her hands just a week before 
our scheduled departure. 

 
[Having gone through Margaret’s house following her death, I’m not so sure that “miscommunication” is really the right 

word for the issues that caused problems renewing her passport.  It was clear that she had ongoing tax problems that she had 
ignored and failed to resolve.  I don’t think Margaret actually said what government departments were having this 
communication problem, but I suspect the IRS was among them.  She probably had to get her taxes current before the passport 
could be renewed.  Unfortunately, those would lapse again between this trip and her death, and my brother Paul (the executor 
of her estate) is still trying to straighten out the mess.]    

 
Once she had the passport, some health issues arose that threatened to keep Margaret from making the trip. In fact, she was 

at the emergency room at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester with pulmonary distress just two days before we left.  [This was just one in a 
long series of health problems that culminated with her diagnosis with leukemia in late 2016.]  She got the all clear from the 



doctors there, but her up-in-the-air state made this a little bit different trip than what we‘d originally planned. We did end up going, though, 
and it was a most enjoyable trip. 

 
The arrangements for this trip were done very much on the cheap. Four of the hotel nights would be “free” redemptions from 

points I‘d earned in the Choice Privileges program. The others were at a very nice hotel in Toronto that offered good value mostly because 
it was not located in the heart of the city. We used just about every form of transportation imaginable, with the focus on trains.  Three of 
the legs of our trip were also “free” with redemptions in Amtrak‘s Guest Rewards program. Also through Guest Rewards we were able to 
get passes that allowed us to use the Metropolitan Lounge in Chicago, which is normally reserved for sleeping car passengers. Most of 
the other train segments were booked far in advance, which allowed us to get lengthy trips for very little money. I paid for all the 
transportation in advance, and Margaret covered virtually all of our food expenses. That meant that for me the only expenses I had during 
the trip were souvenirs and other incidentals. That amounted to less than $150—pretty good for a week-long excursion. 
 

WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 1  

Algona, Iowa to Cedar Rapids, Iowa 
 

 I killed a lot of time at home this morning, waiting 
for the mail to come. I did a bit of cleaning and watched 
some shows on Food Network while I waited.  Eventually 
the postman did stop. I wrote out a check for a bill that had 
come, and then packed up the last of my bags. It was 11:45 
when I left home, and after a brief stop at the post office, I 
was on my way out of town about 11:50.  [The timing of 
my mail has changed.  These days it doesn’t come 
until mid-afternoon, which makes it more awkward 
when trying to leave on a trip.] 
 

 It was miserably hot out (around 95o), so I broke 
up the trip multiple times. First I stopped at the Alco store 
in Garner. The stop was as much about cooling off in their 
air conditioning as buying anything, and about all I walked 
out with was some juice and mouthwash.  [The Alco chain 
went out of business in 2015.  The Garner store has 
been completely torn down.  I recently learned that the 
site had been bought by the Kwik Trip company and 
will soon become a convenience store.] 
 

 
Chevy Metro, parked outside my apartment at the start of the trip 

Next I stopped for lunch at Culver‘s in Clear Lake. I had potato soup, cheese curds, a scoop of blueberry cheesecake custard, 
and some iced tea. The total came to almost exactly the value of a $10 gift card I had. In fact I parted with less than a dime on top of that.  
The soup was particularly good, but I don‘t know that I‘d try their blueberry custard again.  [Culver’s vanilla custard is quite good, but 
I’ve found most of their flavors disappointing.] 

 

I got on Avenue of the Saints and drove south past Charles City and Nashua. My plan had been to stop at Janesville for gas.  
Unfortunately there was construction around Janesville. They appear to be building an exit that in the future will make it much easier to 
access the gas station I‘d planned to stop at (and, of course, the residential neighborhood west of there). For now, though, it‘s all but 
impossible to get there, so I just kept driving.  [In fact the new exit actually made it harder to get to the Janersville Kwik Star.  That’s 
because they built a “dumbbell” interchange with traffic circles at either side of it.  It’s not too horrible southbound, but if you 
want to get to or from the convenience store northbound, you have to go around almost all of both of those roundabouts.  Why 
the DOT thinks that’s better than a standard diamond exit, I have no clue.] 

 

I followed highway 218 into Waterloo. This isn‘t the official route of Avenue of the Saints (which instead goes through the Cedar 
Falls industrial park), but I find constantly curving expressway much more fun to drive [at last in summer]. Just past downtown Waterloo 

the freeway ends, and the six-lane highway splits onto two one-way streets. There‘s a series of stoplights in there, and I turned off at one 
of them to buy gas at a Kwik Star convenience store. I was expecting I might have to pay at the pump (since Waterloo has a reputation 
for being more than a bit crime-ridden), but the pump I chose had a “pay inside” option. I bought about $17 worth of gas (at $3.399 a 
gallon [almost a dollar more than the cost as I write this revision]) and paid for that and a bottle of citrus punch (a generic version of 
5-Alive) with another gift card.  [At the time I was using a lot of gift cards from our school’s scrip program.  I use it less today.  The 
benefit to teachers has gone down, and it’s also become harder to buy.  That’s really too bad, because scrip was a good tool 
for budgeting my money.] 

 

I knew there was construction in the area where I-380 and US-20 come together, since I‘d encountered it on our quiz bowl trip 
in June. They had lots of cones all over the highway there, but they really didn‘t seem to be doing much. I‘d hear later on the news that 
today was the first day that they‘d re-opened the southbound side of the freeway to traffic. Apparently for the remainder of the project 
they‘ll be running one lane in each direction on the normal side of the highway. 
 



From Waterloo south to Cedar Rapids I played tag with an ambulance. Strangely the vehicle was from Mason City, up by where 
I live. Since it didn‘t have lights flashing, I assume they were picking up someone who had been in Iowa City for treatment. Both the 
ambulance and I were going just about the 70mph speed limit, but different things slowed each of us down at different times. It was 
amusing to pass and then get passed by the same vehicle. 

 
My 1998 Chevy Metro is getting older and older. It‘s pushing 200,000 miles, and I always worry a bit when I need to drive any 

long distance. Honestly, though, the car seems to do better on long trips than it does putting around town. Except for sweltering without 
air conditioning (something I‘ve never had in this car), the trip was basically uneventful. The car even seemed quieter than it often is, 
probably because I‘d recently had the oil changed. It got 43mpg on the fill in Waterloo, too, and with the price of gas these days I definitely 
appreciate that. 

 
I‘d made a reservation at the Main Stay Suites on Collins Road in Cedar Rapids. I got there about 3:30pm and made my way 

inside. A young black woman with a “trainee” nametag was working the desk, with a manager watching like a hawk over her shoulder. 
The girl did her job efficiently, and after assigning me my free room, she also gave me a free “goodie bag” with popcorn, bottled water, 
and a bag of Cheez-Its for being a Choice Privileges member.   

 
Main Stay is a chain of all-suite hotels that is designed for extended stays. This location mostly serves people who are doing 

business with the nearby Rockwell—Collins plant. Because they‘re intended for longer stays, the suites are more like small apartments 
than hotel rooms. On opening the door, I entered into a kitchen and dining area. This included a stove, a full-sized refrigerator (by 
apartment standards), a sink, a dishwasher, a coffee maker, and cupboards stocked with dishes (service for four) and a few pots and 
pans. The kitchen is divided from the entry area by a breakfast bar that sticks out from the wall. Comfortable office chairs help the 
breakfast bar to double as a work desk. 

 
Ahead of the kitchen was a living room that included a love seat (which converted into a bed), an easy chair, a coffee table, and 

a TV on a stand. To the right were the bedroom and bathroom. The bedroom included a king-sized bed, a dresser with another TV on 
top of it, two end tables, and a full-sized closet with sliding doors. It was honestly a bit cramped, and it would have been better with just 
a double or a queen bed.  [A lot of hotels seem to think king beds are essential, and I’d almost always rather have a smaller bed 
and more space in the room.]  The bathroom was fairly standard for a hotel, a bit larger than my bathroom at home. The room normally 

goes for around $85 a night (though the price on the door was $159), with discounts for week-long stays. My rate was 8000 Choice 
Privileges points, an amount earned (thanks to Choice‘s frequent promotions) by staying just two nights at other propert ies earlier in the 
year.   [Living in an extended stay hotel would not be a bad thing, but you’d have to make more than I do to afford it.  Even with 
a good discount, it would be a minimum of $2,500 a month in Cedar Rapids, and I’d imagine more desirable locations would be 
quite a bit higher.] 

 

I‘d stayed at this hotel once before in my life (I think also with hotel points), back in the summer of 2004. I‘d come down to C.R. 
to see the movie Fahrenheit 9/11, which had been banned by Fridley Theaters, the company that controls the movies in Algona and pretty 
much every other small town in Iowa [and most of the Des Moines suburbs as well]. Fahrenheit 9/11 really isn‘t a very good film 
(Michael Moore did much better with Bowling for Columbine and Roger and Me), and I probably wouldn‘t have even thought about seeing 
it except that the conservative theater-owners had made it “forbidden fruit”. Since Fridley chose to censor it, though, I protested their 
decision by driving to a theater that was screening the film. (Many others did the same, helping to make the propaganda flick one of the 
top-grossing films that year.)  For years I had a popcorn tub I‘d gotten at that movie that I used to store clothespins. Whenever I did my 
laundry, it made me think of how silly censorship is. I was reminded of that again today as I felt a sense of déjà vu at the Main Stay Suites. 

 
No movies were on the agenda tonight. After resting a while in the air conditioning, I ventured out in the heat once again. I  

walked past at least eight other hotels that all occupy the same neighborhood just off Collins Road. It was probably about half a mile to a 
nearby Panera, but that was the extent of how far I wanted to walk in the heat. 

 
I could tell as I walked just how dry things were. We‘ve had drought in Algona this year, but there were a couple of “million dollar 

rains” that came at crucial times and kept the plants growing. In east central Iowa it looked as if they‘d literally not had any rain through 
all of July. In Cedar Rapids the grass was universally brown, and it crunched as I walked on it. The crops around the area were yellow 
and stunted. The rivers in the area, which just a couple years ago had flooded badly, were now barely trickling—well below their banks. 

 

I had an excellent dinner at Panera. I chose the “Pick 2” option that combines soup and salad. I began with corn chowder and 
was pleased to get the last portion of that soup they had on hand. I paired that with Thai chicken salad, which was outstanding. Prices 
have been shooting up at Panera, and with lemonade added to the meal, I parted with $10.25. It really was extremely good food, though. 
 

I made my way back to the hotel and then had some more food. A flyer in my room announced that they had a “manager‘s 
social” on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday evenings in the breakfast room. Few people were actually socializing at this event, but 
many were enjoying free food and drink. They had watermelon slices, assorted crackers and cheese, and a relish tray with cut-up 
vegetables and dip. They also had complimentary wine (from local wineries), beer, and soft drinks. I filled a plate and took a can of orange 
Crush and made my way back up to my room. There I spent most of the evening watching the Olympics on TV. 

 
Around 9pm the phone rang in my room. A woman at the front desk told me someone downstairs had complained that I was too 

loud and had been “bouncing all over the room”. I have no idea what might have generated that complaint, since I‘d mostly been sitting 
in the couch watching TV—and the TV wasn‘t even turned up very loud. What‘s more, 9:00 is hardly late at night. If it were 11:00, I might 
expect silence in a hotel, but not at 9:00. I did turn the TV down even more. If anything, though, I probably “bounced” more because I 
made several trips back and forth from room to room in the suite. No further complaints were brought to my attention, though, so I guess 
I must not have been too bad.  [In retrospect, it was most likely typing on my computer that created the noise the neighbors found 
objectionable.  It probably was amplified by the floor.  I’m still not sure it merits a complaint, though.  Perhaps it comes from 



spending my whole adult life in an apartment, but I don’t really expect silence when I’m in a hotel room.  I’ll often read scathing 
reviews about hotels where the only thing people really disliked was that they felt the place was too noisy.  On those rare 
occasions I do find a hotel to be loud, I’ll just turn up the fan on the air conditioning to drown it out.] 

 

THURSDAY, AUGUST 2 

Cedar Rapids, Iowa to Princeton, Illinois 
 

While there was no great rush to get up, I was wide awake at 6:30. I showered and packed things up in slow motion, and then I 
made my way downstairs for breakfast. They had a surprisingly good buffet at the Main Stay Suites. In addition to cereal, bagels, and the 
obligatory do-it-yourself waffles, they had preformed eggs (which they called omelets), sausage patties, yogurt, and muffins. What they 
didn‘t have was good coffee; the brew they served was at once weak and bitter. 

 
I killed about half an hour walking around the neighborhood. Mostly I circled the 

enormous Rockwell-Collins factory, but I also saw a few of the nearby homes and businesses. 
I then spent some time back in the hotel room listening on the internet to an all-news radio 
station in Toronto. Nothing much was happening in Canada‘s largest city today, but it did get 
me in the mood for the trip. [Reading that made me go back to the website of CFTR news 
radio 680.  Unfortunately their online audio service now appears to be subscription 
based, so I wasn’t able to check what was going on in Toronto these days.  So I instead 
went to the news channel I’ve listened to since I was a child, WBBM in Chicago.] 

 

I left right at 9am. No one was at the desk to check me out, so I just left the key there. 
With the point redemption they hadn‘t even scanned a credit card when I arrived, so I figured 
there shouldn‘t be any problem—and there wasn‘t. 
  

I drove south on I-380 to the 33rd Avenue exit. I stopped at the Burger King there to get some better coffee than I‘d had at the 
hotel. I ordered a large coffee, and after I ordered and paid they informed me that they were out of coffee and I‘d have to wait while they 
made more. They actually offered me a complimentary breakfast sandwich for the wait. I declined, since I really wasn‘t hungry, but it was 
nice of them to offer. 
 

Traffic on I-380 was extremely heavy [as it almost always is]. While it moved right along, it was pretty much bumper-to-bumper 

all the way from Cedar Rapids to Iowa City. This stretch really should be six-laned, as should the section of I-80 from Iowa City to 
Davenport and the chunk of I-35 from Des Moines to Ames. Unfortunately, I don‘t think plans to widen any of those are even on the 
drawing board.  [The state is looking at widening I-80, but I haven’t heard of any plans for the other interstates.] 

 

There was weird construction at the south end of I-380. In the stretch over the Coralville Reservoir they were repairing the middle 
of the highway. They maintained two lanes, but one lane drove on the shoulder and the other in a combination of part of the left lane and 
the left shoulder. This continued almost all the way to the I-80 exit. Apparently just yesterday the exit onto I-80 was closed, with a detour 
taking traffic west to Oxford. It was open this morning, though cones made it an even tighter loop than usual. 

 
After exiting I was surprised to find that they‘ve finally re-painted I-80 in Coralville to have six lanes. Several years ago they 

rebuilt the highway through here so it was wide enough for six lanes, but they painted it for four—plus an enormous left shoulder.  They‘ve 
finally repainted it to show six lanes, which helps traffic move better near Coral Ridge Mall. There‘s now major construction on I-80 in 
Iowa City itself, and I think they may be widening it all the way through Johnson County. As I said before, it really needs to be widened 
all the way to Davenport, but every little bit helps.  [I-80 is six lanes through the Iowa City metro area now, but even that can get 
busy.  I hate to think how it must back up on football weekends.] 

 

Margaret had told me I should meet her at our Aunt Alaire‘s apartment at 9:45. Normally there would be no particular time set 
for getting to Alaire‘s, but today she had a doctor‘s appointment and would need to leave shortly after that. Between the construction and 
the mix-up at Burger King, it was 9:50 by the time I got to Alaire‘s place. Fortunately that was just in time to greet her before she was out 
the door. 

 
Alaire soon left for her appointment. Margaret and I watched the Olympics in her living room and chatted a bit. This was when 

she broke the news that she had been in the emergency room in Rochester just two nights ago. There was no clear diagnosis, and the 
doctors had given her clearance to travel—as long as it was on the ground rather than in the air. I wasn‘t quite sure how to react to this, 
but of course I agreed to help with her luggage and make whatever other accommodations were necessary for her to have a good trip.  
She seemed fine today (and generally would be throughout the trip), but one doesn‘t go into the hospital without reason.  [That said, 
Margaret did go to the hospital a lot.  She clearly had better insurance than I do, since there’s no way I could afford to set foot 
in the emergency room unless I was almost literally about to die.] 

 
It was well after noon when Alaire got back. Around 1:00 we drove over to the Olive Garden restaurant at Coral Ridge Mall, 

where we all enjoyed their soup, salad, and breadsticks lunch special. The salad portions were small, and the waitress was slow at refilling 
it [intentionally so, I’m sure]. The soup (I had a creamy sausage and potato Tuscan soup) however was excellent. We ended the meal 

with mini-desserts—just a little sweet taste to top things off. I wish more restaurants would have that option. So often restaurant desserts 



are more than I want, with prices to match. Both Alaire and I had a tiny taste of lemon mousse, while Margaret had a chocolate caramel 
cream. 

 
We went back to Alaire‘s apartment and visited a while longer. Then around 3pm Margaret and I set off eastward to begin our 

trip for real. Margaret got a new car this spring. While it‘s low-end by modern standards, compared to my old Metro her Chevy Sonic is a 
luxury model. Everything about it is electronic, to the point that it doesn‘t even have a traditional key. I honestly don‘t think I‘d care to 

own it, but she seems to like it a lot. I really wish they‘d go back to offering true base-model cars, but no one seems to make them these 
days.[Something I rather like about the used Mitsubishi Eclipse that replaced my Metro is that it’s old enough that most of the 
controls are traditional.] 

 

We had an easy drive over to Davenport. Signs there advised through traffic to follow I-80. We should have followed that advice, 
but we opted instead to take the southern bypass on I-280. There was construction there, which reduced things to two lanes through 
most of the Quad Cities. Adding to the congestion, there had been an accident on the west side of Davenport. I think all the people 
involved were all right, but the vehicles involved were in the ditch and smoking. We were slowed down a bit as emergency vehicles wove 
their way through to deal with it. 

 
 
Fortunately we were in no particular hurry. We made it past the Quad Cities and continued on to Exit 56 in Illinois. I‘d been here 

several times in the past. I have a bit of fondness for the town (Princeton), because years ago I had a flat tire on my way back from 
Chicago. It happened on New Year‘s Day, but the Wal-Mart store there was able to deal with it and get me on my way again quickly. 
[Interestingly, in 2015 I had another tire replaced in Princeton.]  In more recent years I‘ve taken the train from Princeton to Chicago. 

Illinois subsidizes passenger trains within that state, so it‘s much cheaper to travel from Princeton or Galesburg (the two Illinois stops 
closest to Iowa) than it is from stops in Iowa, Minnesota, or Wisconsin. 

 

 
Website photo of Econolodge – Princeton, Illinois 

 We had made a reservation at the Princeton 
Econolodge, which is just south of the interstate. This was 
another ―free‖ night, worth the same 8000 points I‘d paid 
last night. The Main Stay Suites was probably better value, 
but there was certainly nothing wrong with the Econolodge. 
It‘s an older hotel, but it‘s been maintained fairly well. The 
only real problem was a lack of electric outlets, which was 
partly because some had been taken by amenities such as 
a refrigerator and microwave. Like many budget 
establishments, it‘s run by a south Asian family, though it 
was a young blonde woman who checked us in today. 
[That’s really quite unusual at this location.  It’s almost 
always either the owner or his son who work the desk.] 

We had a very standard double room on the second floor 
with a view of the nearby Wendy‘s and Days Inn. It was 
clean and pleasant, though, and (perhaps most important) 
the air conditioning worked. 
 
 After relaxing a bit at the Econolodge we went to 
a nearby restaurant for dinner. I did a quick search in 
preparing  this  travelogue  and found  the Red  Apple (the  

place we ate)  [it’s actually called the Big Apple] was originally built as a Mr. Quick hamburger stand, a chain I vaguely remember from 

childhood. That‘s interesting, because it doesn‘t really look at all like a fast food place. The décor features stained glass and ceiling fans. 
They‘re a bit dated by today‘s standards, but definitely the sort of thing you‘d find in a sit-down restaurant. 

 
The Red Apple is a classic family restaurant, sort of like a locally-owned 

Country Kitchen or Happy Chef. Places like this are closing left and right, but in 
Princeton the Red Apple seems to be going strong. This is just about my favorite type 
of place to eat, and I thoroughly enjoyed my dinner. I started with a chicken rosemary 
soup, followed by a ham dinner. On the side were grilled pineapple chunks, 
hashbrowns with cheese, and ―Veg-All‖ (canned mixed vegetables).  [While Veg-All 
isn’t something I’d ever voluntarily choose, I like it better than the steamed 
“California blend” that is the standard side dish at higher class restaurants.]  

Margaret had a cheese omelette with wheat toast. 
 

We went back to the hotel and spent most of the evening working on our 
computers and watching the Olympics on TV. Gymnastics and swimming were fun to 
watch. Later they turned to beach volleyball, which to my mind is one of the silliest 
“sports” around. I don‘t much care for indoor volleyball, and the beach version‘s raison 
d‘être seems little more than displaying buff bodies (both male and female) in the 
skimpiest of bikinis. Even so, we kept watching until they signed off from London and 
then watched the local news after that. It was pushing midnight when we finally got to 
bed. 

 
Big Apple Restaurant – Princeton, Illinois 
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FRIDAY, AUGUST 3  

Princeton, Illinois to 

Waterloo, Indiana 

(via Chicago) 
 
 I was up about 6:30 this morning. An advantage of the 
Econolodge being an older hotel is that they had a nice shower in 
the bathroom, and I enjoyed a powerful, hot shower to start the 
day. Much more disappointing was the hotel‘s breakfast. Pretty 
much all they offered was carbohydrates: bread, muffins, dry 
cereal, and waffles. I had a waffle (made with about half the 
recommended batter) and an English muffin. They didn‘t even 
have real butter to go with those, so I made due with just a few 
drops of syrup and some jelly. Both the juice and the coffee 
seemed  watered down,  which fit with the overall breakfast.   [I’m 

pretty sure the only truly good breakfast I’ve had at an Econolodge was at their Wall, South Dakota location.  Breakfast really 
isn’t the reason for staying at this chain, though.] 
 

 We left the hotel shortly before 8:00. The Asian men at the desk said they hoped they‘d see us again. We remarked that they 
would, as we‘d be back in a week‘s time. 

 
 We drove a couple blocks 
south and stopped at a Beck‘s 
convenience store for some much better 
coffee. I also picked up the Peoria 
newspaper, which I‘d read while we 
waited for the train. We then drove just 
slightly further south and pulled into the 
Princeton Amtrak station. Princeton 
station is located next to Bicentennial 
Park, a civic green space whose name 
lets you know dates to 1976. The red 
brick station dates to the 1800s, and it 
reminds me a lot of the train station in 
my old hometown of Mt. Pleasant. The 
station is unstaffed from Amtrak‘s point 
of view, which means you can‘t buy 
tickets or check luggage there. An 
employee of the BNSF railroad (a 
tattooed girl who looked to be barely out 
of high school) was working there today, 
though. She answered a few questions 
and eventually ushered those waiting to 
the appropriate platform. The City of 
Princeton maintains the station, which is 
in remarkably good shape for its age. 
The city  also provides free parking and  

 
Construction at Princeton station – Princeton, Illinois 

free internet access both in the station and in the surrounding park. There are fairly nice rest rooms in the station, and they also have a 
coffee and candy shop set up in what used to be the stationmaster‘s quarters.  [The shop has since closed, but the station as a whole 
remains quite nice.] 
 

They were doing major construction along the tracks near Princeton station, replacing the railroad ties. There was lots of heavy 
equipment around, but the main piece seemed to work a lot like one of those crane games you see at a carnival midway. It would sort of 
fumble around and grab a few ties, move them to another location, and then drop them. To me the machine seemed neither very efficient 
nor very secure, but presumably the railroad workers know what they‘re doing. 
 

Our train was scheduled to leave at 8:35am, but with the construction it was no surprise when that time came and went.  Shortly 
after that time the construction workers moved things out of the way, clearing the far track for the train‘s arrival. At 8:45 the young woman 



who worked in the station walked about thirty of us over to what is normally the westbound platform and ordered us (in the voice of a drill 
sergeant) to stay behind the yellow line. Soon the train came, and we boarded.  [While there have been a couple of times trains have 
been very late in Princeton, that is the exception rather than the rule on the Illinois regional trains.  They may be a few minutes 
late, like today’s was, but more often than not they’re on time or even early.] 

 
Self-portrait – on the Illinois Zephyr 

(a good picture of Margaret, if not of me) 
[I actually wish I’d have remembered this picture when we  

were searching for pictures of Margaret before her funeral.] 

 
 The Illinois Zephyr (train #380) and its evening 
companion the Carl Sandberg run a diagonal path 
between Quincy and Chicago. From Princeton to Aurora 
the route parallels and is usually in sight of old U.S. 
highway 34. By Amtrak standards this is a small train, with 
only three single-level coaches and a combination café 
and business class car. It serves a lot of people, though, 
and it‘s a vital link for transportation in Illinois. A lot of 
people had boarded in Macomb, Galesburg, and 
Kewanee, and by the time we left Princeton the train was 
nearly full. 
 
 This was the first of our “free” Amtrak train rides. 
Amtrak Guest Rewards works a lot like an airline frequent 
flyer program You earn points for buying Amtrak tickets 
(based on the dollars spent, not the distance), and you can 
redeem them for either upgrades or free travel.  On most 
trips the free tickets require a large number of points, and 
unless you‘re a really frequent traveler or you travel 
exclusively by sleeper, it would be difficult to claim most of 
those redemptions. They have good deals on “special 
routes”, though, which include short-distance trains 
outside the Northeast and California. The Illinois Zephyr is 
one of these routes, and when we booked a redemption  

ticket cost just 1000 points, compared to 10 – 20,000 on long-distance trains. [The point charge for Illinois trains has gone up to 
1,500, but that’s still pretty reasonable.]  Thanks to the state subsidy, the cash fare is also quite reasonable. Depending on when you 
book, tickets from Princeton to Chicago can be had for as low as about $10 one way. [It’s most often $13.50 these days.]  Between 

gas, parking, and tolls, it would be at least double that to drive. 
 
We‘d booked our tickets online back at Christmas, and we printed them at a ticket machine in St. Paul in April. Because of that 

we had traditional tickets on cardboard stock that looked like old-fashioned plane tickets.  Just at the end of July, Amtrak began issuing 
e-tickets for its trains, and that‘s what many passengers on this train had. The big advantage from the passenger‘s point of view is that 
you don‘t need to worry about losing your ticket; if you do, you can just print out another copy. For Amtrak, there‘s less paperwork with 
the new method. Instead of collecting physical tickets, which then have to be processed and accounted for, the conductor just scans a 
barcode. Another nice feature is that the same barcode works for every leg of your trip and for multiple people traveling together, an 
improvement over how most airline e-tickets work. 

 
There was understandably a bit of confusion with the e-tickets. Some people didn‘t know exactly what they were supposed to 

print out, and others didn‘t realize they needed to provide ID to use them. [In most cases, they no longer require the IDs.]  Still others 

weren‘t quite sure they actually had a “real” ticket, since e-tickets that are booked online look remarkably similar to the reservation 
confirmations (which were not good for travel) that Amtrak used to send by e-mail. [They still do send the confirmations, but they’ve 
changed the appearance of the e-tickets, so they look very different and are much more identifiable.]  I remember similar problems 
when the airlines made the switch, and I‘m sure given a little time things will smooth out for Amtrak.  [Today virtually everyone uses e-
tickets on Amtrak.  The only exceptions are a few business people (mostly on the Northeast Corridor) who buy last-minute 
tickets from machines in the stations.  Most people these days just display the tickets on their phones rather than printing them 
out.] 

 
Illinois Zephyr on the platform at Union Station 

Chicago, Illinois 

 
Margaret spent much of the trip going through pictures she‘d taken 

a year ago in Iceland. The nice thing about digital cameras is that you can 
easily and cheaply take scads of pictures. Unfortunately, without physical 
copies, it‘s easy to forget they‘re there. She wanted to clear up some space 
on her camera, so she needed to finally get around to dealing with the old 
photos. 

 
The construction continued for eight miles east of Princeton, and the 

conductor informed us that we were limited to 25 miles per hour through that 
zone. Finally around 9:20 we began speeding up, and we continued to make 
good time from then onward. We were over half an hour late at Mendota, but 
we gradually made up time as we passed Mendota, Naperville, and 
LaGrange. 
 
 The LaGrange station is particularly strange. It mostly serves Metra 
commuter trains, and the place looks like little more than a glorified bus stop. 
When the  train stops there,  it blocks US 45,  the six-lane street that  further  



north is known as Manheim Road. Our stop there was fairly quick, but traffic had already backed up for more than a block when we pulled 
out. 
 

We got to Chicago around 11am, officially 17 minutes late according to Amtrak‘s website. We made our way into the main part 
of Union Station and first stopped at the bank of Quik-Trak ticket machines there. We‘d printed out tickets for most of our trip, but the 
complications with Margaret‘s passport meant we couldn‘t book the final leg (Buffalo—Toronto) until quite recently. We still had just the 
reservation receipts, not actual tickets (or even e-tickets) for that leg. To use the Quik-Trak machines, you scan a barcode and confirm 
your itinerary. Then tickets print and drop into a dispenser like cash would come out of an ATM. Unfortunately when the first ticket started 
printing, it jammed. “Out of service” flashed on the screen, and all that was in the dispenser were two hunks of cardboard covered in a 
smear of ink. So much for modern technology. 

 
There was a fairly long line waiting for the ticket agents in Chicago. Fortunately that line moved right along, and before long we 

were able to deal with an actual person. I explained the problem and presented our confirmations to her. It took her a while to deal with 
things, mostly because she had to go through a lot of paperwork to account for the misprinted ticket. Eventually we both got our tickets, 
though, so we had what we needed to get to Toronto. 

 
Next we made our way to Union Station‘s Metropolitan Lounge. Similar to Sky Club lounges at an airport, the Metropolitan 

Lounge provides comfortable seating and luggage storage, as well as snacks and soft drinks. We‘d used the lounge before as sleeping 
car passengers. Today we were traveling entirely in coach. However, Margaret had redeemed Guest Rewards points for passes to lounge 
(5000 points for five passes). We‘d use two on this trip, and the others will be used in the future. 

 
[They’ve re-located and expanded the Metropolitan Lounge at Chicago’s Union Station.  These days the lounge is 

available not just to sleeping car passengers, but also to those traveling in business class on regional trains.  A business class 
ticket costs about $10 more than coach on the Illinois trains, and lounge access alone makes it worth that surcharge.  In addition 
you get more comfortable and more private seating, expedited boarding (which is very useful in Chicago, and complimentary 
non-alcoholic drinks on the train.  Today I almost always book business class, particularly when leaving Chicago.] 

 
We left our luggage with an attendant (the rail term is “red cap”) in the lounge [the new lounge has self-service luggage 

storage, which has the advantage of being free] and then made our way out of the station. We had the whole afternoon and much of 

the evening to kill, so we spent some time exploring the city. We made our way down to the subway station on Clinton Street beneath the 
Eisenhower Expressway. Clinton is the closest station in the ‘L’ system to Union Station, and a lot of Amtrak passengers appear to use 
it. There were some odd hand-made signs at the entrance to the station informing passengers that the fare machines did not accept credit 
cards and did not give change. Obviously people in the past have run into problems with that. Fortunately we didn‘t need to use those 
machines, as I‘d already gotten CTA passes, which we used for the day. 

 
We caught an inbound blue line train and rode north to Washington station. We stopped in the pedway (an underground walkway 

similar to the skywalks in Minneapolis or Des Moines) at the Beard Papa pastry shop . We each had a strawberry cream puff, which made 
a delightful little snack.  [Beard Papa has since closed its Chicago location.  The place it was located in the pedway seems to 
change to something new every time I go to Chicago.]  Then we walked over to the red line subway and caught a train north to Clark 

and Division. 
 

 Walking from the subway to our ultimate destination, the Chicago 
History Museum, was a bit awkward. It‘s a four or five block walk—not terribly 
far, but plenty long for Margaret in her guarded state. I was perfectly willing 
to walk at whatever rate she wanted to.  Unfortunately, as is often true when 
we travel together, she didn‘t seem to want to walk two abreast. Instead I led, 
but I had to constantly keep turning back to see if she was keeping up. This 
honestly felt kind of weird; it was almost like we were a Moslem couple where 
the woman had to remain behind the man at all times. I think she didn‘t want 
to be in other people‘s way on the sidewalk, but it really was a bit awkward.  
[It really would have worked better if she had led.  I’m not sure why she 
didn’t want to do that.] 
 

 While it took a bit longer than it would have normally, Margaret did 
fine walking, and we reached the museum with no problem. Margaret paid 
our admission, and we spent much of the afternoon exploring the place. 
 
 Throughout the summer the Chicago History Museum has a special 
exhibit on magic. For much of the 19th and 20th Centuries Chicago was the 
base for traveling magicians who performed in small towns all over the 
country.  Chicago businesses also manufactured and sold tools used in the 
magic trade, from trick hats and cabinets to the TV Magic Cards® I remember 
seeing ads for when I was a kid. 
 
 They had a live magician performing at the entrance to the exhibit. 
A Hispanic family had entered just before us, and he used their kids as 
volunteers for his show. His tricks were rather impressive—things like 
levitation of objects and having a card one of the kids had signed appear in 
a specific place in the middle of the deck. 

 
Magician entertaining a young girl 

Chicago History Museum 



There were several displays on properties magicians (both famous and unknown) had used in their acts over the years. What 
all had in common was a uniformly trashy appearance. They don‘t even look like good theatrical props, but I think part of the charm is 
just how fake they are. Also, much magic is performed in settings that are dimly lit, and the appearance of the props doesn‘t matter much 
when you can‘t see them well. 

 
There were a few displays that gave away the secrets to some magical tricks. Virtually every trick involves some equivalent of 

sleight of hand, and almost always the goal is for the performance to be good enough to distract the audience from what is going on to 
create the “magic”.. We were given a small playing card that we were theoretically supposed to learn how to palm (one of the most basic 
skills in magic). It made an interesting souvenir, but I don‘t expect I‘ll ever be using it to perform actual magic. 
 

The magic exhibit ended with a strange multimedia show narrated by a coin and a card that were theoretically found in a magic 
shop. It summarized much of what the rest of the exhibit showed and noted that the key to magic is practice. The coin changed appearance 
dramatically during the presentation, and no one in the audience caught how it changed. Margaret and I and a couple of kids stuck around 
afterwards and saw that it was accomplished by simply having one version of the coin slide up behind a cover to reveal the other version 
beneath. Just as we‘d been told in earlier exhibits, the performance elsewhere distracted our eyes from what was going on there. 

 
Most of the Chicago History Museum is precisely what its name implies—exhibits that tell the history of Chicago. There are 

interesting artifacts like one of the first ‘L’ cars that took people from downtown to the World‘s Columbian Exposition on the South Side. 
There are also interesting exhibits on Chicago‘s politics through the years, including such dark spots as the protests at the 1968 
Democratic Convention and Mayor Daley‘s “shoot to kill” order in the wake of Martin Luther King‘s assassination. 
 

We spent a couple hours at the museum and then made our way back outside. Partly because of the distance and partly because 
of the heat we decided to take a bus instead of walking back to Clark and Division. What had taken ten or fifteen minutes to walk took 
just a couple minutes on the bus. It really seemed like no time at all. 
 

We caught a very crowded red line train and rode north to Belmont station. There we caught the brown line, which we rode to 
Montrose. Literally beneath this station is a second location of Margie‘s Candies, the ice cream parlor and candy store that has operated 
near the blue line‘s Western stop since 1920. There‘s nothing historic about the Ravenswood (brown line) Margie‘s. It is a pleasant shop, 
though, and we had a nice lunch there. I had a ham sandwich, while Margaret had egg salad. Both sandwiches were served with nice 
salads and bags of chips. We also each had an ice cream sundae, which really is the point of going to Margie‘s. 

 
‘L’ station at Morgan and Lake – Chicago, Illinois 

 
 Our next stop was out of my own 
curiosity. Just a few weeks ago the CTA opened 
two new ‘L’ stations. One of them is far north in 
Skokie and was impractical to get to today. The 
other, however, is at Morgan and Lake, about a 
mile west of downtown. While they‘ve renovated 
a lot of older stations, this is the first brand new 
‘L’ station they‘ve built since the orange line 
opened around 1990. It‘s a simple and rather 
utilitarian station, but it has some interesting 
architectural details (like a massive elevator 
shaft) that give it character.  The surrounding 
neighborhood is a combination of industrial and 
residential, and it appears to be slowly 
gentrifying. I doubt I‘ll be going back there 
anytime soon, but it was interesting to see the 
place.  [The area around Morgan is actually 
quite rapidly gentrifying, and this has become 
a very popular ‘L’ station.  Both Margaret and 
I would return there on a later trip to visit a 
Nando’s restaurant that is just south of the 
station.] 

 
 We   took  the  ‘L’  back  to  the  blue line  

Clinton station and went upstairs to the street.  As we walked back toward Union Station we ran into two different people who were looking 
for the subway. It isn‘t well signed from the Amtrak station, and it was good we could help them. 
 

Just outside Union Station I bought a Streetwise newspaper from a vendor. Streetwise supports the homeless and those who 
are otherwise down and out, and I far prefer to see them selling papers than literally begging. Streetwise now sells for $2 a copy, double 

what it cost when I first encountered it back in the ‘90s. I had no problem parting with a couple bucks, though, and flipping through the 
thing helped pass the time back in the station.  [There seem to be fewer Streetwise vendors these days, though if anything there 
are more homeless people than there used to be.  What’s more, I think this guy may have been the only Streetwise vendor I’ve 
ever seen anywhere near Union Station.] 

 
We claimed our luggage and settled into some unclaimed spots in the Metropolitan Lounge. There were very few plug-ins in 

convenient places in the lounge, but eventually we were able to move near one so we could use our computers while we waited. [The 
new lounge is designed for the digital age.  It has both traditional plugs and USB charging stations everywhere.]  The new spot  



was also conveniently near the refreshments, and we enjoyed coffee and juice. Unfortunately they‘d changed the snacks from pretzels 
(which they‘d had this morning) to goldfish crackers, a snack neither Margaret nor I care for.   
 

Our train, the Lake Shore Limited, was listed as departing on time on the TVs in the lounge, but it was just about the only train 
with that status. Several trains were late by times ranging from a few minutes to about an hour. The Lincoln Service between Chicago 
and St. Louis had been entirely cancelled. This was a planned cancellation, as they are re-building the tracks in anticipation of high-speed 
rail on that route, and buses are replacing the trains this summer. 

 
The worst problem by far was with the eastbound Empire Builder. That train normally arrives in Chicago at mid-afternoon, but it 

was now expected in at 3:30 in the morning. The Empire Builder has been running quite late (like 2 – 3 hours) all summer because of the 
extreme heat, but half a day was something else entirely. We found out later the train had derailed on a section of track in Montana that 
had been bent out of shape by the heat. Passengers from nearer locations (like a woman from Tomah, Wisconsin who was waiting in the 
lounge) had been bussed to Chicago. Apparently the bus the Tomah woman had been placed on lacked air conditioning, though, and 
she wouldn‘t stop complaining about it. (Of course, I probably wouldn‘t either, if I were in her position.) 

 
Probably the most interesting among our fellow passengers was a group of priests who were headed home to Washington, D.C. 

I‘m not sure what they had been in Chicago for. Their train, the Capitol Limited, was running about half an hour late, and they seemed 
very worried about that. Half an hour really is nothing at all on a cross-country journey. I‘d check later and find they got into Washington 
on time. 

 
Margaret called my brother Paul and his wife Nancy while we were waiting in the lounge. They were in the midst of a much more 

ambitious trip than ours. They‘d flown out Seattle and were spending a few days seeing the sights there. Then they‘d take a cruise up the 
Inside Passage in British Columbia and Alaska. They‘d spend a couple days in Portland and finally take the train back to Minneapolis. 
They seemed to be enjoying things so far, and it was good to talk with them. 
 

The lounge quieted down a lot once the Capitol Limited left. At that point we overheard the workers there discussing what would 
be done for the arrival of the Empire Builder, which now wasn‘t expected until 4:30am. Union Station is normally closed in the wee hours. 
The earliest arrivals are Metra commuter trains from the suburbs that get in after 5:00. In situations like this (and I gather from overhearing 
the workers there have been many of them this summer) either the night shift stays late or the morning shift comes in early. Tonight‘s 
lounge workers were elated that this time it would be the day shift‘s turn to be there for the late train. 

 
Around 8pm they called the sleeper passengers for the Lake Shore Limited for boarding. When Margaret and I went out to 

Montreal a few years back we were among those early boarders, enjoying wine and cheese in the diner before departure. They announced 
that coach passengers in the lounge would be boarded separately. That was good news, since the man who checked us in earlier in the 
day said we‘d be responsible for getting to the coach boarding area ourselves. 

 
At about 8:30 they called Lake Shore Limited coach passengers (basically everyone who was left) to the front of the lounge. An 

attendant walked us past the chaos of the south boarding room and into the “inner sanctum” where they normally seat handicapped 
passengers and those making short-distance trips in business class. They called senior citizens and those with small children from the 
main room to this smaller waiting area. Then, shortly before 9pm, they sent all of us out to the platform to board. 
 

The Lake Shore Limited is technically two trains in one, with numbers 48 and 448. As we were the very first time we took Amtrak, 
we were on train #448, whose ultimate destination was Boston rather than New York. That‘s because for some reason when we booked 
the tickets those in the Boston section were about two-thirds the price of the ones going to New York (my ticket from Chicago to Buffalo 
was just $62). [This price disparity still remains true, and there’s a similar difference in prices on the Seattle and Portland 
sections of the Empire Builder.]  When we went to the platform they really didn‘t care which section tickets were for, except for 

passengers going all the way to the terminals. They seated people going to specific cities in different cars, and it turned out all the Buffalo 
passengers ended up in the Boston section, which this time was the very first coach car at the front of the train. The car attendant assigned 
us seats 5 & 6, which in the second row (near the bathrooms at the front) on the right side of the train. Margaret and I were among the 
first to board, and we were glad we were. I had barely lifted our bags into the overhead storage when a flood of people came into the car. 
While everyone was assigned seats, some groups were not able to sit together. 

 
A large number of our fellow passengers were of Indian descent, most of whom seemed to be members of the same extended 

family. Throughout the trip the window seat across from us (seat #8) was occupied by the grandfather and patriarch of that family.  There 
were at least three south Asian couples with children. At the start of the trip one of the kids was seated with his father right across the 
aisle from me (seat #7). The kid was really quite good, but of course it took him quite a while to settle down. Periodically his mother would 
come from further back on the train to comfort him, and eventually dad and the kid traded places with someone else (also Indian) so they 
all could be together. 

 
They quickly turned out the lights, but the car overall was rather noisy. While Margaret and I tried to get some rest, there was a 

couple in back we kept hearing, and more than one child cried repeatedly,  [Having noted earlier that I’m rarely bothered by noise in 
hotel rooms, I will say that people talking and especially crying children are definitely things that will keep me awake.] 

 

By far the most noteworthy person in the car was a man who had been seated directly in front of me (seat #2). He looked 
Hispanic to me, but spoke a language that was probably east European. What made him noteworthy was that he was constantly going 
to the restroom. He‘d enter the restroom, spend a few minutes there, return to his seat, and moan. Then he‘d go back to the restroom 
again … and again … and again. I used the toilet myself just shortly after we departed, and it already smelled nasty—all from that one 
guy. 

 



We found out later the man suffered from kidney stones, and suffer was definitely the key word in his case. I don‘t think he spoke 
much English, but eventually he was able to communicate his problem to the train staff. They arranged to have him evacuated from the 
train at Waterloo, Indiana, a stop near Ft. Wayne that we reached around 1:15am. There were paramedics on the platform there who 
tended to him and took him to the hospital. I overheard the conductor explaining to the main what costs would be involved in going to the 
hospital. I‘m not sure he entirely understood, but at least he would get his treatment. 

 
Strangely, the man who left the train was not traveling with any luggage at all. I can‘t imagine going anywhere overnight without 

at least a small bag, but the guy had neither a carry-on nor anything checked. It was just the guy—not any bags—that left the train at 
Waterloo. I do hope his problem was dealt with and he was eventually able to reach his destination. 
 

SATURDAY, AUGUST 4  

Waterloo, Indiana to Toronto, Ontario 

(via Buffalo) 
 

I thought things might settle down when the man with kidney stones left the train. I was wrong. A woman boarded at Waterloo 
and took his seat. Another man (apparently a museum curator) had been sitting next to the sick guy since Chicago, and he seemed 
starved to talk. The two of them carried on a rather loud conversation for pretty much the remainder of the trip. The guy seemed to be 
almost flirting with the woman, asking question after question after question. At first the woman gave vague answers, but eventually she 
revealed much of her life story. She was from Rochester, New York, was once divorced, now separated, and had a boyfriend.  Growing 
up she had lived in Florida and Wyoming, where her father had worked installing drywall. While she had lived in a number of places, she 
had never even visited a truly “big” city, something that surprised the man. He listed off a number of places (New York, Boston, Chicago, 
San Francisco), and the woman kept answering “no”—she hadn‘t ever been to those places. 
 

The woman had the sort of loud, grating voice that Hollywood uses for a stereotypical New Yorker. She had little sense of how 
loud she was, and her nasal voice resonated throughout the car. The man tried to be a bit quieter, but his problem was he just wouldn‘t 
shut up. There‘s be a lull in their conversation, and I‘d think they were finally done talking. Then, just as I was fading off to sleep, he‘d ask 
another question or make another comment. They were some of the most annoying people I‘ve ever traveled with, and I neither Margaret 
nor I got much of any sleep all night long. 
 

The train remained on time throughout the night (quite different from the first trip Margaret and I had made on the Lake Shore 
Limited), and we reached Cleveland ahead of schedule—around 5:15am. It was starting to get light at that point, so I decided it wasn‘t 
really worth even trying to sleep. I got out a book I‘d packed, Drift by Rachel Maddow. In it Maddow, a liberal journalist, traces what she 

describes as our country‘s gradual drift into a state of perpetual war. Parts of the book are fascinating and other parts deadly dull.  One 
of her biggest arguments is that the main reason for staying at war has little to do with politics and everything to do with economics. The 
snail‘s pace of our withdrawal from Iraq and Afghanistan under President Obama would seem to confirm that. I didn‘t  finish the book on 
this trip and likely never will, but it did at least fill a bit of time.  [Indeed, I still haven’t made it to the end of Drift.] 

 

Eventually I went to the lounge car to get coffee and a cinnamon roll for 
breakfast. I happened to be wearing the Round Rock Express baseball cap Brad 
Nelson had given me, and that drew the attention of the lounge attendant. The 
Express’ name is taken from the railroad tracks that run next to their stadium in 
suburban Austin, and their logo is the letter “E” stylized to look like an old-fashioned 
locomotive. The attendant was really taken by the cap, and he asked me a lot of 
questions about it and the team. 

 
We were around Erie, Pennsylvania, when I got breakfast, and it was 

definitely day for the rest of our journey. We reached Buffalo ahead of schedule, 
right at 9am. Most of our car detrained there, but dozens of people were waiting on 
the platform to replace us. My bet is the train was essentially full all the way from 
Chicago to the Coast. 

 
The main Buffalo station is actually located in the suburb of DePew, 

vaguely   near  the  New York Thruway  (I-90)  and  Buffalo—Niagara  International   
Airport. It‘s a pathetic little tan brick box from the ‘60s with a flat roof and panoramic windows that overlook a parking lot. The station is 
dirty and crowded, and it was made even less pleasant by a construction project (apparently for asbestos removal) that blocked off large 
areas with plastic sheeting. 
 

Because of the construction the station restrooms were closed, so they‘d set up temporary restrooms in the parking lot. The 
main set of temporary restrooms were in a trailer, with steep steps leading up to its door. We encountered similar restrooms in Mississippi 
after Hurricane Katrina, but it was weird to see them where there hadn‘t been a disaster. To provide access for the handicapped, they 



also had an oversized port-a-pottie at ground level. Since there was barely space to turn around in the “real” restrooms, I chose to change 
in the handicapped facilities. The port-a-pottie truly reeked, but I did manage to get a fresh shirt on, so at least I smelled better. 

 
One positive feature of the Buffalo station is that they offer baggage storage. It costs $3 a bag, but you can leave your luggage 

in a secure room all day (and I think even multiple days) for that. Since we had almost literally all day to kill and there was pretty much 
nothing to do at the station, Margaret and I left our bags and headed out. 

 
On weekdays you can take city buses to and from Buffalo station. On weekends, though, the buses don‘t go outside the Buffalo 

city limits, so the only ways to leave the station are on foot or by taxi. There was a line of cabs outside the station that had obviously 
waited to meet the train. A representative of the taxi company had been directing people to the cabs, but he disappeared when Margaret 
and I actually wanted to leave. A young cabbie noticed us, though, and he offered us a ride. He would end up getting scolded on the radio 
by his dispatcher, because the tout had apparently arranged for a different group to travel with him. He didn‘t seem to care, though, and 
it certainly wasn‘t our problem. 

 
Our driver was a college-aged kid who told us he was driving his dad‘s taxi. The cab was a mini-van that seemed in immaculate 

shape. We told the driver our destination was Walden Galleria, the main regional mall for western New York. He started the meter, and 
we set off to the west. It‘s a straight shot from the station to the mall, less than two miles west on Walden Boulevard. The meter seemed 
to spin constantly, though, and by the time we reached our destination the fare was $9.30. That seemed steep for a very short drive, but 
with Margaret‘s health questionable, we had little choice but to take the cab. Margaret paid the driver, and he gave her a card (his father‘s 
business card) she could use to call the company when we needed to return to the station. He let us off at what he called the main 
entrance, a rather secluded hallway that apparently used to house a Ruby Tuesday‘s restaurant that had recently been transformed into 
a bar. What apparently makes it “main” is that it‘s the one entrance that isn‘t locked late at night. 

 
We got to Walden Galleria before official business hours, so most of the stores had grates over their entrances. There were still 

a surprising number of people inside, though. We made our way to the one place that actually was open, a Tim Horton‘s. “Timmie’s”, a 
coffee and baked goods chain, is one of the largest companies in Canada, and they also dominate the market in border areas like upstate 
New York. I‘d gotten a gift card for Tim Horton‘s from the school scrip program before we left, and I figured I‘d use some of it to get coffee 
and some Timbits (doughnut holes) this morning. Unfortunately their computer wasn‘t working right, so they couldn‘t process gift cards 
today. I ended up paying cash and regretted getting the scrip card.  [Issues like this are another of the reasons I use scrip less and 
less these days.] 

 
Tim Horton‘s had long lines all the time we were at the mall. You‘d think coffee and doughnuts were being rationed from all the 

people who flocked in there this Saturday. They were by far the busiest food place at Walden Galleria, and I‘d bet one of the  busiest in 
the Buffalo area. Employees from other stores in the mall stopped in for coffee before going to work, as did senior citizens who were 
walking the hallways for exercise. Once business hours officially started people of all ages started flocking in for their morning doughnuts. 
Whoever has this franchise must be a millionaire. 

 
We sat at a table and nursed our coffee and Timbits for half an hour or so. Once the mall had officially opened, we set out 

exploring what was there. Honestly, it‘s not a lot different from any mall you‘d find anywhere. It has some pretentions to elegance, but it 
mostly comes across as very middle class. We walked every hallway on both the upper and lower levels, and we saw the same sort of 
things we‘d find in Coralville or West Des Moines. Neither Margaret nor I bought a thing, but strolling through the place did kill some time. 

 
We used the restrooms in the basement of the mall. While much nicer than those at the train station, the men‘s room at Walden 

Galleria looked as if it hadn‘t been cleaned. That was kind of strange at the beginning of the day, but there were towels  overflowing the 
trash can and water sprayed all over the floor. I did manage to clean up a bit, though, which made me feel more presentable to the world. 
 

My main accomplishment for the morning was changing money. There are very few places in the United States you can change 
between U.S. dollars and foreign currency, and almost all of them are at airports. There are a few exchange offices in border towns, 
though, and one of them is the FX exchange service next to the customer service counter at Walden Galleria in Buffalo. I had a long wait 
before I was served at the exchange desk, because a south Asian man was exchanging a large amount of euros (more than $1500 worth) 
that supposedly his daughter had left from a school trip she had taken. There‘s a lot of paperwork in any large transaction, and I had to 
wait while the clerk faxed that paperwork to the proper authorities. 

 
The U.S. and Canadian dollars are virtually dead even in value right now. Even with a service charge, I paid just over US$102 

to get just over $100 in Canadian money. It was kind of weird to be given coins in both U.S. and Canadian currency as part of the 
transaction. 

 
The most interesting part of the money I received in the exchange was a new Canadian $50 bill. What made interesting was that 

the bill was made of plastic.  Canada is in the process of moving to polymer bills for all its “paper” money. Australia has done this for 
years now, and many other Southern Hemisphere nations have followed suit. Britain is also starting to print their money on polymer 
sheeting, but the Canadian fifty was the first plastic banknote I‘d ever seen. While they are more durable than paper money, the main 
point of the new design is, of course, to defeat counterfeiters, and these are extremely high-tech notes.  Most of the bills are cloudy 
(similar to white paper), but there are places (an irregular stripe and a maple leaf) where the plastic is clear. The stripe features metal 
holograms that show a tower of the Parliament building and W. L. Mackenzie King, the prime minister featured on the front. Among the 
other security features are intricate micro-printing, a gradation of ink colors from pink to maroon, areas similar to watermarks that look 
different in transmitted and reflected light, and embossed bumps similar to braille at the top of the note. The bills have a slick feel that‘s 
different from paper money and honestly like nothing else I‘ve ever handled. 
 
 



 

 
Website pictures of the front and back of the new Canadian $50 bill 

 The new fifties went into circulation last 
spring, following hundred-dollar bills that were 
introduced in 2011. This fall they‘re replacing the 
twenties with plastic bills, and the tens and fives 
will follow next year. When you see this sort of 
money, even the newest American bills look very 
old-fashioned by comparison.  [Canada has 
completed the transition to polymer money, 
and they’ve also eliminated the penny since 
this trip was made.  Plastic money is also now 
the standard in Britain.  In fact, I recently 
watched a YouTube video produced in 
England where the host likened euros and 
U.S. dollars to “Monopoly money” because 
they were made of paper instead of film. 
 

 I would keep the plastic $50 bill as my 
main souvenir of this trip. While I‘ll eventually 
spend it,  the bill  gives me  a reason to  return to  

Canada sometime in the future. In the meantime, it‘s just cool to have 

 
David Burrow at the Melting Pot 

Walden Galleria – 
Cheektowaga, New York 

 
 In preparing for the trip, I‘d come across the website of a restaurant at Walden 
Galleria called the Melting Pot. While I‘d never heard of them before, this is a chain that 
has locations all over the country, including one on Nicollet Avenue in Minneapolis. They 
specialize in fondue, and since neither Margaret nor I had eaten fondue before, we thought 
it would be fun to have lunch there. I‘d made a reservation online before we left, though it 
turned out I needn‘t have bothered. When they opened at noon we were the only people 
there, and only one other table was seated while we had our lunch. 
 
 The Melting Pot suggests that customers order a four-course combo meal, but 
that would be excessive even if you‘d fasted all day. We ended up ordering what they 
consider an appetizer (cheese fondue) and a dessert (chocolate fondue), and splitting a 
small salad. We passed on their entrée course, which would have been chunks of meat 
dipped in flavored hot oil. We ended up stuffed with what we did order, and anything more 
would have been ridiculous. 
 
 We had the classic cheese fondue, which is based on Swiss cheese (gruyere and 
emmenthaler), together with white wine, garlic, nutmeg, lemon juice, and kirsch liqueur. 
The waitress turned on a burner at our table [a built-in electric burner, like you’d find 
on a ceramic stove from the ‘70s]. It was an interesting contraption that was cool to the 

touch (room temperature) but heated anything metal that was set on it. It quickly melted 
the cheese mixture. We were given a selection of bread chunks, plus assorted vegetables 
and bits of Granny Smith apples to dip in the cheese sauce. It was advertised as serving 
one or two people, and while it wasn‘t overly generous, it served the two of us quite well. I  

loved pretty much everything about the cheese fondue course. 



The salad was their basic house salad, which was 
assorted lettuces, with cheddar cheese, tomato, boiled egg slices, 
and croutons. There was nothing particularly special about it, but 
it was very fresh and tasty. 
 

There are several options for dessert fondue. My own 
preference would probably have been what they call “the original”, 
which is a mix of chocolate and peanut butter. Margaret doesn‘t 
care for peanut butter, so we instead ordered pure dark chocolate. 
It wasn‘t bad, but a bit on the bitter side for my taste. The dessert 
fondue came with a wide assortment of things to dip—including 
strawberries, bananas, cheesecake, Rice Krispie treats, 
marshmallow,  pound  cake, and  brownies.  I‘d  have  liked some   

more of the apple chunks with dessert, as the marshmallow and especially the brownies were really way too sweet. 
 

With our meal we both ordered blackberry sage lemonade, a drink made in-house that was truly awesome. [I can still remember 
it today; it really was fantastic.]  They muddled sage and berries and mixed it with freshly squeezed lemonade. While the menu 
suggested we order it with Malibu rum, we both had the virgin version—and it was excellent that way.  [I’m pretty sure it would be great 
with rum, too—just not at midday, when we had to go through customs a bit later.] 

 
The meal was not cheap, but by avoiding the main course, it wasn‘t absurdly expensive either. Both the cheese and the dessert 

fondues cost $15.95, but each served the two of us together. The salad was $5.95, and each drink cost $4. I‘ve certainly eaten meals 
that were much less worth their price in the past. 

 
Margaret called the cab company, and we had about a ten minute wait for our taxi to arrive. When it did, there was a bit of a wait 

at the traffic light leaving the mall. Because of that, the fare to return to the station was $10.30, a buck more than it had cost to get to the 
mall. Both fares strike me as quite pricey given the short distance involved, but I guess beggars can‘t be choosers. It costs  $2.30 just to 
open the door of a cab in Buffalo, plus 50¢ for each sixth of a mile, plus another 50¢ for each minute the taxi is stopped or traveling at 
less than 10 mph. That does add up fast. 

 
We still had about an hour and a half to wait when we got back to the station. I did a bit more reading and made a few notes for 

this travelogue. Mostly, though, I just amused myself with watching and overhearing others in the station. The woman from Tomah who 
had complained about being bussed to Chicago yesterday was still complaining to all who would listen. While I wouldn‘t care for a bus 
without air conditioning, either, who she needs to direct her complaint to is Amtrak, not her fellow passengers. Another interesting person 
was a rather raggedy man who was a Canadian citizen but had lived in the United States most of his life. Now retired (though I got the 
feeling he‘d never exactly worked a real job), he was trying to apply for public aid from the government of Canada. He seemed at a loss 
to figure out all the paperwork involved. In the row next to us was a family all of whose members apparently shared dual Canadian—U.S. 
citizenship. I have no idea how that works, but they were discussing which passport would be the best for them to show at customs. 

 
 Train #63, the Maple Leaf, was 
supposed to arrive in Buffalo at 3:10pm, 
but it was no surprise that it was running 
a little bit late. Around 3:30, out of 
boredom as much as anything, 
Margaret and I made our way out to the 
platform. A short time later Margaret 
called “Julie”, the automated customer 
service  recording  Amtrak  provides  at  
1-800-USA-RAIL. Julie told her our train 
was due to arrive at 3:44pm.  It 
happened to be exactly 3:44 when 
Margaret called, and amusingly just 
then the whistle blew and we saw the 
engine‘s lights flashing in the distance. 
 
 We actually left Buffalo about 
3:50pm, and we proceeded to get just 
about the least scenic tour imaginable of 
the area that markets itself as the 
Niagara Frontier. Not far west of 
suburban DePew is Buffalo‘s old Central 
Terminal, a once grand art deco 
masterpiece that has been left to decay 
since 1979. From there we passed 
through  ratty residential  and  industrial  

 
Buffalo Amtrak station – DePew, New York 

(Note sign pointing to temporary restrooms amid construction.) 

areas before reaching Exchange Street Amtrak station. While this station is convenient to downtown Buffalo (about a block south of the 
ballpark I‘d visited a few years ago), the fact that locals refer to it as the Am-Shack tells you what kind of station this is. 

 
 



North of Buffalo we mostly passed junkyards and chemical plants. The tourist area right by Niagara Falls is pleasant, but no one 
will ever call the city of Niagara Falls one of America‘s beauty spots. In my notes I described the area we passed through as “boring and 
ugly”, and that pretty much sums things up. 

 
Rainbow Bridge – Niagara Falls, New York 

The Buffalo station was far from beautiful, but it was lovely compared to the station in Niagara Falls. Amtrak stops well east of 
the falls themselves, in the middle of a freight yard surrounded by decaying industry. The station looks like little more than a mobile home, 
and there isn‘t even a real platform beside the track where the train stops. This would be a really unfortunate welcome to America for 
tourists coming down from Canada.  [In 2016 they opened a new Niagara Falls station, which is adjacent to the historic U.S. 
Customs House, right next to the Niagara River at the north end of downtown.  This would be a huge improvement over the 
previous set-up.] 
 

From the Niagara Falls stop it‘s just a short eight-minute hop into Canada. We crossed the Niagara River just north of the 
Rainbow Bridge, which meant we had no view of the falls at all. While we made our way to the station in Niagara Falls, Ontario, they gave 
us instructions on what to expect at customs. When we‘d crossed into Quebec on the Adirondack train, customs agents came on board 
the train while we waited at the border. Apparently that‘s what the American agents do on the southbound Maple Leaf. [This has changed 
since the station was re-located.]  Entering Canada on the Maple Leaf is different, though. They have customs and immigration set up 

inside the Niagara Falls station similar to what you‘d see in an international airport. One car at a time, they had people detrain with their 
luggage. An agent on the platform below assisted people in bringing their bags down, though I think in the process he was looking for 
unusual items that might be suspect.  We then made our way into the station and waited in line for an immigration officer. Each person 
was asked a fairly lengthy list of questions. The main thing they asked me was “Why are you here?”, and they didn‘t seem to find “tourism” 
an acceptable answer. The immigration officer kept prying me about what business dealings I had in Canada (none at all) and who I knew 
there (no one). He eventually stamped my passport (though oddly Margaret‘s was not stamped) and sent me forward to the customs 
officer. That man had some additional questions, though he never looked at anything in my bags. Eventually I was free to enter Canada, 
and another officer directed me to walk around to the waiting room at the front of the station. 

 
Crowded waiting room – Niagara Falls, Ontario 

 
 The officer who had processed Margaret told her 
that the two of us should have gone through customs 
together, since we were traveling together. We hadn‘t, 
since we aren‘t in the same household and as adults 
wouldn‘t really be considered to be the same family. I 
remember that when I went to Vancouver the officers 
seemed to find it odd I was traveling alone (though why, I 
don‘t know), so perhaps the advice the officer gave 
Margaret was sound. 
 
 The waiting area at the station in Niagara Falls, 
Ontario, was designed to serve those who originate their 
trips there, not for people who go through customs there 
and continue. It‘s sized for the small city that Niagara Falls 
is, and it was extremely crowded when filled with all the 
passengers on the Maple Leaf. Fortunately we were able 
to find a place where Margaret could sit, and I stood beside 
her. The seat was near a small refreshment stand, and 
while we waited for the other customers to finish going 
through customs, I bought some fruit bars (basically 
popsicles, but made with real fruit) for $2.50 each. 

 



Eventually everyone finished passing through customs, and it came time to board the train. A woman stood by the door and 
bellowed in a voice loud enough that it stood out above the crowd to give us boarding directions. She first made sure everyone knew this 
was a VIA train (VIA is Canada‘s equivalent of Amtrak, and the crew changes at the border), rather than a GO train (a Government of 
Ontario commuter train). She pointed out that GO tickets wouldn‘t work on the VIA train, and if someone with those tickets should choose 
to board anyway, “we‘ll be delighted to charge you the full fare of forty-six dollars”. (The GO fare from Niagara Falls to Toronto is $16.55.) 
She then boarded business class passengers, followed by coach passengers headed to intermediate destinations. Finally those of us 
going to Toronto got to board. Crew members directed us to specific cars, and Margaret and I ended up in a different car than we‘d been 
in from Buffalo to the border.  [They really do treat this like an entirely different train, even though you can buy through tickets 
from New York to Toronto.] 

 
While it still uses the same Amtrak equipment, the Maple Leaf becomes a VIA operation at the border. (That‘s different from the 

Adirondack, which was an Amtrak train all the way to Montreal.) The Amtrak crew leaves at the border and goes back to New York, and 
a Canadian crew takes over. They re-stock the lounge car with Canadian snacks and beverages, and all the announcements are bilingual 
for the duration of the journey. What‘s more when it‘s in New York the Maple Leaf has free internet access from Amtrak, but that service 
kicks off when the train enters Canada. Most VIA trains do have Wi-Fi, but they use a different access system than Amtrak does.  [Internet 
on trains is done through a cell phone connection, and roaming in Canada with an American cell phone is VERY expensive, 
which presumably is the reason they don’t offer the service between Niagara Falls and Toronto.] 

 

The schedule allows an hour for clearing customs, and that‘s about what our train took. Unfortunately we lost a bit more time 
just outside the Niagara Falls station. It turned out we were waiting for a GO train (likely the one the station attendant thought people 
might have confused with ours) to pass. Not long after that we stopped again for a drawbridge. Having already been late getting into 
Niagara Falls, we were about an hour late at all the Canadian stations. 

 
Once the conductor had taken our tickets, I went to the lounge. VIA has fewer items on their lounge menu than Amtrak does, 

but the range of offerings is similar. I bought a tray of cheese and crackers ($7) that Margaret and I shared and coffee ($2) for each of 
us. The cheese tray seemed expensive, but there was quite a lot on it. We had enough that this essentially became our supper. 

 
The Ontario side of the Niagara region is just as swampy as the New York side, but it looks a lot less trashy. The factories are 

better kept [Canada has the advantage that there’s no “sunbelt” for industry to move to], and they don‘t seem to have the 

proliferation of junkyards on the Canadian side of the border. We stopped at St. Catherine‘s, which is basically the north end of the 
Niagara area.  Beyond there we went through agricultural country, mostly vineyards and orchards. Supposedly they‘ve had drought here, 
but it looked greener than things were back in Iowa. 
 

Our next stop was at Grimsby, and from there onward we were basically in a continuous urban area. The “Golden Horseshoe” 
at the west end of Lake Ontario is home to about one-fourth of all Canadians. In addition to Toronto, places like Hamilton, Mississauga, 
Brampton, Oakville, Markham, Burlington, Oshawa, and Vaughn are all among the largest cities in Canada. We paralleled the QEW 
(Queen Elizabeth Way), one of the world‘s oldest super-highways, for most of the rest of our trip, and we passed industrial park after 
industrial park, shopping mall after shopping mall, and housing development after housing development. 
 

I wrote in my notes, “Canada likes blue.”  The area we went through would have looked a lot like any suburban area in America, 
but the color blue was definitely far more prominent here than it would be further south. A lot of the corrugated metal buildings in the 
industrial parks and shopping strips are painted blue, and there are blue highlights on a lot of the homes as well. In the downtown areas 
the condo and office towers feature blue or green glass. There‘s very little gold or copper-tinted glass and almost nothing clear. I‘m not 
sure why blue is so popular, but it‘s definitely the color of urban Ontario. 

 
We passed countless GO-train stations as we made our way around the lake. The GO platform signs (yet another thing that is 

blue) are written in a tiny font that makes them almost impossible to read from the train, so I really don‘t know most of the places we went 
through. We made only two more intermediate stops—one at Aldershot (which is at the east end of the city of Burlington) and the other 
at Oakville (a posh suburb and the headquarters of many companies, including Ford Canada and Tim Horton‘s). 

 
 A sign that we were nearing our destination was seeing the CN 
Tower in the distance. While Toronto has a very substantial skyline, the tower 
soars far higher than anything else in the city. We soon passed the Canadian 
National Exhibition grounds, which this weekend were home to the 
Scotiabank Caribbean Festival. Interestingly this festival, formerly called 
Carribana, was also going on when Margaret and I were here back in 1999. 

 
 Before long we made our final stop at Toronto‘s Union Station.  It 
was about 8:45, still about an hour behind schedule. Many in our car rushed 
to the exits. It took a while to get our luggage down from the overhead storage 
and then make our way through the car, so it turned out that Margaret and I 
were the last two passengers off the train. 

 
 It appeared that the tracks approaching Union Station were below 
ground level (in an open cut), so it was a bit strange that we went down to 
get from the tracks to the station concourse. We followed signs to the TTC 
(Toronto  Transit  Commission),  which  is  actually  located beneath another  

 
Empty coach on the Maple Leaf 

Union Station – Toronto, Ontario 

building, across the street (though the connection is all underground) from the main train station. The TTC concourse is well below ground  



level, and I couldn‘t help but remember reading that earlier this summer the whole area had flooded with sewage when a pipe burst 
nearby. Fortunately that was well in the past, and while I‘ve been to more pleasant places, I wouldn‘t describe the TTC‘s Union Station 
as a sewer. 

 
We paused briefly at a row of ATMs on the TTC concourse, and both Margaret and I got some Canadian money from them. I‘ve 

learned in my previous travels that the best exchange deals always come from ATMs. Even when a foreign machine says it has a service 
charge (as these did), the charge normally doesn‘t apply to American customers, and ATMs generally offer a better exchange rate than 
banks or change offices. 

 
Next we went to a rather strange vending machine, where we bought TTC tokens. While GO fares are paid with “smart card” 

media, individual TTC fares use tokens. The standard TTC fare is $3, but there are increasing discounts the more tokens you buy. The 
machine accepted Canadian $1 and $2 coins, as well as $10 and $20 notes (but oddly not fives). We put in ten bucks and got three 
tokens, with some change back ($1.75, I think). 

 
The directions are not particularly well signed in TTC subway stations. Most stations use “northbound” and “southbound” as the 

directions. That can be a bit awkward downtown, because in reality the main subway line makes a “U”, heading north to terminals at Finch 
and Downsview. The bottom of the “U” is at Union Station, so both possible routes head north from there. On the platform they still don‘t 
put the destinations, though. Instead they say “Yonge” and “University”, the two streets under which the branches run.  Fortunately I knew 
we wanted Yonge, so I knew which side of the platform to head toward.  [I really wish all transit systems everywhere would go to 
using the final station as the label of each train.  I really don’t know why they would use anything else.] 

 
 

A train came almost immediately, and I dashed toward it. Unfortunately with luggage, it was difficult for Margaret to make it onto 
the train. The TTC subway normally makes very quick stops, and the doors were closing while she was still trying to enter. I forced them 
open (which signs specifically tell you not to do), and we were both able to get on the train. 

 
Our car was relatively crowded, and it was made more so because a man had entered with a bicycle. Some cities (like 

Minneapolis, for instance) have bike racks in their train cars, and others (like Chicago) have large areas intended for wheelchairs where 
bikes can be parked. Toronto has neither of those, and this guy had placed his bike so that it blocked three seats. In his defense, there 
weren‘t many other places he could have put it; almost anywhere else would have blocked a door. Margaret was able to get a seat (the 
fourth in a row of four where the others were blocked by the bike), and I stood next to her with our bags between us. The owner of the 
bike kept trying to get me to sit on top of my bag, as if that would somehow be more comfortable than standing. When I chose to remain 
upright, he got rather argumentative. It was really rather strange. Fortunately about half the passengers left by the time we reached the 
north end of downtown, so I was able to sit in a real chair the rest of the way. 
 

On this and every trip we‘d make on the TTC we were accompanied by the voice of Toronto transit, a disembodied female voice 
that I wrote in my notes was “distinct but unintelligible, and very bored sounding”. I joked with Margaret at one point that the voice sounded 
like a dejected high school girl who always dresses in black and for whom everything in life is depressing. Her recorded line said, “The 
next station is (name) … (name) station” (which, you may note, I altered to make the title of this travelogue). That‘s a simple enough line, 
but MANY of the station names were said in a manner that made them absolutely impossible to understand. Even simple names like 
“Queen” could be garbled, and when it came to stations like “Wellesley” and “York Mills” what she said was anybody‘s guess. 

 
There were two stations that were intelligible, but that were pronounced in intriguing ways. The first was Dundas. An American 

seeing that name would automatically stress the first syllable and all but swallow the end—DONE-diss. We‘d find the recorded voice was 
actually fairly typical of Torontonians when she said dund-ASS, with a definite stress at the end that made it sound like a naughty word. 
Her pronunciation was, however, not the norm for Bloor Street. Most people I heard said the word as one syllable, precisely as I would. 
The recording, however, said two distinct syllables: BLOO-ur. It was if it were the comparative adjective “bluer”, like a love poem that said 
“your eyes are bluer than the ocean”. I have no idea where that pronunciation came from, since pretty much everyone in Toronto says 
the street name with one clipped syllable.  [Every city’s electronic voice has its quirks, though some are more consistent with local 
speech than others.  Chicago, for instance, re-recorded several of the station names to better match local pronunciation.] 

 
We took the subway up to North York Centre, one stop away from the end of the line. I followed signs to the west side of Yonge 

Street, and we exited from the station into a strange underground shopping mall. The mall was closed, but there were still a surprising 
number of people walking through it. We‘d find out later that you can‘t actually get to the subway from street level; this mall and its twin 
across the street are the only access to the station. Knowing that it makes sense that there would be people in the mall whenever the 
subway is open. 

 
We followed signs and made a rather odd U-turn through the mall. We went up some escalators and eventually came to our 

final destination, the rather strange basement entrance to the Novotel—North York. It was raining outside, and I must say it was kind of 
nice to be able to walk from the subway to the hotel without getting a drop on us. 
 

 
It‘s the back entrance of the hotel that leads to the mall and subway, so I had to walk clear to the other end to find the check-in 

desk. A man and a woman were working, but the woman was occupied on the phone giving driving directions to someone who was trying 
to find the hotel. (The place isn‘t signed well from the street; I think it‘s actually easier to find from the subway.) The man finished checking 
in another person in front of me and then proceeded with my check-in. There was surprisingly much paperwork involved, but he managed 
it all fairly efficiently. Eventually we were given the keys to Room 1015, and we made our way upstairs. 
 
 



Novotel is owned by Accor, the French company whose primary North 
American division is Motel 6. [They’ve since sold off Motel 6, though the Ibis and 
Formule 1 brands they operate on other continents are similar.]  Accor owns a 

wide variety of hotels, though, and Novotel is many steps up from Motel 6. The place 
reminded me of another Accor brand, Mercure, a hotel chain we stayed at while touring 
with high school kids in France and Spain. The décor is very modern, and everything 
is immaculately clean. They had leather furniture, high-end toiletries, a safe (with no 
additional charge), and a coffeemaker and refrigerator (a converted former mini-bar). It 
wasn‘t elegant, and the rooms were on the small side, but it really was a very pleasant 
place to stay. We paid a rate of about $100 a night (plus tax of almost 25%). There are 
cheaper places in Toronto, but not many. I‘d looked at some well-known chains that 
were similarly priced, and found from reading reviews that they were located in 
questionable neighborhoods. The North York area is really quite nice, and the direct 
subway access made the Novotel‘s location outstanding. 
 
 I had left the brush that cleans my electric razor in my other bag back in 
Princeton, so I wanted to get something I could use to clean the grunge in it. [I probably  

have a dozen of those brushes in my bathroom at home, but of course I packed only one of them.]  Looking out our window, I 

could see a supermarket in the distance, so I decided to head out. I ended up not going to that store, but rather to another supermarket 
that was right across Yonge Street at the Empress Walk, the other entrance to the subway. Most of Empress Walk is a condo tower, but 
there‘s a mall at street level and in the basement. The biggest store is Loblaw‘s, which is Canada‘s largest supermarket chain. (Actually 
Wal-Mart is probably ahead of them, but Loblaw‘s is the biggest chain that sells only groceries.) The Loblaw‘s at Empress Walk is an 
elegant looking store, the kind of place I honestly felt a bit uncomfortable shopping. I did make the rounds, though, and I found a pack of 
two toothbrushes ($1.99), one of which I could use to clean the razor. I also bought two 10-packs of juice boxes ($2.49 each), one orange 
and one a sort of generic mixed fruit flavor. I picked up a bag of potato chips ($2.19 for a large bag), and my final purchase was a cloth 
shopping bag ($.99) that I‘d haul all around Toronto throughout the trip. The tax on most retail goods in Ontario is 13%, so I broke a $20 
bill before leaving. 

 
The shopping bag I got was interesting. It‘s black with a green logo on it and the registered trademark PC®. In French and 

English around the logo are various “green” words (including “green” and “vert”, but also things like “earth”, “water”, “energy”, 
“responsibility”, and their equivalents in French). Around the outside there are other registered trademarks, including “Green, 
environmentally-friendly product®”, “Canada‘s greenest shopping bag®”, and “Something can be done!®”  How someone can trademark 
the phrase “green, environmental-friendly product” is beyond me, but I guess Loblaw‘s must have trademarked everything. There is, by 
the way, no explanation of why this is Canada‘s greenest shopping bag. I think it might be made with polyester that comes from recycled 
pop bottles, but it‘s still just a cheap woven bag that will fall apart if I use it more than a dozen times. [It did, and I no longer have that 
bag.]  I was also amused that “something can be done” translated into French as “faisons quelque chose”, which essentially means “let‘s 

do whatever”. Buying a cloth bag is way at the bottom of ways to help the environment, but Loblaw‘s is definitely into selling green. 
 

The Novotel provided free internet access, but connecting to it was a bit of a chore. We had to select the provider, and then go 
through a log-in screen, both of which are fairly standard at hotels. Next, though, there was a question as to whether we wanted to have 
a network address assigned to our computer with advice that we should answer in the affirmative. After doing so, we had to re-boot our 
computers and then re-connect to the hotel‘s internet provider. Once we did that everything worked fine (though a new code was required 
two days later), but it was a round-about way to get online.  [It’s interesting that ibn recent years hotel internet has gotten easier to 
use.  Now that free internet is essentially expected everywhere, many hotels don’t even password protect their wi-fi  these days.  
Often all you do is check that you agree with the terms of service (which, of course, no one reads), and sometimes not even 
that.] 

 
We were up until nearly midnight, working our computers and just digesting the whole day. It was a long day (particularly since 

there really hadn‘t been a previous night), but it was good to be at our destination. 
 

SUNDAY, AUGUST 5 

Toronto, Ontario 
 
 I was up around 7:00 this morning, and I made my way to 
the bathroom to shower. While the shower was clean and had good 
pressure, it was a little bit awkward to use. First, the tub was curved 
at the bottom instead of being flat, so I had to be careful to avoid 
slipping while I stood there. Also once I had showered, it was hard 
to turn the faucet entirely off. Unless I forced it with great pressure, 
it wanted to drip just a bit. 
 
 I opened the curtains and looked out on the view from our 
full-length window, which would turn out to be a view we‘d see in 
neighborhoods  all over Toronto.  Much like Vancouver,  Toronto is  

 
View from Room 1015 at the Novotel—North York 

Toronto, Ontario 



rapidly becoming a city of condo towers. Pretty much the entire length of Yonge Street is lined with condo towers. They also line the 
waterfront downtown, and there are condo developments in almost every neighborhood throughout the city. While it‘s ten miles north of 
downtown, North York is full of towers—both condominiums and office buildings. We saw dozens of them out our window, and they were 
building another right across the street from us. 
 

We spent part of the morning watching the Olympics on CTV television. We saw the last part of the marathon, and then had an 
update on how Canadian athletes were performing. It was interesting that the marathon was covered live, in its entirety, and without 
commercial interruption. CTV is a commercial network, but they bunched their ads together after the marathon was finished. I can‘t 
imagine NBC doing that.  [I think this is the third time I’ve watched the Olympics in Canada, dating back to when I was a kid in 
1976 and the Canadians themselves were hosting the Olympics in 1972.  I’ve been impressed by Canadian coverage each time.  
They’re much more internationally focused than the American sportscasters are, and they also do a better job of covering all 
the sports, rather than just the “marquee events”.] 

 

The TTC subway opens late on Sunday (supposedly so they can do weekend repairs), so we didn‘t leave the hotel until after 
9:00. We made our way down to the station and up to the clerk‘s booth, where Margaret bought a day pass. One of the best deals in 
transit is the TTC‘s weekend day pass. The $10.50 ticket is good all day not just for one passenger, but for up to two adults and four 
children. We had no kids, but sharing a pass between the two of us certainly provided good value. TTC still uses the same day passes 
they did when we were here more than a decade ago. The thing looks like a scratch-off lottery ticket, and the clerk scratched off sections 
of it corresponding to today‘s date. [I’m pretty sure they’ve since switched to a smart card payment system.]  One drawback to the 

passes is that they have to be acknowledged by a person, and on weekends or at night there‘s usually only one staffed entrance to each 
station. That wasn‘t a big problem, though, and it was far cheaper than paying three bucks over and over again. 

 
We had a short wait on the platform for a train. While we did an announcement said, “#506” please call headquarters‖. We‘d 

hear similar announcements throughout our trip in various TTC stations. They seem to communicate with employees over the 
loudspeakers rather than reaching them by walkie-talkies or cell phones. 

 
It was interesting that even on Sunday morning the train was crowded. Margaret and I did get seats, but there were only a 

handful left, and we were boarding just one station from the start [of the line]. By the time we reached Eglinton (about halfway to 
downtown) it was standing room only in every car.  [I assume they run trains far less frequently on weekends, but the fact remains 
the TTC subway is pretty much always crowded.] 

 

We had an uneventful ride to Union Station, and we got there earlier than we‘d expected. Since we had, we decided to go 
upstairs and pick up the VIA tickets we‘d be using near the end of our trip. Union Station is one of those grand old edifices that seems to 
be all stairs. Margaret wasn‘t up to going up long flights of steps, so we followed the handicapped signs. Unfortunately there are no 
elevators in the station, and I think it was probably as much of an effort on the ramps as it would have been on stairs. We did manage to 
make it up all right, though. 

 
CN Tower -- Toronto 

 
VIA uses ticket machines similar to the ones Amtrak has. Being Canadian, though, 

everything is bilingual, and choosing a language adds another step to the process. We got 
our tickets, though, and Margaret stowed them safely in her purse. 

 
Our destination was the CN Tower, where we had a reservation to dine in their 

restaurant. There is a skywalk that connects the tower and Rogers Center (formerly 
SkyDome) with Union Station, but it was closed due to a construction project. (Construction 
was very much a theme of this trip.) So we had to go down to ground level and follow city 
streets around the construction to get to the tower. It was interesting that all around the 
construction site were signs that said things like “Welcome to Gate 2”, followed by the name 
of the construction company working in that area. We also passed a place called Olympic 
Park that was basically a little garden that I think honored past Canadian Olympians. An 
interesting feature of that park was a duo of wooden sculptures of birds. 

 
It ended up being quite a long walk over to the CN Tower. Margaret was very stiff, 

so we moved quite slowly doing it. We‘d allowed plenty of time, though, so we arrived with 
about half an hour to spare. We checked in with the restaurant (which you do in the lobby at 
the base of the tower), but we couldn‘t go up until they opened. Since we had time to kill, we 
decided to explore their gift shop. To even enter the gift shop we had to have our bags 
searched. That went efficiently, though, and the shop turned out to be quite a nice place. 
They had an interesting variety of souvenirs, and they were all priced exactly right—high, but 
not so steep that it kept us from buying things. Marketing people could take lessons from this 
gift shop. 

 
I bought a few postcards and a coffee mug of the tower that shows how it lights up 

for different occasions (similar to what they do at the Empire State Building). Margaret‘s main 
purchase was a canvas bag with a stylized drawing of the tower and its neighborhood that 
changed colors when exposed to direct light. She also bought some maple tea, and together 
we bought a jigsaw puzzle showing the Toronto skyline that we gave to Alaire. 

 
The gift shop took precisely the right amount of time, and when we went back to the 

lobby it was time to go upstairs. As restaurant guests, we were told to keep left to bypass the 



main line for the observation deck. The left side led us straight to security. They didn‘t x-ray our bags or have us walk through a metal 
detector. Instead we went into booths with footprints printed on the floor. One at a time, we were directed to stand on the footprints, and 
while we did a burst of air shot into the booth. I‘m not sure how this machine worked or what exactly it was supposed to be sensing, but 
both Margaret and I made it through without any problem.  As we exited the sniffer a guard gave a cursory search to Margaret‘s purse, 
but they didn‘t even ask to look at my Loblaw‘s bag. 
 

The 360 Restaurant at the CN Tower has its own private elevator, separate from the one for the observation deck. We made 
our way up with about a dozen other people, and the ride to the top was surprisingly smooth. We exited, and Margaret and I were the 
very first people seated at lunch—the second day in a row that had happened. We probably could have done without reservations here 
too, although they did help us with checking in at the base. 

 
We were seated next to the windows in Section #5, and soon our waiter greeted us. Margaret thought the waiter was French, 

but his nametag said James and he seemed nothing but Canadian to me. As our meal began we were looking down at City Airport, which 
is located on the Toronto Islands just south of downtown. The restaurant revolved, and we‘d see pretty much the whole city as we dined. 
 

 James first asked if we‘d like to order 
drinks. This was a splurge meal, and both of us 
did choose to do so. Margaret had a large glass 
of a Rioja wine, and I ordered a mojito cocktail 
(rum and lime juice with muddled mint leaves). 
While this was technically lunch, we‘d arrived 
shortly after the restaurant opened at 10:30. 
James apologized and noted that by provincial 
law we‘d have to wait until 11:00 before he could 
serve us alcohol. That was certainly fine, since 
we assumed we‘d be there at least an hour to 
make a full revolution. 
 
 There are many options on the lunch 
menu at 360 (and even more at dinner), but the 
best value is a prix fixe menu. Ours cost $48 each 
(with the drinks additional). That sounds 
expensive, but it‘s important to remember that the 
meal includes a free ride up in the elevator. That 
basically knocks $22 off the cost, and $26 is not 
a bad price at all for a gourmet meal in a beautiful 
setting. The prix fixe menu offers choices for 
appetizer, entrée, and dessert, and there‘s also a 
$58 menu that adds an “amuse bouche”—a small 
taste to whet the appetite at the start of the meal. 
 

 
Margaret Sullivan at 360 Restaurant 

CN Tower – Toronto 

Our meal with a basket of slices of a very nice whole grain bread. The butter that accompanied it was unsalted, but they had 
sea salt and peppercorns in grinders, so I just seasoned the butter after spreading it. 

 
Desserts at 360 restaurant 

CN Tower – Toronto 

 
 For the appetizer I had a salad of four cherry tomatoes, a slice of tomato, 
two black olives (called “pearl olives” for some reason), a small slice of white cheese 
that had been lightly grilled, and a few microgreens. The cheese was tasty, but 
honestly I‘d say this was a chintzy salad. Margaret got a better deal. She ordered a 
chilled leek and potato soup with a cucumber salad on the side. I considered that, 
but I passed when I read that the soup had chunks of trout in it. Pretty much everyone 
who knows me knows I‘m not a seafood person—and freshwater fish counts as 
seafood. 
 

Both of us really enjoyed our entrees. I had what they called “supreme of 
chicken” (basically a grilled chicken breast) over mashed potatoes with a rosemary. 
On the side was a full clove of roasted garlic. I‘m not sure what I was supposed to 
do with that, but it was delightful squeezed over the meat. Margaret‘s main course 
was salmon with asparagus, fried capers, and herbed mashed potatoes. She tells 
me it was also excellent. 
 
 For dessert I had Saskatchewan wild rice pudding. It came with what they 
called a pistachio praline (basically caramelized sugar lace over a cookie) and a 
coconut mango sauce. Wild rice gives the pudding an interesting texture (quite 
different from ordinary rice pudding), but it was really very good.  Margaret chose a 
dessert called Mrs. George‘s butter tart [a classic Canadian dessert much like 
pecan pie, but without the nuts], which came with walnut gelato on top. We‘d both 

considered lemon meringue cake with berries and blueberry ice cream, and I‘d love 
to have tasted some of that. A nice touch was that coffee came complimentary with 
dessert, and they refilled it as desired. 

 



 Except for my salad the portions at 360 were 
sized well.  They were not the ridiculously large plates 
some restaurants offer, but neither did they seem too 
small. We got a full meal, but we weren‘t stuffed—which is 
exactly as it should be. All the food was very good, and I‘d 
definitely recommend the place to others. It‘s a nice 
restaurant, regardless of where it‘s located.. 
 
 … And then, of course, there‘s the view. I took 
literally dozens of pictures, and of course none of them 
really did justice to what we saw. Even though it was a 
relatively cloudy day, we could still see all the way across 
Lake Ontario to New York state. The city looks different at 
every angle, and we gawked at lots of architecturally 
interesting buildings as we rounded the circle. 
 
 I was particularly interested to see a couple of 
buildings I actually recognized, not because they‘re 
famous, but because I‘d seen them on TV. When there‘s 
nothing else I care to watch, I often turn to the HGTV 
(home and garden television) cable network.  HGTV 
simulcasts  in  Canada,  and  to  meet   Canadian  content  

 
Toronto waterfront and Gardiner Expressway 

standards, a large percentage of their programming is produced in Toronto.  [I think their owner must have spun off the Canadian 
subsidiary, because these days there’s far less Canadian content on HGTV than there used to be.]  Many shows on the network 

involve searching for homes, and the waterfront condo towers are a popular place for those searches. While most of them look pretty 
much alike, a few of those towers are quite distinctive. It was easy to identify the unique ones from the shows I‘d seen. 
 

Besides the skyline there were some other interesting things to see as we rotated. Probably the most interesting was the window-
washing apparatus. This is basically a big cage, exactly the size of one of the window panes. While it wasn‘t being used when  we were 
there, presumably the window washer can enter from a single location inside the building, and he rides around in the cage and washes 
the windows. Also interesting were decals of fish that were placed near the top of the windows at certain points around the circle. I don‘t 
actually know the purpose of these, but I wonder if they might not be used by the waitstaff to time the courses of a meal so that it takes 
the correct time to complete the rotation. 

 
The CN Tower is, of course, a tourist attraction, so it wasn‘t really a surprise that the patrons of the restaurant were very 

multilingual. It appears many of the waiters are trained in other languages. We heard one near us who was addressing a group in German, 
a language that pretty much no one in Canada speaks natively. 

 
The restaurant was uncrowded, and we were allowed to stay at our table as long as we wished. While the restaurant is called 

360, we actually rotated something more like 500o—a little over a revolution and a third. After our lunch we spent a while looking around 
the restaurant. The central wall (which is stationary, only the outside rotates) is essentially a gallery of local artists. While there‘s nothing 
spectacular, there are a lot of interesting paintings. At a couple of points we were also able to peek into the kitchen, and it was fun to see 
what amounts to an assembly line of artfully arranged dishes. 

 
Margaret used the washroom (the standard Canadian euphemism) at 360. The place is designed so that the men‘s room is on 

the opposite side from the ladies‘ [that is, 180 degrees around the circle], so I waited. When she was finished we made our way down 

a flight of stairs to the observation deck, which is free for those who eat at the restaurant. The restaurant occupies the top part of the pod 
in the center of the CN Tower, while the observation deck is on the bottom. That means the restaurant really has the superior view. 

 
Looking down from the glass floor – CN Tower – Toronto 

 
 Besides just looking out the windows, the 
two attractions on the observation deck are a glass 
floor and an outdoor walkway. With no offense to 
the CN Tower, the equivalents of both attractions 
are better in Chicago. I‘d been on the glass floor at 
the former Sears Tower at the start of the summer. 
It was a bit creepy, but also rather fun. The CN 
Tower was the first building to have such a floor on 
its observation deck, but here it‘s smaller and more 
closed-in. We both stepped on it briefly, but it 
wasn‘t that big of a thrill. My favorite outdoor 
walkway in the sky is at Chicago‘s John Hancock 
Tower, and the one in Toronto didn‘t change that 
opinion. While technically outdoors, the area is 
completely closed in by chains, to the point that I 
almost felt as if I were in a cage. It was very windy, 
and I wanted to go back inside. Most of the doors 
are alarmed, though, so I had to walk the length of 
the thing (basically halfway around the tower) 
before I could leave. 



I used the washroom on the observation deck. It was spotless and elegant. What was rather odd, though, was that the men‘s 
room had an attendant—sort of. There was a guy sitting over at the side wearing a uniform, but all he did was sit there texting on his cell 
phone. I certainly felt no compulsion to give him a tip. 

 
There was a lengthy line for the elevator down. We killed the time while we waited by reading through a timeline about the 

building‘s construction and history. This reminded me of a film I used to show in class back when I taught Geometry. When we studied 
the topic of similarity (objects that are the same shape, but different sizes) they showed how the architects built a scale model of the 
tower, which construction workers essentially enlarged to make the real thing. The film included about thirty seconds of sped-up footage 
that showed the tower being constructed over the course of a couple of years, growing ever taller as the seasons changed around it. 
There were some pictures here from different stages of construction that could have been still shots right out of that film.  [I hadn’t 
thought of that film in years.  I’m teaching Geometry again now, but I don’t think I could lay my hands on the video if I tried.] 

 

 We exited through a different gift shop 
than we‘d been to before.  Having bought our 
souvenirs at the beginning, though, we just made 
our way to the door. The lobby was extremely 
crowded, and we had to almost literally fight our 
way to the exit. A tip for anyone visiting Toronto is 
to get to the CN Tower early in the day. It was 
pleasant then, but it becomes a madhouse in the 
afternoon.  [Another tip is to eat in the 
restaurant; it makes the whole visitation 
process more pleasant.] 

 
 The CN Tower is about equidistant from 
two different subway stations, though really 
convenient to neither of them. Since we‘d come 
from Union Station, we chose to head to St. 
Andrew station when we left. It began to rain, and 
I think that made Margaret rush a bit more than she 
wanted. We did manage to make it without a 
problem, though. 
 
 There appear to be three eras of train 
cars used on the TTC subway.  So far we‘d been 
in cars of the middle era. I‘d guess those dated 
from the ‘80s or ‘90s; they were getting old, but 
were fairly well maintained. The car we took this 
time was brand new. It had an electronic display 
with dots that counted off the stops, similar to what 
many New York subway cars have.  [The newer 
cars in Chicago also have those displays.]  

What was really weird about this, though, was that 
it was essentially one big long car. There were no 
doors blocking the path in the middle of the train; if 
I wanted, I could have kept walking inside from one 
end of the train to the other. It‘s much like the 
articulated light rail vehicles they use in 
Minneapolis and St. Louis, but much longer than 
those. I‘d been on a similar car once before in 
Paris,  but  this  was  the  first  time  I‘d   spend   a  

 
Endless car on the TTC subway 

significant amount of time in them.  Margaret and I took to calling them “endless cars”, and that is the feeling they give. They‘re strange, 
but they are just about the nicest subway cars I‘ve encountered anywhere. 

 
We took the subway just a short distance north to St. George station.  We paused briefly in the station and bought more tokens, 

which we‘d use at the end of our trip. Unfortunately this machine also wouldn‘t take $5 bills (I‘m not sure what they have against what is 
probably the most common banknote in the country), so we ended up having to pay slightly more than we would have otherwise. 
[Interestingly, just last weekend I came across a vending machine in St. Paul that would take 1’s and 10’s, but wouldn’t take an 
American five.] 

 
It was pouring outside, so even though our destination was only about half a block away, we got totally soaked getting there.  

We were headed to a place I‘d been once before and that Margaret had been to twice, the Bata Shoe Museum. Bata was  founded as a 
Czech company, and they made their fortune selling cheap, sturdy shoes to the Third World. They moved their headquarters to Toronto 
during the Cold War, and they established a museum there devoted exclusively to footwear. It‘s really an outstanding museum. They 
provide a lot of information, but in a way that doesn‘t get boring. It‘s also fun to just gawk at all the shoes. 

 
We made our way past the rather cramped entrance and took the elevator down to the basement. There they have a rather 

encyclopedic exhibit on the history of footwear, They go back to ancient times in Egypt, China, and Latin America, tracing the development 
of footwear for both everyday and specialized purposes. I won‘t bore you with all the details, but it really was quite fascinating. 



Next we went up to the third floor, where they have modern-day (19th and 20th Century) shoes from around the world. It was 
interesting to see the tiny shoes Chinese women wear after binding their feet and the evolution of different types of shoes—from athletic 
shoes to stiletto heels. They also had a special exhibition on the third floor featuring the work of a famous designer (whose name I‘m 
afraid escapes me). His work looked much like the stylized line art I remember seeing in ads for clothing at Younker‘s when I was a kid. 

 
Space suit ―moon‖ shoe at Bata Shoe Museum – Toronto, Ontario 

 
 On the second floor there was 
a huge exhibit on shoes of the 
indigenous people of North America. 
While there were some differences 
between shoes worn in the southwest 
deserts and the Arctic, I must say this 
was my least favorite part of the 
museum. On the same floor was a 
salute to the Roaring ‘20s, which 
produced new styles of footwear 
(surprisingly for both men and women) 
to go with the new garments of the day. 
They had jazz music playing in the 
background, which added to the flavor of 
the exhibit. 
 
 We finally made our way to the 
first floor, which is the most famous part 
of the museum. Here they display shoes  

of famous people. They have the absurd looking shoes worn by Elton John and Marilyn Monroe‘s red pumps. There was also a pair of 
impossibly large basketball shoes (I‘d bet somewhere around size 20) belonging to some NBA player. A recent addition is a pair belonging 
to Toronto‘s own teen heartthrob, Justin Bieber. Probably my favorite of the shoes was one that was part of an Apollo space suit that 
went to the moon. 
 

We made our way back downstairs to use the restrooms before we left. They had some sort of a children‘s camp going on at 
the museum today, and they were showing the movie Mary Poppins in a meeting room in the basement. What that film has to do with 
shoes, I have no clue, but the kids seemed to like it. 
 

We stopped by the museum‘s gift shop before leaving. I picked up a couple postcards, but that was it. I looked at a few other 
things, but—unlike the CN Tower—the prices here were too high for me to consider. Margaret bought a book on the history of shoes that 
was being closed out at a deep discount. A sign said there were no more copies of the book in either English or Czech (which did make 
me wonder just how many customers they had for the Czech edition). Margaret bought the Spanish edition, and she spent much of the 
rest of the trip reading through it. 

 
Margaret was getting tired and wanted to go back to the hotel. She went back on her own, and I stayed downtown and took the 

subway two stops west to Bathurst. My goal was to check out another place we‘d seen back in 1999: Honest Ed‘s. This is a true Toronto 
institution. It occupies a landmark building that‘s barely standing up in a seedy neighborhood west of downtown. It was founded sixty-four 
years ago by Ed Mirvish, Toronto‘s chief theatrical producer. Betraying his show business roots, the building is decorated to look like an 
enormous theatre marquee. It‘s garish, but also rather fun. 

 
Honest Ed‘s is a discount store that dates to an era long before Wal-Mart was even imagined. They sell just about any type of 

merchandise you could imagine—from groceries to clothing to appliances to souvenirs—all at rock bottom prices. The bulk of their 
customers are recent immigrants to Canada, and much of the store is catered to their needs. I don‘t know when I‘ve seen more different 
kinds of rice in a single store, for instance, and they sell traditional Moslem body coverings in their clothing department. One of the most 
interesting displays featured coffeemakers of the world. It was practically a museum of beverage brewing, but everything was brand new 
and meant for sale. 

 
Almost everything at Honest Ed‘s is incredibly cheap. They claim to have invented the loss leader (something that‘s probably 

impossible to verify), and they use that marketing method extensively today. Even their full-price goods are inexpensive, though. Almost 
everything seemed very much in line with American prices, which makes it downright cheap for Canada. 

 
I spent quite a while browsing the aisles at Honest Ed‘s. I ended up buying postcards (they had books of twenty-two for just 

99¢), a coffee mug, some more juice, a bag of peanuts in the shell (the official peanut of the Toronto Blue Jays), a tiny bit of maple syrup 
in a glass bottle shaped like a maple leaf, a box of maple fudge, a souvenir snow globe, and a souvenir trivet. The trivet was interesting 
because its box it was in said it was made in China, but the ceramic tile says it was made in Sri Lanka, and the metal frame around it said 
made in Korea. I guess I got a tour of Asia in a single purchase. I think my most expensive purchase was the fudge, and it was under two 
bucks. Even with tax added on, I felt like everything was a steal. 
 

[Honest Ed’s has gone out of business since this was written.  Ed Mirvish died shortly after the turn of the millennium, 
and his son then managed the store.  The area around Bathurst was rapidly gentrifying, and the new owner felt the location was 
worth more for its land than as retail space.  He sold the lot for $100 million, and the store ceased operations in December 2016.  
The huge sign above its entrance was relocated to the marquee of a theatre the Mirvishes own, and many other fixtures from 
the store were assembled as a work of art inside the Bathurst subway station.] 
 



 
Honest Ed‘s – Toronto, Ontario 

(A nearly identical picture was in my 1999 Toronto travelogue.) 

 

 The picture of Honest Ed‘s I inserted reminds me of another business I should 
mention. At the right side of the picture you can see the Bathurst and Bloor location of 
what is probably the single most common business in Toronto, Pizza Pizza. Completely 
unrelated to the Little Caesar‘s chain (which once used  “pizza pizza” as a slogan in 
the States), Pizza Pizza is an all-Canadian chain that has been serving up pseudo-
Italian food since the ‘60s. They have almost 700 locations across Canada, with about 
two-thirds of those in greater Toronto. They all seem to be in ramshackle buildings 
covered with tacky orange signs. While each restaurant does appear to have a small 
eat-in space, they seem to do most of their business with take-out. Pixxa Pizza has a 
uniform national number (416-967-1111) that can be used to order from any of their 
restaurants. I honestly have no idea how good their pizza is, but I think it would have 
been fun to eat there. Unfortunately we never got a chance to check out Pizza Pizza 
on this trip.  [I actually really wanted to eat at Pizza Pizza, but Margaret made it 
very clear that she wanted “real” food on this trip.] 
 

 I made my way back to the Bathurst subway station (which is just across the 
street from Pizza Pizza). Like many Toronto subway stations, the Bathurst station had  

business inside it. One of those businesses is a bakery that I happened to read about while preparing for this trip. It sounded interesting 
when I read about it, and since it happened to be right here, I went in. I saw a cheese danish in the display case that looked good. It had 
a sign in front of it giving the price as $2.25—a bit pricey, but not too terrible. As it turned out, I would get a much better deal than that. If 
I‘d stopped by in the morning I would indeed have paid $2.25, but since I was here shortly before their closing time, they sold me the 
danish for just 15¢. I hadn‘t asked for any discount, and in fact tried to correct the clerk, thinking she‘d made a mistake with the cash 
register. Fifteen cents was the price, though, and there wasn‘t even any tax since it was a “to go” food purchase. It‘s been years since 
I‘ve bought anything for that little. The danish probably would have gone stale by tomorrow, but it was absolutely delicious this afternoon.  
[Not long ago I saw a YouTube video on how to eat cheaply in New York.  The trick was taking advantage of similar deals that 
are available all over the city.] 
 

I took the Bloor Street subway (which uses much older cars than the Yonge line, probably dating to the ‘70s) over to Yonge 
Street. I saw a newsstand on the platform there and thought I‘d pick up a local paper. Unfortunately, when I went inside I found that while 
they had books and magazines, there wasn‘t a newspaper anywhere in the shop. I‘d find that newspapers in Toronto are almost  
exclusively sold in machines. I browsed through the store for a while and found that mostly they stocked extremely overpriced snacks. I 
ended up buying a bag of Kit Kat nuggets (little chocolate-covered cookies the size of dice) for $2.99 (plus 39¢ tax). That was one of the 
sillier impulse buys I‘ve ever made. Margaret and I would munch on Kit-Kat chunks throughout the rest of the trip, and I think we‘d both 
agree they were some of the most flavorless candies we‘ve ever had. 

 



I had an uneventful subway ride back to the hotel. I found when I got back that Margaret‘s ride back was quite a bit more 
interesting. She‘d gotten on the subway and settled in to ride around the “U” and out to North York. Just a couple stations after she got 
on, at St. Patrick, a voice came on the loudspeaker announcing, “We apologize for the inconvenience, but everyone must evacuate the 
train immediately. There is an unsanitary condition on board.” The passengers did leave, but the train remained on the platform.  Before 
long they announced that the unsanitary condition had been removed and passengers could re-board. 

 
Back at the hotel I spent quite a while reading. Whenever I travel in urban areas, I always pick up the free papers that are 

available. Toronto is a treasure trove of these. There are probably a dozen different free papers. Some—like Metro and 24—are essentially 
real newspapers that just happen to make all their money from advertising. Others target specific audiences, like working women, 
teenagers, or gay people. The bulk of Toronto‘s free media, though, is directed to the immigrant community. Toronto was founded as the 
prim and proper business center for British North America, but today it is proud to be one of the most diverse places on earth. More than 
half of Toronto‘s population was born outside Canada, and there are people here from almost everywhere on earth. There are dozens of 
free papers directed to the immigrants. Each major group has at least one paper in its native language (a Hispanic kid had been amused 
to see Margaret reading the Spanish paper, El Centro, on the subway), and many others are published in English (which pretty much 
every Canadian immigrant speaks as a second language) but targeted to those who are newcomers to Canada. One of the most 
interesting things I picked up was a free magazine called Canadian Immigrant that included several fascinating articles, including one by 
a woman from the Philippines who described going camping for the first time and another that noted that one of the big things immigrants 
need to get used to in Canada is dogs—since pets just don‘t exist in most people‘s home countries. 
  

It‘s impossible for a visitor to miss just how immigrant-oriented Toronto is. We heard every imaginable language and saw people 
of every possible race as we made our way around the city. The supermarkets featured a much broader range of “ethnic” foods than we‘d 
find at home, and even TV ads for very American products (like Kraft macaroni and cheese dinner) often featured people of Asian or 
Caribbean origin. 

 
“You belong in Canada” advertisement 

TTC subway – Toronto, Ontario 

 While we did see a couple of exceptions, for the 
most part Toronto and Canada as a whole seem to 
welcome newcomers from abroad. The attitude toward 
immigrants is MUCH more positive than it is in the States. 
The new Canadians are described as “helping the country 
grow” rather than “stealing our jobs”, and people of all 
races speak with pride about Toronto‘s diversity.  [The 
difference between Canada and the USA has become 
even more pronounced since the election of President 
Trump, who seems to like nothing more than race-
baiting his xenophobic supporters.  I’d love to buy one 
of those old “What would Jesus do” wristbands for the 
President, since his actions seem anything but 
Christian.] 
 

 One of the most interesting things we saw was a 
series of advertisements geared toward immigrants with 
the tag line “You belong in Canada”. These were 
everywhere in the subway, but we also saw them on 
billboards and TV public service announcements. The ads 
are sponsored by the Canadian federal government‘s 
Department of Citizenship and Immigration, and they 
describe various aspects of a program administered by the 
YMCAs of Greater Toronto. The programs help 
newcomers to Canada with jobs, housing, banking, 
utilities, child care, language skills, and education for their 
children. They also help with assimilation into Canadian  
society   and   with  the  process  of  moving  from   “guest 

worker” or “refugee” status to Canadian citizenship. It‘s hard to imagine our country‘s INS sponsoring a similar project, but we might have 
fewer problems if they did. 
 

Around 5:30 we left the hotel and headed back downtown. The most noteworthy fellow passengers on this subway ride was a 
group of college-age boys who were heading to the Caribbean festival. They were checking out exactly how to get there on their cell 
phones and discovered that the streetcar that normally serves Exhibition Place was not operating because of construction. At first this 
was a major crisis for them, but they soon discovered they could easily get there by bus. 

 
Margaret and I got off before the boys did. We exited at King station, right in the heart of downtown. The streetcars on King 

Street were operating, and we walked upstairs and waited for one. On the corner where we waited was another sight we‘d see all over 
Toronto, a newly re-designed Canada Post mailbox. Canadian mailboxes have always been boxier than their American cousins, and 
while our mailboxes are blue, those in Canada have traditionally been red. Mailboxes are often targets for graffiti, and I think that may be 
the reason Canada Post is changing their look. The background color on Canadian mailboxes is now hot pink, and scattered around them 
(almost like graffiti) are a wide variety of Canadian postal codes. The postal codes are printed in different colors and different sizes of 
font, and they definitely are eye-catching to look at on the street. 

 
Having mentioned the post office, I should briefly mention the rates Canada Post charges. I briefly considered mailing a few 

postcards from Canada, but I thought better of it when I found that sending a card across the border costs $1.05. I can mail three cards 



in the States for that amount, and get 9¢ back in change. People complain about paying 45¢ to mail a letter here, but within Canada the 
cost is 61¢, and it will increase to 63¢ next year.  [The biggest difference in charges is that in Canada the rate is the same for any 
item you send, whether a letter or a postcard.  There’s actually some sense to that, since it presumably costs the post office 
the same (or maybe even more) to process a card as it does an envelope.  Because of the exchange rate, the prices in Canada 
seem much more reasonable today.  In 2018 it costs Can$1.20 to send mail from Canada to the States.  That works out to 94¢ 
U.S.  Meanwhile it costs US$1.15 to send a letter the other way, and USPS has done away with the discount for postcards 
internationally.  So these days I’d actually have saved money by mailing my cards from Canada.] 

 

Having stamps priced at 61¢ or 63¢ may cause some problems in the near future. That‘s because Canada is in the process of 
phasing out its penny. While I couldn‘t tell that from the pocketful of 1¢ coins I brought home from this trip, the phase-out has already 
begun. The mint in Winnipeg stamped its last penny last May, and starting this fall the government will no longer be supplying pennies to 
banks. As pennies come in they‘re being melted down for their metal (which in Canada is almost entirely steel). By 2014 businesses will 
be required to round cash transactions to the nearest five cents. There have been countless proposals to do away with pennies in the 
States, but none of them have come to fruition. Our pennies (which are mostly zinc) actually cost more than Canadian pennies to produce; 
each one has about 2½¢ worth of metal in it. These days it does seem kind of silly to hang on to a coin that costs more than its value to 
make. 

 
[The de-pennying of Canada went off without a hitch, and my sense is that pretty much no one misses the worthless 

coins at all these days.  Store prices are still displayed to the nearest cent, and tax brings every price to strange amounts.  
Those who pay with credit or debit cards are charged the exact amount, while those who pay in cash have the price rounded to 
the nearest nickel.  Some stores even make a big deal to always round the final amount down, just to prove they aren’t cheating 
customers by a few cents.  The European Union is about the only place left on earth that still uses coins with as little value as 
the penny, and many countries there don’t use euro-cents.  Why we can’t do away with worthless copper coins, I have no clue.] 

 

… Well, back to the trip. We caught a King streetcar and rode east to Parliament street (which, strangely, is nowhere near the 
provincial parliament building). We walked south on Parliament, past a building that housed the strange combination of a Staples office 
supply store and a Porsche dealership. Our destination was supposedly in the historic Distillery District, at an address on Gristmill Lane. 
We found Gristmill Lane (a pedestrian-only street) without any problem, but we were surprised find it was lined with modern 
condominiums. It turned out the address we were looking for was in fact on the ground floor of one of those buildings, not quite the historic 
setting we‘d imagined. 
 

We‘d arrived a bit early, so we killed some time looking at artwork that was displayed on Gristmill Lane. There are some strange 
modern sculptures permanently erected there, and they had a temporary exhibit of photographs showing different landforms from all over 
the world. Probably more interesting than the artwork was watching a wedding party that was having their pictures taken in the area. 
 

We had come to the Distillery District to take a tour on Segways. Segways, if you don‘t know, are self-balancing electric personal 
transportation devices. Each has a platform with two bulky wheels and a column sticking up from the front. A battery-powered motor 
propels the machine, and it keeps itself balanced with a gyroscope. The main people I‘d seen on Segways before were police officers 
and security guards, who used them to avoid actually walking their beats. I happened to come across Segway of Ontario‘s website pretty 
much by accident, and when I saw they had relatively inexpensive tours (about a third of what similar tours go for in Chicago), I thought 
it would be fun to do. 

 
A sign on the door said Segway of Ontario was closed when we arrived. The door was unlocked, though, and we went in. The 

owner was busy on the phone when we entered, but eventually he finished his business and greeted us. It turned out Margaret and I 
were the only people who had booked today, so we ended up with our own private tour. 

 
We began by signing a very detailed waver form. It was actually very similar to a car rental contract, detailing what we‘d owe if 

we damaged the vehicles we‘d be riding. Segways cost about $6,000, so even small damage can be pricey. It‘s kind of surprising that 
they don‘t follow the rent-a-car model and offer insurance, or perhaps even include insurance as part of the tour cost. [I wonder if they 
don’t do that in the States; it would explain some of the difference in cost.]  We did sign the waivers, and fortunately neither of us 

did any damage to the precious vehicles. 
 
Next up was paying, which Margaret took care of on her credit card. The tour was supposed to cost $49, plus tax. We were told, 

though, that this normally includes a stop at a chocolate and gelato shop, with the snack there included in the price. The shop was closed 
this evening, so we were offered the choice of either going elsewhere for a snack or having the cost discounted from the price.  We chose 
the latter, and the basically the price was reduced by what the tax would have added. With taxes, the charge on Margaret‘s card was a 
couple bucks less than $100. 

 
Once those formalities were taken care of, we were told to choose a helmet. They had several in a rack under the counter.  Most 

were far too small for me (my baseball caps are 75/8, the the largest standard size), but eventually I found one that fit. The helmets looked 
like simplified versions of motorcycle helmets, which I rather liked. I‘ve often thought more kids would wear bike helmets if  they looked 
like motorcycle helmets, rather than those silly wing-shaped things.  [I’ve never followed who other than hard-core bicyclists likes 
the design of bike helmets.] 

 
Before actually taking our tour we needed to learn how to ride a Segway. It took a few minutes to get the hang of it, but it was 

actually surprisingly easy. There are no hand controls on a Segway. You do everything by shifting your weight in different ways. To go 
forward, you shift your weight forward. To accelerate, you shift forward even more. Turning is accomplished by shifting your weight to the 
left or right, and you slow down by shifting your weight to the rear. Once I mastered those basic moves, getting around wasn‘t hard at all. 
 



  What was hard was staying still. A glaring absence on Segways is a parking brake or kickstand. What you‘re supposed to do is 
just keep shifting your weight back and forth, sort of bobbing around in place. If you don‘t move, the thing becomes unbalanced and tries 
to throw you off. It‘s kind of like treading water, but honestly I found it harder than that. During the tour the guide would stop for long 
periods to tell us different stories, and I really wished he‘d let us get off the Segways when he did. 

 
Riding Segways in the Distillery District 

 
 Not only was this a Segway tour, it was a 
ghost tour. As we rode around the Distillery District 
(most of which really is historic—the condos are just 
at the entrance), he told us of the ghosts that 
supposedly haunt the area. The Distillery District is 
the site of a long-abandoned whiskey distillery, 
Gooderham & Worts. Many of the stories revolve 
around one of the founders of that company, who 
committed suicide. There are also stories involving 
child laborers who once worked there, and 
supposedly there are even ghosts of animals 
haunting some of the buildings. The distillery district 
has served as an outdoor set for numerous movies, 
and supposedly its ghosts have even made their way 
onto film. The best known such appearance is in the 
movie Three Men and a Baby, where some say the 
ghost of a child can be seen on screen. If you go to 
websites like Snopes.com, you can find quite solid 
evidence debunking that claim, but it did make a nice 
little tidbit for our tour. 
 
 The last of the supposedly haunted places 
we saw also provided the most entertaining line of the 
night. The building was a former warehouse that is 
now being used as a luxury bedding store.  After 
telling us about the spirits that had supposedly been 
sighted there, the guide paused. He then continued, 
“But the scariest thing about the place is that they‘ve 
got a bed in there that sells for a hundred thousand 
dollars.” 
 
 We made our way back to Segway of 
Ontario and returned our helmets. Then Margaret and 
I set off on foot and saw most of the things we‘d just 
seen, but in more detail. On foot we could stop and 
read the historical markers and learn a bit more about 
the place beyond its roaming spirits. 
 
 [The Segway tour is one of those things 
that I’m very glad to have done once.   I  have  no 

desire whatsoever to take a similar tour in a different city, though.  The Segway was interesting, but there are far more efficient 
methods—like walking—to get around.] 

 
Typical street in the Distillery District – Toronto 

 
 We walked back to the corner of Parliament and 
King, where we had a long wait for a westbound streetcar. 
The TTC streetcar stops are a lot like bus stops. All have 
red poles indicating the stop, and many (including this one) 
have benches inside plastic shelters.  The red poles have 
a sticker on them that tells what routes (either bus or 
streetcar) stop there. Strangely they tell when service on 
those routes begins in the morning, but they don‘t say 
when it ends at night. It was after 9pm, and it would not 
have been impossible that cars stopped running early on 
Sunday night. Fortunately there were two local people also 
waiting as well, so we fairly confident a car would come 
sooner or later. 
 
 A car did eventually come, and surprisingly it was 
not very full. I suppose they know the level of service they 
need at any given time. The King streetcar took us through 
one of the more historic areas of Toronto, past sights like 
St. James Anglican Cathedral.  It would be fun to come 
back and go through this area on foot at some point, but 
on this trip that wasn‘t to be. 



We rode back to the subway station at King and Yonge. I paused briefly at street level to buy a copy of the Toronto Sun from a 
vending machine. The Sun is a tabloid, and I accidentally took two when I reached into the machine. I wasn‘t about to spend another $2 
to put the extra paper back inside, so I just put it back on top of the box. 

 
We made our way to the attendant‘s booth at King station, but there was no attendant in the booth. A sign in the window said, 

“Pay fare and proceed.” We sort of vaguely waved our day pass at the unattended window and then quickly made our way down the 
escalator. 

 
The subway car we rode back in did not have “You belong in Canada” ads. Instead it was completely covered with the other big 

ad campaign on TTC, Visa debit. Apparently the concept of a debit card (a card that takes money directly from your bank account, rather 
than billing you like a credit card) is new in Canada, and Visa is trying to get people to make their transactions that way. There are many 
variations on the Visa debit promotions. The one in this car gave the URLs of various fake websites. One of them, for example, was 
Gobuyunderwearinyourunderwearonlinewithdebit.com. When we got back to the hotel, Margaret entered that into her computer, and it 
redirected her to the main Visa debit website. Presumably all the other strange URLs in the car did as well.  [As of 2018 the site is no 
longer working; they apparently let the domain expire.] 

 

We hadn‘t eaten anything but junk since lunchtime, so I suggested we go over to the Wendy‘s at Empress Walk . The place 
(which is walk-in only) is open until midnight, and with the exception of the Novotel‘s own restaurant it‘s the closest thing open at night. 
Wendy‘s in Canada appears to have the exact same menu they serve in the States. They even had the same promotion for “Son of 
Baconator” (a smaller version of what was introduced as an enormous bacon cheeseburger) that I‘d seen at a Wendy‘s in Des Moines 
when I was down there for the state baseball tournament. The prices are slightly higher than they are at home, but not by much. 

 
I had chili, a small garden salad, and a caramel apple parfait (one of the best recent additions to Wendy‘s menu, in my opinion 

[though it’s since been discontinued]). Margaret had a cheeseburger and the same parfait. Our ice cream was melted by the time we 

got it, but it was still quite tasty. The rest of the meal was good as well. 
 
One of the stranger aspects of Ontario‘s tax laws is that “to go” items are taxed at a lower rate than food ordered to be eaten in. 

Take out foods that are theoretically nutritious (like the chili, cheeseburger, and salad) have no tax at all. There is tax on “bad” food like 
the caramel apple parfaits, but it‘s significantly less than the standard 13%. It‘s standard practice at Ontario fast food places that every 
order be entered as “to go” at the cash register, regardless of where the customer intends to eat it. Our meal was actually served on a 
tray. The receipt said “to go”, though, and it was taxed accordingly. 

 
Two young Asian men were the counter workers at Wendy‘s, and they didn‘t appear 

to get along very well with each other. We amused ourselves as we ate by listening to the two 
of them argue. Most of it centered around who was supposed to take certain items from the bin, 
when both clerks‘ customers had ordered the same thing. One seemed to assume it was first 
come, first served, while the other felt it should be in the order in which the tickets had come in. 
They really did argue a lot, and I must say they didn‘t present a terribly professional image for 
the restaurant. 
  

Like pretty much every restaurant in Toronto, this Wendy‘s had separate bins into which recyclables, compostables, and actual 
trash were supposed to be deposited. [They have similar bins all over the Twin Cities now.]  Unfortunately they didn‘t really define 
what was considered recyclable and what was considered compostable [nor do they in Minnesota]. In some places a plastic tray like 

my salad came in would be recyclable, but in others it would be considered trash. Similarly the paper chili bowl might be compostable, 
but it could also be lined with plastic that would not work in a compost system. Lacking any direction, I just threw everything into the 
trash—and so did pretty much every other customer in the place.  [This really is a serious problem.  It’s not that hard to label exactly 
what is recyclable (which will, of course, vary from place to place) so customers can do their bit for the environment.] 

 
For variety we exited Empress Walk at street level and walked, crossed Yonge Street, and walked back to the Novotel‘s main 

entrance on Park Home Avenue. We happened to be following a middle-aged man who apparently used to live in this area but had moved 
somewhere else. He was pointing out the landmarks to a woman that was accompanying him, and it was interesting to overhear their 
conversation. He obviously liked North York a lot, and it made me wonder why he had left. 
 

We watched some more of the Olympics and read through some more papers. It was somewhere between 11:30 and midnight 
when we finally turned out the lights. 
 

MONDAY, AUGUST 6 

Toronto, Ontario 
 

I was wide awake at 6am. Margaret was still sleeping, though, so I just laid quietly until 7:00. Once we were up, we both seemed 
to get ready for the day in slow motion. [That last statement was politeness, because frankly it was Margaret rather than me who 
took forever to get ready.  While I will greatly miss most aspects of traveling with Margaret, one thing I won’t miss is the 
mornings.  She almost always woke up slowly, and it always took her a long time to get ready.  Margaret seemed to enjoy 
lounging around hotel rooms, something that generally strikes me as a waste of time.  Again, I genuinely enjoyed every trip I 



made with Margaret, but I couldn’t begin to count all the times I got antsy waiting for her.]  Eventually we were both finished, and 

we could set out for the day. 
 
We decided to have breakfast today at the hotel restaurant. As is usually the case at better hotels, breakfast was not included 

in our rate. Instead they offered both a buffet and a la carte items in their restaurant. The Novotel‘s restaurant is called Trio, so named 
because at dinner they serve small plates of tapas grouped together with three separate items on each plate. That‘s an interesting 
concept, but I must say nothing on the evening menu struck me as worth the steep prices they wanted for it. Breakfast was expensive, 
but at least the $14.95 buffet provided all we could eat. 

 
Trio caters to people from the community at night, but at breakfast they seem pretty much exclusively serve hotel guests. We 

were asked for our room number when we entered, and the check was designed so it could just be added to our bill. We were seated 
next to the window, which was covered with vertical blinds. Soon an older South Asian woman came by to serve us coffee. 

 
After looking through the menu, we decided the best value was indeed the buffet. The waitress directed us to the rear corner, 

and we saw what was available. It was really quite a spread! Perhaps the strangest thing there was a pan of little individual eggs Benedict 
portions. It‘s hard to imagine poached eggs and Hollandaise sauce lasting well in a steam table, but lots of people seemed to be enjoying 
the dish. Margaret and I each took scrambled eggs. Unfortunately this French-owned hotel prepared them European style, far too loose 
and runny for either of our tastes.  [Runny eggs just make me gag.  I don’t understand why people like them.] 

 

The rest of the buffet was much better than the eggs. They had crispy bacon (some would say it was over-cooked, but it was 
perfect from my point of view), as well as two types of sausage links. Also in the steam table were home fries, baked beans (a British 
breakfast side dish that is also popular in Canada), and little triangle sections of French toast. There was a rack with assorted baked 
goods: baguettes, croissants, danishes, muffins, and coffee cake. They also had cereal, pineapple, citrus salad, assorted melon slices, 
two types of cheese slices, deli meat, tomatoes, and cucumbers. To wash it down were six different kinds of juice (I enjoyed both cranberry 
and grapefruit), as well as ice water. I made a point of getting my fifteen bucks worth and thoroughly stuffed myself. 
 

Trio uses very elegant dishes, and I must say it was kind of fun to eat a hotel breakfast off of china rather than styrofoam or even 
cheap stoneware. The plates and bowls on the buffet were a standard circular shape, but those who ordered off the menu were presented 
with creatively shaped plates and bowls. A person near us ordered oatmeal, for instance, and it was served in a china tureen shaped like 
an oversized croissant or fortune cookie. 

 
The Novotel provides breakfast free to children under sixteen who are accompanied by a paying guest. That stood out because 

there were several kids in the restaurant this morning who were definitely pushing the upper range of that limit. It made us wonder if they 
just trust parents or if they require proof of age. I almost wanted to kneel down and pretend to be a kid myself. 

 
We left the hotel at street level and made our way over to Yonge Street. We figured we‘d just find the street entrance to the 

subway and enter there. This is when we found out there isn‘t a street entrance; the only way you can get to the North York Centre 
subway station is from the malls in the basements of the condo buildings that surround it. So, we made our way back into Mel Lastman 
Square (the complex that includes the Novotel) and went down to the subway from there.  

 
Today we again bought just one day pass. That‘s because the first Monday in August is a public holiday in Canada. Officially it 

has the creative name Civic Holiday, which tells you it‘s basically just an excuse for a long weekend at the end of summer. Sometimes in 
Toronto they refer to it as Simcoe Day, in honor of one of the early city fathers. Whatever the name, the holiday allowed us once again to 
let one pass work for two people. 

 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights mural 

North York Centre subway station 
Toronto, Ontario 

 Most of the stations in the TTC subway have 
some sort of artwork in them. [I think technically all of 
them do, though the artistic quality of some of them is 
questionable.]  In North York Centre there are two main 

installations. On the platforms there are mosaics on the 
walls that supposedly illustrate scenes along Yonge Street 
in the 1800s, back when North York was a rural area well 
outside Toronto. Up on the concourse are murals that 
illustrate the different points in the United Nations 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Particularly in a 
neighborhood where many of the residents are refugees 
from countries that violate that declaration, that‘s certainly 
appropriate. 
 
 I mentioned Canadian Immigrant magazine 
earlier in this travelogue, and we could say that our 
itinerary today was based on an article we‘d read in that 
publication. Probably in honor of the holiday, they had 
suggestions on inexpensive things people could do on 
vacation days. One man noted that a fun thing he does 
with his family is to take trains, streetcars, and buses to 
random areas around the city and then go out and explore 
those neighborhoods. He noted that with the TTC day 
passes his whole family could have a day of adventure for 

 



 
Yonge Street mosaic – North York Centre station; Toronto, Ontario 

just   ten   bucks   (well   technically   
$10.50,   but   who‘s counting). If you‘ve 
read my travelogues before, you know 
that idea could have come from me. I‘ve 
taken public transit to nowhere in 
particular in countless cities around the 
world, and that‘s pretty much what we 
did in Toronto today. 
 
 We first took the subway south 
to Queen.  Our intent was to take the 
streetcar eastward from there. 
Unfortunately Queen and Yonge wasn‘t 
a very pleasant place to wait for the 
streetcar. The culprit was the downtown 
Hudson‘s Bay Company department 
store. The Bay wasn‘t even open yet, 
but they were still blaring techno music 
in an effort to call attention to just how 
hip their clothes were.  We walked east 
to Victoria Street, where our neighbors 
were a bank and a Tim Horton‘s. That 
provided a much more pleasant place to 
wait for the streetcar. There was a 
construction project near where we 
waited, and a port-a-pottie had been set 
up for the workers. A sign on the outside 
said “Nature‘s Call Portable Toilets – 
Best Seats in Town”. I got a chuckle out 
of that. 
 
 A    streetcar    came     almost 

immediately, and we boarded and took a seat. Our intent was to ride to the end of the line and then ride back, getting off at various places 
on the way. I‘d done a bit of research on points of interest on and near Queen Street East, so I had some places in mind that could be 
destinations. Unfortunately many of those turned out to be inaccessible by streetcar today. That‘s because the Queen cars were making 
a detour because of construction. Not far east of downtown they turned far north and followed Gerrard Street most of the way east before 
heading back south to Queen. We still saw some interesting sights, just not exactly the ones we‘d planned on. 
 

The most interesting among our fellow passengers was a mentally challenged man who boarded right before the streetcar made 
its detour. When it turned, he thought he‘d boarded the wrong car and tried to get off immediately. The driver said to him, “This is a Queen 
car. All Queen cars turn.” The man made note of that and repeated it—over and over again. For the next mile or so he kept saying, “All 
Queen cars turn. All Queen cars turn. I knew that. I just forgot—all Queen cars turn.” It reminded me of the “K-Mart sucks” line that the 
autistic character in the movie Rain Man keeps repeating. I thought we‘d be listening to the guy the whole trip, but eventually he settled 
down. I completely forgot he was on board until he got off at the same stop we did, clear at the end of the line. 

 
Neville Park overlook in the Beaches – Toronto 

 
The car turned around at Neville Park 

Road, and we got off there. This area of eastern 
Toronto is called either the Beach or the 
Beaches, depending on who you talk to. (The 
best I can tell it has traditionally been singular, but 
today is mostly plural.) It‘s a very nice residential 
area just north of the Lake Ontario shoreline. 
There‘s basically one big long beach, but different 
areas of it have different names. 

 
We walked a long block (the equivalent 

of two or three normal blocks) down Neville Park 
Road, past gorgeous Victorian homes set in tree-
filled yards. While it‘s still part of Toronto, the 
Beaches neighborhood almost has a small town 
feel—quite the opposite of the condo towers. 
 
 Neville Park Road ends at an overlook 
on a cliff high above the actual beach. Stairs lead 
down from there to the lake. Margaret might have 
been able to make it down the stairs all right, but 
she knew that what goes down must come up, so 
we just admired the view from above. 



We made our way back to Queen Street and walked west to another street that led down to the water. This time the street went 
rather steeply downhill, and it provided direct access to the beach. We spent a while walking along the beach and having fun watching 
the people who were spending their holiday here. 

 
 One of the most interesting things we saw was a woman 
who was out in the lake on a paddleboard. That alone was nothing 
special. What caught our attention was that she was paddling out 
there with her dog on the board. I couldn‘t help but think of the advice 
to immigrants that you have to get used to dogs if you want to live in 
Canada. 
 
 There were people along pretty much the whole of the 
beach. It was pleasantly busy, but not really crowded. [This is 
exactly how I like a beach.]  Some people were in the water, but the 

majority seemed to be doing various activities on the sand. The beach 
extends literally for miles, so there were probably thousands of 
people in all. Each little area seemed remarkably private, though. 
 
 I couldn‘t help but notice a sign as we walked that warned 
the water was polluted and unsafe. Perhaps it was, but that certainly 
didn‘t seem to phase dozens of bathers who were gathered along the 
lake within spitting distance of that sign. Hopefully no one got sick 
from their frolicking.  [I hadn’t noticed until I wrote this revision 
that the same sign warns of needles that might be found on the 
beach.  It’s also interesting that it’s very obviously a permanent 
sign, even though it says the water is “temporarily polluted”.] 

 
 This area is called Balmy Beach, a fitting name today when 
it was a tad warmer than either Margaret of I would have liked. The 
most prominent building along the water is the Balmy Beach Club. 
This appears to be mostly an athletic club. The wall facing the water 
is painted with a mural that proclaims “Legend by the Lake” and 
features the Olympic Rings. Apparently many members of the club 
the club is home to several Olympians, most of whom have competed 
in rowing and related sports. 

 
 We found a slightly more level street on which to make our 
way back from the lake. It was still uphill, though, and that made it 
slow-going  for Margaret.  She really did very well on this trip, but she 
did have to do everything slowly. We saw a couple of amusing signs 
as we made our way back to Queen Street. One said that hockey and 

 
Polluted water sign at Balmy Beach 

Toronto, Ontario 

ball playing were prohibited in the street. Given that it was a very hilly street, I can‘t imagine anyone would want to play hockey on it—
and it would be a challenge for most types of ball, too. The other proclaimed the street to be a “traffic calming zone”. I assume that means 
cars should go slowly here, but it‘s certainly a strange way of saying it. 
 

Once up the hill we walked west along Queen Street for quite a while. Queen is the business strip for the Beaches, though most 
of the businesses are actually located on the first floor of residential buildings. It‘s a very eclectic mix of businesses. There are very few 
chains of any sort and lots of rather “arty” establishments. There‘s also restaurant after restaurant after restaurant. It was getting on 
toward noon, but most of them were still serving breakfast. I suppose that was because of the holiday, but it still seemed rather late to 
me.  [Trendy gentrifying areas in almost every city seem to function behind the standard clock.  Many of these places probably 
didn’t even open for breakfast until around 10:00, so it’s unsurprising that people were still sipping coffee at midday.] 

 

One strange feature of the Beaches is its pedestrian crossings. There are almost no stoplights along Queen Street, but every 
couple of blocks they have pedestrian crossings. Signs at the crossings advise pedestrians to “press and point”. Pressing a button 
activates a warning light that is supposed to stop traffic (though I never really trust lights that are yellow, rather than red). When you cross 
the street, you‘re then supposed to point in the direction you‘re walking, I think mainly as a way to call attention to yourself. We saw one 
local woman who did the pointing quite dramatically, but most people (including us) basically just walked as they normally world. 
 

We waited for the streetcar in Ivan Forrest Gardens, a pleasant little park on Queen Street. It‘s quite nicely landscaped and even 
includes a little waterfall. Listening to the water as we waited was really quite relaxing. Eventually a streetcar came, and in addition to 
looking out the windows, we entertained ourselves reading more “You belong in Canada” ads that lined the car.  [It’s hard to exaggerate 
just how important immigration is in Canada.  It’s almost the exact opposite of how our country is these days.] 

 

We got off the streetcar at Gerrard and Leslie. Different sources describe Gerrard Street as “Chinatown East” and “Little India”. 
It‘s very much a mixed Asian neighborhood. In addition to China and India, there are many people here from Bangladesh, Vietnam, the 
Philippines, and Korea. It was fascinating to see things like a Jehovah‘s Witness Kingdom Hall with signs in Chinese and a United Church 
of Canada that doubles as the Bangladeshi Community Center (complete with the Moslem crescent on its sign). We made a long walk 
down Gerrard Street, partly because we‘d gotten off further east than I thought we had. It wasn‘t a difficult walk, though, and it really was 
quite a fascinating neighborhood. 



 
Double-length Queen streetcar in the Beaches – Toronto 

 Our destination, if you could call it that, was DeGrassi Street. For those who 
don‘t know DeGrassi was the setting of the long-running CBC show DeGrassi Junior 
High, which also aired on PBS in the States. That show morphed into DeGrassi High 
and later DeGrassi: The Next Generation. (Apparently there was a show called The Kids 
of DeGrassi Street before the junior high show, but I don‘t think it ever aired in America.) 

The program was basically a soap opera that followed the fictional lives of multicultural 
east Toronto kids who endured every type of problem a young person could conceivably 
have. DeGrassi Junior High first aired right at the time I began teaching, and I really 
enjoyed watching it. Because of that, it was kind of cool to see the place where it 
theoretically took place. 
 
 DeGrassi Street is a small, quiet street that runs just a few blocks between 
Gerrard and Queen. With the exception of a Lutheran Church and Eastdale Collegiate 
(a small college-prep high school) at its north end, it appears to be entirely residential. 
It does appear to be as multicultural as the show, possibly even more so. The homes 
are modest but well kept, and the basic feel of the place is a pleasant middle class 
neighborhood. We basically just walked south a block and went back north on another 
street. It was fun to explore the area, though. 
 
 We walked a bit further west on Gerrard Street. Here the area really does turn 
into Chinatown. Almost everyone was from east Asia, and while we were not walking 
fast, both Margaret and I were annoyed by the EXTREMELY slow-moving Chinese 
senior citizens who ambled down the sidewalk, seemingly oblivious to everyone else.  
[We would make similar complaints about slow-moving Asian old people a few 
years later in Los Angeles.] 

 
DeGrassi Street – Toronto, Ontario 



There‘s a weird little mall on this part of Gerrard. I have no idea what its name is or even how you‘re supposed to get into the 
place. Gerrard is a major street, but it‘s the back of the mall that faces it. For a couple of blocks there‘s a big brick wall with lots of store 
names painted on it, but there didn‘t seem to be any way to enter. 

 
Near the corner of Gerrard and Broadview is an enormous outdoor vegetable market. They seem to have everything imaginable 

for sale there, including some vegetables that weren‘t labeled and that neither Margaret nor I could identify. While it was hard to negotiate 
our way between all the shoppers, it was fun to see. 
 

We decided to take the Broadview streetcar north from the market as a shortcut to our next destination. I mentioned before that 
on the whole Toronto seems very welcoming to its many immigrants. As we boarded the Broadview streetcar we‘d see one major 
exception to that. A thirty-something white man was exiting the streetcar as we and several other people were trying to board. The guy 
had a chip on his shoulder and I think he would have been rude to anyone, but he was particularly rude to an elderly Asian man in front 
of us. The rude guy was exiting from the front door of the car—something you‘re not really supposed to do, but lots of people (including 
Margaret and me) did anyway. The streetcar doors are wide, and had the man kept to the right, he could have easily exited while others 
were boarding. Instead he positioned himself right in the middle of the steps and then felt it was the fault of those boarding that he was 
having problems getting off. “Hey, out of my way, I‘m getting off here,” he grumbled. The elderly man looked perplexed.  He may not have 
understood English, but even if he did there was really nowhere he could move to get out of the way. The rude guy pushed his way past, 
I think purposely bumping into the Chinese gentleman. As he did, he grunted and sarcastically said, “Yeah, thanks Chinaman.” I don‘t 
think I‘ve ever before witnessed anything so rude and racist in person. The man was definitely the exception in Toronto, but it‘s sad that 
there are people like that at all. 

 
We took the streetcar north to Danforth Avenue. The same subway that runs under Bloor continues under Danforth, and there 

is a station at Broadview. When we got off the streetcar, though, there was no subway entrance anywhere in sight. We wandered around 
for about five minutes before we finally spotted the station, which is actually about half a block north of Danforth. As it turned out, we 
should have stayed on the streetcar for one more stop. After stopping at Danforth it actually pulls into the station so you can make a direct 
transfer to the subway without needing a pass or transfer. We didn‘t know that though, so we had to search for the  station. A lot of TTC 
stations seem hidden.  They‘d do well to add some signage on the street to send people in the right direction. 
 

[I’ve been to a number of cities where transit stations are named after major intersections, but the actual station isn’t 
really at the corner for which it is named.  Sometimes stations can even be a block or two away from their namesakes.  That’s 
especially true on newer train lines that were added to pre-existing infrastructure.  I’ve learned to check my destinations in 
online mapping programs, which normally do a good job of showing the exact location of station entrances.] 

 

We took the subway east to the end of the line at Kennedy Road and then took the elevator to the top level of that station.  There 
we transferred to the SRT or Scarborough Rapid Transit, one of those transit systems that was futuristic forty years ago. Today most 
people would call it light rail, but it‘s unique because it uses driverless vehicles [though apparently thanks to union rules each train 
does have an operator who just opens the doors]. It‘s the same technology they use on Vancouver‘s SkyTrain and on the Detroit 

People Mover. The SRT serves Scarborough, the easternmost of the boroughs that unified to form Toronto. Torontonians tend to look 
down upon Scarborough, which is interesting because it has much more green space than the rest of the city. There‘s a strange mix of 
housing that combines middle-class homes on cul de sacs with cheaply-built apartment towers that look like they belong in Moscow. 
There‘s also lots of factories and lots of warehouses in Scarborough. If something is made or sold in Canada, there‘s a good chance it 
passes through here. 

 
Website view of Scarborough RT  -- Toronto, Ontario 

 We had a ten-minute ride on the 
SRT, and for no reason I can figure out they 
were ten of the loudest minutes of my life. The 
trains run mostly at ground level, and they‘re 
never underground. I‘d think that would allow 
sound to disperse, but that definitely doesn‘t 
happen on the SRT. It was annoyingly loud 
inside the train, and I‘d hate to live in one of 
the new housing developments that back up 
to the tracks. 
 
 [Scarborough RT is the poor 
stepsister of the TTC.  The trains, which are 
now almost fifty years old, are well beyond 
their design life.  They’ve been 
rehabilitated many times, but apparently 
corrosion is a serious problem.   That may 
be where the noise issue comes from.  The 
city is hoping to phase out the 
Scarborough RT in the next ten years.  A 
new privately-owned subway line is being 
built under Eglington Avenue, which will 
connect the midtown area of Toronto with  

Kennedy station.  Current plans call for an extension of that subway to replace the current line through Scarborough.]   
 

We got off at Scarborough Town Centre, a major shopping mall that lies just south of a stretch of highway 401 that lays claim to 
the title of busiest highway on earth. The station at Scarborough Town Centre is very similar to many of the SkyTrain stations in Vancouver. 



The station is located just south of the mall, with a skywalk leading directly to the main entrance. Conveniently for us, the entrance was 
right next to the food court, which was our main reason for coming here. 

 
We had lunch at Koryo, a place I‘d read about that serves Korean barbecue in a fast food setting. [The name is one of several 

Korean words for “Korea”.]  Neither Margaret nor I was really familiar with Korean food, but we thought it might be fun to try. It turned 

out to be almost identical to some of the box lunches they serve in Hawaii. The meals are served in styrofoam boxes, and they include 
meat, two extremely large scoops of rice, and two side dishes. I had chicken breast with pasta salad (a choice that also reminded me of 
Hawaii) and hot glass noodles. Margaret had a beef and chicken combo (which gave her twice as much meat as I got, for the same price), 
together with garlic potatoes and glass noodles. I think the glass noodles were rice. [A quick search reveals that Korean glass noodles 
are most commonly made with sweet potato starch.]  They were clear (hence the name) and looked rather like bean sprouts. They 

basically tasted like soy sauce. I‘m not really sure what makes Korean barbecue unique. The chicken had been marinated, but with no 
identifiable flavor. Besides the meat it was just starch, starch, and more starch. I didn‘t dislike the meal, but I don‘t plan on seeking out 
any of Koryo‘s other locations. 

 
Koryo is one of numerous “ethnic” options in the food court at Scarborough Town Centre. If you just picked a cuisine at random, 

there‘s a good chance you‘d find it here—Jamaican, French, Indian, Moroccan, Brazilian, Thai, Japanese, and Mexican among others. 
Margaret got a laugh out of an Asian family who split up to order from different places in the food court. Three of the four of them went to 
three different Asian restaurants, while the father of the family had Kentucky Fried Chicken. 

 
Margaret had gotten significantly more food than me, so while she finished her meat I spent a bit of time exploring the mall. The 

only store I went inside of was called Everything‘s a Dollar … And More. A fair number of items fit the “and more” category, with prices 
as high as ten bucks on some things. It certainly didn‘t help that many things weren‘t marked, so I couldn‘t be certain what they cost. I 
mostly bought greeting cards, all of which did turn out to cost a dollar. It‘s kind of sad that I remember when a dollar would buy the nicest 
and fanciest cards, but of course these were pretty basic ones. 

 
I also stopped at one of three Tim Horton‘s locations in the mall. My American gift card worked fine in Canada [something 

that’s very unusual, but makes sense for a chain based in Canada]. I bought a box of Timbits that Margaret and I would share and 

also a mixed berry smoothie. There was some confusion in ordering the smoothie, because I couldn‘t understand a question the clerk 
was asking. It turned out she wanted to know if I wanted yogurt in my smoothie; it‘s available with or without yogurt at different prices. I 
chose the cheaper one (without), and it was delicious. Something that was kind of nice was that Timmie‘s had a small size that was just 
that—small. I had a nice little treat, but it wasn‘t so much that it made me full or that the smoothie melted before I could finish it. 

 
We took the SRT back to Kennedy, caught the subway back to Bloor and Yonge and then transferred to the other subway line, 

which we took back to North York Centre. Margaret rested at the hotel while I took the day pass and went out exploring some more. 
 

I rode down to Sheppard and Yonge, where I transferred to Toronto‘s third subway line. They were building the Sheppard subway 
when we were here back in ‘98. I remember driving down Sheppard Avenue and at each major intersection having to go over wood planks 
they had used to cover the construction where they were building the stations. I was curious to see how the finished product turned out. 

 
The Sheppard line has been called a subway to nowhere, and there is some truth to that statement. It was originally planned to 

run most of the length of the city (going all the way over to Scarborough Town Centre), but it was eventually pared down so it runs just 
3½ miles and serves five stations. It serves several malls and condo towers, but mostly it shuttles people from a park and ride near an 
expressway to the Yonge Street line.  [The Eglington subway is trying to finally address the connection issues that might have 
been dealt with had the Sheppard subway actually been finished.] 

 

Surprisingly, since it‘s the newest line, the Sheppard subway uses cars similar to the older ones on the Yonge route. They run 
them in shorter trains than on the main line; in fact the platforms on the Sheppard line are shorter than they are elsewhere in Toronto.  
The trains were fairly full, though—even on a holiday—so it‘s not like nobody rides this line. 
 

It takes less than ten minutes to ride from one end of the line to the 
other, including three stops in the middle. I got off at the eastern terminal, 
Don Mills, which is located under a parking ramp at the Fairview Mall. I 
followed signs for the mall and ended up at the back entrance to Sears. I was 
intrigued to see that Sears  Canada  (which is no longer a division of the 
American  company) still does catalog  sales.  The catalog  pick-up  desk at  

Fairview was right next to Sears‘ parking ramp entrance. The Canadian Sears stores are also still full department stores, while their 
American counterparts are de-emphasizing clothing and other “soft goods” in favor of home improvement.  [Unfortunately haven’t gone 
well for Sears on either side of the border.  Sears Canada went into receivership, and the whole chain ceased all operations in 
January 2018.  Their former location at the Fairview Mall is currently empty.  The mall as a whole still seems fairly healthy, 
though.  They have two department stores—Hudson’s Bay and H & M—and aside from Sears only a couple places are empty in 
the whole place.] 

 
I spent a while walking through the mall, which is basically one big curved hallway lined with the same stores you‘d find at any 

mall on earth. I walked all the way to the mall‘s other anchor store, the Bay. I‘ve often bought merchandise at the Bay when I‘ve been in 
Canada before, since it is the quintessential Canadian store. There wasn‘t much in their men‘s department that looked interesting, though, 
and the few things I might have considered were far too dear. 
 

I exited the Bay to a weird little alley that separated the mall from another huge parking ramp. I wasn‘t entirely sure where I was, 
so I basically circled the mall trying to find a real street. In the process I walked past the part of the mall customers aren‘t supposed to 



see: the loading docks and dumpsters. Perhaps it was because this was a holiday, but the garbage was literally overflowing—and it stank 
horribly. 

 
Eventually I made my way to a street that runs along the north side of the mall, separating the shopping area from some 

extremely seedy apartment towers. This is obviously very low income housing. The giveaway for that is that most of the apartments aren‘t 
even air conditioned. There were tiny fans in almost every window. The weather today called for a 40o  “Humidex” (a temperature—
humidity index of 40o Celsius, or about 100o Fahrenheit), and there‘s no way a fan could keep up with that heat. It had to be stifling inside 
those apartments! 

 
The mix of people here is definitely not what you‘d find at the projects in the States. There are a few black people, most of whom 

are from the Caribbean or east Africa. There are also quite a few people from Latin America and east Asia. The biggest number, though, 
were from Eastern Europe. I must say it‘s kind of weird to walk down the street and hear blond-haired people speaking a language you 
don‘t understand. 

 
While English is the lingua franca of Toronto (and pretty much everyone understands it to varying degrees), almost every 

language on earth is spoken here. The major exception is Canada‘s other official language, French. Pretty much no one in Toronto speaks 
French, and you almost never hear or see it. We had no trouble getting by in English while visiting Montreal, but a Francophone Quebecker 
would have major problems in Toronto. 
 

I made my way to Don Mills Road and walked north, passing a strange mix of housing towers that ranged from pathetic to 
luxurious. I think gentrification is at work here, but instead of renovating old rowhouses they‘re tearing down ratty apartments from the 
‘60s and putting up modern condos. 

 
My destination was a place I‘d read about called the Peanut. Don Mills Road is a six-lane highway, and a little ways north of 

Sheppard Avenue the two sides split and then re-join. The section in the middle of the two halves is called the Peanut, after its shape. If 
you look at a map of Toronto—even the tiny one in the Rand McNally atlas—it‘s easy to spot. Go north of highway 401 and west of the 
Don Valley Parkway (highway 404), and there‘s this weird blob—that‘s the Peanut. The southern end of the peanut houses a church, a 
high school, and a community center with an outdoor swimming pool. I saw several neighborhood kids playing chicken with the traffic on 
Don Mills to cross the street and get from the apartment towers to the pool. 

  
LEFT: Sign at the entrance to Peanut Plaza 

RIGHT: Google map showing the Peanut 



The north end of the Peanut features a little strip mall called Peanut Plaza. The main business at Peanut Plaza is called the 
Beer Store, whose name is self-explanatory. There‘s also a drug store, a dollar store, a convenience store (owned by the company that 
tried to buy out Casey‘s a couple years back), a combination Asian and Hispanic supermarket, a branch of the Bank of China, a bar, a 
combination travel agent and lottery dealer, a cell phone shop, a Chinese restaurant, a Mexican bakery, a small café called Coffee Time, 
an optician, an acupuncturist, a fish and chips stand, hair and nails salons, a single clothing store, a driving school, and four fast food 
restaurants (McDonalds, Subway, Popeye‘s chicken, and Pizza Pizza). I didn‘t spend a dime here, but there was a sense of 
accomplishment in finding the place, and it was fun to check out what was there. 

 
There were two gas stations just north of the Peanut, two of maybe six I saw in all of Toronto. Their price was $1.308 per liter, 

which works out to just over five bucks a gallon. I listened to a Toronto news radio station at one point, and they confirmed that “most 
stations throughout the Greater Toronto area‖ charge $1.308”; apparently there‘s one price all over the city. 

 
I circled the Peanut and walked back down Don Mills to Sheppard. I walked around for quite a while trying to find an entrance to 

the subway station I knew was there, but again there was nothing to be found at street level. I decided to get there the way I knew I could. 
So, I went back inside the mall and made my way to Sears. I saw a sign for their restroom and figured it wasn‘t a bad idea to use it. 
Strangely, the toilet seat in the stall I used had been scratched with graffiti that read “SATAN – JEHOVAH”. I‘m not sure what that was 
supposed to mean, but neither the Prince of Darkness nor the Lord Almighty kept me from doing my duty. 

 
I did a bit of browsing at Sears and happened to see a sweater that was being clearance for just $4.99. While that went up to 

$5.64 with tax, it was still a good deal. So instead of the Bay, I have a Canadian souvenir (made in Lesotho) from Sears.  [I still wear 
that deep maroon sweater fairly often.  In fact, having written this, I plan to wear it to a quiz bowl tournament tomorrow.] 

 
A large group of people were gathered in the TV department, all watching an Olympic soccer game. I‘d find later this was a 

rather controversial game. The Canadian women faced the U.S.A., and they were beating the Americans through most of the game. Late 
in the game the referee made a delay of game call against the Canadians. That led to a penalty kick that won the game for the American 
women. I know basically nothing about women‘s soccer, but according to the Canadian newspapers and TV stations (which, of course, 
are probably biased) this was a very controversial call. No one denies that the Canadians took too long inbounding the ball, but supposedly 
the delay call is almost never made, except for the most blatant of delays. (It sounds somewhat like a lane violation in basketball, where 
people do it all the time, but it‘s rarely called.) It would have been fascinating to read the coverage of that on the other side of the border. 
 

I made my way back to the subway and rode back to Sheppard and Yonge. I followed signs for “exit to Yonge Street” and ended 
up in a weird little exit several blocks south of Sheppard Avenue. I spent a little while exploring the neighborhood near Sheppard and 
Yonge. This area looks kind of odd from the street. Most of the neighborhood is made up of brand new glass condo towers, but right 
along Yonge Street the businesses are still in two-story brick buildings that look like they‘ve been there since the middle of the last century. 
I‘m not sure why they didn‘t build the towers up to the street and put the business in their lower floors (exactly what they did at North York 
Centre), but around Sheppard all the new stuff is built behind the old.  [Much of Vancouver has those same set-back towers.] 

 
There‘s an elevator right at Sheppard and Yonge that leads from the subway to street level, and I decided it was easier to take 

that than to either retrace my steps southward to the stairs or try to find an entrance in a nearby mall. Something strange about this 
elevator (and all the subway elevators in Toronto, for that matter) is that the buttons seemed to be labeled upside-down. Level 1 was 
street level, level 2 was the concourse, and level 3 was the train platforms. Going down as the numbers count up is strange, but tha t‘s 
the way the TTC labeled it. When I‘ve seen elevators for transit in other cities, they usually avoid numbers all together and just use labels 
like “S” (street),”C” (concourse), and “P” (platform). That makes more sense to me.  [I’ve also been to places where they used negative 
numbers to label the below ground levels.] 

 

I took the subway north to Finch, the end of the line on Yonge Street. Finch is still a mile south of the city limits and barely at the 
start of the metro area. It‘s main purpose appears to be providing a place for people to transfer between the subway and buses. TTC 
buses go right inside the paid fare area of the station. There is also an adjacent station for GO buses (which connect with the GO trains 
at suburban stations) and yet another for VIVA, the bus system of the York region which borders the city of Toronto to the north. When I 
saw this massive complex, it made sense why the subway cars were nearly full when they left Finch at the start of their run. 

 
I stopped at another Tim Horton‘s inside the Finch subway station. I bought a frozen lemonade there. I was hoping for something 

refreshing, but this one was too sweet. I took a few sips, but threw more than half of it out. 
 
I walked down Yonge Street, from Finch back to North York Centre. It ended up being a little bit longer of a walk than I‘d imagined. 

The addresses in the area make it seem like the stations are only about six blocks apart (5000 vs. 5600, I think), but there‘s all kinds of 
little side streets that don‘t count in the address grid. 

 
This part of Yonge Street looks a lot like the area around Sheppard, with condo towers (and some office towers, too) tucked 

behind low-rise businesses that line the street. Some of the businesses are actually in buildings that were originally built as rowhouses, 
and that does make for an odd appearance. 

 
One of the oldest buildings in the area is right across the street north of the Novotel. You‘d barely know it was there, though.  

Gibson House is an old brick farmhouse that was the home of a hero of the Upper Canada Rebellion in the mid 19th Century. It‘s just off 
Yonge Street, but you can‘t see it from the street at all. They‘re in the process of building Gibson Place Manor, yet another condo complex. 
The historic building will still be there, but it will be entirely surrounded by skyscrapers. It practically is already, so I don‘t know that the 
new construction will make much difference. 

 



I was back at the hotel around 5:30. I listened for a while to the news radio station and found the biggest news was yesterday‘s 
mass murder at a Sikh temple in Milwaukee. It‘s no surprise that the Toronto area has a large Sikh population, so the story was big news 
here. I don‘t know what possesses people to do these hate crimes, and there seem to be so many of them lately. 

 
Around 7:30 we went out for dinner. We took the subway down to Sheppard, made a rather awkward exit to street level (the 

stations really don‘t blend in with the outside world well in Toronto), and crossed the street. There are numerous ethnic restaurants near 
Yonge and Sheppard, and we chose to eat at an Indian place called Tandori House. From the outside it looks like a hole-in-the-wall 
storefront, but inside it‘s really quite a nice place. The service went at a snail‘s pace (odd, since they had the typical Monday night empty 
dining room), but the food was excellent.  [According to Yelp, the Tandori House has closed.  Its most recent reviews are from 
2014.  A search for the address now brings up a “Korean fusion tapas bar” restaurant called Han Bah Tang.] 

 
We began our meal with samosas, which are basically deep-fried vegetarian empanadas. [I’d love to know how many 

variations on empanadas there are around the world.]  For the main course Margaret had curried goat, while I had butter chicken. 

Butter chicken is also a curry dish; the name comes from the fact that the chicken is supposedly soft as butter. Indian is the single largest 
ethnic group in North York, and butter chicken has been called the signature dish of the area. It‘s even the specialty of Trio, the restaurant 
at the Novotel—where the only other Asian dish on the menu is sushi. Both the goat and the chicken could be served either with rice or 
with naan bread. We‘d had enough rice for a week at the Korean place, so we chose the naan (similar to pita, but darker and slightly 
thicker). I accompanied my dish with their standard tea, which in a rather tacky manner was served with a teabag still in the cup. Margaret 
had a special spiced Indian tea which was served to her already blended with cream. 

 
I went down to the basement to use the restroom while we waited (… and waited … and waited) for our dinner. They had an 

old-fashioned mechanical vending machine there selling Excel brand gum for a toonie ($2 coin) a pack. I bought one, and it was interesting 
gum. They were little tablets like Chiclets with an extremely strong mint flavor. I‘m not sure I‘ve ever before encountered gum with such 
a strong taste. I think the mint was supposed to overwhelm curry breath, and my bet is it works. 

 
Tandori House can probably seat about sixty, but only a couple of other tables were occupied while we were there. Most 

interesting was a group of five, a young woman and four young men. First, one of the men in their party showed up late, which called 
attention to that table. Second, they spoke a combination of English (in accents that sounded like Boris and Natasha from Rocky and 
Bullwinkle) and some language I couldn‘t begin to identify. Margaret thought it might be Hebrew, and perhaps it was. They were an 
interesting group. 

 
We had another wait after our meal before when the waitress came by our table several times without giving us the check. 

Eventually she did bring it, and Margaret chose to put the meal on her credit card. Both here and at other Canadian restaurants, the 
waitstaff brought little portable machines around to the table for those who paid with plastic. Canadian credit cards have a “smart card” 
chip embedded in them. A Canadian user puts the card in a slot that reads the chip and enters a PIN number to pay. The portable 
machines also have a slot that will read the magnetic strips on American cards, but the waiters have to set the machine to a special mode 
to activate it. Apparently almost every other country in the world now uses the chip cards (which are much more secure than magnetic 
strips), but the American banks have said they‘re too expensive and refused to implement them here.  [American banks have added 
chips to our credit cards, but they left out the most important security aspect—that PIN code.  Without the PIN, chip cards aren’t 
much more secure than magnetic strips.  What’s more, a lot of American businesses have been very slow to switch their 
payment systems to accommodate the new cards, so sliding a magnetic card is still a frequently used payment method in 
America in 2018.] 

 

We made our way over to the same elevator I‘d used to enter the subway this afternoon. We were taken a bit aback when the 
door opened and a family with four bicycles came out. We made our way down and almost immediately caught a train back to North York 
Centre. Margaret stopped briefly in the basement mall to get some more money from a Toronto—Dominion Bank ATM. Then we went up 
to our hotel room. 
 

TUESDAY, AUGUST 7 

Toronto, Ontario 
  

We were up around 7:30 this morning, and we could tell on opening the curtains that the holiday weekend was over. The 
construction project across the street had been sitting idle the past two days, but today the workers were on-site early and working hard. 
It‘s amazing just how enormous construction cranes are, and how small even huge beams are by comparison. I definitely got a sense of 
just how impressive skyscrapers are from my bird‘s eye view on the construction site. Margaret and I stared out the window for nearly 
half an hour, mesmerized by the flurry of activity going on below. 

 
We purposely dawdled around the hotel for a while this morning, hoping to avoid some of the rush hour crowd on the subway.  

It was nearly 9:00 when we finally headed downstairs. There had been some people in the mall at Mel Lastman Square all weekend, but 
today it was really bustling. We joined many local people in pausing briefly at Second Cup, a coffee bar in the mall, where I picked up my 
first cup of the morning. It‘s hard to walk a block in Toronto without an opportunity to buy coffee. Second Cup trails Tim Horton‘s in the 
coffee market, but the Canadian chains are well ahead of global competitors like Starbucks. [I just checked their website, and there 
are three Second Cup locations within a kilometer of the Novotel—North York.]  While fancy items like lattés and cappuccinos are 
available, the bulk of people appear to buy plain coffee (though, unlike me, usually with lots of cream and sugar).  [Canada LOVES 



cream and sugar.  The most popular Tim Hortons item is the “double-double”, which is plain small coffee with two creams and 
two sugars.]  Sizes tend to be smaller in Canada, and we got the feeling that Torontonians tend to buy a small coffee several times a 

day, rather than filling an over-sized travel mug with their brew for the day. 
 

Today we had to buy two day passes to ride the TTC. The passes were still the best value, though, since they‘d pay for 
themselves after just four rides. [Even when passes aren’t the best value, I tend to prefer them because they’re more convenient 
than buying tickets repeatedly.]  We took care of that formality and then made our way down to the platform. 

 
It was crowded on the subway today. Margaret was able to get a seat when we boarded, but I stood all the way downtown.  By 

the time we passed Sheppard the car was packed to the point that it reminded me of trains I‘d seen headed to ball games in other cities. 
As I looked around the car I pondered how the crowds on the Toronto subway compared to the transit systems in the Third World cities 
from which many of the riders had come. 
 

We took the train to Union Station, made our way up to street level, and exited to the east side of the building. We followed Bay 
Street south under the GO-train tracks and past Air Canada Center (the new home of the Toronto Maple Leafs). At the foot of Bay Street 
is Queen‘s Quay. From here ferries leave for the place called either Toronto Island or Islands (like the Beaches, there seems to be some 
dispute as to whether it should be singular or plural). Toronto Harbour is protected by one long barrier island and several smaller islands. 
The western end of the large island houses City Airport, and the eastern end is home to a small residential neighborhood. Between the 
houses and the airport is a 3½-mile stretch that‘s mostly a city park. Margaret had heard about the islands when she was here before, 
and she really wanted to go there. It sounded interesting to me as well, so that was our destination today. 

 
Looking toward Toronto Island from Queen‘s Quay – Toronto 

 We bought our tickets ($7.50 round trip), and then there was just a 
short wait for a ferry to arrive. There are actually three ferries that run to the 
islands. The most popular goes to an amusement park right in the center of the 
park, and a second shuttles people between the residential part of the island 
and the mainland. We chose a much less crowded ferry that heads to Hanlan‘s 
Point at the western end of the park, just south of the airport. (A completely 
separate ferry serves the airport itself from a different location on the mainland.) 
The Hanlan‘s Point ferry is the only one that carries motor vehicles, which are 
allowed, but not common in the islands. The only vehicle on the ferry we took 
this morning was a glorified golf cart carrying the day‘s mail for the islands. 
 
 It‘s about a fifteen-minute ride across the harbor to Hanlan‘s point. It‘s 
a smooth ride, and we had lovely views of both the islands and the downtown 
skyline. We got off at the dock and then began gradually walking down the road 
that leads from one end of the island to the other. This is a paved road that 
serves both wheeled and foot traffic. We actually saw more bicycles than motor 
vehicles, and most of the motorized traffic we did see was delivery trucks. There 
wasn‘t a lot of traffic at all, though. I‘d imagine the area was crowded over the 
holiday weekend, but it was pretty sparse on a business day. 

 
David Burrow & Margaret Sullivan 

on the ferry to Hanlan‘s Point – Toronto 

 



 
Canada Post cart on the Toronto Islands ferry 

 Most of the island is a city park, and 
that‘s exactly what it looks like. It‘s more 
developed than I‘d thought it might be, with formal 
recreation areas of all different types. There‘s lots 
of trees, but also lots of mown grass. 
 
 There‘s a statue of the Mr. Hanlan for 
whom Hanlan‘s Point was named near the docks. 
Its pedestal proclaims him “the most renowned 
oarsman of any age, whose victorious career has 
no parallel”. A blue and bronze historic marker 
placed by the province gives a bit more 
information about the 19th Century sculler for 
whom the area is named. Supposedly there‘s 
also a monument showing the point where Babe 
Ruth hit his first professional home run. We never 
saw that, and I do wonder why they‘d be playing 
a professional game on the island. 
 
 We saw some sand dunes near 
Hanlan‘s Point. I remember as a child going 
hiking on the bare blowing sand at Great Sand 
Dunes National Park in Colorado, but these 
dunes weren‘t at all like the ones in the Rockies. 
They were more like the marsh areas along the 
Gulf Coast, almost totally overgrown with 
vegetation. They have signs telling people not to  

disturb the dunes, so it was interesting to see construction equipment that appeared to be doing just that. We also saw a fire truck near 
the sand dunes, though I have no clue where it may have been going. 
 
 The biggest attraction near Hanlan‘s point is what signs refer to as ―Clothing Optional Beach‖. While we didn‘t choose to frolic 
there, we did of course take a gander in that direction. Needless to say, there was nothing we saw would make the centerfold of an adult 
magazine. The lone person who was walking on the beach sans skivvies was an obese senior citizen. There was certainly no reason to 
ogle the old geezer, so we kept on walking. By the way, there‘s also a “Clothing Mandatory Beach” at Hanlan‘s Point, and all the other 
beaches in the islands require clothes as well. 
 

We used a restroom near the Clothing Optional Beach. There was a fascinating sign in the men‘s room that prohibited 
photography. No one was in the room, so there was nothing untoward to take a picture of. I did, however, snap an “illegal” photograph of 
the sign. 

 

 
LRFT: Sign for Clothing Optional Beach 

RIGHT:  No photography sign 
Hanlan‘s Point – Toronto 

The next main attraction beyond Hanlan‘s Point is the Gibraltar Point Lighthouse. Built in 1808, this is the oldest lighthouse on 
the Great Lakes and the second oldest structure standing in Toronto. It was originally lit with a whale oil lantern. It was modernized and 
served for 150 years. It‘s interesting that today the lighthouse is not actually on the lakeshore. The shore has been filled in, and today it‘s 
at least 100 yards from the water. It‘s just an empty, locked-up stone building today, but it is an interesting sight. 



 
“Postcard” view of Toronto skyline from the Toronto Islands 

Just past the lighthouse is the Gibraltar Point Center for the Arts. Then there is more beach, and we chose to walk along the 
lakefront in this area. Lake Ontario looks very gentle here, though we‘d hear on the news that over the holiday weekend several people 
drowned its waves. 
 

Just a little further is Centre Island, the most developed part of the park. This includes the Centreville Amusement Park, a very 
popular beach, formal gardens, a fountain, picnic areas, and various sports fields. There‘s also a petting zoo here, which is apparently 
in danger of being closed due to budget cuts. 

 
Gibraltar Point Lighthouse -- Toronto 

 

 They have a bicycle rental concession at Centre Island They rent 
standard bicycles, but a far more popular option are contraptions that look 
very similar to pedicabs, bicycles with shaded tops where one person can 
pedal their family around the island. We even saw some people peddling 
these around by themselves, and the shade they provide would make them 
a good option even for one person on a hot day like today. 
 
 Just past the Centre Island development is St. Andrew‘s by the 
Lake, an Anglican church that dates to 1884. This looks like the same old 
wooden church you might find in any small town in the Midwest. The 
Episcopal church in Algona looks very similar, and one of the Methodist 
churches my brother Paul preaches at looks like it as well. The building was 
locked up, but it was interesting to see an old church in this setting. 
 
 Just beyond St. Andrew‘s is a frisbee golf course, and we even saw 
some people hauling plastic discs around to play. There‘s also a recreational 
harbor here, full of sailboats. Near this area we saw a recreation center that 
was hosting some sort of summer camp. The kids were outside playing 
dodgeball when we walked past. 
 
 As we walked east from Centre Island we happened to notice 
several markers that were part of the Toronto Islands Tree Tour. I‘d printed 
information about this out before leaving on the trip. It‘s a self-guided tour 
that shows about sixty different varieties of trees. We didn‘t formally follow 
the tour, but we did have fun looking at a dozen or so of the species it 
highlighted. 
 
 We stopped for lunch at a place called the Rectory Café. I think 
Margaret liked the place, but it was easily my least favorite of all the places  

we ate on this trip. There are several generic concession stands scattered near the Toronto Island beaches, and I‘d have been perfectly 
happy to get a snack at any of them. The Rectory was overpriced and extremely pretentious. Adding to my negative feeling, the seating 
was outdoors. That meant I spent the entire lunch swatting at flying insects.  [Margaret’s taste in restaurants was more expensive 
than mine.  She seemed to have a life-long aversion to fast food, and she always enjoyed pretentious places.] 

 
The food was not bad, but it didn‘t strike me as anything special, either. I had bacon and vegetable soup, followed by a potato 

and bacon frittata (their daily special). Margaret had a pasta dish of penne pasta with chicken, onions, and mushrooms in a chardonnay 
cream sauce. We both had dessert, and I think Margaret‘s choice was better than mine. She had apple brandy cake with caramel sauce. 
I followed the waitress’s advice and chose what they called “harmony”—a brownie and a “blondie” (brown sugar cakelike cookie) on the 
same plate. To drink we both had a craft-brewed ginger ale. Nothing about the meal was really bad, but I just didn‘t care much for it. 

 



There was a loud family at a table behind us. They were celebrating a little girl‘s birthday, and we heard every word everyone at 
that table said. Another table near us knocked over a wine glass, which is a major chore to clean up in an outdoor setting. 

 
It intrigued me that they still allowed smoking at this restaurant. Perhaps that was because the seating was outdoors, but in 

many places smoking is even prohibited there these days. The outdoor seating also provided some entertainment as the sun moved 
across the sky. Table after table moved into direct sunlight, and to counter that they‘d put up umbrellas at the tables one at a time. 

 
Our waitress was very slow, to the point that we wondered if we missed one ferry to the mainland and wondered if we might not 

miss the next one. She had the same type of portable credit card machine they had at the Indian restaurant last night. Unfortunately she 
told us the wireless in the restaurant was weak and sometimes wouldn‘t reach to the far tables. She suggested Margaret hold the machine 
up and point it toward the building to make sure the transaction was recorded.  [The idea of the portable credit card devices is to keep 
the credit card in control of the customer, rather than have the waitress disappear to an area in the back to process the 
transaction.  Why they don’t just have the customer take care of things as they exit, I don’t know.] 

 

After lunch we walked along the seawall to the Ward‘s Island Beach, the easternmost of the attractions in the Toronto Islands. 
Ward‘s Island is an actual community of single-family homes that looks like a small town. It‘s rather out of place with skyscrapers looming 
in the distance. 

 
We made our way to the Ward‘s Island docks and waited there for the next ferry. Also at the docks were several elderly women 

who were returning home after preparing lunch for a community center on the island. The ladies had a fascinating conversation. They 
expressed their frustration at some no-shows (including one who, amusingly, was named Margaret), and they also discussed 
transportation options for getting around the city. Many of the woman apparently relied on what at home we‘d call the  handicap van, a 
bus that is scheduled by appointment and takes people directly from their homes to their destinations. One of the ladies was not familiar 
with this service, and the others extolled its virtues. Apparently tickets for the van are bought at drugstores, or—as one lady pointed out—
“you can just use a toonie”. You can‘t be late for the bus, because the drivers won‘t wait. It has to be scheduled in advance, but in most 
cases calling the day before is sufficient. It was fascinating listening to the women talk about everything. 
 

 

We took the ferry back to Queen‘s Quay and 
walked back up to Union Station. We soon caught the 
subway and had an uneventful ride north. Margaret rode 
all the way back to the hotel, but I got off at York Mills to 
do a bit more exploring. I had printed out directions for a 
walking tour of the York Mills area. Unfortunately 
construction made much of that walk impractical, but I did 
see one main point of interest. That was the Miller Tavern. 
This is one of the oldest buildings in Toronto, though dating 
from 1857 it‘s just one year older than the church I attend 
in Algona. It was originally built as a hotel and also served 
as a toll station on the turnpike that is now Yonge Street. 
Today the site building houses a seafood restaurant, and 
pretty much their entire staff appeared to be smoking out 
in the parking lot when I walked by. It‘s a handsome 
building, and very well kept up. 

 
Miller’s Tavern – York Mills, Toronto 

 
I also saw a monument on the site of what was once the York Mills Presbyterian Church, and I made a brief hike through York 

Mills Valley Park. Somewhere near there there‘s supposed to be a monument commemorating Hurricane Hazel, a 1954 storm that is the 
worst natural disaster in Toronto‘s history. While it‘s unusual for a hurricane to do much damage this far inland, Hazel dropped eight 
inches of rain in just a couple hours. The soil was saturated before the hurricane hit, so rivers and creeks throughout Toronto were as 
much as twenty feet over their banks. Eighty-one people died, fifty bridges were washed out, and $137 million in damage was done—
more than a billion dollars in today‘s money. The York Mills area was by far the hardest hit. While I never did find the monument, I could 
certainly see why this area might be flood-prone. Most of the bottomland along the West Don River in York Mills has been abandoned 
and is now parkland. Even so, the construction that kept me from seeing things in more detail was a flood prevention project. 
 

When I came back past the Miller Tavern I had to detour across the street because there was an accident on Yonge Street right 
in front of the place. A wrecker was already on the scene (likely from a service station just a block to the north), but traffic had already 
backed up out of sight to the south. When I got back to the hotel I listened to the news radio station, and their traffic reporter mentioned 
long delays on Yonge Street northbound near highway 401. I wonder if that wasn‘t the aftermath of the crash I saw. 

 
I did another bit of exploring before returning to the hotel. I went south one stop to Lawrence and walked around the neighborhood 

near that station. This was a fascinating area, quite different from most of what I‘d seen elsewhere in Toronto. Along  Yonge Street near 
Lawrence all the buildings are two stories high. There are chain stores on the first floors, with apartments upstairs. On the side streets 
are low rise apartments (the sort of thing you might find in Coralville or Ames) and single-family homes. Probably the most interesting 
thing I saw was a fire station in Tudor style. 
 
 I made two stops in the Lawrence area. I bought another berry smoothie at a Tim Horton‘s (using up all but a couple cents of 
the value on my gift card), and I bought some Pepsi (mostly to get another item for my collection) at a Metro supermarket. Then I made 
my way back to the subway station and caught a train back to North York Centre. 
 
 



 

There was a clothing store in the underground mall at Mel Lastman 
Square called Jazz Casuals. They had been closed all weekend, but every 
time we‘d walked past there, I‘d admired a shirt on a mannequin in their 
window—a polo in pastel stripes, in purple, blue, and beige. 

 
The place happened to be open this afternoon, and on a whim I 

went in to check it out in more detail. It turned out they had it my size (which 
was probably four times the size of the anorexic mannequin). It wasn‘t cheap 
(about $25), but it wasn‘t completely unaffordable either. I decided to buy it, 
and I‘m glad I did. It‘s a nice souvenir, and it‘s something I‘m likely to wear a 
lot.  [I still have that shirt, and it’s still something I think of as “special”.  
I wear it when there’s a reason I want to look nice.] 

 

I joined Margaret back at the hotel, read through some papers, and 
relaxed a bit. Then we both cleaned up to set out for out evening excursion. 

 
We left about 5:45 and headed back to the subway. Our trip started 

out smoothly enough. Then, just past Sheppard station, we stopped dead in 
the middle of the tunnel. A nearly unintelligible announcement eventually 
came over the loudspeaker repeatedly. We eventually deciphered that it said, 
“There is a stoppage in both directions at Eglinton station. An emergency 
response team has been summoned. We expect to be moving shortly.”  [I’d 
be a rich man if I could get money for all the times I’ve heard “We expect 
to be moving shortly” on transit.  It’s just about the most meaningless 
statement there is.] 

 
 

David Burrow in ―Jazz Casuals‖ shirt 

We waited quite a while. Then we moved forward to York Mills and waited there. Then we moved advanced to Lawrence and 
waited yet again there … and waited … and waited … and waited.  The loudspeaker announcement changed slightly to tell us that Toronto 
fire investigators were on the scene at Eglington, and we were waiting for clearance from them to proceed.  [This actually is more 
specific than the announcements that normally accompany transit delays.]   

 

We did eventually move, and when we finally got to Eglinton there was nothing there that seemed unusual. I don‘t know what 
might have caused a fire or why it needed to be investigated. Interestingly there was a poster in our car that warned against littering in 
the subway, noting that littering could cause track fires that would in turn cause delays on the subway. 

 
We finally reached Queen station at 6:40pm, almost an hour after we‘d left the hotel—twice as long as the trip would normally 

take. We got out at Queen to get a bite for dinner at the food court at Eaton Centre mall. Eaton Centre‘s food court, Urban Eatery, was in 
the news just a couple months ago because it was the scene of a mass shooting. We hoped it would be secure tonight, and fortunately it 
was. 

 
I went to the McDonalds at Urban Eatery, where I had the quarter pounder value meal. That may not be the most “Canadian” 

choice. It was affordable, though, and the fries especially were tasty. Margaret had a piña colada shake at a gelato place. We snarfed 
things down quickly and then made our way to Dundas station, at the north end of Eaton Centre. 
 

There was no one staffing the booth at Dundas, so we just kept on walking and entered the subway. A train showed up almost 
immediately, and we rode over to St. Andrew station. Maps showed our destination, the Princess of Wales Theatre, just west of the 
station, but it was nowhere to be found. We wandered around aimlessly for a while, and a passing woman asked if we were looking for 
something. When we told us our destination, she gestured to the west, and we continued walking in that direction. It turned out that while 
St. Andrew was the closest station, the theatre was a good three blocks west of the subway. 
 

The Princess of Wales Theatre is one of several theatres operated by the Mirvish company that also owns Honest Ed‘s. It‘s in 
no way historic (dating to the 1990s and named after Diana), but it is a pleasant place to watch a show. It has a lovely painted ceiling and 
red velvet seats. It‘s a relatively intimate theatre (seating about 2,000), and the most distant upper balcony seats were closed off for this 
show. 

 
We entered and made our way up to the dress circle (first balcony) level. We had truly outstanding seats, but they were really 

quite affordable. That‘s because the Canadian government heavily subsidizes the arts. A dress circle seat in Toronto cost less than $50, 
which is less than the cheapest seats in the rafters go for in Chicago, New York, or even Des Moines. Our seats (AA1 and AA2) were at 
stage right, just off the center section of seats. Instead of standard auditorium seats, we had armchairs right next to the rail at the front of 
the balcony. The view was perfect; I couldn‘t have asked for better seats. 

 
We were cautioned as we entered that actors would be performing next to me. In fact two did. One was a puppeteer who 

operated a bird that flew out over the main part of the audience. The other was the female soloist who essentially sang the narration of 
the show. It was interesting to see both of them up close. 

 
We were here to see a show called War Horse. It‘s based on a movie I‘d never heard of and apparently a loose adaptation of a 

true story. It tells of a horse that was sold (without the rightful owner‘s permission) to the British army and ended up serving on both sides 
in World War I. The story is complicated, and it was honestly rather difficult to follow the plot. The staging was odd. The horses appeared 
as puppets that were designed to look like the skeletons of horses (something that I think bothered Margaret more than me). There were  



 
Promotional photo for War Horse 

 
 We rode back to the hotel and were pleased to have a much less eventful ride 
this time. Back at the Novotel we watched the news. The big story was really disgusting. 
A college kid had urinated on a homeless man who was sleeping outside Eaton Centre. A 
friend of his had filmed the incident, and the video had “gone viral” on the internet. 
Everyone seemed properly repulsed, and fortunately the offender was identified and 
charged. It‘s sad that anyone would even think of doing such a thing. 
 
 There was an Olympic recap on the news as well. Much of the focus was on 
whether Canada would end up meeting their goal of finishing in twelfth place in medals in 
London. No one said just who established that goal, but being able to proclaim “We‘re #12” 
seemed to be a matter of national pride. I checked while writing this revision, and the 
Canadians ended up just shy of that goal. They finished in thirteenth place overall, with 18 
total medals. They got one gold medal (in women‘s trampoline), and the women‘s soccer 
team ended up earning bronze—which earned Canada their first medal in a traditional 
team sport since 1936. 
 
 The Canadian news also featured an “up close and personal” feature on Missy 
Franklin, who won four gold medals for the U.S. team. Both of Franklin‘s parents are 
Canadian, and she holds dual U.S./Canadian citizenship. In the interview, Franklin 
lamented the fact that due to her competition schedule, this would be the first year in her 
life she wouldn‘t be able to spend the summer in Nova Scotia. While I don‘t know for 
certain, I‘m pretty confident that American Olympic coverage didn‘t mention Franklin‘s 
Canadian connections. 
 
 We watched the news until around midnight. Then we were off to bed and got a 
pretty decent night‘s sleep. 
 

WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 8 

Toronto, Ontario 

to Windsor, Ontario 

also things like rolling zombies that I think 
were supposed to be showing the horrors 
of war. While Margaret and I didn‘t join in 
the standing ovation at the end, neither of 
us disliked this show. It wasn‘t my 
favorite, but it was interesting to see.  [I 
must confess that I remember almost 
nothing at all about War Horse.  It’s 
certainly not a show I’d bother going 
to see again.] 

 
 We were both amazed at how 
efficiently the theatre emptied after the 
show. We were even able to detour to the 
restroom and still exit with no problem at 
all. 
 

 As we walked back to St. 
Andrew station we caught a glimpse of 
the CN Tower lit up at night. Like the 
Empire State Building, the same thing 
that appeared on the coffee mug I‘d 
bought. This evening it was lit up in red 
and white, presumably in honor of 
Canada. 

 
CN Tower at night 

 
We were up at 7:30 this morning. After showering, we re-packed all our luggage. I was pleasantly surprised that things fit without 

any problem. I actually probably had less with me than I did at the beginning of the trip. As I often do while traveling, I‘d packed clothes 
that were on their last legs and discarded them. Since I‘d really bought very little the way of souvenirs, my luggage was  comparatively 
light. 

 



We left our suitcases in the room and set out to do a bit of exploring right in the neighborhood around the hotel. First we had 
breakfast at a little café called La Prep that was located in the basement mall at Mel Lastman Square. I had a bacon and cheese panini, 
while Margaret had a yogurt and mango parfait. Her parfait was a little odd in that it was made with raw oatmeal rather than actual granola, 
but once she got used to that, she said it was all right. I really liked my sandwich, and they had good coffee at La Prep as well. 

 
We had a nice walk around the neighborhood near the hotel. This part of North York (Willowdale) has an interesting mix of condo 

towers and low-rise housing, and the buildings also date to many different eras. Some of the side streets had ranch homes from the ‘60s 
that reminded me of the neighborhood I grew up in, while others were lined with those modern rowhouses that dominate new suburbs 
everywhere. There were old apartment towers that looked like college dormitories and new ones that looked like they‘d be featured in an 
architectural magazine. There‘s also a lot of beautiful parkland in the area, including some elegantly manicured gardens. It‘s really quite 
a nice mix, and it makes for a very pleasant neighborhood.  [It’s really rare to see a mix of housing types these days.  Developers 
seem afraid that anything that doesn’t look exactly like its neighbors will cheapen the value of their properties.  That’s too bad, 
because variety really adds to a community.] 

 
Dempsey Store – Willowdale, Toronto  

 
 There are two truly historic buildings in 
Willowdale. I already 
mentioned the Gibson house, and we walked by there 
again this morning. The other historic building is the 
Dempsey Store, a hardware store that originally stood at 
the intersection of Yonge and Sheppard. It was moved to 
a city park just northwest of the Novotel in 1997, and it now 
serves as the headquarters for the local park commission. 
Built in 1860, the handsome brick building would fit in well 
in my old hometown of Mt. Pleasant.  [I love structural 
brick, and Mt. Pleasant is just far enough east and just 
old enough to have a lot of it.  One of the things that 
has always bothered me in Algona is that even the 
“century homes” here are built of wood.] 

 
 We made our way back to the Mel Lastman 
Square—North York Civic Centre complex. The subway 
station and mall are built beneath what was once the 
government complex for the then independent city of North 
York. Most of the area dates to the 1970s, and only shortly 
after  it  was   built   North  York  was   amalgamated   into  

Toronto. The area still houses the borough hall for North York, several government offices (including branches of the federal, provincial, 
and city government), a public library, an a major theatre complex. The oddly shaped concrete edifices have aged remarkably well, and 
the outdoor part of Mel Lastman Square is a very pleasant multi-level green space that seems to be heavily used by people in the 
community. 

 
Novotel—North York 

Toronto, Ontario 

 We made our way back to the hotel, grabbed our stuff, and went 
down to the lobby. There was a bit of a delay in checking out, because the 
desk people were waiting on others. The billing was all correct, though, and 
while with the tax it was pricier than I‘d imagined, we did get good value for 
our money.  [I would certainly stay at Novotel again if I found another 
location that was affordable.  North York seems to be the exception, 
though.  Almost every time I’ve checked Novotel has been much more 
expensive than most other brands I’d consider.] 

 
 We went down to the subway station. This time instead of going past 
the agent‘s booth, we took an elevator that led directly to the platform. The 
entry area to the elevator was unlocked by inserting a token in a slot, and 
since we‘d just be making a single ride today, those tokens were the most 
economical way to pay. 
 
 Shortly after boarding we heard a loudspeaker announcement that 
there were delays between St. Clair West and Downsview stations. Those 
are on the northwest side of the city, near where we‘d stayed on our trip a 
decade ago. They were well beyond where we were headed today, but any 
delay tends to back things up all the way along the line, and by the time we 
neared downtown, we just sort of crept forward from station to station. 
Fortunately we were in no great hurry this morning. 
 
 We got off at the Union Station subway stop and made our way 
outdoors and up long ramps to the main part of the train station. We killed a 
bit of time in the main waiting area and then made our way into the bowels of 
the station. Union Station is really set up very nicely for travelers. It‘s almost 
like an airport, with individual waiting areas designated for various trains. It 
certainly  functions better than the madhouse  with people scrambling for the 

fcoach cars in Chicago.  [Washington, D.C.’s Union Station has a set up quite similar to what they do in Toronto.  That makes it a 



much more pleasant place to catch a train than most other large Amtrak stations.]  The area around Gate 17 was a little crowded, 

but Margaret was able to sit in a padded black leatherette seat.  There actually were places I could have sat as well, but I chose to stand 
and guard the luggage instead. 
 

Our train was scheduled to leave at 12:15pm, with boarding time shown on the monitors as 11:45am. About 11:30 they finished 
boarding a train to Montreal, and Margaret suggested we leave the waiting area and join a rapidly growing line of passengers for our 
train. It was good we did, because being toward the front of the line gave us a choice of seats when boarding and ensured we would be 
sitting together. 
 

A VIA employee went down the line asking to see people‘s tickets, and he made an unidentifiable squiggle in red marker on  
them. I have no clue what the squiggle was supposed to indicate, but no one was allowed to proceed to the platforms without it.  Before 
long they opened the gate, and we proceeded out to the train. Like on Amtrak, they assigned passengers heading to different destinations 
to different cars. We were headed to Windsor (the end of the line, on the Michigan border), and they directed us to the rearmost coach. 
We claimed a pair of seats, and I hoisted Margaret‘s bag up into the overhead storage. On Amtrak this storage area is open, though there 
is a metal bar there to keep your luggage from falling. On out VIA train, though, the overhead storage was enclosed cupboards with 
plastic doors—the same sort of thing you‘d find on an airplane. Margaret‘s bag fit there all right, but mine would not. (Its length and width 
were actually smaller than Margaret‘s bag, but it was thicker—too thick for the cupboard. Fortunately there was a storage area on the 
floor near the front of the car, and I was able to put my bag there. 
 

 Amtrak and VIA are similar companies. Both 
were nationalized in the 1970s when the passenger 
divisions of freight railroads went bankrupt. Both continue 
to lose money and have to beg their respective 
governments for funding. There is ongoing debate in both 
Canada and the States about whether passenger rail 
should be treated as a non-profit public service or a 
business. Amtrak and VIA both mostly use outdated rail 
cars they inherited from the railroads they took over. VIA‘s 
equipment is actually slightly older than Amtrak‘s, but it 
seems to have been more consistently maintained. VIA 
also seems to have better relations with the freight rails on   

whose tracks it runs. Passenger trains seem to take priority over freights in Canada, and the VIA schedule runs almost entirely on time.  
[I gather this isn’t really the case nationwide.  The schedule is maintained fairly well in Ontario, which is equivalent to Amtrak’s 
Northeast Corridor.   
 

With only a couple of exceptions (like the trans-continental Canadian), VIA does not give its trains names. Our train was part of 
VIA‘s Corridor service, a core network that connects the populated part of Ontario and Quebec. No one ever called it anything other than 
Train 73 to Windsor, though. That‘s interesting, because on Amtrak the train names (Lake Shore Limited, Maple Leaf, etc.) almost always 
take precedence over numbers. 

 
The train to Windsor is the same sort of train as the Illini we took to Chicago or the Maple Leaf, and like those Amtrak trains this 

one had coach seats spaced fairly closely together. One big difference from Amtrak was that on VIA the seats had arm rests in the middle, 
just as you would on an airplane. That makes the seats slightly less spacious (though still much larger than on a plane), but it provides a 
natural separation between people sitting together. I‘ve wondered before why Amtrak doesn‘t have arm rests, and I liked seeing them on 
VIA.  [The lack of arm rests really is annoying on Amtrak.] 

 
Another difference on our train was that there were no curtains on the windows. It was fairly cloudy this afternoon, so the sun 

didn‘t shine in brightly, but I‘d imagine that could be a problem on some runs. On the other hand, if there‘s no curtain there, you don‘t 
have to worry about one person wanting it open and another preferring it closed. It‘s also one less thing that has to be cleaned when the 
train is serviced. 

 
Our car had a wider aisle than I‘ve seen on other trains, far wider than you‘d see on a plane or a bus. There were two toilets in 

the back of the car, and at the front (near where I stored my suitcase) was a small kitchen area similar to the galley flight attendants use 
in the air. The only thing that appeared to get used for on our trip was making coffee, though presumably they could heat up meals in 
there on longer trips. 

 
There was no lounge or diner car on the train. The food service on our train was provided by a snack cart that made its way 

down the aisle twice during the journey. Crammed into the little cart was a surprisingly wide variety of food and beverages, essentially 
the same menu they‘d stocked the Maple Leaf at Niagara Falls. Everything is priced in even dollars, with prices ranging from $2 (soft 
drinks, coffee, candy bars, chips, etc.) to $8 (some alcoholic beverages). There appears to be no tipping on VIA, so the set price is what 
you pay. Margaret and I shared the same cheese tray we‘d gotten on the Maple Leaf ($7) and a dish of hummus with crackers ($3). Many 
around us had various sandwiches, and a girl across the aisle from me had what the menu called chicken noodle soup—though I‘d call it 
Ramen noodles. 

 
VIA provides free wireless internet access on its trains, and reception was good throughout our trip. There were also electrical 

plugs at each seat. However, the cord for my laptop was inside my suitcase and awkward to get at, and I nearly drained my battery on 
the trip down to Windsor. 

 



We had an uneventful and honestly rather dull journey. The train made its way west past all the same GO-train stations we‘d 
seen from the Maple Leaf. Then we continued southwest to Brantford, where a penpal of my mother‘s lived when I was a kid.  [Brantford 
is better known across Canada as Wayne Gretzky’s hometown.]  We then went west to London, a place known for a theatre festival 

where my brother John and his wife Janet have vacationed in the past. From there we angled down to Windsor. Something we couldn‘t 
help but notice was just how much high-rise housing there was, even in relatively small cities. You don‘t see a lot of condo towers in 
Cedar Rapids or Peoria, but you do in Brantford and London. Lots of people in smaller Canadian cities live downtown, which makes them 
[the downtowns] seem healthier than their equivalents in the States. 

 
We reached the outskirts of Windsor shortly after 4pm and then proceeded in slow motion past suburban housing developments, 

“big box” stores, and lots and lots of factories. We reached the station (which happens to be across the street from the Hiram Walker 
Distillery where they make Canadian Club whiskey) right on time at 4:25pm. We grabbed our stuff and detrained fairly quickly. 
 

I‘d originally planned to take a city bus from the station downtown. I thought better of lugging our bags on transit, though, so we 
took a taxi instead. While taxi fares in Windsor go up for every 69 meters traveled (basically every block). We went quite a ways further 
than we had in Buffalo, but the fare was only $8.90. Bus fare for the two of us would have been five bucks, and the cab was much more 
convenient that the bus would have been. 

 
To get from the station to our hotel we headed west along Riverside Drive. The waterfront in Windsor has been restored into a 

lovely park, thanks to money donated by Chrysler, so we had parkland to our right the whole ride. Along the way we had a surprisingly 
nice view of downtown Detroit across the river. (I‘d venture to say the only nice views of Detroit come from Canada.) The cabbie was 
quite chatty, and we had a very pleasant ride. 

 
Detroit skyline – as seen from Windsor, Ontario 

I think the taxi driver was of French Canadian ethnicity. He was of a European background, but with a dark complexion. He 
spoke English well, but he made commented on how the numerous French-named streets in Windsor (names that date to the earliest 
explorers) are pronounced differently by different people there. Regardless of its British name, about a fourth of Windsor‘s population is 
French Canadian, the single largest group that claims any ethnicity at all. While we never heard anyone speaking French, we saw more 
bilingual signs in Windsor than we had in Toronto. There‘s also a lot fewer people born outside Canada in Windsor. The percentage of 
immigrants is still higher than it would be in most small American cities, but it‘s not a place where literally the majority of people are from 
abroad. 

 
Our destination was the Quality Suites in downtown Windsor. This was another Choice Privileges redemption, and the rate was 

the same 8,000 points we‘d paid at the Princeton Econolodge. While it an older place, the hotel in Windsor was definitely a notch up from 
an Econolodge. We had a true suite, with separate living room, dining room, bathroom, and bedroom. The kitchen was minimal (it didn‘t 
even have a microwave), but otherwise the place was spacious and comfortable.  [The biggest issue with this hotel was that its 
furnishings were old and threadbare.  That’s often true of inexpensive downtown hotels.  There wasn’t anything special about 
the Quality Inn, but if I should find myself in Windsor again, I wouldn’t hesitate to stay there.] 
 
 



 An almost too helpful girl checked us in, and we 
made our way up to the eighth floor. The room was nice, 
and while the surrounding neighborhood was a bit on the 
seedy side, it seemed basically safe. The nearest neighbor 
to the hotel was the Windsor International Transportation 
Terminal, a palatial structure that serves as the city bus 
mixmaster and the Greyhound stop. Since we would be 
taking a city bus tomorrow, I went over to scope out how 
things worked and buy tickets for our journey. 

 
 Margaret and I relaxed a bit at the hotel, and then 
we made a brief evening excursion. We went down to the 
riverfront park and walked for a while through the gardens 
along the water.  There are a number of monuments on 
the river in downtown Windsor. One honors the 
Underground Railroad. Windsor was the northern end of 
that route, and much of the black population there today 
can be traced back to the Civil War era. Another 
monument honors the friendship between the United 
States and Canada and describes the Detroit River as 
tying two cities together rather than separating them. 
There are numerous war memorials, mostly honoring 
divisions that fought in the world wars. Set among the war 
memorials is a simple column with a globe at its base. The  

 
Quality Inn – Downtown Windsor 

Windsor, Ontario 

words “PRAY FOR PEACE” are engraved in the pedestal. It‘s a lovely monument, and really quite a moving one. 

 
Pray for Peace monument 

Windsor, Ontario 

 
 All around downtown Windsor they‘d hung 
banners from the lamp poles honoring Canadian 
Olympians. I don‘t know if those honored were from the 
Windsor area or if they were honoring the entire team, but 
it was interesting to see all the banners. 
 
 We spent quite a while wandering around 
downtown Windsor, looking for a place to eat. Downtown 
Windsor isn‘t much on a weekday night. There are plenty 
of banks and offices that are probably busy during 
business hours, and there are casinos and bars that I‘m 
sure are hopping on weekends. On a Wednesday night, 
though, it came across as just about the deadest place in 
Canada. There were basically three choices on Ouellette 
Avenue, the main drag downtown—a gourmet hamburger 
parlor, a Lebanese place called Shawarma Palace, and 
Pizza Pizza.  [Looking at Google Maps in downtown 
Windsor, there appear to be quite a few more choices 
these days.  It also appears that even six years ago 
we might have done better to look somewhere other 
than just Ouellette Avenue.  There are a number of 
places on side streets one or two blocks away from 
the main drag.] 
 

 We chose the Lebanese restaurant, and it turned 
out to be my favorite of all the meals we had on this trip. 
While Shawarma Palace doesn‘t have great atmosphere, 
it is clean and cozy. More important, the food is 
outstanding. I initially ordered shish kabob, but they told 
me there would be a wait on that. So instead I had their 
chicken shawarma plate. The meat would best be 
described as torn chicken. The pieces were bigger than 
what I‘d call shredded, but smaller than chunks or slices. 
The chicken had been marinated in some spicy 
concoction, and it really was delicious. The meat was 
served atop a heap of rice, and there was an excellent 
salad on the side. It was served with sour cream and 
numerous slices of pita bread. Apparently you‘re 
supposed  to   essentially   make  pita   bread  tacos  with  

 
Olympic banners 
Windsor, Ontario 

shawarma. I tried it that way once, but I really preferred eating it as separate chicken, rice, and salad. It really was one of the best dishes 
I‘ve ever eaten. [I’ve since had shawarma at several different places.  Occasionally it’s disappointing, but in most cases it’s 
extremely good.]  Margaret had a meat pie, which was unidentified mystery meat and vegetables in phylo dough puff pastry. It was 



served with pickled turnips and sour cream on the side. Strangely prices were not posted on their menu board, but the two of us ate 
(including drinks) for under twenty bucks—a better deal than most places we‘d seen in Toronto. 
 

I used some of my change to pick up the Toronto newspapers from machines on the street. They cost 50¢ more in Windsor than 
they do in Toronto. Back at the hotel we read through the papers and watched more of the Olympics on TV. I also spent some time on 
my computer doing some work for the Garrigan website. We went to bed fairly early, though, since tomorrow would be a long day. 
 

THURSDAY, AUGUST 9 

Windsor, Ontario to Princeton, Illinois 
 

We may have gone to bed early, but I at least didn‘t sleep particularly well. We‘d set the alarm for 6:00, and hour Margaret 
described as ridiculously early. That‘s when I get up pretty much every day of the school year, though, and since I‘d be back to work in a 
week it wasn‘t bad to be getting in practice now. 

 

We packed things up quickly and then went downstairs to the hotel 
restaurant. The Quality Suites does not include breakfast in its rate, but they do 
have a restaurant onsite. That restaurant is called Eggsmart in the morning and 
serves various breakfast dishes. The same place morphs into a sports bar 
specializing in chicken wings at night. We had to wait a couple of minutes before 
they opened,  and  the whole time we were the only customers.   Two other people 

were waiting by the restaurant door when we came down to the lobby, but they never did go in. The restaurant was very dimly lit (definitely 
more appropriate to the sports bar atmosphere than a breakfast place), and while they certainly weren‘t busy, service was still rather 
slow. 
 
 [The Eggsmart in Windsor is now closed, which according to a chain of scathing reviews on Yelp would be a good 
thing.  The Quality Inn is now listed as serving a free full breakfast, presumably the same small buffet you’d find at other Choice 
properties.  According to the chain’s website, the nearest location is now in the Hamilton area—more than 160 miles away.  Like 
a lot of chains in Canada, Eggsmart is highly localized.  They have 43 locations in southern Ontario, one in Calgary, and one in 
Banff.] 

 
Margaret complained that there were no “small” items available on the menu at Eggsmart, and most of their offerings were 

indeed large—three eggs with meat and toast or a four-egg omelet. They offered meat and bread items a la carte, but there didn‘t seem 
to be any way to order just one or two eggs on their own. I had three eggs with ham. Margaret asked if she could have a similar breakfast 
special with two eggs. The waitress said she could, and she ordered it with bacon. The charge for her breakfast was identical to mine.  
[Margaret went on and on about this, feeling she got a very bad deal at Eggsmart.  Having worked in a restaurant, though, I 
know the work required to make two eggs is pretty much identical to that required for three, and the product cost isn’t much 
less either.]   We used up almost all of our Canadian coins paying for the meal, which was good since we‘d have only a few more minutes 

in the country. 

 
Tunnel bus at Windsor International Transportation Terminal 

 We went back to our room, used 
the restroom, and claimed our bags. We 
checked out very easily and then made our 
way over to the bus station. We were here 
to take the Windsor tunnel bus, the only city 
bus in the world that crosses an 
international border.  [It’s kind of 
surprising that there’s not anything in 
Europe that does, but apparently there’s 
not.]  A surprisingly large number of people 

live on one side of the border and work on 
the other. The main purpose of the tunnel 
bus is to take those people back and forth 
between their homes and jobs. They also 
provide service for Canadian fans of the 
Detroit Tigers, Lions, and Red Wings and 
for Michiganders who want to go to the 
clubs and casinos in Windsor. While they 
don‘t really market themselves to tourists, 
the Tunnel Bus was also a remarkably easy 
way for Margaret and me to cross the 
border.  [As long as you don’t mind 
making a transfer in downtown Detroit, 
I’d recommend the tunnel bus to anyone 
who happens to be crossing the border 
in southeast Michigan.] 



Except that its electronic sign says “Tunnel Bus” instead of a route number and destination (and the fare is $4 instead of $2.50), 
the tunnel bus looks like any other city bus in Windsor. It leaves the downtown terminal every twenty minutes and runs on a fixed route 
on both the Canadian and U.S. sides of the border.  [The fare has risen to $5, compared to $3 for city routes, and cuts have reduced 
service to every half hour.  It’s still a convenient link, though.]  There was already a bus waiting when we arrived, but we had to wait 

to board. Two drivers were smoking outside the bus and verbally sparring with each other in a friendly way. Eventually one of the drivers 
unlocked the bus and let people on board. Margaret and I boarded as did three Asian women who were holding Canadian passports and 
apparently making a day trip over to Michigan. The appointed time came for departure, and we set off. The tunnel bus bypasses most of 
the downtown bus stops, but it does stop across from the Ontario Welcome Centre, right near the entrance to the Detroit—Windsor 
Tunnel. We picked up three more people there, all of whom were Windsorites who worked in downtown Detroit. 

 
We made our way to the toll booth at the tunnel entrance, and the driver presented the clerk with some sort of magnetic stripe 

card. They chatted a bit as the clerk swiped it and returned it to the driver. A barrier arm went up, and we entered the tunnel. I had read 
that there were times that the back-up at U.S. Customs could go all the way back through the tunnel and into Canada, more than a mile 
away. Fortunately that was not true this morning. The tunnel is only two lanes (one in each direction), but we zipped right through it easily. 
There were a few cars waiting at customs, but we pulled clear to the right into an area labeled ―truck lane‖ (though an earlier sign had 
said trucks were forbidden in the tunnel). There was no one staffing the customs booth there, but the bus driver paused briefly and waited 
for a traffic light to change so we could proceed. He pulled up and parked beside the customs building. An officer came up, and he 
announced “eight aboard”. Then everyone went inside (Margaret and I with our luggage) to clear customs. 
 

 The vast majority of people who pass through the 
Detroit—Windsor Tunnel cross the border frequently. 
Customs here is designed for them; it‘s set up so that most 
of the time it takes not much longer than paying your toll. 
Most of the cross-border workers carry trusted traveler 
NEXUS cards. The officers basically check their IDs and 
send them on their way. It‘s not much more intense for any 
other honest traveler, either. The Asian—Canadians had a 
few questions, but not many. Margaret and I were asked 
how long we‘d been in Canada, how much we‘d spent, and 
what our jobs were. That was it. There were no forms to fill 
out, no look at our baggage, no dogs sniffing through 
anything, and no delay of any kind. Every border crossing 
should be so easy! 
 
 On entering Canada I‘d presented the new U.S. 
passport I‘d gotten last December. When I got it, I decided 
to also get a passport card, a new form of ID the state 
department  came up with  that is designed specifically for 

 
David Burrow‘s passport card (with various numbers removed) 

crossing America‘s land borders. If you have a ―real‖ passport, the card is redundant. [There’s really no reason at all to have one.]  

The cost was low, though, and I though it would be fun to see what the thing was. Passport cards can only be used to enter or return from 
Canada, Mexico, or the Bahamas by land or water. You can‘t use them when flying [which makes no sense to me], and you can‘t use 

them to go anywhere that doesn‘t directly border the United States (with the Bahamas broadly defined to be such a place). The card looks 
like a driver‘s license, though it‘s a more high tech affair and would likely be harder to counterfeit than most states‘ licenses. It also 
contains a chip that is embedded with the information contained on the card and a digital version of the bearer‘s picture. (New passports 
contain the exact same chip.) When I gave the U.S. customs officer the card, he tapped it on a machine that presumably read the chip 
so he could confirm the information matched what was printed. The card worked well for crossing the border, and the card is certainly 
more portable than a full-size passport. 

 

Clearing eight passengers through customs took one officer only a couple of minutes. Even if the bus had been full, I don‘t think 
the wait would be more than ten or fifteen minutes—which is still pretty good for crossing an international border. Once each of us had 
cleared, we re-boarded the bus. Margaret and I were the last in line, and when we‘d finished, the driver re-boarded as well. He stopped 
to give some paperwork to another officer at the back of the customs building, and they chatted a bit—mostly discussing whether it would 
rain and cancel tonight‘s Tigers game. We then proceeded onto the streets of Detroit. 
 

The tunnel bus makes a fairly large circuit throughout downtown Detroit. It makes stops to serve all the major office buildings, 
as well as the stadiums and casinos. One passenger exited almost immediately, just outside GM‘s headquarters at Renaissance Center, 
and the other workers left near other downtown stops. I told the driver we wanted to go to the Rosa Parks Transit Center, Detroit‘s main 
bus interchange. It was one of the last stops before the bus turned around to return to Canada. 
 



Both the driver and a fellow passenger had asked if our purpose for going to Rosa Parks was to take the Megabus. We could 
have taken the discount double-decker bus from Detroit to Chicago if we‘d wanted to, but we had other travel plans. Given that there had 
been two Megabus accidents in the news recently, that was probably a wise decision. [I’ve always kind of wanted to take Megabus.  
Someday I might ride one—most likely from Des Moines to Chicago.]  The driver let us off at Rosa Parks and directed us to an 

indoor waiting area where he said we could get information on the city bus we needed. 
 
The waiting area was not yet open (which seems odd, given that it was rush hour), but there was an employee outside answering 

questions. He saw our luggage and also asked if we were looking for the Megabus. I said no, and asked him where we could find bus 
#37 to Dearborn. That bus was waiting right across the plaza, so Margaret and I made our way over there and boarded. It costs just $1.50 
to ride city buses in Detroit. We put three U.S. dollar bills in the fare box and sat down in the handicapped area where there was room for 
our luggage. 

 
I wrote in my notes that we had a ―colorful‖ ride through west Detroit. The bus was not full, but there were plenty of passengers, 

and many of them were rather loud. Both the driver and some of the passengers were playing music audibly, and we had jazz competing 
with hip-hop in the background. 
 

While the skyline had looked nice from Windsor, up close Detroit really is a grim and forlorn city. It‘s one of the poorest p laces 
in America, and it‘s been losing population for most of my lifetime. There seem to be as many boarded-up buildings and empty lots as 
there are occupied homes and businesses. There‘s trash and graffiti everywhere, and it‘s just an ugly, run-down place. I made similar 
comments about Detroit when I came here to see a ballgame at Comerica Park, and it doesn‘t appear to have changed much.  [While 
downtown Detroit has a lot of nice-looking towers, many of them are empty, and they’re covered with graffiti at street level.  
Many cities have a swath of poverty separating downtown from the wealthier residential areas.  Unfortunately, in Detroit that 
area literally covers most of the city.] 

 

A large majority of Detroit‘s population is black, and that was certainly true of our fellow passengers on the bus. There were only 
a couple of other white people on board. Strangely, much of the neighborhood we went through appeared to be Hispanic I really didn‘t 
expect to see Mexican grocers in Michigan [though there’s almost nowhere in the States you don’t see them these days], but 

Detroit‘s Michigan Avenue looked a lot like Cermak Road in Chicago or Vermont Street in Los Angeles. 
 
We passed several gas stations as we traveled down Michigan Avenue, and we‘d find gas was expensive in Michigan. Prices 

varied a little, but the most common was $3.999. That‘s cheaper than Toronto (and, of course, under the psychological $4 barrier), but it‘s 
pretty expensive. I read after getting home that a pipeline had gone offline, raising prices in Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, and Ohio. It‘s 
interesting how pipelines always seem to go offline right in peak demand season; you‘d think they could do those repairs in springtime or 
fall, but it always seems to be when people are traveling the most. 

 
After about twenty minutes we left Detroit and entered the suburb of Dearborn. While it‘s old and fairly run-down, Dearborn does 

look suburban rather than inner city.  [It’s a lot like the near suburbs of Chicago.]  While it‘s historically known as the home of Henry 

Ford, Dearborn today has the distinction of having the highest percentage of Arab-Americans of any city in U.S.A. That was evident from 
a large number of halal restaurants and people on the street in Moslem dress. We even saw a sign that said “Vote Today” in English and 
Arabic. I have no idea what sort of election was happening on a Thursday in August, but it was interesting to see that sign. 

 
It was awkward on this bus that some, but not all, stops were announced by a recorded voice and an overhead digital sign. If all 

the stops had been announced (which is what they do in Chicago), we could have trusted that ours would have been as well. If none 
were, I would have watched like a hawk to see where we were at all times. I‘ve always hated buses because you have to know when to 
pull the stupid cord, where on trains will always stop in each station on the line. Announcing all the stops helps solve that problem, but 
announcing only some of them almost makes it worse.  [Kudos to the Chicago Transit Authority for knowing how to do this right.  
CTA buses work very well for novice riders; other transit agencies would do well to copy them.] 

 
It turned out our destination was announced. The recorded voice (a more cheerful female voice than the one we‘d heard in 

Toronto) told us that Mercury Drive was the stop for the Dearborn Amtrak station. I knew that from researching things on Google Maps, 
but it was good to have the recording come on so I knew just where Mercury Drive was. As we got off the bus the driver made a vague 
gesture to the left to indicate where the station was. 

 
It‘s really quite awkward to get from the bus stop to the Amtrak station in Dearborn. First we had to cross Michigan Avenue, 

which at this point is a fast-moving six-lane street. There‘s a light there, but crosswalks are painted in only two directions. So we had to 
cross Mercury Drive to the west, then cross the westbound lanes of Michigan. By then the light had changed, and we had to wait another 
cycle to cross the eastbound lanes. Finally we crossed back across Mercury Drive. [I do not understand why some cities don’t paint 
crosswalks going all four ways at intersections.  It’s a pet peeve of mine about Los Angeles, too.]  Once we‘d done all that we‘d 

gotten to the Dearborn civic complex, the city hall and police station. Amtrak is buried behind those buildings and across a long parking 
lot. It had started raining when we got off the bus, and by the time we reached the civic complex it was pouring. We were thoroughly 
soaked when we finally got to the station. 

 
I‘d chosen Dearborn station over Detroit because the city station is located in a rather questionable neighborhood. I‘d been 

through the area by that station when I went to a game at Comerica Park, and I didn‘t feel comfortable spending significant t ime there. 
Dearborn was awkward to get to, but it is in a safe suburban location.  [Dearborn is the subject of a lot of ridicule online, mostly due 
to its heavy Arab population.  Compared to Detroit proper, it is very safe indeed, though.] 

 
I‘d planned this morning based on worst case scenarios. We took an early tunnel bus thinking there might be a delay at customs 

or we might have difficulty connecting to the city bus. Since everything went like clockwork, it was before 9am when we got to Dearborn. 



Our train didn‘t leave until almost noon, so we had tons of time to kill. It continued pouring all morning, so we were stuck in tiny station 
that made the one in Buffalo look interesting. There was at least shelter there, and we were able to dry out. I read a bit more of Drift, 
wrote some notes for this travelogue, and went through just about every brochure on a rack they had. Between those things we managed 
to pass a bit of time. 

 
 We accomplished one other 
thing at Dearborn station. We bought 
tickets for a trip we‘ll be taking at 
Christmas. This is the year the rest of 
the family is at their in-laws, so Margaret 
and I will be taking the train out to 
Washington, D.C. Much of my ticket was 
actually a gift from last Christmas. John 
and Janet had given me an Amtrak gift 
certificate at that time, which I‘d 
originally planned to redeem to pay for 
my ticket on the Maple Leaf leg of this 
trip. Margaret‘s passport problems 
changed those plans, and things were 
also complicated by the fact that the gift 
certificate could only be redeemed at a 
staffed Amtrak station, not online.  
[Amtrak has replaced gift certificates 
with gift cards, and those can be 
redeemed neither online nor at 
stations.  Instead you have to call a 
toll-free number and make your 
reservations over the phone.  Why 
they’d want to add a labor-intensive 
booking method in this day and age, 
I have no clue.] 
 

 
Empty ticket counter at Dearborn station 

(Note the old Amtrak logo and the door leading to the “secret” room.) 

Dearborn station is staffed—sort of. It actually is staffed, but most of the time there‘s no one at the ticket counter. We thought 
the agent was on break when we arrived and no one was there. It turns out she spends most of her time hidden from view in a room 
behind the counter. There‘s a mirror on the back wall of that room that allows here to see if someone approaches the counter. If someone 
does, she comes out of hiding. I have no idea what she does in back, and it certainly is an interesting system. 

 
Buying the tickets was slightly more complicated than it might have been because the two of us were paying for our tickets 

separately. With John and Janet‘s generous gift, my ticket cost only a pittance. Margaret‘s was slightly more, but with a senior discount it 
was also quite a good deal. Hopefully that trip will be as enjoyable as the others we‘ve made by train. 

 
There was no one in the Dearborn waiting room when we arrived. Before too long a south Asian family arrived by car. They 

claimed seats by the window and spent most of their time playing with various electronic games. A little later a black family arrived by 
taxi. They were almost walking stereotypes.in their speech, dress, and mannerisms. They claimed a whole bank of seats along one wall, 
twice as many chairs as the number in their party. Several other people made their way in, including a woman who confessed she hadn‘t 
taken the train in decades and was very worried about almost every aspect of her trip. She was particularly confused about the new e-
tickets and wasn‘t certain she had what she needed to travel. People kept trickling in all morning long, and before too long the station 
was filled to overflowing. 
 

I got a text on my cell phone while we waited. It was from my brother Paul. He and Nancy were in the middle of their vacation. 
They were now in Skagway, Alaska, ready to head up to take the White Pass and Yukon Route train into Canada. We texted back and 
forth for a while, which was another good way to pass the time. 

 
Our train was due at 11:50. About 11:35 we made our way outside and up to the platform. It was still raining, but the platform 

was covered, and while there were puddles we could avoid them fairly easily. The train pulled into the station about five minutes early, 
and we soon boarded. The Wolverine pulled out of Dearborn right on time. 

 
We were ticketed in business class on this train, another redemption through Amtrak Guest Rewards. The Wolverine provides 

one of the best values for redemption there is. It‘s a long way from Detroit to Chicago, and when you pay cash for tickets they‘re based 
on that distance. Advance coach costs $39 on the Wolverine, while business class will set you back about $65. For point redemption, 
though, this is considered a short-haul train, the same as the Illini we‘d taken from Princeton to Chicago. When I booked a coach seat 
was 1,000 points, and business class went for just 1,500. (Those have since increased to 1,500 and 2,500 respectively.) By comparison, 
if I‘d use points to travel from Chicago to LaCrosse (about the same distance), it would cost 10,000 points in coach, and “first class” (which 
would be in a sleeper on the Empire Builder) would be 17,500 points.  [While I have seen people travel by sleeper during the day on 
Amtrak, it would be silly to do so.  There’s absolutely nothing to be gained that would justify the difference in price.  The 
difference between what Amtrak classes as “short” and “long” haul trains basically boils down to whether the states you travel 
through subsidize rail travel.  Illinois and Michigan do, but Wisconsin doesn’t.  That makes the Empire Builder one of the most 
expensive trains you can book for a relatively short trip.] 

 



Business class on the Chicago regional trains is located in half of the lounge car. We were in the front half of that car, at the very 
front of the train. Business class passengers get leather seats in a 2 x 1 configuration (more spacious than the standard 2 x 2 in coach). 
In addition they get complimentary newspapers (copies of The New York Times were piled by the luggage storage area) and free soft 

drinks or coffee. An additional advantage for those leaving from Chicago is preferred boarding, which allows them to bypass most of the 
crush in the waiting room there. 

 
While the seats were leather, this particular business car was definitely not a luxury affair. A black businesswoman who was 

seated ahead of us kept complaining about “this raggedy ol‘ train”, and there was certainly some truth to her comments. One of the single 
seats was wet because rain had leaked in through a window by it. Some of the seats wouldn‘t recline properly, and the leg rests and tray 
tables didn‘t work on others. Some passengers complained that the air conditioning was too cold, to which the conductor responded that 
the choice was that or no air conditioning at all.  [This is the single worst maintained car I’ve seen on Amtrak.  It’s really surprising 
they allowed it in service—especially in business class.] 

 

Drinks are free in business class, but food is not. We hadn‘t had any lunch, so we bought a few snacks in the lounge. In  name 
what we bought was the same as what we‘d had on VIA rail, a cheese tray and hummus (this time with pretzel chips). The cheese tray 
in particular, though, was way different than the one we‘d had in Canada (or than any we‘d had on Amtrak before, for that matter). This 
was pre-packaged with a commercial wrapper over the tray. It had three little hunks of cheese and three crackers. That was it for four 
bucks. [A slightly larger package now goes for $6.]  The cheese actually tasted pretty good, but the tray was just a rip-off. The hummus 

cost more than it had in Canada ($3, as opposed to $2), but it seemed like a lot better value than the cheese. We got a nice sized helping 
of red pepper flavored hummus and some tasty chips to dip in it. Our free coffee was notably weaker than what we‘d had in Canada, and 
it was served in a very small cup.  [The tiny cups are universal for “free” coffee on Amtrak.  In fact that’s how the lounge attendant 
tells you should get free refills.] 

 

There was a group of college-age people traveling in business class who wanted to sit facing each other. The seats were 
arranged facing forward. Apparently there was a mechanism on them, though, that allowed them to swivel around and face the opposite 
direction. (That actually makes sense, since this train has engines at both ends and just heads straight out in the opposite direction when 
it returns to Michigan.) The kids turned the seats around without even asking the conductor for permission. That seemed a bit 
presumptuous, but no one called them on it. 
 

We made a lengthy stop in Ann Arbor. A professional woman boarded in business class and wanted to take the lone single seat. 
When she saw it was wet, she just got out a napkin, wiped it off, and sat down there anyway. Fortunately it stopped raining about Ann 
Arbor, so I think she remained dry throughout the trip. 
 

We left Ann Arbor about five minutes late. As we were pulling out they made a “welcome” announcement, informing people of 
the safety features of the train. I wondered if they‘d made a similar announcement back in Pontiac, where the Wolverine originates. By 
far the three biggest stations in Michigan are Detroit, Dearborn, and Ann Arbor (actually in the reverse of that order for number of 
boardings), so they may wait until after the bulk of people have boarded to make the announcements. 

 
Just past Ann Arbor we passed the home of Jiffy mixes in the town of Chelsea. That stood out because just before this trip I‘d 

seen a feature about Jiffy on TV‘s Food Network. My mother made frequent use of those cheap little blue boxes, and one of the best 
things she made was Jiffy brownies topped with homemade chocolate ganache frosting. [Her hard, dry brownies were everything 
“gourmet” cooks say brownies shouldn’t be, but I loved them—especially with the delicious homemade icing.]  She also 

frequently made cornbread with Jiffy corn muffin mix. I thought of my mother‘s cooking as we made our way past the Jiffy plant. 
 
There was a section west of Ann Arbor where fresh gravel had been laid beneath the track I‘d think construction would make 

things sturdier, but that didn‘t seem to be the case here. We crawled along through that section, and the train leaned at an angle as we 
made our way through it. Just beyond that gravel stretch we came to a stop as we waited for the eastbound Wolverine to pass.  [One of 
the biggest issues with maintaining schedules on both passenger and freight trains is that a huge part of America’s rail system 
is single-tracked.  Each time Congress considers infrastructure initiatives, double-tracking major stretches like this is part of 
that.  Far too many in Congress don’t want to spend a dime of federal money on railroads, though, so we keep going with the 
same tracks we’ve had for a century or more.] 

 

Margaret got up and used the restroom. On her way back she had a long chat with the elderly woman who hadn‘t taken the train 
in decades who‘d sat down across from us at Dearborn station. That woman was apparently visiting her daughter who was a college 
president in Kalamazoo. It amazed me how long she and Margaret visited, but then I‘m rarely one to strike up lengthy conversations with 
strangers.  [In some ways Margaret was extremely shy—more so than me even.  At times, though, she could come across as a 
social butterfly.  Basically she could chat superficially fairly easily, but it was very difficult for her to get close to people.] 

 

I had my computer out through this whole trip, mostly making notes for this travelogue. Everywhere we went the computer 
noticed numerous wireless connections available. Some of the names were amusing, like “Grumpy PC” wireless. Unfortunately I couldn‘t 
connect to any of them. They were all password protected, and none was from Amtrak. Amtrak provides free wi-fi on its East Coast trains 
and in California. They‘ve yet to expand that to the middle of the country, though.  [The regional trains out of Chicago also have free 
wi-fi now, including the Wolverine.  They’ve also installed wi-fi on some long-distance trains.  However, since the Amtrak wi-fi 
comes through a cell phone signal, there are large areas—particularly out West—where it’s likely there never will be wi-fi on 
trains.] 

 

We reached Jackson twelve minutes behind schedule. As we continued west toward Battle Creak I began to feel at home when 
we passed a freight train full of Archer Daniels Midland tanker cars. Near “cereal city”, those tanks were likely full of high fructose corn 
syrup. It‘s also possible they contained ethanol, and either way they were likely boosting the Iowa economy. 



 As we made our way across Michigan we couldn‘t help but notice the huge number of empty factories in the state. Unlike in 
Chicago and much of the East those factories haven‘t been converted to offices or apartments. In Michigan factory after factory after 
factory has just been abandoned. We saw parking lots with weeds growing in them that had grown as high as trees. Michigan was once 
a prosperous and productive state, and it‘s really sad to see so much of it abandoned. It‘s kind of weird that I lived just north of here when 
I was a child, and I don‘t remember the area being industrial at all. It obviously was, though, but unfortunately the industry didn‘t adapt 
well to the 21st Century.  [It’s of course all those lost jobs that so many Michiganders vote for Donald Trump in the last election.  
It’s largely a symbolic vote of desperation, though, because it’s not like any of those jobs are coming back.] 
 

We passed one huge complex that was still going, the Post factory in Battle Creek. Post occupies a whole campus of buildings, 
all right beside the railroad. They‘re “old school” industry with nothing beautiful about them, but at least they‘re still active and still providing 
employment for the local people.  [Food processing is one of the few things that’s still cheaper to do at home than abroad.  It’s 
nothing but wishful thinking to think all those auto parts factories will reopen, though—and, even if they did, most of the work 
would be done by robots.] 

 

We passed a string of junkyards west of Battle Creek, every bit as charming as the ones we‘d seen in Niagara Falls. You‘d think 
in this age of environmental consciousness we‘d do away with junkyards and recycle all that metal. Instead we still just let it sit there and 
rot.  [Actually most junkyard metal is eventually recycled.  They leave it there for a long period, though, because if the parts can 
be re-used, that’s preferable to just melting them down.  It’s amazing just how many junkyards there are in America.  They’re 
mostly screened when you drive by on the highway, but you see every bit of them by train.] 

 

Being in the front car we heard every time the whistle blew, and there seemed to be grade crossings everywhere. It was 
interesting to hear all the different types of whistles—high and low, long and short—that were blown. I have no idea what they all mean, 
but I‘m sure there is some code to them.  [Of course they have this code on Wikipedia.  By far the most common is short, short, 
long, short, which is the mandatory signal whenever a train approaches a grade crossing.] 

 

We were about fifteen minutes late reaching Kalamazoo. There was a long wait there, so I decided to use the restroom.  
Strangely the heat was on in the toilet. Compared to the nasty heat we‘d been having, it was certa inly not warm outside today. It wasn‘t 
so cold that I‘d consider turning on a heater, though. 
 

They made safety announcements again when we left Kalamazoo. We had a new conductor now [which probably means we’d 
changed to a different railroad’s tracks], and he gave the announcement with an amusing patter. He finished with the line, “Ladies and 

gentlemen, we do not anticipate any kind of emergency—but you never, never know.” No, I suppose you don‘t. 
 
I‘d booked a fairly tight connection in Chicago, one that was tighter than Amtrak‘s booking computers would allow. I‘d allowed 

about 90 minutes to make the connection. If we were coming in on a long-distance train, I‘d never have booked something so close, but 
Amtrak‘s regional trains usually run closer to schedule. I‘d checked the actual arrival times in Chicago for several days before we left, and 
each time there was sufficient time to make the connection. Even so, as we got gradually further behind schedule in western Michigan, I 
began to get a little worried. I called “Julie”, and the computer voice told me our train was expected into Chicago early today. As she said 
that, though, we slowed to a crawl again over more fresh gravel. Soon after we came to a dead stop. 

 
My cell phone rang as we rode through western Michigan. It‘s very rare that anyone calls my cell phone; it hadn‘t rung at all 

during the trip. I looked at the number, and it showed a number in an area code I didn‘t recognize: 612-844-0945. I ignored the call, but 
later in the afternoon the phone rang again, coming from the same number. That same number has tried to reach me several times since 
I‘ve been home. I did some research online and found out the number in question (which is in the Minneapolis area code) is an  automatic 
dialer used by the Mitt Romney campaign. I‘ve got to say nothing would make me want to vote for a candidate less than making an 
unsolicited call to my cell phone. Politicians can call my home phone if they wish (and both the Obama and Romney campaigns have, as 
have both of the candidates running for the House of Representatives), but stay away from my cell phone. I think it should be illegal for 
politicians or marketers to make calls that people have to pay to receive. 
 

[Auto-dialers targeting cell phones have become an increasingly common problem in recent years.  Most are based 
overseas, so even if they violate “do not call” regulations, they usually get away with it.  Fortunately it has become somewhat 
easier to block unwanted callers through cell phone apps.  Interestingly, in almost every other country in the world (basically 
everywhere but the U.S. and Canada) it’s the calling party that’s responsible for paying for a cell phone call—just as is the case 
with landline phones.  For some reason we’ve seen fit in North America to charge BOTH the caller and the recipient, and it’s 
unlikely that will change anytime soon.] 

 
We reached New Buffalo, the last stop in Michigan, twenty-five minutes late. A park ranger boarded there and we were told we 

could go to the lounge (that is, the back half of the car we were in) to hear a talk on Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore. His talk was 
superficial at best, but it did kill a couple of minutes. When we got back to our seats we were at Michigan City, essentially the start of 
Chicagoland. 

 
I‘d worn a watch through this trip that I‘d gotten earlier this summer. It was interesting in that it had a “virtual” analog dial produced 

by a liquid crystal display, the same sort of thing some cars use for their speedometers these days. Like every watch I‘ve  ever owned, 
this one was cheap. I liked it, though. Because of that I was sad to see the watch going crazy during this trip, just randomly flashing the 
hands without regard to what time it was. The watch was not waterproof, and of course it had gotten wet when while we made our way 
from the bus to the Amtrak station. I sadly took it off and put it in my bag, pretty much assuming it was now garbage. 
 

 



We made our way quickly past the sand dunes but then slowed down as we went through a switch near the industrial area in 
eastern Gary. While most of it is still active, the industry in Gary is a real blight on the landscape. There are few places anywhere uglier 
than northwest Indiana, and we went at a snail‘s pace all the way through it. 

 
We sped up a little bit when we got to Hammond. The most interesting sight there was football practice at a local high school. 

The residential areas in Hammond look almost identical to Chicago, with apartment buildings on the corners and tall, skinny homes 
crammed onto impossibly small lots between them. We were more than half an hour late getting into Hammond. The schedule is padded 
past there, though, and the conductor told us we should be just fifteen minutes late arriving in Chicago. Just past there, though, we started 
slowing down and eventually stopped. They told us a drawbridge was up. Margaret and I had been delayed by that same drawbridge 
before on our way back from one of our trips east. It was kind of annoying to sit on a low track waiting for a ship to pass as we stared out 
at the huge I-90 bridge carrying car traffic high above us. You‘d think they could build a railroad bridge flying over the canal, just like they 
did for the interstate. We still had to put up with the drawbridge, though.  [Again, railroad infrastructure is the absolute lowest priority 
for politicians—even though a huge amount of our economy depends on freight trains.] 
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We actually lucked out a bit. 

We reached the drawbridge just as a 
ship was passing, and they soon let it 
down. After just a short wait we were 
moving again, paralleling the Dan Ryan 
Expressway on the south side of 
Chicago. We arrived at Union Station 
just 19 minutes late, sandwiched 
between a Metra commuter train on one 
side and an Amtrak Superliner on the 
other. 

 
 Margaret and I again made our 
way to the Metropolitan Lounge, and we 
used another of Margaret‘s passes for 
admission. We didn‘t have a long 
layover this time, but it was still enough 
time to relax just a bit. The lounge was 
crowded (a huge number of trains 
depart between 4 and 6pm), but it was 
still calmer than the main part of the 
station.  [The new Metropolitan 
Lounge handles the peak traffic 
much better.] 
 

 I used the restroom in the 
lounge. All the bathrooms at Union 
Station are a little odd. They all have 
strange electric seat covers instead of 
traditional toilet seats. When you enter 
the stall, you‘re supposed to push a 
button.  That makes a roll of plastic 
advance, putting a fresh bit of plastic 
over the porcelain bowl. It‘s really weird 
to sit on plastic film, but there‘s no other 
choice at Union Station. I‘ve never been 
a germophobe when it comes to toilet 
seats (or much of anything else for that 
matter), and these contraptions just 
seem like overkill.  [Interestingly, 
they’ve done away with these as part 
of the Union Station renovation.  
Today they have pretty normal 
toilets.] 

 
 The other weird thing in the 
restrooms is the hand dryers. They are 
strange high tech affairs that you literally 
place  your  hands inside of.   Instead of  

heating the air, they blow unheated air super-fast. They‘re weird, but they do seem to dry the hands almost instantly.  [Dyson dryers like 
this one have spread to public restrooms all over America.] 

 
I got some coffee and turned on my computer at the seats we‘d chosen. Unfortunately the lid on my coffee hadn‘t fastened 

tightly, and I ended up spilling coffee all over the computer keyboard. I caught it quickly and dried things out. Fortunately when I restarted 
the computer, it worked with no problem.  [That computer, which replaced the one that was stolen on the quiz bowl trip to Chicago, 



had a quirk with its screen display ever since this trip, so perhaps there was some damage after all.  It pretty much bit the dust 
for good just a few weeks before I wrote this revision.  I must say, though, six years of continuous service from a computer isn’t 
that bad these days.] 

 

They don‘t normally board regional trains directly from the Metropolitan Lounge, so we had no choice but to go out to the main 
part of the station. Strangely the pass the lounge attendant gave us said our train would be boarding from Gate F, while the TVs in the 
lounge said it was to leave from Gate C. Both of those gates are in the south boarding area, so we just made our way to the general 
room. About 5:35 we made our way to the south boarding area, and almost immediately they called train 383 for boarding at Gate C. 
There was a long line at Gate C, but almost everyone in it was waiting for a different train. Margaret and I pushed our way to the front 
and ended up being among the first to board our train.   

 
[They’ve actually simplified the coach boarding process since renovating Union Station.  Today they have coach 

passengers for most trains wait in the Great Hall at the west end of Union Station.  That’s an enormous space, so it’s much less 
congested than the traditional boarding area.  They assign people on long distance trains to boarding groups in the same 
manner you might see on an airplane.  When the train is ready to board, those groups are called one at a time, and an employee 
walks each group of passengers out to the tracks.  Regional trains still board from the old waiting area, but by getting rid of the 
long-distance passengers, it frees up space and makes things more pleasant in that area.] 

 
We made our way up the platform to the car designated for Princeton. When we got there a woman in an electric scooter was 

attempting to board from a special lift device, blocking the door we were supposed to use. She was having major problems aligning the 
scooter on the lift, and she ended up giving up. She got off and pushed the thing on there, showing in the process that she was perfectly 
capable of walking. It did make me wonder just how “handicapped” she was.  [I wonder this about all the people in scooters whenever 
I go to Wal-Mart, too.] 

 
I say that, but of course Margaret and I had used elevators wherever we could on this trip. Margaret actually did very well and 

was able to walk long distances on level ground without any problem. Going uphill or up stairs wore her out quickly, though. She‘d go in 
for further testing when we got back, and fortunately they were able to rule out both heart and lung issues. They think it may be a thyroid 
issue (something she‘s had in the past), and they‘re looking into other possibilities as well. Hopefully they‘ll pin down something definite 
and get it fixed as soon as possible.  [This may well have been the start of the leukemia that eventually took her life.  Unfortunately 
that was not something anyone tested for at the time.] 

 

Since the woman in the scooter was causing a major delay, the car attendant let us board one car further up than we were 
supposed to. The car was entirely empty when we got on, but it quickly filled up and was probably about two-thirds full when we left. 

 
They took off the brake right on time at 5:55, and soon we made our way out of the station. It started raining again as we rode 

through Cicero, but fortunately there were no leaks in this car. We had a quick ride through the suburbs on the Metra express track, 
reaching LaGrange Road ahead of schedule. Because of that we had to block traffic for quite some time before we left right on time. We 
were also ahead of schedule at Naperville, and we reached Aurora (right at an hour from Chicago on the Metra trains) just forty-five 
minutes after we‘d left Union Station. 

 
The conductor walked through our car several times during this trip. Something I don‘t think I‘ve mentioned on any of the Amtrak 

trips I‘ve written up before is the recording that plays endlessly on most of the conductors‘ walkie-talkies. It‘s a computerized voice giving 
the train‘s location and the status of the tracks. In most cases it gives a mile number followed by the phrase “no defects”.  In fact, I don‘t 
think I‘ve ever heard those recordings say anything other than “no defects”, and my bet is I wouldn‘t want to. 
 

 
We made our way past the boring housing developments in the distant suburbs and finally on into farm country. We reached 

Plano two minutes late at 6:55pm. It was amusing to overhear someone on their cell phone while we were stopped at the station there. 
They said, “I don‘t know where Plano is, but we just stopped there.” We were four minutes late at Mendota, where the most noteworthy 
thing was a girl leaving the train carrying a hula hoop. A carnival midway had been set up just outside the Mendota station, apparently 
part of that town‘s Sweet Corn Days. 
 

They‘d obviously gotten some rain here recently, as the countryside looked greener than it had when we left. It may be too late 
for some of the crops to properly develop, but at least it makes things look more healthy. 

 
We got into Princeton at 7:47pm, just seven minutes late. We made our way back to Margaret‘s car and drove back up to the 

Econolodge. It was interesting to see lots of trucks belonging to the railroad in the parking lot there. Apparently the construction workers 
were staying at the Econolodge. The Asian owner of the Econolodge remembered Margaret and me, and he checked us in (another 
freebie night) quickly and easily. 

 
We left our stuff in our room and then went over to the Princeton Culver‘s for dinner. Strangely the place was absolutely empty. 

Culver‘s usually is packed; I don‘t think I‘ve ever before been to one where I was the only customer. I had chili, cheese curds, and a 
caramel cashew sundae, while Margaret had potato bacon soup and a strawberry shake. Without asking, the counter girl gave a senior 
discount to both of us, so the total wasn‘t too outrageous. 

 
Back at the hotel we settled in for the night, mostly watching a bit more of the Olympics. I think we both liked the Canadian 

coverage better, but NBC didn‘t do too bad of a job. We got to bed fairly early (it helps that TV ends earlier in Central Time), and we both 
had a decent night‘s sleep. 
 



FRIDAY, AUGUST 10 

Princeton, Illinois to Algona, Iowa 
 

We were up around 7:30 and showered quickly. We again had the minimal breakfast and then checked out of the Econolodge. 
Again the guy at the desk asked if he‘d be seeing us again soon. This time our answer was no, since unless we‘re traveling east, it‘s not 
very often either Margaret or I makes it to Princeton. 

 
We briefly stopped at McDonalds, where I got some much better coffee than the Econolodge had available. I also put 75¢ in a 

machine and picked up a copy of the local paper, the Bureau County Republican. I grew up with nearby newspapers called the Times—
Democrat and the Herald—Whig [the Quincy, Illinois party which is one of the last remnants vestiges of the party of Zachary 
Taylor and Millard Filmore], and it‘s always seemed odd to me that in the 1800s papers chose to announce their politics in their 

mastheads. I‘m sure if someone started a news service today their marketing experts would tell them to avoid political labels  like the 
plague, lest they should alienate potential customers. [This may well be the reason why the Davenport Times—Democrat has 
morphed into the Quad City Times.]  Even blatantly biased sources like Fox News and MSNBC avoid directly referring to themselves 

as Republican or Democratic. 
 

I read through the Bureau County Republican as we made our way westward on I-80. It‘s a small town weekly (remarkably 
similar to the Algona Upper Des Moines [which has since assumed the name of an earlier paper it took over, the Kossuth County 
Advance], and except for the editorial page there‘s nothing political about it. The big news was the sudden death of a high school football 
player who was killed during two-a-days. [A string of similar deaths in recent years has led to strict regulations on much teams 
are allowed to practice.]  There was also an article about shortcomings in the city budget, accounts of accidents and minor drug arrests, 

news of the winners of a baby contest, write-ups of vacation Bible school at area churches, an announcement that Casey‘s was expanding 
their Princeton store, and lots and lots of filler articles—like one with tips on how to avoid burglary that would be more appropriate for 
people who live in the Chicago suburbs than in Princeton. 

 
Even the paper‘s own editorial was completely a-political. The editor instead wrote of spending a day taking his daughter to see 

the Cubs at Wrigley Field. What was political were the letters to the editor. There were two—one liberal and one conservative.  The liberal 
one was about the federal budget and noted that—in spite of claims—Democrats have been better at balancing it than Republicans in 
recent years. In particular she noted that President Clinton left our country with a budget surplus, while President Bush (who she noted 
was the last President who called himself a “businessman”) left us deeply in the red. 

 
The conservative letter was written by someone in Florida. I don‘t know if he was retired from the area or if he was part of a 

group that sent letters to publications all over the country (something the Algona paper often publishes). He gave a three-column diatribe 
against wind turbines. I must say that surprised me in a Midwestern newspaper, since even the staunchest Republicans I know support 
wind energy. They don‘t care about whether it saves fossil fuel or prevents global warming, but they do like that it brings money to the 
farmers who lease out space in their fields.  [President Trump has severely criticized wind energy, but about the only argument 
he’s given is that wind turbines are ugly.  That might be true in a seaside or mountain location, but in the Midwest it’s not like 
there’s much of anything they’re taking a toll on the landscape.  Chances are his real reason for opposing renewable energy is 
that it takes money away from his cronies in the oil and coal industries.  I wonder just how beautiful he thinks a coal-burning 
power plant is.] 

 
David Burrow, in Alaire Miller‘s apartment 

Coralville, Iowa 

 We had an uneventful drive over to Iowa City 
and got to Alaire‘s around 10am. We had a quick visit 
and left her the jigsaw puzzle we‘d gotten at the CN 
Tower. We couldn‘t linger, though, since both Margaret 
and I still had lengthy journeys ahead of us. We both set 
off in our separate cars around 11:15. 
 

 Traffic was very heavy as I headed up I-380 to 
Cedar Rapids.  Once in C.R. itself I saw a whole bunch 
of vehicles labeled that they held student drivers. It‘s 
interesting that back when I was in driver‘s ed, I never 
once drove on the interstate—or more than about ten 
miles out of town, for that matter. Unlike most of the kids 
today, though, I did have to drive on snow and ice in 
driver‘s ed. They always seem to do drivers training in 
summer these days, and I think that leaves kids ill-
prepared when winter comes.  [Just this year Algona 
started doing driver’s ed during the school year.  I 
really do think that’s a good thing.  It really is 
important to know how a car handles in slippery 
conditions.] 
 

 I drove north through Waterloo, where I 
couldn‘t help but notice school was already in session. I  



assume the Waterloo schools were designated “in need of improvement” by the state and lengthened their calendar in response. I‘m 
definitely not one of those people who thinks school should only start after Labor Day (indeed, when I was a kid we always started the 
week before that), but the first week of August is just ridiculous.  [I’d be fine if we went to year-round school, with seasonal vacation 
periods scattered throughout the year.  I really don’t see much to be gained by just lengthening the school year, though.] 

 
I bought gas at a Casey‘s in Nashua ($3.529) and then made a detour from there. The detour took me past the historic Little 

Brown Church, and for the rest of the day I couldn‘t get that song “There‘s a church in the valley by the wildwood …” out of my head.  The 
church was not my destination, though. Instead, I headed over to New Hampton, where I stopped at their Pamida store. The whole 
Pamida chain was recently bought by ShopKo. They‘re closing many of the stores and converting others to the ShopKo brand.  Even 
those that are staying open are having all the Pamida inventory liquidated before the changeover. It‘s interesting given the shaky economy 
that almost no stores have actually gone under in recent years. I remember getting lots of good bargains back in the ‘80s and ‘90s, but 
Pamida is the first liquidation I‘ve seen since K-Mart shut about half their stores a decade ago. At the New Hampton Pamida everything 
was between 30 and 50% off, and I picked up a number of good bargains—band aids, shampoo, toothpaste, and the like. I even made 
one impulse buy, a coffee mug with a quote from Oscar Wilde. It says, “No man is rich enough to buy back his past”, and then has the 
word “LIVE” emblazoned in different fonts all over the cup. At less than a dollar it‘s really quite a nice mug. 
 

My drive home was much more pleasant than starting the trip had been. It was only about 80o out this afternoon, almost twenty 
degrees cooler than it was when I left. I had a fairly easy drive back to Algona and got home right at 4pm. I barely had time to catch my 
breath, because I had an event at church in the evening. [I have absolutely no idea what that event might have been.  A Friday night 
in summer is a very odd time to have anything happening at church.]  Then starting Saturday I‘d be out at school getting ready for 

the new year. 
 

A SIDE 

NOTE … 
 
 I happened to dig out the 
travelogue I wrote when we went to 
Toronto in 1999, and I noticed that I 
began that by mentioning Garrigan‘s 
first-ever trip to the state baseball 
tournament. The week before we‘d 
headed to Canada, I had gone down to 
Marshalltown to see the kids play at 
state. It‘s interesting that thirteen years 
later when I made another trip to 
Toronto the Golden Bear team made it 
to state again, for just the second time 
in school history. State now takes place  

 
2012 Bishop Garrigan baseball team 

at Principal Park in Des Moines, and when I was down there I joked with a few people that going to Toronto must be a good luck charm 
and I should go there more often. Perhaps I should.  [I’ve not ben back to Toronto since 2012.  Garrigan has made it to the sub-
state final almost every year since then, but they’ve not returned to state.  Maybe I should go back to Toronto again.] 
 

ADDENDUM TO THE REVISION … 

 
Arrest of Alek Minassian 

 
 [I finished revising this travelogue in 
mid-April 2018.  About a week later, on April 23, 
there was a horrible terror attack in Toronto.  
When I first heard about it I assumed it had 
happened downtown, perhaps at Eaton Centre 
or near Union Station or the CN Tower.  In fact 
the incident (where a student and phone app 
developer identified as Alek Minassian drove a 
rental van repeatedly onto a sidewalk at high 
speed, killing at least 10 and injuring 15 others) 
took place on Yonge Street, between Finch and 
Sheppard.  Several of those killed at Mel 
Lastman Square, where our hotel was located.  
The van finally stopped about a block south of 
Sheppard, in approximately the location of the 
Chinese restaurant we ate at.  Yonge Street was 
sealed  off for more than a mile,  and the North  



York subway station were expected to be closed for multiple days as the investigation continued.  Trains bypassed North York 
and went straight to Finch, which was north of the crime scene. 
 
 I’ve read of similar attacks in Germany and France, and of course North America was overdue for something similar.  I 
expected this sort of thing to happen in Times Square, though, or perhaps North Michigan Avenue or Hollywood Boulevard.  It 
really hit home to have it occur in an obscure neighborhood of a “safe” Canadian city  that I’d personally spent a lot of time in.  
My feelings were much the same as when Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans.  It felt much more personal and immediate than 
my reaction to most tragedies, and I’ll likely follow developments in the coming weeks much more closely than the shooting at 
a Waffle House in Nashville that happened the previous day.  This was somewhere I’d spent time and walked around.  I 
recognized things in the pictures and knew exactly where everything was.   

  
News photos from the Yonge Street terror incident – Toronto  

  
 

 

 

 I certainly do feel for all the 
victims of this tragedy, and I will 
certainly keep them in my prayers.  
This may make me more aware of my 
surroundings when I’m a pedestrian, 
and I may try when I can to walk 
against traffic—even when I’m 
walking on the sidewalk—so I can 
see what’s coming. 
 
 There’s far too much 
senseless violence in our modern 
world, and we need to find a way to 
stop it.  There’s no reason innocent 
people should lose their lives just 
because they’re in the wrong place at 
the wrong time.  I hope and pray  that 
soon we can wake up and put a stop 
to it once and for all.] 

 


