
 

 
Banner in the BGHS gym showing the many times the school  

has been to the National Academic Championships 

[UPDATE: March, 2020—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.   

 
As I write this revision we’re in the midst 

of the global coronavirus pandemic, with millions 
expected to be infected and thousands already 
dead.  Because of the outbreak we won’t be 
headed to nationals in 2020, even though our 
team won multiple tournaments earlier in the 
school year.  I suppose that makes as good a time 
as any to exacpe to the glory days of the past.] 

 
 I’ll start this with a “spoiler alert”, as they say 
in book and  movie reviews.   My quiz bowl teams at 

Garrigan have been quite successful over the years. We’ve qualified for the National Academic Championships fifteen times in the last 

twenty years. Our first trip was to Dallas in 1995. We won three of four games we played that year. Sixteen teams made the playoffs, 

though, and we were #17. Since then we’ve made repeated trips to the East Coast and to Chicago, St. Louis, and New Orleans. Many 

times we had teams that were the best in our area, but which weren’t really all that competitive against the top kids from big suburban 

schools. They eventually changed the format to add more preliminary games. In that format we got three wins multiple times, but under  

 
Tournament director Chip Beall congratulates the Bishop Garrigan team on finally making playoffs 



the new rules four wins were required to qualify for playoffs. It honestly got kind of frustrating to be perpetual bridesmaids—doing well, 

but not quite well enough.  This year, though, we had a 4 – 2 record in our preliminary games and finally made it to playoffs. We ended 

up as the #12 team in the tournament. That’s the best we’ve ever done and the best showing of any team from Iowa. The rest of the trip 

went well, too. There were no unfortunate surprises, and just about everything went smoothly. It really was a nice trip. 

 

 
 

I was up promptly at 6:00 this morning, and I quickly showered and dressed. I’d left my own car at school yesterday and taken 

home a school vehicle (with permission, of course). I’d already put my bag in the back, so when I was out of the shower, I was quickly on 

my way. 

 

I stopped briefly at McDonalds on the way out to school, maintaining a tradition of fast food breakfasts before school events that 

goes back to when I was in school myself. I had a coupon (the result of an online survey) for to get a second Egg McMuffin free when 

purchasing a single one. While I didn’t really need two breakfast sandwiches, the coupon did bring the individual price down to about 

what it was when I started making these quiz bowl trips. 

 

We ended up with a sort of send-off for this year’s trip, though nothing at all official. That’s because our girls track team was 

leaving for state at essentially the same time as we were heading out, and all the girls and their parents politely wishes us well. We 

returned the favor, and it ended up being quite a festive departure. 

 

We had a fairly minimal group for our trip down South. Seven students and three adults were officially part of our delegation, but 

two of the kids wouldn’t be joining us until later. Those two boys had qualified for state track, one of them in four different events. The 

state track meet overlapped the national quiz bowl tournament, and I’d purposely listed these kids as “alternates” assuming they wouldn’t 

actually be able to compete at nationals. Once we got our competition schedule, though, it turned out that almost all our games were on 

Sunday. It would be possible for the boys and their family to drive from Des Moines down to New Orleans and get there for all but one of 

our games. That’s exactly what they ended up doing. Since they weren’t here yet, we had only eight people distributed among two school 

vehicles. 

 
Good luck messages on Mr. Burrow’s chalkboard to the original team and those who would be joining the group later 

[Right before school was cancelled due to the the coronavirus outbreak, I erased a similar message wishing good luck to 

our basketball teams, since 2020 was the first time ever our girls and boys made it to state basketball in the same year.] 

 

As I always do in these quiz bowl write-ups, let me take a minute to introduce the group. For those who have read my travelogues 

in the past, the names will be familiar. Everyone on the team had been to nationals at least once before. That experience is likely part of 

the reason for this year’s success.  [Experience really does make a difference at nationals.  It helps the kids have confidence, and 

there are also some unusual quirks of the rules that they learn from having been there before.] 

 



Everyone would agree that the MVP of our team was Levi Bernhard. A recent graduate, Levi was making his fourth straight trip 

to nationals. Aside from excelling in quiz bowl, Levi has been successful in band, speech, and drama, and he has also won awards for 

his artwork and writing. One of Levi’s main hobbies is keeping bees, and he’s always presented his teachers with a small jar of honey at 

Christmas. [I’d forgotten about the gifts of honey.  I kind of miss them.]  He plans to attend Loras College next year, apparently with 

a communications related major. 

 

Jakob Hamilton was the other senior on the team. This was Jake’s third trip to nationals. Jake often serves as our captain, 

because he’s good at sifting through different answers his teammates have. Jake’s classmates selected him to give the student address 

at this year’s commencement ceremony, and he did a wonderful job. He’s an all-stater in choir and speech, and he’s run at state in cross-

country. He’ll be going to Wartburg College in the fall as a pre-engineering major. 

 

Hannah Bernhard is a junior and the only girl on our national team. She’s Levi’s sister and an excellent quiz bowl player in her 

own right. She would alternate with Jake as our captain at nationals. Hannah is a voracious reader, and she’s a pianist who has played 

the works of many composers. That background helps her do well with questions on literature and the arts. In last year’s travelogue I 

described Hannah as “a quiet, polite girl with a strangely offbeat sense of humor”. That’s a surprisingly apt description of a very talented 

young woman. 

 

Tony Kollasch was the kid who qualified for four different events at state track. He also runs cross-country, and he enjoys 

watching those sports he doesn’t participate in. Tony is also active in math team, band, choir, and drama. He was officially in charge of 

this year’s community quiz bowl, though all the kids worked hard on that event. [The 2020 community quiz bowl was yet another event 

that was ordered cancelled due to the pandemic.]  This would be his third trip to nationals, and he’d like to join his sister Anna in being 

a four-time national veteran. 

 

Zach Kollasch is Tony’s twin brother. He looks like Tony, and the two of them have essentially the same interests and activities. 

They also both have deep bass voices. As long as I’ve been teaching, I’ve had trouble telling twins apart. The Kollasches are easier than 

most, though. Tony almost always has slightly longer hair than Zach (though both keep their hair quite short), and most of the time the 

color of their clothes is also a clue. Tony almost always wears something that’s either yellow or green, while Zach favors the color orange. 

In a school with uniforms, it’s usually only their shoes that are those colors, and I’ve gotten used to looking at their feet when they walk 

toward me to see who it is I’m talking to.  [Telling Zach and tony apart has only gotten harder since they’ve graduated and I don’t 

see them as often.  At our school’s anniversary celebration I had a lengthy conversation with one or the other of the Kollasches, 

but I honestly couldn’t tell you which one.] 

 

Our other junior was Taylor Illg, who had been out to Washington with us last summer. Taylor is built like a football player (which 

his father was), but his principal sport is cross-country. He was very proud to finish in last place at state last fall—and to have improved 

his time dramatically over the course of the season. Taylor is also in music, speech, and drama, and he works to do the best he can 

academically. 

 

Rounding out the team was Devin Degen, a sophomore who is already one of our top quiz bowl players. Devin is a varsity 

starter on our baseball team, and he’s also out for (if not quite so successful at) football, basketball, and track. He also qualified for state 

on our math team. Devin can sometimes come across as a bit of a smart aleck, but I could tell that he ’d grown up a lot since last year. 

[Devin and his little brother Ben would be the core of our quiz bowl team for many years to come.] 

 

In addition to the players and yours truly, there were two other chaperons. Dawn Bernhard (whose first name is actually the 

same as her daughter’s) had officially been an “observer” at the national tournaments in 2011 and 2012. She was an official chaperone 

last summer in Washington, and she filled that role again this year. Dawn grew up in a rural area near Chattanooga, and even after living 

in Iowa for decades she maintains a bubbly southern voice. She’s a farm wife, but she’s also employed. Her job is to promote a specific 

cattle breed among young people. She mostly tele-commutes, but she also flies to her organization’s headquarters in Dallas periodically. 

Much of her job involves organizing tours that take 4-H and FFA kids to visit ranches around the West. Those tours involve bus loads of 

kids, so keeping track of our little group was easy for her.  [Dawn now coordinates RSVP, an organization that coordinates senior 

citizen volunteers around the area.] 

 

The final member of this year’s official delegation was Jake Rosenmeyer, whose name may be familiar from our past trips to 

nationals. Jake was our captain back when Levi was a freshman, which was the last time we’d gone to New Orleans. Jake is now a junior 

at Briar Cliff University, where he’s majoring in education and theology. His dream job would be to come back to Garrigan and teach 

religion—and I’d love it if he did. Jake recently turned 21, and it was amusing that while he had always been quite vocally against drinking 

when he was in high school, he’s obviously enjoying being of legal age in college.  [Jake did return to Garrigan, where he taught 

religion and social studies.  He then committed to becoming a priest and entered the seminary in St. Louis this past fall.  Like 

almost every other learning institution in the country, the seminary was closed down due to the coronavirus pandemic, so Jake 

is back home again this spring.] 

 

Our crosstown rivals at Algona High would also be heading to national quiz bowl this year. In recent years there have always 

been three “phases” of the National Academic Championships [since expanded to four] (basically three separate large tournaments, 

but the winners of each phase then compete against each other at the end to determine a grand champion), and Algona was entered in 

the D.C. phase. I was actually kind of glad we weren’t going to that site this year—not because AHS was, but because the D.C. phase 



was being held at a hotel that was nowhere near the metro.  [We’d go to that the following year, and it really was quite inconvenient.]   

I’d been intrigued to hear on the radio that Algona was flying to Washington. That would be quite expensive, and with all the limitations 

on luggage these days I’d think it would be impractical for a group like that. I’m very glad that our school made a decision years ago that 

we’d be able to take school transportation on these trips. At current gas prices, that costs the school around a thousand dollars. If they 

made us pay it, we’d probably find a way to do so, but there’s never been any question but that the school would cover that cost—just as 

they do for sports or fine arts activities. 

 

This year we’d have be traveling in the nicest school vehicles we’ve ever used. The “bad” vehicle was our black Suburban, which 

was new to the school when we made our trip to Washington in 2010. [That vehicle has since been retired.]  While we’ve had a lot of 

quiz bowl adventures in that vehicle (like a tire blowing out last summer), it’s still a good vehicle and it’s got less than 100,000 miles on 

it.  That’s less than half of what my own car has, and I’m hoping to nurse a bit more out of it. [My own car died for good not long after 

this trip, and the car I replaced it with is now at 160,000 miles.]  In addition to the Suburban we had a nearly new silver Chevy 

Traverse. The school bought the Traverse (which is technically used, but still under warranty) because it’s supposedly a “small car” that 

gets better gas mileage than the Suburban. “Small” is a relative term, particularly for someone who’s used to driving a subcompact. The 

Traverse is a minivan, and like the Suburban it will seat eight people. The dimensions are slightly smaller; the Traverse is cramped when 

loaded to capacity, while there’s room to spare in the Suburban. The difference in gas mileage was slight, though over the life of the 

vehicle it probably will be significant. Both vehicles took a lot of gas, but the fills cost a bit less for the Traverse.  [Garrigan still owns the 

Traverse, and it remains my favorite of the school vehicles.] 

 

On the way south the Bernhard kids rode in the Suburban, while the other three rode in the Traverse. Mrs. Bernhard 

understandably stayed with her children the whole way, while both Jake and I alternated between the two vehicles. That kept things from 

becoming as cliquey as they sometimes do. On the way back a couple (when the Kollasch boys joined us) a couple of kids alternated 

between vehicles themselves. It was definitely the most mixing we’ve had on one of these trips. 

 

We were scheduled to leave at 7:00, and the clock in the Traverse read 7:02 when we pulled out. That’s certainly close enough 

for a long trip like this one. There was construction on highway 18 heading out of Algona. They’re mostly working in the ditch, but two of 

the four lanes are coned off as part of the deal. Traffic was heavy all the way over to I-35. These days, that’s almost always the case. A 

lot of people live in Algona, Britt, Garner, Forest City, Clear Lake, or Mason City, but work in one of the other towns. There’s no clear 

pattern as to who lives and works where, so there’s lots of traffic both directions all the time. 

 

At I-35 highway 18 becomes Avenue of the Saints, the four-lane “not quite interstate” that they started building when I was in 

high school. The weirdest thing about Avenue of the Saints is that the mileposts keep changing the place they are measured from. On 

the first stretch everything is numbered as highway 18, measuring distances from the South Dakota border near Sioux Falls. Then at 

Charles City the distances switch to those on highway 218, showing how far you are from Keokuk. There’s a brief stretch in Cedar Falls 

that has no distance markings or exit numbers at all. The next stretch measures from Sioux City along highway 20. Then there’s I-380, 

which counts down miles to Coralville. From there they resume following highway 218’s distance scheme, and the last part in southern 

Iowa counts down distances on what used to be a county road along a shortcut to the Missouri border. Particularly around Charles City 

that can get confusing, because the numbers count up to the low 200s (from the west) as you approach Charles City and then count 

down (toward the south) after you pass it. That’s got to be a problem for travelers who are looking for particular exit numbers. Since the 

whole thing is officially called highway 27, they’d do well to re-number everything with a consistent set of mileposts and exit numbers.  

[They still have inconsistent mileposts, which just seems silly to me.] 
 

 We kept going past Charles City, continuing on 
south of Waverly to Janesville. We stopped at a Kwik Star 
convenience store just off the road there. I used to stop at 
this place all the time, but in recent years it’s become much 
harder to do so. While you used to just turn off the road to 
get it, now there’s a formal exit—something that likely 
makes things easier for people who are commuting from 
Janesville to either Waverly of Waterloo. Bizarrely, though, 
at the ends of both sides of the interchange are traffic 
circles (or more properly “roundabouts”) rather than stop 
signs. For some reason highway engineers seem 
enamored with these monstrosities. I have no idea what 
they think they accomplish that a couple of simple stop 
signs (particularly if it’s a four-way stop at the end of the 
exit) won’t—other than complicate the traffic flow. They’re 
a chore to drive through, and I’d think they’d be even worse 
for semis or RVs.  They also must be  a nightmare for  the  

 
US Department of Transportation illustration 

of a roundabout interchange similar to the one in Janesville 

snowplows in winter.  There seem to be more and more of them each year, though. Recently they added three roundabouts to highway 

169 in the town Blue Earth, Minnesota just north of Algona. There’s nothing about the traffic in Blue Earth that demanded any change at 

all, but suddenly they have three silly traffic circles.  [The advantages to roundabouts are supposed to be “traffic calming” (i.e., they 

force you to slow down)—which is the justification for those in Blue Earth—and a reduction in T-bone accidents (since they 

eliminate 90o intersections).  I still hate the things, though, and I really don’t know how to deal with them.  I don’t think I’ve been 

back to the Kwik Trip in Janesville since this trip, and I’d bet a lot of other people stopped going there as well—just because 

the roundabouts make it too much of a pain to patronize the place.] 



 

Fortunately, for southbound traffic headed to the convenience store, the Janesville roundabouts are just a minimal 

inconvenience. (Northbound, where you have to go around the better part of both circles, it would be much worse.) We made a fairly 

quick stop, just pausing long enough for everyone to use the toilet and get some refreshments. 

 

We continued south to Cedar Falls and Waterloo, where Avenue of the Saints joins Interstate 380. No matter how many times I 

drive it, it never ceases to amaze me how close Iowa City, Cedar Rapids, and Waterloo are when following 380. I remember early in my 

teaching career when I used the stretch between C.R. and Waterloo as an example of the Pythagorean Theorem. Old highway 218 

basically follows two legs of a right triangle, while the interstate forms the hypotenuse. Add to that the increase from two to four lanes and 

avoiding towns like Vinton, and it seems to take no time at all to head from one of eastern Iowa’s cities to another. Even with a bit of 

construction, we sailed right along. 

 

We made our lunch stop in my old hometown of Mt. Pleasant—though the only thing we saw that existed when I lived there was 

the old Lutheran church that used to be clear at the edge of town. We stopped at the same KFC/Taco Bell where three years ago they’d 

commented on ―what nice young’uns‖ our kids were. The place came across as only slightly less Southern this time. The service was 

surprisingly prompt, though, and the food was tasty. 

 

I had a quesadilla and a taco, and almost everyone else ordered from the Mexican menu as well. While we ate, many of the kids 

repeated a common complaint among residents of Algona—that when our local KFC remodeled they ended up sharing their space with 

Long John Silver’s instead of Taco Bell. The managers claim they did lots of research before making the change, but I seriously doubt 

they asked anyone under the age of sixty. My personal bet is they just picked the cheaper franchise. The busiest restaurant in town is 

Cinco de Mayo, a former Happy Chef that an immigrant family converted to a sit-down Mexican restaurant. Based on how busy they 

always are, I’d think a taco place would do a land office business in Algona. I know I’d stop at one, and I never eat at either KFC or Long 

John Silver’s. [I’ve never even been in the Algona location.]  That’s pretty much what all the students say as well.  [The nearest Taco 

Bell locations to Algona are in Clear Lake and Spencer, 45 – 50 miles away.  My students go to them frequently, though—and 

it’s business our local KFC franchise is missing out on.] 

 

After lunch we continued down Avenue of the Saints. The highway is essentially finished, with the exception of its route through 

Hannibal, Missouri. Hannibal is the one place that has neither a bypass nor a downtown expressway. The route continues to be four 

lanes, but it makes its way through Hannibal on city streets. The speed limit is 35mph, and there’s stop light after stop light after stop 

light. Supposedly a bypass has been proposed, but it’s far from a priority in this irrelevant corner of the Show Me State.  [The U.S. 61 

bypass in Hannibal is still proposed, but unfunded, and it appears it will remain that way indefinitely.] 

 

We stopped for gas in Hannibal, which I think we’ve done on every other quiz bowl trip when we’ve headed south as well. In the 

past we usually stopped at a disgusting old Ayerco station that was noteworthy for how disgusting it was. Today, though, we stopped at 

a sparkling new Casey’s. Since we happened to be at Casey’s, I saved the school a bit of money by scanning my Hy-Vee fuel saver card. 

The points I’d accumulated were about to expire, and I knew I wouldn’t use them myself before I did. The savings might as well go to the 

school. Strangely, for some reason the discount got double credited. The pump price went down 22¢ (the amount on the card) when I 

scanned it, but when I got the receipt there was an additional discount that was equivalent to another 22¢ a gallon. I’m not sure if Casey’s 

was having some special promotion or what, but I wasn’t going to complain about extra value.  [As I write this revision I have more 

than 80¢ on my fuel saver card.  With the corona pandemic, though, my tank is nearly full, and I’m unlikely to really need gas 

any time soon.  What’s more gas is currently going for a buck seventy-five at full price, the cheapest it’s been in years, so the 

savings really aren’t all that necessary at present.] 

 

The stretch of Avenue of the Saints between Hannibal and St. Louis is the oldest stretch of that highway. Highway 61 has been 

four lanes through here basically forever, and it’s a bad old road with steep grades that moves way too much traffic.  Something that’s 

particularly annoying is that on every four lane in the state Missouri has milled rumble strips right along the painted line by the shoulder. 

Iowa has similar strips carved in places where the four lanes have paved shoulders (a lot of them in Iowa have gravel shoulders instead), 

but here we put the rumble strips a foot or two beyond the stripe, so you hit it only if you’ve actually gone off the road. People touch that 

painted stripe for legitimate reasons all the time, and in Missouri vehicles are forever hitting the rumble strips. I must have done it half a 

dozen times at least, and we repeatedly heard trucks that had veered just an inch out of the lane and hit it. 

 

I was amused to see an Adopt-a-Highway crew working north of St. Louis. The sign for that stretch of highway had announced 

that the area was adopted by “Correction Alternatives”, and it was not a surprise that the guys picking up trash were dressed in orange. 

While they had no physical shackles, it was essentially a modern version of the old chain gang. 

 

At Wentzville (traditionally the northwest corner of metro St. Louis, though commuters travel from much farther these days) 

Avenue of the Saints feeds onto the St. Louis beltway. The part signed as I-64 runs past office parks and bucolic housing developments 

in the distant suburbs. At Chesterfield the beltway becomes I-270, which carries much more traffic and feels much more urban. A small 

part of this scrapes the edge of the actual city of St. Louis, though it’s nowhere remotely near downtown. 

 

I-270 lets out on a stretch of Interstate 55 that is twelve lanes wide. It was rush hour when we joined I-55, but those many lanes 

moved the traffic along with no problem. The wide stretch extends quite a ways south. Unfortunately, it ends well shy of where today’s 

suburbs extend. The worst traffic we encountered on the trip was in Herculaneum, Missouri. Traffic came to a dead stop just north of 



there, and it was stop and go for several miles. It turned out that the problem was the ramp for the exit at Herculaneum. There’s obviously 

some huge housing development there. Traffic was backed up all the way up the ramp and back onto the interstate itself. The light at the 

end of the ramp would only let a couple of cars through at a time, so it became gridlock. Herculaneum is the sort of place that might 

actually benefit from roundabouts instead of stop lights at the end of the interchange. Unfortunately it’s places like Janesville and Blue 

Earth where they’re building the things. 

 

I’d originally planned to make our afternoon stop in Festus, which is in the south suburbs of St. Louis. Unfortunately Festus was 

the start of the traffic back-up for Herculaneum, so we ended up stopped on the highway instead of at the side of the road. We ended up 

continuing almost to Sainte Genevieve. We stopped at a Love’s truck stop at Bloomsdale, where my main memory is buying some salt 

and vinegar potato chips. 

 

The final part of our drive today was easy. Once we were finally out of metro St. Louis, I-55 carried surprisingly little traffic. The 

only other place of significance we passed through was Cape Girardeau, and it was no problem at all getting through there. Around 6:30 

we finally reached our destination of Sikeston. 

 

The last time I took a quiz bowl group to St. Louis we stayed at the Drury Inn—Sikeston, which was one of the nicest hotels I’ve 

ever stayed at. I priced that hotel when I was planning this trip, but at $175 a night it wasn’t even remotely close to our budget. Instead 

we ended up across the street at the Sikeston Super 8. The place was nothing special, but for a third of what the Drury Inn charged, it 

didn’t have to be.  [Since we were originally looking at going to New Orleans this summer, I priced the Drury Inn again.  It’s 

actually less expensive than it was six years ago, but at about $130 a night it was still more than I cared to pay—more expensive 

than the Hampton Inn in New Orleans where the tournament was scheduled to take place.] 

 

We checked in and got settled fairly quickly. Then I called a group meeting with the kids in my room. We discussed our plans 

for tomorrow, and in particularly when we’d be departing. Then it was time for dinner. The kids decided that they were fine just going next 

door to McDonald’s. It wasn’t the most exciting food, but it was easy. I had a Southwest salad at McDonald’s, which these days is probably 

my favorite thing on their menu. I also ordered french fries and a small blueberry pomegranate smoothie. It made quite a tasty dinner.  

[McD’s no longer sells blueberry smoothies in America.  Since being diagnosed with diabetes last fall, that’s probably a good 

thing from my point of view.] 

 

I always like to start out each day with the vehicles gassed up, so Jake and I went out to buy gas tonight. We ended up at a 

rather disgusting Cenex station. It was a familiar place; I’m pretty sure I’d stopped here the last time we’d stayed overnight in Sikeston. 

Strangely there aren’t any gas stations right at the exit off I-55, so this Cenex was the nearest place to fuel up. [Actually there is a gas 

station on the east side of the exit, but all the hotels are to the west.]  I had to wait to pull in, because someone had parked awkwardly 

between the two pumps. We did manage to get some gas, though, and then we went back to the motel. 

 

 
Website photo of the TV news story 

 I spent much of the evening doing work on the 
school website. Most of that was just stop-gap work, 
because this summer we’re moving the entire site to a new 
server. It still needed to be done, though, and it occupied 
quite a bit of my time. 
 
 We watched the 10:00 news when it came on. 
Sikeston appears to be in a TV market that mostly serves 
southern Illinois; the station we watched came from 
Carbondale. The big local story was one that also made 
national news—the heartwarming account of a newborn 
girl who was abandoned in a cemetery on a snowy day 
near Christmas 1995. A young man found her while he was 
working to fix a cable TV outage. The man was also a 
volunteer first responder and was able to give first aid to 
the baby and take her to the hospital. Eighteen years later 
the girl was graduating with honors at a southern Illinois 
high school. Her adoptive parents had tracked down the 
man who rescued her (now an “emergency 
communications specialist” in Indiana) and invited him to 
their  daughter’s  graduation.  He  accepted  the invitation,  

and it was understandably an emotional reunion. The feel good story was a good way to call an end to the day, and I got to sleep fairly 

quickly. 
 

 
 

While I got to sleep fairly quickly, I also woke up quite early. I tossed and turned from 3:00 onward and decided to actually start 

the day at 5:45. Others in our group said they had good showers, but the one in the room Jake and I shared barely dripped. It was 



definitely not the best way to start the day.  [The shower is to me what makes or breaks a hotel room.  A lot of faults can be forgiven 

if there’s a strong shower, but a bare trickle will spoil a luxury room.] 

 

Probably the worst aspect about the Sikeston Super 8 was their breakfast. Like most motels these days, the focus of the 

breakfast bar was do-it-yourself waffles, which looked extremely unappetizing. Aside from that the choices were quite meager indeed. I 

had a tiny cup of yogurt and some really nasty coffee. [It would be fascinating to look back and find out just how many times I’ve 

compared about hotel breakfasts in these travelogues over the years.  I’ve had some very nice breakfasts, but I think far more 

have been disappointing.] 

 

I decided to walk over to a nearby Burger King for a better breakfast. That was not a good choice. I waited forever to be served, 

and it turned out to be not much better than what I’d had at the Super 8. I ordered a ham and cheese croissant and ended up with exactly 

that. Normally “ham and cheese” on a breakfast sandwich is assumed to also include scrambled eggs, but this one had only ham and 

cheese. What’s more the croissant was burnt and the coffee I ordered with it was bitter. … Oh, well! 

 
Welcome to Arkansas 

 
 We were off around 7:30. The first leg 
was just a short hop southward to the welcome 
center just inside Arkansas, about an hour south 
of Sikeston. We used the restroom and then took 
the first in a series of pictures before state 
welcome signs. Soon we were on our way again. 
 
 It’s just a little over 70 miles through 
Arkansas before we crossed the river into 
Tennessee. Most of that was a dull drive through 
corn and rice fields. For the last ten miles or so I-
55 joined Interstate 40 to make its way through 
suburban Memphis. There was construction in 
that area where they were obviously trying to 
widen the road. Meanwhile the combined 
freeways were funneled onto a temporary route 
with two narrow lanes and no shoulder in each 
direction. I was very glad when we finally reached 
the bridge and crossed the river into Memphis. 

 
 In the city of Memphis I-55 follows two 
very  different  freeways that happen to share the  

same route number. Through the downtown and industrial districts the road is about as old as I am. It winds through a concrete-lined 

ditch with narrow lanes, tight turns, and abrupt exits and entrances. South of downtown (near the airport and Graceland) it is an eight-

lane elevated highway that is co-signed with I-69. Both sections move a lot of traffic, but at least the southern part is designed for that. 

 
Welcome to the Magnolia State 

 
 Before long we were through the city and into the 
booming suburbs of northern Mississippi. Soon the 
freeway narrowed back to four lanes, though if anything 
traffic picked up. I was glad when the metro area finally 
petered out and we reached our next destination, the 
Mississippi welcome center. 
 
 Mississippi has some of the nicest rest areas of 
any state in the country, and their welcome centers are 
especially nice. This time we snapped our picture beneath 
a towering magnolia tree, an appropriate welcome to the 
state nicknamed after that tree. 
 
 I was a passenger on the next stretch. Dawn and 
Jake drove, while I rode in the black suburban. I spent most 
of the time grading the final exams I’d given in my 
Advanced Algebra class. Devin had mentioned several 
times that he had been wondering how he did on that test, 
and he’d also gotten a text message yesterday from 
another student who wanted to know his score.  [Smart 
students are almost always concerned about how they 

do in class.  We’ve been doing work online while live classes have been cancelled with the corona outbreak.  While I was writing 

this revision I had three different students who contacted me because they’d spotted the same error in an online quiz.  That 

quiz isn’t due for four days, and I just posted it this morning, but they were already on top of things.]  When I was done grading 

the tests, I got out my cell phone and texted Devin with both students’ results. As soon as I’d finished, I remembered a new rule that had 

come out from the Sioux City Diocese that we’d been told of at our last faculty meeting of the year. Teachers were under no circumstances 

to have private electronic communications with students. Any e-mails, text messages, or communications via Facebook or Twitter would 



have to also be forwarded to our principal. Apparently there had been some inappropriate communications at another of the diocesan 

high schools, and someone had been fired as a result of it. I knew I should forward the message so the principal could see there was 

indeed nothing inappropriate about it. That was easier said than done, though, since I’ve never called or texted our principal and therefore 

don’t have her cell number stored in my phone. I ended up forwarding the message to my own e-mail and then forwarding the e-mail to 

the principal—all that so she could see that telling students’ their grades wasn’t anything I should be fired over. It really is sad that there 

have to be such rules these days, and I’m not sure they really do anything to actually protect kids.  [Things that go through the school 

e-mail generally aren’t a problem these days, but they still don’t want us to text students.  That’s being relaxed temporarily, 

though, since during the pandemic it’s often the most efficient way to communicate with kids we’re supposed to be teaching 

online.] 

 

 We made a long haul southward, all the way to the far north suburbs of Jackson. We stopped for gas and lunch at a Love’s truck 

stop in Canton that featured an Arby’s on site. The place was certainly memorable. The counter was staffed by two young black people, 

a plump woman who ran the cash register and a skinny man who distributed completed orders. Both were friendly, bubbly people, and 

they were among the most efficient service workers I’ve encountered anywhere. They kept the line moving and made the kitchen staff do 

their job. Friendly, efficient service is extremely rare in the South, and these two people really were a breath of fresh air. 

 

We made our way south about ten more miles and took the beltway (I-220) around Jackson. This was a relatively new route 

when I was in graduate school in Mississippi, but it hasn’t been widened or really maintained much since. Business has expanded on the 

outskirts of Jackson, and today the four-lane bypass moves far more traffic than it should.  [That’s become the case with suburban 

interstates in pretty much every American metro area.  These days the downtown freeways are often better than the routes 

through the suburbs.] 

 

The kids noticed the exit where highway 49 turns off for Yazoo City. The strange-sounding county seat town up in northwest 

Mississippi that takes name from an Indian tribe that no longer exists. The Yazoo were defeated by an alliance of the French and the 

Choctaw Indians following the Natchez War and sold into slavery in the Caribbean. Like most of the Delta, Yazoo City is a majority black 

community, though apparently Haley Barbour (the conservative and very white former governor of Mississippi) was also from there. When 

I was in graduate school I went up to Yazoo City once, mostly because of the unusual name. Compared to much of the Delta, it was 

actually quite a pleasant place, though I can’t say I felt much reason to return. 

 

What always stands out to me when I take I-220 around Jackson is the exit for Medgar Evers Boulevard. Not a lot of people 

today remember Medgar Evers, a field worker for the NAACP who was assassinated outside his home in in west Jackson in 1963. His 

killer, Ku Klux Klan member Byron de la Beckwith, was tried three times. The first two trials resulted in deadlocked juries. When I was in 

graduate school I remember reading a series by the Jackson Clarion Ledger that investigated those trials. It was noteworthy that both 

juries were all-white and all-male and that during the testimony of Evers’ wife the racist Mississippi governor Ross Barnett entered the 

courtroom and shook de la Beckwith’s hand. Given those circumstances, it’s fascinating that the juries were hung rather than unanimous 

for acquittal. Mostly in response to the Clarion Ledger’s investigation, the case was again brought to trial in the mid ‘90s. This time de la 

Beckwith was found guilty. The verdict was appealed, but it was upheld by the Mississippi Supreme Court (which is no longer an all-white 

body) and the U.S. Supreme Court declined to hear the case. Change may come slowly, but fortunately it does eventually come. De la 

Beckwith died in prison in 2001. 

 

Jackson has honored Medgar Evers in several ways. In addition to re-naming what was once Delta Avenue (a much more 

important street than the city’s King Drive), the local airport bears Evers’ name. There’s also a school and a library named after him and 

a statue near the state capitol. Some day when I’m down here on my own I wouldn’t mind stopping by Evers’ home, which is just off the 

street that bears his name. The suburban ranch house that was new when he died is now a National Historic Landmark. 

 

We got back on I-55 at the south end of Jackson and were greeted by more construction. They seem to be replacing almost 

every bridge between Jackson and the Louisiana border. Fortunately none of it was too annoying, and we made fairly good time. 

 
Almost there 

 
 We made one more stop, this time at the welcome center just 
inside Louisiana. While pretty much the entire South is forest, it always 
strikes me just how much the scenery changes in Louisiana. The soil is 
swampy and sandy, and the trees are shorter and scrubbier. Louisiana just 
looks different than any other place in America. 
 
 From the welcome center it’s 65 miles to the end of I-55, which is 
the extreme west edge of suburban New Orleans. The first two-thirds of 
that are on land, with the remainder on the Manchac Pass Bridge, a marvel 
of engineering that traverses the swamp at the edge of Lake Pontchartrain. 
I’ve probably crossed this endless bridge two dozen times now, but each 
time I do I’m always impressed by the thing. It’s always amazing to see the 
reaction of the kids when they go across it for the first time, too. They expect 
it to be a long bridge, but then it goes on and on and on and on—twenty 
plus miles with major interchanges in the middle. No one can help but be 
impressed by the thing. 



Having been familiar with the area beforehand, I’ve followed the recovery in New Orleans and the Gulf Coast following Hurricane 

Katrina. It’s hard to believe that it’s been almost a decade since the storm hit. My first post-Katrina trip was at Easter 2007, a year and a 

half after the hurricane. New Orleans had only just begun welcoming tourists at that point. Many attractions were still closed, and almost 

a quarter million residents had moved away and not returned. I was in New Orleans again on a quiz bowl trip in 2009, at Christmas in 

2010, and on another quiz bowl trip in 2011. Each time I noticed things had come along more than they had the time before. On this trip 

there was pretty much nothing in Jefferson Parish (the west suburbs of New Orleans) that would indicate there had ever been a hurricane. 

Everything has been re-built, and most of the new stuff has been around long enough now that it’s actually starting to look tacky—which 

is pretty much how it looked before the storm. 

 

There are few places in America that have worse traffic than New Orleans. That was true before Katrina, and it’s even more true 

in the more suburban New Orleans that’s emerged since the hurricane. The nature of its setting makes the Big Easy a long, narrow city 

hemmed in by Lake Pontchartrain on the north, the Mississippi River to the south, and dense swampland to the east and west. There’s 

exactly one freeway through most of the city, Interstate 10. I think I-10 probably moved more traffic than it was designed for when it 

opened back in the ‘60s, and it certainly moves far too much today. We hit the brakes right by the New Orleans airport, and it was stop 

and go pretty much all the way downtown (a little over ten miles). The worst traffic was actually on the very last stretch, the route known 

as “business 90” that leads across the Mississippi to the Westbank suburbs.  We almost literally fought our way onto the bridge and made 

our way to the last exit before the river. 

 

It was not exactly a surprise that there were beggars at the bottom of the ramp when we exited off business 90. The Crescent 

City is home to both some of the richest and some of the poorest people in America. There’s also a lot of scammers in the city (indeed, 

their return was considered a sign of post-hurricane recovery), and that’s very likely what these people were. I just drove right on by them, 

and soon we made our way to our hotel. 

 

I could tell immediately that this wasn’t the sort of place I normally stay. We were immediately greeted by both a bellman and a 

parking valet. I was expecting valet parking, which is made clear on the hotel’s website. The luggage service was a surprise, though. I 

wasn’t exactly thrilled at having to give out multiple tips, but it was nice not to have to tote in all the bulky stuff I’d brought along.  [Luggage 

service does make sense in combination with valet parking.] 

 

The hotel’s manager had e-mailed me asking for a roster of who would be staying in which room in our block. She claimed this 

would expedite the check-in process. Instead it just created problem after problem. The biggest issue was with the Kollasches. I had 

purposely booked their room as a separate reservation, knowing that there was a good likelihood it would be cancelled or modified 

because of state track. After I responded to the woman’s e-mail, she changed the name on the reservation without telling me. It turned 

out that I did need to cancel the reservation and re-book for a shorter time period, so I went to the link in my confirmation e-mail to do that 

online. It generated an error that essentially said the reservation didn’t exist. So I called the hotel chain’s toll-free number and spoke at 

length with a woman who was obviously located in Asia and had limited English skills. She told me the reservation existed, but it was not 

in my name and therefore I could not cancel it. That it had been (and still was) guaranteed with my personal credit card (which would be 

charged if there was a no-show) was irrelevant. The woman also wasn’t permitted to tell me whose name the reservation I’d made was 

in or what I could do to solve the problem. We were on the phone for nearly an hour. Eventually I was put on hold while she and her 

supervisor spoke with the New Orleans hotel directly. The supervisor came back and asked if I was familiar with the name “Deb Kollasch”. 

The name was badly mispronounced, but I did recognize it as Zach and Tony’s mother. I pronounced it correctly and spelled it back, and 

that seemed to convince them I was associated with that reservation. Eventually they did let me cancel the room, and I was sent a 

acknowledgement of the cancellation addressed to Deb Kollasch but sent to my e-mail address. 

 

Having dealt with that issue ahead of time, it was not really a surprise that check-in was complicated. The clerk had no record 

of any reservations in my name. I presented my confirmation, and he did indeed have that reservation, but my name was no associated 

with any of the rooms. Even the room I’d be staying in myself had actually been re-listed in Jake Rosenmeyer’s name. The other rooms 

had been listed under the name of one of the occupants, and we had to just keep guessing until we found which ones those were. There 

was also a slight complication because we were paying with the school’s credit card rather than my own. The desk clerk was friendly and 

about as efficient as he could be, but the changes the manager had made to “expedite” things had created a huge complication. 

 

Assuming they need to know who is in each room (which the vast majority of hotels couldn’t care less about and which I easily 

could have lied about), they should have just created a separate field for that purpose. Removing the name of the person who initially 

booked the room is just silly. There have to be other situations (weddings and business trips, for instance) where a single party pays for 

a block of rooms that are occupied by different people. One additional issue this caused was that my account was only credited for one 

room’s worth of rewards points, when the program rules say it should be credited for up to three. That’s probably not worth fighting over, 

though. 

 

[For some reason Hilton’s reservation system, which is used for Hampton Inns, really, really wants to know who the 

occupants of specific rooms will be.  I’ve learned to ignore the system’s constant prodding to add names, because it invariably 

causes issues like these.  There’s really no reason why they should need to know specific occupants, either.  It’s the billing 

information that matters.] 

 

While everything up through check-in was horrible, once we finally were registered we had a wonderful stay in a very nice hotel. 

We were staying at the Hampton Inn & Suites—Convention Center, one of three downtown New Orleans locations of this mostly suburban  



 

chain. Hampton (a division of Hilton) has 
quite a few city center locations these 
days. I’ve stayed at Hamptons in the 
Chicago Loop and in downtown 
Milwaukee, and I’ve seen downtown 
locations in St. Louis, Washington, 
Austin, Omaha, Memphis, Miami, and 
Seattle. Some of these are new 
construction, others are disused 
buildings that have been refurbished 
into boutique hotels, and still others 
have been integrated into existing 
buildings that mostly serve other 
purposes. (The Chicago hotel, for 
instance, occupies the upper floors of 
one of the major downtown theatres.) 
Interestingly, the Hampton—New 
Orleans Convention Center has a bit of 
both old and new. Indeed, it’s basically 
two hotels in one. Their “tower” building 
(which is where the quiz bowl 
tournament would take place) was built 
new in the 1990s. The rooms there are 
pleasant, but not really any different 
from what you’d find on a highway strip. 
The main building (which could also be 
described as a tower) is a historic 
building that was gutted and re-
purposed  as  a  hotel.  It  was  originally  

 
The new and old buildings of the Hampton Inn & Suites—Convention Center, 

with the Morial Convention Center and the West Bank Expressway bridge at left 
and Mississippi River Heritage Park in the foreground 

(from the hotel’s website) 
built as a cotton mill and later served as a department store warehouse and then as an exhibit hall for the New Orleans world’s fair. The 

rooms there are oddly shaped, but enormous. They have almost impossibly high ceilings and feature modern furnishings set against the 

building’s original brick and wood. 

 

The room I’d booked was described as “king with sofabed”, which is a standard room type across the Hampton chain. Had we 

been assigned to the new building, that’s probably what we’d have gotten. In the old building, though, we had what I’d call a true suite, 

with a separate bedroom that included a king bed and a fully furnished living room with a large sofabed and several incidental chairs and 

end tables. Between the two was a kitchen nearly as large as the one in my apartment that featured a full-size refrigerator and sink and 

a large breakfast bar that also served as a desk. There were separate big screen TVs in the living room and bedroom.  One slightly 

awkward thing about the room was that you had to go through the bedroom to get to the bathroom, but we made that work with no 

problem. 

 

The other rooms for our group were described as  “double double”, again a very standard room type. While they didn’t have 

completely separate bedrooms like we did, they also would be classified as suites at many hotels—with a separate sitting area and 

kitchenette in each room. The beds in the double rooms were unusually high, so elevated in fact that they were equipped with special 

steps so people could get in them more easily. 

 

The tournament organizers had arranged a rate of $109 per night per room.  [That rate was $129 for the 2020 tournament, 

which has now apparently been moved to an online “virtual” event.]   As I always do, I checked rates at a wide range of hotels. 

There were several events happening in New Orleans over Memorial Day weekend, so it turned out $109 was by far the cheapest rate 

available anywhere in the central area. The SpringHill Suites where we’d stayed on our last two quiz bowl trips to New Orleans (which is 

about four blocks from the Hampton Inn) wanted $239 a night, and the Quality Inn—Maison St. Charles where I’ve stayed with Margaret 

was charging $150. There were cheaper options in the suburbs, but those would have meant we’d be forever dealing with traffic and 

parking hassles—and even out by the airport the going rates were $85 - $95. For just a few bucks more a night, it was nice to be able to 

stay right where the tournament was taking place. Fortunately we’d had some very generous donations toward our trip, and combined 

with the profits from our community tournament that made this one of the cheapest trips we’ve ever done from the kids’ (or their parents’) 

point of view. 

 

We got settled, and then the rest of the group congregated in my room. I gave a brief orientation to both New Orleans and the 

tournament, in particular going through some of the quirks in the rules that make the national tournament unique. Then we went out for 

the evening. We walked up to Lee Circle (which is basically straight west of the hotel, though we got there by walking away from the 

“east” bank of the river). Our plan was to catch a streetcar there and head down St. Charles Avenue, through the posh Garden District 

and uptown areas. We waited a long time. Three inbound streetcars passed before a very crowded outbound car finally stopped. I bought 

day passes for the whole group, and we boarded. 

 

Our streetcar trip ended up being surprisingly short. I hadn’t realized they were doing track work, which meant there was a “bus 

bridge” between Erato and Napoleon Streets. Erato is the stop right in front of the Maison St. Charles, and it’s just barely beyond 



(essentially south, though it feels north of) Lee Circle. While we’d ridden just one stop, we had no choice but to get off there.  [We’ve had 

transit problems on a lot of these quiz bowl problems.  That’s actually understandable, since the events are always on 

weekends, and that’s when cities normally do their repairs.] 

 

While it wasn’t really a planned stop, Erato was a good place to have dinner. Right by the stop is one of the first locations of 

Popeye’s chicken (the fast food chain founded in New Orleans that’s now global), plus a Wendy’s and several nice restaurants. Everyone 

in the group opted for Popeye’s, so that’s where we went. It’s not as if they couldn’t have the same food in Des Moines or Minneapolis, 

but it is kind of fun to have it in its original setting. 

 

While we’d had fast, friendly service at lunch today, at dinner the service was more what I expect in the South—slow and 

indifferent. I like the South, but in my experience the phrase “Southern hospitality” is all but an oxymoron. The vast majority of service 

workers in Dixie seem more concerned with letting customers know what an imposition they are than with actually serving them. Such 

was the case at Popeye’s. Lateesha, the counter girl, seemed hung over, and the fairly large staff in the back (a mix of black and Hispanic 

teenagers) seemed to barely go through the motions as well. Almost everything at Popeye’s is prepared ahead of time and kept in a 

warming rack, but even so it took more than twenty minutes before all of us had gotten our food. 

 

There was a bit of entertainment while we waited, provided by an old geezer who happened to be in line ahead of us. One of 

our kids happened to look at his streetcar day pass and asked me what the initials “RTA” on it stood for. As in many cities, the abbreviation 

stands for “Regional Transit Authority”, the government agency that also runs city buses and special vans that transport the handicapped. 

The old guy overheard the kid’s question and tried again and again to convince him that it stood for “Rutabaga”. (It was unclear whether 

the whole thing was an abbreviation for the vegetable or just the “R”.) The guy tried over and over again to make his point, and the random 

insertion of the word “rutabaga” would come up repeatedly in conversations during this trip. 

 

I had some spicy chicken fingers with a side of red beans and rice. The value meals at Popeye ’s also come with biscuits, but 

unfortunately they had no honey for them. I also got a fried pocket pie, a temporary promotion with a raspberry and cream cheese filling. 

The cream cheese cut the sweetness, and the pie was easily the best part of my meal. 

 

Because of the bus bridge, I decided not to head down St. Charles. While it’s a pretty neighborhood, the main part of the 

experience (especially for kids) is the streetcar ride. Instead we waited until a crowded inbound car left and then high-tailed it across the 

street to be first in line for the next one. We rode about a mile to the end of the line at Canal Street. The route we took mostly passed 

nondescript low buildings at the edge of downtown—definitely not the prettiest part of the St. Charles route. It gave the kids the experience 

of riding the cars, though, and it was a fairly quick way to get downtown. 

 

We ended up sitting at the front, across from a young couple with an extremely whiny little girl. The girl’s face had been painted 

to look like a cat. (There are street artists all over New Orleans who do face painting, and it wasn’t a surprise that a little girl would choose 

the cat design—though it did look ridiculous.) The family were obviously tourists who had done the whole town with their daughter. The 

little girl, however, had her heart set on one thing they hadn’t done. She wanted to take a ride in a horse-drawn carriage. Such rides are 

rather pricey, and Dad was trying hard to get the girl’s mind on anything else. She proceeded to have a hissy fit, and I’d be pretty certain 

sure the little brat got her way. Dad winked at the boys in our group and noted they should take this as a warning for their future. 

 

The streetcar’s downtown terminal is at Canal Street, the thoroughfare that divides the area known as the Central Business 

District (the  “modern” downtown that dates mostly to the late 1800s) from the French Quarter (a.k.a. the Vieux Carré, the picturesque 

old district the city is famous for). Almost every cross street changes its name at Canal, and here Carondelet (the street we’d come in on 

from the south) takes on the more famous name of Bourbon Street. While the kids all wanted to go to Bourbon Street, I knew that Friday 

night was not the time to go there. The kids could see that for themselves, too. The whole street was blocked off, with police officers 

guarding the entrance. We could still hear the pounding music from the clubs and the screams and whooping of their intoxicated patrons—

and this was very early in the evening. We crossed the street, but then just turned and walked down Canal. I’d take the kids back to 

Bourbon Street at a calmer time. 

 

We stopped at a couple of gift shops on Canal that looked interesting to the kids. There are hundreds of gift shops in the Crescent 

City, and they’re pretty much all interchangeable. [It really does amaze me just how identical all those gift shops are.]  Each has the 

same collection of postcards and the same shelves of coffee cups and collectible plates, bells, and miniature spoons. They all have 

certain food selections like boxed pralines, chicory coffee (at double the price you can get it for in Southern supermarkets), beignet mix 

(which anyone could put together themselves with a little flour, sugar, powdered milk, yeast, and salt), hurricane cocktail mix (which is 

basically just red Kool-Aid), and extremely overpriced boxes of rice and seasonings that amount to Hamburger Helper with Cajun flavors. 

All the shops also have Mardi Gras masks, voodoo dolls, and various novelties made of alligator skeletons. There ’s also a universal 

collection of adult-themed items—erotic sundries that range from just slightly risqué to downright dirty. 

 

The kids couldn’t help but notice a young couple who were checking out the X-rated stuff while wheeling their toddlers around 

in a double stroller. To the kids’ credit, they universally felt that was inappropriate. An amazing number of people seem to haul young 

children along while visiting New Orleans. While there are plenty of family-oriented attractions in the Big Easy, many parents don’t seem 

to care if their kids are in tow while they check out stuff that little eyes should not see. I’d think they could make better choices for their 

family vacations. 

 



We walked past the galleries on Royal Street and on to Jackson Square, the heart of the French Quarter. We made a quick 

circle of the area, seeing all the obligatory sites. We ended up on the Moon Walk, the little park built atop the levee right along the 

Mississippi River. 

 

From even a cursory look around the French Quarter, it’s immediately clear that New Orleans is truly and completely back from 

Katrina. I used the title “The Big Easy is Back” on my first quiz bowl trip here after the hurricane. That wasn’t untrue, but the place has 

come quite a bit further since then. They’ve put finishing touches on, like touching up the paint on the wrought iron and pruning the palm 

trees on the sidewalks. The place is as handsome as I remember it being when I first saw it back in the early ‘90s. (That’s not to say 

there’s not plenty of grit and seediness—there always has been and always will be grit and seediness in New Orleans, but it really is a 

beautiful city, too.) They’re no longer featuring Katrina souvenirs in the gift shops, either. Some are still there, but they’re either buried or 

on the close-out racks. Things really are back to being as normal as they ever are in New Orleans. 

 

What’s basically happened is that Katrina is the new Camille. When I was in grad school in the early ‘90s, Hurricane Camille 

was a vague memory from the distant past (1969) for most people who lived on the Coast. It was the standard to which all major storms 

were compared. Camille had taken that honor away from Hurricane Betsy, and for thirty-six years it was the worst possible storm 

imaginable. Meteorologically Camille was actually a stronger storm than Katrina, but its damage was surpassed and now Katrina has 

become the great mythical storm that everyone’s grandparents will tell stories about. Hopefully it will keep that honor a good, long time. 

 

While we were on the Moon Walk, one of the kids happened to notice the main location of Café du Monde and asked about it. I 

figured there wouldn’t be much of a line there on Friday night, so we walked over to have some beignets. It was a bit of a challenge to 

communicate with the mostly Vietnamese waitstaff, but eventually we got our orders. The little pillows of fried dough were new to most of 

the kids, but everyone seemed to enjoy them. 

 
at Café du Monde 

 
waiting for the Riverfront streetcar 

We made our way to a streetcar stop near the Jax Brewery Mall (which is once again full, another sign of the recovery). My plan 

was to take the Riverfront streetcar back to a stop quite near our hotel. Unfortunately service on this line is neither as frequent nor as 

reliable as it is on the St. Charles line. Shortly after we got to the stop a car arrived with “Riverfront” on its sign.  Unfortunately the driver 

told us she was not actually following the riverfront line, but rather turning onto Canal to head to the car barn. We chose to keep waiting 

rather than just riding one stop. There was a digital readout with a map at the stop that theoretically showed when the next train would 

arrive. Unfortunately while we waited the time on the readout actually grew longer. After we’d waited a full fifteen minutes, the sign 

indicated it would be at least another half hour before the car would be coming. We decided then it would be quicker just to walk back to 

the hotel. 

 

I really don’t understand why service on the riverfront line is so pathetic. The Riverfront line is really quite short. A single car 

could make a round trip in about half an hour (according to the RTA’s official schedule it’s 13 minutes end to end), so even at minimal 

levels the wait shouldn’t be any longer than that. For some reason, though, they seem to park at the terminals for fifteen minutes or so. I 

can understand that the drivers need occasional breaks, but taking ten minutes on every run just lengthens the service interval to an 

intolerable level. Unfortunately that’s not unique to the Riverfront line. Every RTA bus and streetcar except St. Charles has absurdly 

infrequent service after dark—strange in a city that prides itself on nightlife. When we left the stop by Jax Brewery, there were about a 

dozen people still waiting there, so there’s certainly not a lack of business. 

 

We followed Magazine Street back to the warehouse district. This is one of the big centers for nightclubs, and it was certainly 

hopping on a Friday night. One thing the kids noticed as we walked along was how well the bar-hoppers dressed in New Orleans. That’s 

certainly true. You don’t go out on for the evening in jeans and a T-shirt in New Orleans, and even though it’s hot well into the night, no 

one wears shorts to the bars. The women are all in fashionable dresses, and the men are in neatly pressed pants and sport shirts.  It’s 

not quite as formal as it is in the daytime (when businessmen wear jackets in 95o heat), but people are much better dressed than they 

would be on a Friday night in rural Iowa. 



I’m pretty sure we got back to the hotel sooner than we would have if we’d taken the streetcar. Everyone got settled into their 

rooms fairly quickly. Jake and I spent quite a while talking. Then I watched a bit of TV and eventually went to sleep. 

 

 
 

While I wouldn’t have cared where I slept, Jake insisted on taking the sofabed and giving me the bedroom. I didn’t argue much, 

since if I was in his position, I would have almost certainly given the bedroom to the “true” adult as well. While I slept fine, it turned out 

that the bedroom was kind of an interesting place to sleep. It was on the interior of the building, with no windows at all. Even the alarm 

clock didn’t light up unless you pushed a button, so the room was literally pitch black. That’s really quite unusual these days, and I was 

certainly glad I’d set an alarm or I’d likely have slept until noon. 

 

The Hampton Inn’s bathroom fixtures were much nicer than the one at the Super 8, and I had a long, leisurely shower. I actually 

spent more time than I probably should have, since Jake was apparently killing time waiting for me to finish. I certainly didn’t mean to 

cause a delay. 

 

I made my way down to breakfast, which was definitely a highlight of this hotel. The breakfast area occupied most of the lobby, 

which is to say most of the first floor of the old building. That meant there was adequate seating even at the busiest of times. The food 

was set up in a variety of different stations, which kept each individual one from getting too backed up. There was plenty of food to choose 

from, and pretty much all of it was good. Today’s main entrée was a western omelette. That wouldn’t normally be what I’d choose, but 

these were really quite good. The onions and peppers didn’t take over like they sometimes do. They also had lemon and herb potatoes, 

which were delicious. There was an interesting fruit cocktail that featured chunks of various tropical fruits—a different mix from what you 

usually see. I also had cranberry juice and excellent coffee. I passed on waffles, various sausages, bread, bagels, muffins, doughnuts, 

whole fruit (oranges, bananas, etc.), hot and cold cereal, and yogurt. I certainly didn’t go hungry, though. 

 

We were scheduled to play in the very first round this morning. In fact, our game was the example they had on their website for 

how to read the schedule. The game was at 8:20, so shortly before eight o’clock the team gathered in the main lobby. We made our way 

to the second floor of the new building, where meeting rooms are located. Both I and the kids we currently have like getting to the 

competition room and getting settled early. That helps them get in the mood to play. 

 
First part of the schedule from the Questions Unlimited website 

 
During the game 

 This game would be played in the Fulton Room, with Questions 
Unlimited founder Chip Beall as the moderator. Chip is almost always a really 
good reader. He never stumbles or has issues with words, he reads quickly, 
and he makes the game fun for the kids. He always seems to like our teams, 
too. That said, the kids noted—and it’s true—that over the years we really 
haven’t done particularly well when he’s been our moderator. We certainly 
hoped that luck would change today. 
 
 … And it did. Our opponent was Cpt. John L. Chapin High School 
from El Paso, Texas. This school serves northeast El Paso, an area very 
near where my parents and sister lived back in the ‘50s. It is also a magnet 
school for students from throughout the city who want to study science and 
engineering. Chapin has  1900 students and is recognized as  one of the top 



high schools in Texas academically. Garrigan, on the other hand, is a school with 150 students located in the middle of nowhere. While 

we are a private school, we have completely open admissions, and our tuition is close to the cheapest in America. On paper it  would 

seem that we should be no match for the El Paso magnet school. The Chapin team was slow, though. It almost seemed as if they’d just 

gotten up and weren’t really ready to play. We’ve been in that position ourselves more than once, and I must say this year it was nice to 

be on the opposite side. We ended up beating Chapin handily—a very good start to the tournament. 

 

The Chapin game was the only one we were scheduled for today, so—unlike most of these trips—we essentially had the whole 

day free to do as we wished. Our kids always dress well for competition at nationals (unlike in local competitions, where T-shirts and 

shorts are the norm), so we all went back to the rooms to change. I also spent a few minutes to update the school website to note that 

we’d won our first game. Since managing the website is one of my duties anyway, I figured I might as well feature the success the team 

was having. 

 
 We spent the rest of the morning at the National 
World War II Museum, which is just a few blocks away from 
our hotel near Lee Circle.  We lucked out on our timing and 
got there just before a long line formed for tickets. Had we 
been even ten minutes later, we’d likely have waited fifteen 
minutes in line. As it was, though, we got in right away. 
 
 I think this was my fourth trip to what was once 
called the D-Day Museum. The place has enlarged greatly 
since I was first there, and they‘re in the process of adding 
on yet again. 
 
 I spent much of my time seeking out things I 
hadn’t seen when I was here before. Among the most 
interesting features was a series of booths spread 
throughout the museum that featured audio recollections 
of people who had lived through the war, both in the 
theaters of fighting and on the home front. Each booth had 
between three and six pictures in it and buttons that 
corresponded to those pictures. Pressing the buttons 
played different brief recordings (a couple of minutes each) 
that gave people’s reminiscences of life during the war. I 
listened to almost literally all of them, filling two hours or so 
just with those recordings.  

 
Photo display at recollection booth 

National World War II Museum 
 

 
Kids posing by the “Overexposed” helicopter 

 The museum has been divided 
up into several buildings. Some of these 
house theaters and restaurants (like a 
re-creation of the Stage Door Canteen), 
which we passed on. We did check out 
all the exhibits, though. In addition to 
describing all the battles in Europe and 
the Pacific (with a heavy focus on 
Normandy, because the landing boats 
for D-Day were built in New Orleans), 
they have a separate building that 
houses a collection of vintage military 
vehicles: aircraft, trucks, jeeps, etc. 
Most of the group got our exercise there 
by climbing flight after flight of stairs to 
get an overhead view of the planes that 
hung from the ceiling. There was an 
elevator, but with all the cross-country 
guys on our team, the stairs were the 
preferred route. 
 
 I got a couple of interesting 
photos of the kids posing by a helicopter 
that had been painted with a topless pin-
up girl on its side. Quite appropriately 
the helicopter bore the name 
“Overexposed”.  It may  not  have  been  

the best thing to show Catholic school kids, but the boys were amused by it—as was I. This is New Orleans, after all, so a bit of the risqué 
is expected. 
 



While we were in the transportation building, they were setting up for a special event. In the afternoon the Marine Corps band 

would be performing a special concert for Memorial Day weekend. They had to set up a portable stage, a sound system, and chairs for 

the spectators. Watching all that was nearly as interesting as seeing all the “real” exhibits. 

 

Once we’d seen the museum, we walked back up to the St. Charles streetcar line and rode back to the French Quarter.  We 

ended up standing on a very crowded car. Sitting in the very front seat were a couple of college kids who had downloaded a couple of 

apps to their smartphones that described self-guided tours of New Orleans. It seems there’s a phone app for everything these days, 

though I must say I’d just as soon read about a tour on paper. 

 

We made our way back to Bourbon Street. Friday night was definitely not the time I wanted to take high school kids there, but 

lunchtime on Saturday was perfectly fine. There were quite a lot of people out, but the sidewalks were passable. The bars were open (by 

law they can’t stay open 24 hours a day, but many are open 23), but compared to nighttime business was light. The kids were all properly 

scandalized by the place. Bourbon Street is dirty and seedy, and unless you’re into heavy drinking and the party life, there’s little attractive 

about it. All the kids remarked about the smell of the place, which is disgusting.  I assume it’s a mixture of stale beer, urine, and vomit, 

though I can’t say I confirmed that scientifically. Jake confirmed that there are places in every college town that have that same smell, 

and his comment brought back memories of Steb’s a seedy bar that used to be on College Hill in Cedar Falls. In spite of the 

unpleasantness, the kids were all glad to have been to Bourbon Street.  I’m sure they’ll be bragging to their friends about how exciting it 

was. 

 

We had lunch at the Bourbon Street Krystal. Krystal is essentially the southern version of White Castle. They are separate 

chains, both of which date to the early years of fast food (White Castle is just slightly older), and the main difference is that Krystal routinely 

puts mustard on their tiny sandwiches, while White Castle doesn’t.) Krystal has also expanded its menu to include full-size burgers and 

a variety of non-burger sandwiches, while White Castle pretty much exclusively sells slyders.  Krystal is one of those southern experiences 

everyone should have, and the kids were game to eat there. As a bonus, the Bourbon Street location is interesting architecturally—a 

three story art deco wonder that’s full of chrome and neon. It has the feeling that it’s been there forever, and Krystal actually has been 

around on Bourbon Street at least as long as most of the city’s famous restaurants. The place looks as though it hasn’t changed since it 

opened right after World War II. It’s actually been renovated several times, something you can tell from looking at old black and white 

photos of the place that grace the walls. 

 

I had a combo meal that included two miniature cheeseburgers and some surprisingly good fries. On a whim I also bought an 

order of “beignet bites”, an item that would likely be called doughnut holes anywhere else. (They’re apparently called “sweet bites” at 

Krystal locations outside Louisiana.) They were outstanding. The little lumps of dough are cooked to order, so they were hot and fresh. 

They’re lightly sprinkled with cinnamon sugar instead of being drowned in powdered sugar like “real” beignets. It’s probably good that the 

nearest Krystal is 750 miles from Algona. If there were one nearby, I’m sure I‘d eat far too many beignet bites.  [Since my hospitalization 

with diabetes, I’ll likely never have a beignet bite or anything similar again.] 

 

We stopped at the same gift shop we’d been to last night. I happened to pick up a small box of pralines there, and I’d given 

everyone in our group a “good luck praline” before today’s game. Dawn acted like they were the best things she’d ever tasted and just 

had to get a box of those exact same candies. I was amused, because the only reason I’d purchased that particular brand was because 

they were the cheapest of several brands of pralines in the store. I like pralines, but the style they serve in New Orleans has never been 

my favorite. I prefer my mother’s recipe, which used buttermilk instead of cream and ended up clear rather than cloudy. Dawn liked these, 

though, and there was certainly no problem in her stopping to get a box. 

 

We walked back to the hotel via Tchoupitoulas Street, which is probably the most pleasant of the many routes that connect the 

French Quarter and the Warehouse District. The street is lined with old brick business buildings that have been converted to restaurants, 

bars, and eclectic shops. Almost all of them feature awnings and wrought iron balconies that rival those in the Vieux Carré. 

 

I made a mental note of one restaurant we passed that I’d like to come back to when I return to New Orleans. At the corner of 

Tchoupitoulas and Poydras is a place called Mother’s that claims they have served “the world’s best baked ham” since 1938. While I’m 

sure that’s hyperbole, almost any baked ham is good, and it’s not something many restaurants serve these days. I checked out their 

website, and in addition to ham, they serve roast beef and turkey, plus variations on all the New Orleans specialties (jambalaya, gumbo, 

po boys, etc.)—with most of them based on pork rather than seafood. The prices seem quite reasonable, and I think it’s definitely worth 

checking out the next time I‘m down South.  [I haven’t been there, but it still sounds like a trip to Mother’s would be worth it.] 

 

When we got back to the hotel we had about an hour before it was time to leave again. I filled most of that time doing more work 

on the website. In addition to our quiz bowl success, the girls track team had taken the state championship in one of their relays, and both 

the boys and girls golf teams had qualified for state. We have a long tradition of posting school news quickly at Garrigan, and even though 

I was out of town, I felt it was important to get that done.  [The website I maintain still exists, now officially called the “student 

website.  We still update things as soon as possible.  Unfortunately our site is no longer the “official” Garrigan website.  The 

latter is now managed by our development office through a service provided by the Diocese of Sioux City.  That site is almost 

never updated, to the point that successes like reaching the championship game at state basketball this winter weren’t even 

mentioned on the “official” site.] 

 



At about a quarter to three I called to retrieve one of our cars from the valets. The receipts they’d given simply said to “touch 0” 

if we needed to get a car, though when I did, the woman at the front desk who answered needed to forward my call. I’m sure the valets 

have a direct extension, and it would make more sense if they just had guests “touch” whatever number that might be.  [I also think 

“touch” is a truly silly way to describe dialing a number, though it does seem to be standard in the hotel industry.  If “dial” 

seems archaic, I personally think “press” would be a better word.] 
 

It’s really kind of annoying that all the valets do is drive guests’ vehicles into a garage on the bottom floor of the new building. I 

can understand why they charge for parking (pretty much everywhere in the city of New Orleans does), but I’d far prefer it if they’d just 

let guests park their own cars in the garage. With the valet system, not only did we pay $20+ a day (strangely the rate varied from one 

day to the next), but there was also the added expense and awkwardness of having to tip people for essentially doing nothing. 

Interestingly, various “experts” are all over the place on what the appropriate tip is for valet parking, with the suggestions ranging from $1 

(which honestly strikes me as chintzy) to $20 (which I don’t think I’d do, even if I drove a Ferrari). I gave the guy four bucks, which I think 

was overly generous. The valet didn’t seem to react one way or another, so I guess it wasn’t inappropriate. 

 

There was no indication on the valet tickets which one was for which vehicle, so I’d just given the number of the first of the two. 

It turned out that was for the Traverse, the smaller of the two vehicles. While it was a fairly tight fit, we managed to cram eight people in 

there. Fortunately our ride would only last about an hour. 

 

Traffic was much better today than it had been when we arrived. We got onto business 90 with no problem and soon made our 

way up to Interstate 10. We turned eastward at the Superdome, which is now named after Mercedes Benz, and its concrete base has 

been covered in metallic gold paint. The gilding is supposedly a tribute to the Saints, though it’s certainly appropriate to the upmarket car 

company as well. While “Mercedes Benz Superdome” sounds cumbersome, I will say that it rolls off the tongue better than some sports 

facilities. A case in point is the basketball arena next door to the Superdome. What used to be New Orleans Arena now has the unfortunate 

name of Smoothie King Center. 
 

I could probably drive Interstate 10 east from New Orleans in my sleep. Indeed, there were times in grad school when I probably 

came close to doing just that. The road is nearly as familiar as I-35E in St. Paul or I-235 in Des Moines. I went down to New Orleans 

pretty much every weekend when I was in grad school, and I-10 was the road that led back to Mississippi. 

 

I-10 itself has changed very little since the ‘90s. The surrounding area, though, might as well be a different city. New Orleans 

East (part of the infamous “Ninth Ward” you probably remember hearing about) is well below sea level, and it suffered worse flooding 

after Katrina than anywhere else in the city. The whole area had been completely abandoned when Margaret and I were here in 2007, 

and they were only just starting to remove the wreckage on our last quiz bowl trip down here in 2011.  Today, though, New Orleans East 

is booming. Almost everything old has been torn down, and it’s all been rebuilt as a brand-new suburban neighborhood. It’s mostly fairly 

cheap housing, the same rowhouses and apartments you’d find in Ankeny or Inver Grove Heights, interspersed with strips of discount 

stores and fast food. There’s nothing particularly special about the area, but if anything, it looks nicer than the little boxes made of ticky-

tacky that were there before the hurricane. They’ve even done some beautification by planning palm trees all along the median of the 

interstate. 

 
Just about the only thing east of New Orleans that 

hasn’t been torn down and replaced is the amusement 
park that Six Flags abandoned after Katrina. The rusting 
roller coasters towering over weeds have apparently been 
used by several film directors looking for a post-
apocalyptic setting. It’s particularly strange when you think 
that the dead amusement park is right next to one of the 
most historic places in the area, the Chalmette battlefield 
where the final battle of the War of 1812 was fought. 
 
 Signs for the national historic site at Chalmette 
battlefield started a couple of the kids singing the Johnny 
Horton song that our history teacher plays in his class: 
 

In 1814 we took a little trip 
Along with Colonel Jackson 
Down the mighty Mississip‘; 

We took a little bacon 
And we took a little beans, 

And we fought the bloody British 
At the town of New Orleans. 

 
Website photo of Six Flags New Orleans 

 

The song would come up on and off at various points later in the trip as well, and several times the kids tried to come up with alternate 

words to fit our quiz bowl journey: 

 

In 2014 we took a little trip 

Along with Mr. Burrow … 

 



None of the versions got much farther than that, which is probably a good thing.  [Ron Patterson, the history teacher who always 

played “The Battle of New Orleans”, is retiring after this year.  It will be interesting to see if the song survives him at Garrigan.] 

 

Before long we reached the I-10 Twin Spans, the seven-mile bridge that crosses the edge of Lake Pontchartrain. Before Katrina 

the Twin Spans were much like the Manchac Pass bridge on I-55, just a short distance (8 feet) above the water. Numerous sections were 

taken out by the storm surge, though, so they rebuilt the Twin Spans high (30 feet) above the lake.  The new bridge also carries six lanes 

of traffic, a major improvement over the old four-lane bridge which always caused major bottlenecks. 

 

 
ABOVE:  Website view of the new I-10 Twin Spans 

LEFT:  the old I-10 Twin Spans after Katrina 
 

Our destination was Slidell, the “north”-shore suburb that actually lies due east of New Orleans. We were headed to the same 

swamp tour we’d been on three years ago when I brought a quiz bowl group down here. I was glad I’d been here before, because while 

the place isn’t easy to find, I knew exactly where I was going. 

 

We made our way to the east edge of Slidell, parked, and made our way the dumpy little gift shop that serves as the headquarters 

for Dr. Wagner’s Honey Island Swamp Tours. We were checked in fairly quickly, although I was a bit annoyed that the clerk didn’t give 

me a discount that had been promised when I made the reservation. I wasn’t going to make a scene over a few bucks, though, so $23 a 

head is the price we paid. 

 

The guy at the desk said they’d call my name when they were ready for our group to depart. He suggested we use the restroom 

while we waited. There is a single restroom in the gift shop that serves both sexes, and with several groups waiting for tours the line for 

it moved very slowly 

 

While we waited another employee entertained us by showing off a baby alligator. The alligator normally lives in a sort of 

combination terrarium and fish tank, but they’d taken it out of the glass enclosure to show it off. The guy encouraged people to touch and 

essentially pet the thing, though he cautioned them to stay away from its mouth. I passed completely on touching the baby alligator, or 

even of photographing others doing that. I don’t consider reptiles of any size cute, and there are few things that strike me as less enjoyable 

than touching one. Many others did seem to enjoy petting the baby alligator, though, and to each his own, I suppose. 

 
 They called our group before we’d all finished using the restroom. 
The clerk said that was fine; we should just go outside when we were done. 
I had purposely taken the last place in the restroom line, and I hightailed it 
through very quickly. We pretty much boarded right away, and the boat left 
very quickly 
 
 I described the swamp tour in detail in my 2011 travelogue, so I 
won’t go into quite so much detail here. Our guide this time was a college kid 
who had some trouble projecting his voice. Because of that, it was good that 
our group was all sitting right by him; I’m not sure we’d have heard much at 
the opposite end of the boat. We saw three separate alligators, which the 
guide fed hotdogs and marshmallows. We also saw turtles and a wide variety 
of birds, and we waited for but never did see a wild boar. The guide also 
pointed out the wide range of trees and other plants we passed, and he 
explained a bit of the history, geography, and ecology of the area. 
 
 I couldn’t help but notice that the swamp had also continued its 
recovery from Hurricane Katrina. The river is lined with various settlements, 
which range from temporary fishing cabins to suburban subdivisions.  When  

 
“Selfie” in the swamp 



we were here before lots of the old cabins were in serious disrepair. Many of them have been cleared away now. Some have newer 

replacements (which look equally shabby, but aren’t literally falling down), while others have just become overgrown. 

 
Feeding a hotdog to an alligator 

(A marshmallow is also floating nearby in the water.) 

After the tour we drove back to New Orleans. My plan was to take drive the kids down St. Charles, so they’d see the area we’d 

missed because of the streetcar repairs. Unfortunately, while I bragged earlier in this travelogue that I could drive I-10 in my sleep, I must 

confess that this afternoon I missed the exit I wanted. What was up was that in my mind I was judging the distance from downtown along 

St. Charles, but it’s actually quite a bit shorter along the interstate. That’s because the streets in New Orleans are essentially concentric 

circles, and the interstate is closer to the center of the circle than the streets near the river. It turns out that Carrollton is just two miles 

west of the Superdome along I-10, while along St. Charles it’s about five miles west of Lee Circle. At any rate, I missed the exit for 

Carrollton Avenue, and before I knew it we’d passed Metarie Road and were in suburban Jefferson Parish. I continued west and made a 

big square through the suburbs, following Veterans Boulevard and Causeway Boulevard before heading back on I-10. Eventually I got to 

the eastbound exit for Carrollton. It’s a complicated interchange (and I actually know it less well eastbound than west), but this time I 

managed to exit without a problem. 

 

We drove down Carrollton to St. Charles and then made our way up the famous avenue. All the mansions and institutions have 

been restored to the grandeur they’ve always had. The yards are as lush as ever, and the oaks once again have their beards of Spanish 

moss. Except for prominent blue “Evacuation Route” signs, you’d never know a hurricane had ever come through here. It really is one of 

the most beautiful neighborhoods anywhere.  [I know a lot of people who think New Orleans is ugly, but in most cases all they’ve 

seen of the place is the French Quarter.  The Garden District is really the city’s beauty spot.] 

 

I turned off St. Charles at Calliope Street, which is essentially the access road for business 90. We followed this south to Peters 

Street, which is just a block or so north of our hotel. We crossed under the expressway, and before we knew it, I was again handing over 

keys to a parking valet. 

 

Almost immediately we headed out on foot along Convention Center Boulevard. Our destination was (as it is properly known 

these days) the Outlet Center at Riverwalk. When the New Orleans World’s Fair closed in 1984 the main exhibit hall [which itself had 

been converted from shipping wharves] was converted into a shopping mall called Riverwalk Marketplace. For two decades Riverwalk 

thrived without having any sort of an anchor store. Instead the place was an eclectic combination of gift shops, clothiers, restaurants, and 

purveyors of strange things (like the Sharper Image). It appealed to tourists, but not really to locals. It did however do well enough that 

even a barge smashing into it in the ‘90s did little to slow down business. Unfortunately, then Katrina hit. While nothing along the riverfront 

flooded, there was some wind damage. More importantly, like almost everything else downtown, Riverwalk was looted. The mall itself 

was cleaned up and reopened, but most of its stores were ma ‘n’ pa affairs that couldn’t afford to re-stock. For years after the hurricane 

most of the space was vacant and the place came across as a big, long, empty hallway. 

 

While there was a gradual improvement in business, it wasn’t enough to make the place profitable from the owners’ point of 

view. A year ago the mall closed in its former incarnation, and the building was sold to the Howard Hughes Corporation. The place was 

re-positioned as “America’s first and only outlet mall in a downtown urban setting”. A few of the old stores remain, but most have been 

replaced. This was the grand opening weekend, so the place was incredibly crowded and incredibly loud. Time will tell whether the new 

concept works better overall, though.  [While Riverwalk, like just about everything else in America, has closed due to the virus, 

otherwise they still seem to be doing well.] 



We were mostly here to have dinner, and I must say the renovated Riverwalk food court is far superior to what it replaced. 

There’s a wide variety of choices, representing cuisines from all over the world. While the prices are a bit on the steep side, even the 

pickiest eater should find something enjoyable. Most of the kids either had Italian or Chinese food, but I chose to get a Cuban sandwich 

(ham, roast pork, cheese, mustard, and pickle pressed between a hard roll). It was delicious. 

 

The kids all went straight back to the hotel, but I stayed around and browsed through the mall a bit. I didn’t buy a thing at any of 

the stores, and I’m not sure I ever would with the current mix of retailers. If I want to go to an outlet mall, I’ll go to Williamsburg or Medford. 

In the South I’d go to Slidell or Gulfport. Outlet shopping just isn’t what I think of in New Orleans. 

 

On my way out of the mall I made one more purchase in the food court. Having seen Smoothie King Arena this afternoon, I 

succumbed to stopping the Smoothie King stand at Riverwalk. I’d seen Smoothie King all over the Gulf Coast in the past, but I’d never 

before been to one. Apparently Smoothie King is franchised all over the country these days, but I doubt I’ll ever stop in another location. 

Smoothie King is one of those places that thinks that the smoothie is a health food. Many of their beverages are dairy free (apparently 

because their founder was lactose intolerant), and you’re supposed to get various protein and vitamin supplements mixed in with them. 

Their menu includes the categories “Fitness Blends”, “Energy Blends”, “Slim Blends”, and “Wellness Blends”, and they also suggest you 

add various enhancement powders to the drinks. I passed on the additives but did choose a blueberry smoothie that claimed it was 

supposed to relieve stress. They whizzed up some blueberries, bananas, sugar, and ice and charged me $5.50 for it. It was far too sweet 

and didn’t really have much of a fruit taste. I’m not sure whether it reduced my stress or not, so I won’t try to judge it on that. I will say, 

though, that McDonalds’ blueberry smoothies have double the flavor for half the price. 

 

The maid still hadn’t done our room when we’d gotten back from the swamp, and I was pleased to see it was finally done when 

I returned from Riverwalk. Jake and most of the kids spent the evening playing cards, but I passed on that. I’ve never been much of a 

card player, and I don’t know the games most of the kids play (like euchre) at all. I spent most of the night watching Forensic Files on 

TV—which, interestingly, is precisely what’s on in the background as I write this travelogue. [It’s not on as I write the revision, but I 

likely will watch it later on tonight.]  Before long I called it a night. 

 

 
 

I was up at 6:00 this morning. After showering I spent a bit of time at my computer finishing my grades for school. I’d given my 

exams early, but I still had to submit my grades by the deadline like everyone else.  [If we had ended up going to New Orleans this 

year, I’d again have had to give exams early.] 

 

I eventually made my way down to breakfast. Today’s featured entrée was bagel toppers, toasted bagel halves with egg, cheese, 

and bacon covering them. I’d had these a year ago at the Hampton Inn in Keokuk, and they really are excellent. 

 

Jake had been getting texts from Anna Kollasch all night, detailing the family’s progress as they made their way southward. 

They’d packed food and literally driven straight through, with only a couple of brief gas and toilet breaks since leaving Des Moines. Even 

with five potential drivers, that’s not a journey I’d care to make. I will say, though, that by driving mostly on a weekend night, they managed 

to avoid most of the traffic. Mr. Kollasch is the Kossuth County Sheriff [another person who’s retiring from his job this year], so he 

probably has a pretty good idea of what he can get away with for speed. I’m sure they averaged quite a bit faster than we did in the school 

vehicles. 

 

At the last update, the Kollasch‘s ETA was 7:30am. Jake and I went out by the taxi stand shortly before that, and within just a 

few minutes they did indeed arrive. They’d apparently gotten to New Orleans earlier than that, but they made a wrong turn and had to go 

back and approach the hotel again. We helped them unload all their stuff from their minivan and passed their vehicle over to the valets. 

We then hauled all their stuff up to our room, where it would sit around until it was an appropriate time for them to check in. 

 

The Kollasch boys used out shower, and then the whole family went downstairs and had breakfast. Technically they weren’t yet 

guests, but no one in the lobby seemed to really care who was at the buffet. 

 

After the Kollasches had eaten the whole group gathered in the lobby and then made our way over to the meeting rooms. This 

morning we had a moderator I was not familiar with, Chris Hunter. He apparently hoists a TV quiz bowl program based in Morgan City, 

Louisiana. I have fond memories of going up to Davenport when I was in high school to record quiz bowl matches that appeared on 

Channel 6 (then WOC-TV). A similar program airs on a Sioux City station, but unfortunately Algona is just outside of their market area. 

That’s too bad, because I think the kids would enjoy it. 

 

Our opponent this morning was Benton High School. There are several schools with that name, and I had no clue ahead of time 

which one we were facing. It turned out this team was from Benton, Arkansas, a place that was a small town a generation ago and is now 

considered a suburb of Little Rock. Benton High School is about seven times the size of Garrigan. It’s the alma mater of numerous pro 

baseball players and also of Charlie Rich, a well-known country music star back when I was a kid. When I checked out their school 

website while writing this travelogue, it was amusing that the main announcement was about quiz bowl, though it had nothing to do with 



how successful they were at nationals. The team had apparently planned a fundraiser at Applebee’s, but it had been postponed. The 

fundraiser will supposedly now be held at a “date to be determined” in July or August. 

 
Before the Benton game 

 
 Reading about Benton’s 
fundraiser made me feel even better that 
our team passed on doing meals or 
selling various junk. For the past several 
years our main fundraiser has been our 
community quiz bowl tournament, an 
event the kids organize almost entirely 
by themselves. They write the questions 
for that tournament, and the process of 
doing that is one of the best ways they 
can prepare for “real” quiz bowl 
tournaments. The kids also do all the 
publicity and scheduling, and they serve 
as readers and moderators in the 
rooms. It’s not a huge tournament, but 
it’s still a lot of work for them to put 
together.  [Indeed, when the virus 
forced the event to be cancelled this 
year, I can’t say the kids were terribly 
upset.]   I’ve purposely kept my nose 
out of it. I’ve been a participant rather 
than a coach or organizer, and having to 
do the work themselves helps the kids 
learn from the event. It’s also been a 
fairly good source of income. We charge 
$25 per team, but that’s just the start of  

it. The biggest money comes from having refreshments available with a donation jar on the table. That donation jar is usually full of $5, 

$10, and $20 bills by the time the evening is over. From my point of view, it’s a lot easier fundraiser than trying to negotiate with a 

restaurant for some percentage of their profits. 

 

Of places in Iowa, Benton is probably most comparable to Ankeny, and their quiz bowl team reminded me of the teams from 

Ankeny High (or more recently Centennial High) we face each year. With a thousand rich suburban kids to draw from, they should be 

able to come up with a good team. The high schools in Ankeny mostly do, though they sometimes have some glaring weaknesses. That 

was also the case with Benton. They were a good team, though certainly not the best we’ve ever seen.  They’d end up with the exact 

same record as us in the tournament, though they’d score just a few more points per game. In this morning’s game they were a little 

quicker on the buzzers, which may be as much as anything due to the Kollasches playing after traveling through the night. We ended up 

on the losing side of a 260 – 160 game. 

 
The 2014 quiz bowl team posing by a fountain in Jackson Square 

 After the game the kids got out 
of their ties, but kept their dress shirts 
on. Then the whole group headed back 
to the French Quarter. We had plenty of 
time, so we walked the whole way, this 
time via Tchoupitoulas Street. Though 
just a bit on the warm side, it was a 
beautiful, bright day, and pretty much 
everyone found the walk enjoyable.  
[This was not a group that 
complained at all, which was 
refreshing compared to some other 
years.] 
 
 We’d come to the Vieux Carré 
to go to mass at St. Louis Cathedral. 
Mass was at 11am, and it was around 
10:15 when we arrived. The kids filled 
the time by circling Jackson Square, 
checking out the various artists and 
entertainers who’d set up business on 
the sidewalks. Mr. and Mrs. Kollasch 
went off to look for a bathroom; and 
Jake, Anna, and I just killed half an hour 
sitting on a bench in the shade. 

 

 

 



By a quarter to eleven everyone 
was ready to go inside. It turned out we were 
wise to be seated early, because this was a 
very big mass. According to the Times-
Picayune, the seating capacity at the 
cathedral is 1,000 (though it seems larger 
than that), and pretty much every pew was 
filled to overflowing for the main Sunday 
service. The bulk of the worshippers were 
tourists (which is always true here), but there 
were also a number of people who had come 
downtown from all over the city and its 
suburbs. The service was also being 
broadcast on local TV, which would extend 
the congregation even more. 
 
 While we were waiting for mass to 
start, Mr. Kollasch happened to notice the 
cover of the weekly bulletin and remarked 
about how old the cathedral was. That both 
is and isn’t true.  French settlers first built a 
wooden church on this site in 1718. Two 
early incarnations burned to the ground, and 
the third was built around 1790. The present 
cathedral incorporates much of that building, 
but it was greatly enlarged and modernized 
right before the Civil War. In fact most of St. 
Louis Cathedral is actually about the same 
age as the church I go. That’s still about a 
hundred years older than St. Cecelia’s in 
Algona or St. Michael’s in Whittemore where 
the Kollasches go to church, and it‘s only a 
few years until the parish celebrates their 
tricentennial.  [It would actually have been 
interesting to be in New Orleans this year 
for that event.] 
 
 This turned out to be a very nice 
mass. The music was particularly enjoyable. 
The cathedral has a splendid pipe organ, and 
they     accompanied      the    hymns      with  

 
Cover to the bulletin at St. Louis Cathedral – New Orleans 

percussion. I don’t think I’d ever heard drums and organ together before, but it worked beautifully. It worked especially on the stately old 

Anglican hymn Alleluia! Alleluia! Let the Holy Anthem Rise, which really did rise to the heavens at this mass. 

 

The readings for the Sixth Sunday after Easter were not especially memorable. The rector noted that this was a time of 

graduations (though Garrigan’s had been clear back at the beginning of the month), and he gave the sort of homily you might hear at 

baccalaureate. He focused on specific directives in the readings to “do good” and “keep my commandments”, and he noted these apply 

not only to the graduates but to all of us. I certainly can’t argue with that. 

 

We walked back to the hotel and had just a short time to catch our breath before it was time to play another game. This time our 

opponent was Sparkman High School. The kids from Sparkman said they were “from Huntsville”, and there’s a good chance most of their 

parents work in that city. Sparkman isn’t really a suburban school, though. It’s located in Harvest, Alabama, a county seat town about the 

size of Algona that’s just south of the Tennessee border. I’d probably driven through there on one of my trips to see Brad Nelson play 

baseball, though I remember nothing at all of the place. The Sparkman team came across as small-town kids and would be comparable 

to teams we play from Humboldt, Boone, or Algona High. They were friendly and modest, pretty much the opposite of the Benton team 

we’d played this morning. The Sparkman kids were smart, but so were the Garrigan kids. One of the biggest factors in the game was that 

we got a twenty-point bonus for sweeping a lightning round about government. We ended up edging out a 300 – 260 victory. 

 

We had a lengthy break after the Sparkman game. Most of the kids went to lunch right away. I went down to the desk with Deb 

Kollasch and got them checked in. The desk clerk was a bit confused that while the room was only in Deb’s name, I was paying for it with 

the school credit card. Eventually he got everything processed, though. The Kollasches ended up clear at the far end of the new building, 

right across the street from the convention center. Their room wasn’t nearly as nice as what the rest of the team had. That was particularly 

interesting since we were paying more for their room (mostly because it had to be rebooked after the rate the company had negotiated 

had expired). Theirs was still a nice room, though, and they got settled in it fairly quickly 

 

Eventually I went out to lunch. I ended up at a Subway about a block north of the hotel. Several of the kids were leaving there 

just as I arrived. I got the feeling the place had quite a bit more business than they’d expected on a Sunday. They managed to get the 



sandwiches made, but it wasn’t exactly the friendliest service I‘ve ever had. 

 
Katrina Memorial – Mississippi River Heritage Park – New Orleans 

On the way back from Subway I paused in Mississippi River Heritage Park, a square block of green space across from the main 

entrance to the convention center. It’s mostly the sort of park where old men sit on benches while teenagers toss around frisbees. Right 

along Convention Center Boulevard, though, is a formal plaza that is one of several monuments to Hurricane Katrina scattered around 

the city. This one was erected in 2010 (the fifth anniversary of the storm) and primarily honors those who died looking for refuge at the 

convention center. The official memorial is a granite slab, but much more interesting is the sculpture in the middle of the plaza. The 

sculpture is called “Scrap House”, and artist Sally Heller used debris left after the hurricane to construct a house in the remnants of a tree 

that had been killed by the storm (augmented by oil drums).  While to me it brought a tornado to mind rather than a hurricane, you can’t 

miss that it’s some sort of storm. Part of the treehouse even has a blue plastic roof, the type Margaret and I found were ubiquitous after 

Katrina. It really is a fascinating thing to see. 

 

Back in my hotel room, I checked out the scores on the Questions Unlimited website. I found out they’d actually gotten our score 

wrong in our morning game. They’d flipped around our score and Benton’s, having us winning that game. While I wish that were the case, 

obviously we’d have to be honest about what the real outcome was. The teams in our upcoming games hadn’t played many games yet, 

so it was hard to know just how good they were. I certainly hoped we’d be competitive. 

 

Our fourth game was at 4:10pm. We faced White Plains, an “old money” suburb north of New York City. We’ve played White 

Plains more than once in the past, and this year’s team was definitely not the best of theirs we’d faced. They weren’t bad at all, but they 

weren’t the sort of team that obliterates the competition either. The White Plains team was as diverse as you’d expect from a New York 

school; their starters included a south Asian, an east Asian, a Jew, and a Hispanic. They were a fun group. They weren’t at all conceited, 

and they were a bit embarrassed when we got a couple of questions they probably should have gotten (one about the New York Yankees 

and another about Judaism). 

 

We played this game in the Cotton Mill Room, and the moderator was “Uncle Ernie”. Ernie Anderson is a DJ from West Virginia 

who’s read at least one of our games every time we’ve been to nationals. While he’s proud to be a good ole boy, he’s quite well read and 

worldly. Each time he finds out we’re from Iowa, he notes his son went to college at the University of Iowa, so he says he feels a connection 

to our state. I like Ernie, and so do all the kids. He reads well, and he also keeps the atmosphere light. It’s always fun to play when Ernie’s 

reading. Of course, it’s even more fun when you win, and we did win this game. We led pretty much the whole game, and we ended up 

the victors by a score of 245 – 165. 

 

We had another lengthy break after the White Plains game. Most of the kids spent that time in the courtyard by the pool. For the 

most part they didn’t swim, but they sat around playing cards and just enjoyed being “al fresco”.  While we were killing time, Jason Russell, 

the #2 guy at Questions Unlimited, passed by on his way to dinner. He congratulated us on making playoffs. He thought we had a 4 – 0 

record because their website still said we’d beaten Benton. We had to correct him and let him know we were in fact 3 – 1. He gave the 

schedule a brief once-over and assured us that he was confident, based on who we were playing, that we’d win our final games. We 

certainly hoped that was true. 

 

 



 I think Jason Russell’s 
comments were almost a jinx to us, 
because we honestly didn’t play terribly 
well in the last two games. We played 
back to back in Chip Beall’s room 
against two teams from the South. The 
first was from Gadsden, a city of 50,000 
or so in eastern Alabama. They were 
basically a one-man team. The star was 
a boy with long flowing hair that looked 
like he’d been teleported from a college 
campus in the year 1970. The whole 
team looked a bit odd because they 
were dressed in black and red bowling 
shirts. While they may have had a 
unique appearance, they were smart 
enough to beat us. This was apparently 
Gadsden’s only win of the tournament, 
but they beat us fairly resoundingly. We 
lost 290 – 140. In the final game we 
faced Cleveland, another of those place 
names that exists in almost every state 
in the country. It turned out this team 
was from Cleveland, Mississippi, a 
college town in the Delta south of 
Memphis. Their starters were a white 
kid,  a black kid,  and two  south  Asians  

 
The courtyard at the Hampton Inn 

 

 
The Gadsden game 

 

named Sahil and Shamir. Various black 
kids (by far the majority in northwest 
Mississippi) subbed in between rounds, 
but Sahil and Shamir essentially were 
the team. It certainly didn’t help us that 
there were several science and 
engineering questions, and the Asian 
boys fit the stereotype for their ethnicity. 
What did help us was another sweep in 
the lightning round. This category was 
about  which President followed  another  

(like if the question was Ford, the answer was Carter), and apparently the Kollasches had reviewed that very topic during their trip down 
to New Orleans. While we didn’t play a terribly good game overall, we did end up winning 230 – 180. 

 
 I mentioned at the beginning of this just how elated Chip Beall was 
when we won our fourth game and qualified for playoffs. All of us were also 
on top of the world—definitely the best feeling we’ve ever had at nationals. 
Dawn Bernhard decided this was a cause for celebration, and she sent out 
for pizza. We ended up with quite a feast, a whole buffet of pizza, calzones, 
and some of dessert items that we set up in the breakfast room. It had to 
have cost a fortune, and I repeatedly asked Dawn how much I owed her, but 
she said it was her treat. The pizza was really very good, some of the best 
I’ve ever had. 
 
 The celebration lasted until around 11pm. By then I knew we’d be 
playing at 8:30 tomorrow morning. We cleaned up our mess from the pizza 
party, and everyone settled in for the night fairly quickly. 
 

       
Celebration 

 

 
 

Breakfast was notably less crowded this morning, as several of the quiz bowl teams seemed to have already checked out. Even 

those years when I didn’t think we’d do that well, I’ve never considered leaving before playoffs. I’ve either scheduled an extra night in the 

competition city or I schedule a short travel day that could be completed even after playoffs were over.  Either way, in the past that extra 

day typically ends up being used for sightseeing. I read that last year at the D.C. site one of the teams had to forfeit because their flight 

out left before they were done with playoffs. I’d certainly hate to be in that position. 



It’s also interesting that the kids from Algona who were here a year ago claimed they’d purposely thrown a game so they wouldn’t 

make it to playoffs and would have more time for sightseeing. Both they and we finished with 3 – 3 records last year (in the New Orleans 

and D.C. tournaments, respectively), and making this claim was the Algona High kids’ way of claiming they were better than us. While 

I’m sure that’s just trash talk, if they did throw a game, they were stupid. Our making playoffs this year basically just meant the kids had 

to get up a little earlier than they otherwise might have. Even if we’d advanced to the championship game (something no one expected, 

even if we were having our best year ever), we’d still be done around lunchtime. That would give us plenty of time for more sightseeing. 

 
ABOVE: Posing by the hotel sign welcoming the national tournament 

BELOW: BGHS team and Ernie Anderson before the playoff game 

 

 
Team sign showing 

the location of our school 
 We soon gathered in the lobby 
and made our way over to the Cotton Mill 
Room where “Uncle Ernie” would once 
again be our reader. Our kids like being 
first to the room. It lets them get 
comfortable and also choose which side of 
the room they’re playing on. This year that 
was invariably stage right (the left side 
from the audience’s point of view). 
 
 In playoffs our opponent was 
Saratoga High School from Saratoga 
Springs, New York. I’d been through there 
once in my life, when Margaret and I took 
the train from Schenectady up to Montreal. 
Saratoga was a well-known resort for the 
wealthy in the 19th Century, and tourism 
remains its main industry today. While it’s 
technically part of the Albany metro area, 
the place feels more like a small town than 
a suburb. 
 
 With 2200 students, Saratoga 
Springs High School is one of the largest 
opponents we’ve faced. At nationals, only 
White Plains had a higher enrollment. Just 
as the town seemed smaller than it actually 
is, though, the team from Saratoga came 
across like those we’ve faced from much 
smaller schools. A couple of the kids 
described them as “a lot like us”, and they 
were among the friendliest people we’ve 
played. Their main peculiarity was that 
they all dressed in hockey sweaters. 
 
 While we had identical records, 
Saratoga had scored far more points than 
we had in the preliminary games. They 
went into playoffs with the #5 seed in the 
tournament, while we were #12. This was 
a  very  close,  back-and-forth  game.  The  

rules are slightly different in playoffs.  There are more questions in each game, and the value of the toss-up questions varies, rather than 

always being worth the same number of points. I’d told the kids about these differences, so they weren’t surprised by them. It is kind of a 

strange format, though, and it didn’t really work to our advantage. It seemed as if Saratoga got all the high-value toss-up questions, while 

we got the ones worth fewer points. 

 

We were actually leading at the end of the lightning round, which at most tournaments would have meant we’d won. In the 

National Academic Championships, though, there’s another round called “Stump the Experts” that follows the lightning round. The best 

way of describing that round is to say it has too many hard questions worth too many points. That’s especially true in playoffs where 

Stump the Experts had eighteen questions (compared to twelve in preliminaries), which vary in value between 15 and 20 points. The bulk 

of those questions were unanswered by either team, but Saratoga got enough of them that they were able to beat us by a final score of 

325 – 235. 

 



  
LEFT: Congratulating the opponents after the game 

RIGHT: Pile of beads and vomit on Bourbon Street 

Although we lost, everyone felt good about this game. There have been years when it’s seemed like one question made all the 

difference in a tournament. This year everyone felt we’d played our best, and we actually had something to show for it. 

 

… And, of course, losing in playoffs gave us a bit more time for sightseeing. (We’ll have to say that to the Algona High kids next 

year.) The kids got changed, and before long we set out for the day. First we went to the French Quarter once again. This gave the 

Kollasch boys the opportunity to both ride the streetcar and experience walking on Bourbon Street, since they hadn’t been with us when 

we’d done those things before.  Today the kids were all properly repulsed by a large pile of Mardi Gras beads sitting right in the middle 

of the sidewalk. The beads were cemented together by the remains of someone’s hangover—a truly disgusting sight indeed. You can 

understand why I’d never dream of going to Bourbon Street at night.  [When I’d come to New Orleans in grad school, it was almost 

always on Sunday morning—the tamest time of the week.] 

 
The Mardi Gras look 

 
Once again we saw young parents with toddlers and children of 

grade school age walking along the street. In fact, one of them managed to 

run the wheels of a stroller through a disgusting mound similar to the one I 

photographed. It amazes me how many people don’t seem to grow up, even 

when they have kids. The aquarium, the zoo, the streetcars, or the artists in 

Jackson Square might be appropriate for small children, but Bourbon Street 

most definitely isn’t. An amazing number of parents don’t seem to see that, 

though. One couple we saw was even carrying alcoholic drinks down the 

street while their children tagged along with them. Having open containers 

on the street is legal in New Orleans (if a bit odd in the middle of the morning), 

but it’s just not right when you‘ve got little kids with you. 

 
We spent even less time on Bourbon Street than we had before. We 

just walked a couple blocks and then ran into a gift shop. The kids spent quite 
a bit of time rummaging through all the junk there, picking up lots of last-
minute souvenirs. Probably the most interesting thing they got was Mardi 
Gras masks. 

 
 We caught a streetcar on Canal Street and rode down to Riverwalk 
Mall. Many in the group stopped (myself included) stopped at the Café du 
Monde there to get a few more beignets. I personally like the Riverwalk 
location better than the original Café du Monde at the French Market. It’s 
cleaner, and they rarely have huge lines. The food is exactly the same both 
places, and as a bonus there’s a window at the Riverwalk location where you 
can watch them making the beignets. 
 

Several in the group wanted to do some more shopping, so we arranged a time to meet back at the hotel. I think most of the 

kids had lunch at the mall, but I just skipped the midday meal today. I wandered around a bit and then relaxed in the Spanish Plaza at 

the foot of Canal Street. By pure luck a riverfront streetcar happened to arrive soon, so I rode it back to Julia Street, the stop nearest our 

hotel. The line technically goes one stop further, but the final stop is only open when there are events at the Convention Center. Even if 

it were open, I’d have to figure out how to get from the streetcar to the hotel, with the convention center in the way. From Julia it’s about 

five blocks to the hotel, and that‘s not too bad of a walk. 

 

Early in the afternoon we got both vehicles from the valets and set off once again. We re-traced our steps along I-10 to Slidell, 

but then we kept on heading east. Our destination was the beach along the Mississippi Gulf Coast. We took the first exit inside Mississippi 

and then followed US 90 through Waveland, Bay St. Louis, and Pass Christian.  This is another place where things have changed  a lot  



 
Banners on Convention Center Boulevard 

New Orleans, Louisiana 

since the last time I was down here. They’ve finished re-building all the piers 
and boardwalks, and pretty much all the homes and businesses that are 
going to re-build on the coast are back. (It’s quite a bit fewer than in the past, 
but unless you were here before Katrina, you wouldn’t know that.) Just like in 
the suburbs of New Orleans some of the re-built businesses have been 
around long enough now that they’re starting to weather and look tacky. I 
know from having been here in the interim that everything they re-built here 
has been elevated above where storm surge is likely to go, but these days 
almost all the stilts have been covered over. In homes that space is invariably 
used as a garage or storage area, while in businesses or public buildings it 
just looks like a grand entrance.  
 
 We drove along the beach for quite a while, mostly looking for a 
place to park. The current version of highway 90 has fewer actual pull-offs 
and more curbed sidewalks that locals use as parking. I really didn’t want to 
run a curb in the suburban, and on a sunny holiday it seemed like every other 
parking space along the beach was full—particularly when we wanted to park 
two vehicles close together. 
 
 We kept on driving almost to roughly the border between Pass 
Christian and Long Beach, which was always one of my favorite stretches 
along the coast when I was in grad school. There was a wide shoulder there 
that allowed us to park, and it turned out to be a wonderful stretch of beach 
for the kids to frolic. 
 
 We spent about three and a half hours on the beach, and it was a 
delightful afternoon. Some in the group mostly laid on the beach, others 
waded and swam, and still others played in the sand. Dawn Bernhard was 
by far the most creative of the sand sculptors. Instead of the traditional 
castles, she sculpted animals in the sand. She’s quite an artist, and by the 
time she left she had made an alligator and a turtle. 
 
 An interesting feature of this stretch of beach was that there was a 
sand bar about 200 yards out, with the water shallow enough that you could 

easily wade out there. I spent much of my time out there, and the kids came out to join me. Deb Kollasch remarked that it looked like I 
was holding a class out on the sandbar, with those kids as my students. I remember many times when I’d study on the beach when I was 
in grad school, but it certainly never occurred to me to teach there. 

 
View from the sandbar, looking toward the beach – Pass Christian, Mississippi 

 



 Mr. Kollasch spent most of the time while we were at the 
beach relaxing on a bench back up by the vehicles. While he was there 
someone nearby had locked her keys in her car. Apparently the local 
police had some problems getting the car open, but the out-of-town 
sheriff was happy to assist. 
 
 While the kids agreed that the beach was a highlight of the 
trip, we obviously couldn’t stay there forever. Late in the afternoon 
everyone rinsed off, and we packed up the vehicles once again. We 
re-traced our steps west along U.S. 90, with lovely views the whole 
way. 

 
Garrigan’s Chevy Traverse parked at the beach 

Pass Christian, Mississippi 
 
 While we didn’t really need it, I figured it would be wise to buy 
gas, so we stopped at a station on our way back to the interstate. There 
I learned something I hadn’t known before. I happened to ask the one 
of the kids if they could check which side the gas tank was on. (While 
I’d filled before on this trip, I’d forgotten; this was still an unfamiliar 
vehicle.) The kids noted that the little pump icon on the dashboard 
showed that. Next to that pump there’s an almost invisible arrow that 
points in the correct direction. The kids acted like this was the sort of 
thing any moron should know, but I‘d never heard of such a thing. I 
googled the topic and found that the little arrow is in fact universal on 
new cars and has been for the past few years. My own car is anything 
but new (a ‘98 Chevy Metro with 210,000 miles), and I was kind of 
pleased to find it doesn’t have that little arrow. Perhaps the next car I 
buy will, though.  [The Mitsubishi Eclipse I currently own does 
indeed have an arrow to indicate the gas tank is on the left.] 
 
 We have a tradition of having a special team meal on our quiz 
bowl trips. This year I chose to go to Copeland’s restaurant in Slidell, 
a place Margaret and I had eaten at on our trip south after Katrina. The 
place worked very well for this purpose. While it’s casual enough that 
the kids could come there after going to the beach, it feels like a nice 
restaurant. I described it to the group as “like Applebee’s, but with New 
Orleans food”, and that’s pretty much spot on. On a Monday night they 
were able to easily accommodate a group of thirteen without a 
reservation, and the kids got a chance to try the regional cuisine in a 
nonthreatening atmosphere. The prices weren’t bad either. We 
managed to feed the whole group (including drinks, desserts, tax, and 
tip) for under $300, which isn’t bad these days. There’s a fairly good 
chance we may be heading back to Copeland’s the next time we’re in 
New Orleans for quiz bowl. 
 
 We drove back to the hotel and left the vehicles with the 
valets one last time. Then I did some computer work. I checked the 
final results of the tournament.  The overall winner was New Orleans 
Jesuit, who would go on to win the grand championship of all three 
locations in a match-up two weeks later in Chicago. We’ve played 
Jesuit in the past, and I recall them being a very good team. Benton  

 
ABOVE:  Sand alligator 

BELOW:  Playing in the sand 

 

was the only team we’d played that made playoffs.  They had the  #10  seed and also lost in the first round, and by a bigger margin than 



we did. Saratoga ended up losing in the second round to Paschal High School from Ft. Worth, which ended up finishing second overall 

in the tournament. 

 

The big thing we accomplished this evening was recording our final “Bear Facts” radio show of the year. The five-minute weekly 

program has been on the air since 1992, and this is the third time we’ve recorded a show in New Orleans. (When we’ve been at other 

locations, it’s always been well after the school year was over, so it‘s unlikely we‘ll ever record a show anywhere else.) I put together a 

script and printed it off at the business center. Devin had been bugging me to be announce this show, since he was just short of having 

announced enough this year to get an activity letter for it. He announced (and did end up lettering), and Levi and Jake Hamilton joined 

him. We bragged about our success, of course, and also gave the results of state track. Then we previewed the state golf meet (which 

our boys would end up winning) and various events of the summer. 

 

[One of many weird things of having school cancelled with the COVID-19 outbreak is not having doing the “Bear Facts” 

each week.  I’ve put together more than a thousand scripts for that show over the years, and it’s become a big part of my weekly 

routine.  If we do return at the end of the spring, we’ll certainly have some news to talk about, though.] 

 

After “Bear Facts” was done, I watched a bit of TV and finished packing up my stuff. It was fairly early when I turned out the 

lights. 

 

 
 

The Kollasch boys would be going home with the team, but Deb, Steve, and Anna Kollasch left very early this morning.  Kossuth 

County had a state jail inspection tomorrow, and the sheriff had to be on hand for that. This time they’d be driving all day rather than all 

night, eventually making it home around 1am. While I’d prefer that schedule to the one they came down on, I was glad we were only 

headed to the St. Louis area tonight. 

 

Breakfast today was back to the omelets and sausages from the first day. I suppose rotating the menu is a good thing, but 

personally I’d rather have my favorite foods (like those bagel toppers) available all the time. I certainly didn’t go hungry, though, and as it 

turned out it was a good thing I had started things out with a hearty breakfast. 

 

We left New Orleans around 7:30, and while we again had to fight our way onto business 90 and then into the far lane for a left 

exit, once we got onto I-10, everything flowed quite smoothly. That honestly surprised me. Much of the employment in the New Orleans 

area is in Jefferson Parish, so I was expecting heavy traffic heading out to the office parks. We moved right along, though, and before 

long we were back to the Manchac Pass bridge. 

 

Our first stop was at the Mississippi welcome center, about an hour and a half after we’d left the hotel. Everyone used the 

restroom there, and several of us (myself included) tried to get drinks or snacks from vending machines as well. The only coffee I‘d had 

was one small cup at the hotel, and I was really hoping to get some pop to boost my caffeine—no such luck, though. Neither the snack 

nor the pop machines worked properly. Coins just went right through them, and the bill readers didn’t seem to take anything either. We 

continued on, though I was perhaps a bit more irritable than I’d otherwise have been. 

 

We made it up to Jackson quite quickly. I’d originally planned to have lunch just north of there (the same place we’d stopped on 

the way down), but it would have been quite early at that point. So we continued northward and ended up stopping in the town of Grenada 

(pronounced like the island where Reagan had a war back in the ‘80s), which is almost exactly halfway between Jackson and Memphis. 

 

We parked the cars at a Wendy’s, and the kids all went in there to have lunch. While they were in line I took the vehicles across 

the street to buy gas. My plan was to get something to go when I was done filling up, but that didn’t quite work out as I’d planned. The 

kids were done eating at that point, but there was a long line at the front that didn’t move at all. The obese women at the counter seemed 

friendly, but they moved in extreme slow motion. It would likely have taken at least half an hour had I stayed in line, so I decided to just 

cut my losses and be on my way. As I said, it was a good thing I’d had a decent breakfast. 

 

The skies had been clouding up throughout the morning, and by the time we reached the outskirts of Memphis it began to 

sprinkle. We made it through the city all right, but in Arkansas we ran into severe storms. We slowed and slowed, and eventually we got 

word that the other vehicle had pulled off the road. We ended up exiting ourselves, pulling off at a rather disgusting convenience store. I 

got totally soaked running into the place, where I bought some pop and a bag of corn nuts that ended up being my lunch for the day. 

 

The rain continued on and off, but the worst of the storm had passed. We made one more stop at a truck stop in New Madrid, 

Missouri. (Interestingly, the very first time we went down to New Orleans for quiz bowl we stayed at a motel right next to that truck stop.) 

This was mostly a toilet break, but we also filled with gas once again. From New Madrid it was just a couple more hours up I-55 to the 

outskirts of St. Louis. 

 



Our destination this evening was the Comfort Inn in Arnold, Missouri, a suburb just north of Herculaneum, where we’d had the 

big traffic jam on the way down. The hotel is easily visible from the interstate, but it’s one of those places where you have to turn and turn 

and turn again to get to the place. I think we actually turned six times before we were in the parking lot. 

 
Unpacking at the Comfort Inn—Arnold, Missouri 

 Check-in was fairly easy, but the desk 
clerk was extremely concerned that we had a group of high 
school kids. They’ve obviously had bad experiences with 
school kids before (sports teams, I’d bet), and there wasn’t 
much I could say to dissuade his fears. I did make the kids 
aware of his concerns, and they were fine—which I’m 
pretty sure they would have been anyway. 
 
 It was around 6pm when we got to the Comfort 
Inn, and after having nothing but corn nuts all day, I was 
famished. While there were any number of restaurants to 
choose from in the immediate area, the kids all said they 
just wanted to snack for supper. Everyone but me ended 
up crowding into the black suburban, and Dawn drove 
them over to Target. 
 
 I ended up walking to a Waffle House that was 
vaguely nearby. (The distance actually wasn’t far at all, but 
I had to cross two major streets that were in no way 
pedestrian  friendly to  get  there.)   This particular  Waffle  

House was a bit strange, because it was almost entirely empty. The whole time I was there only one other customer came in, and she 

was basically there just to flirt with the cook. The waitress was certainly not overworked, but I ended up with extremely minimal service. I 

had to ask her to re-fill my iced tea and then ask her again for the check. Usually I over-tip at places like Waffle House, but there was no 

need to do so this time. The food was good, though, and it was nice to fill my growling stomach. 

 

I found out much later that in addition to getting snacks, the kids had bought a gift for me at Target. When the school did a 

recognition for the team before a baseball game in late June they presented me with some logo glasses to add to my collection of Pepsi 

memorabilia. Apparently they were intending to give them to me at the end of the trip, but they discovered one of the glasses they’d 

bought was chipped. Jake Hamilton ended up going to the Target in Mason City, and apparently there’s no problem with returning 

merchandise that was bought at one Target to a different store. There’s certainly no need for the kids to get a gift (and really what I 

treasure more is a card they all wrote personal messages on), but the glasses will make a nice addition to the collection. 

 

 
 

We left around 7:30 this morning, which was half an hour earlier than I‘d originally planned. This particular group of kids doesn’t 

seem to have much trouble getting up in the morning, and they—like me—figured that the earlier we left, the earlier we’d be home. 

 

While we left early we soon hit the worst traffic of the trip. For no good reason, traffic was snarled on the beltway south of St. 

Louis. A sign as we approached the jam advised that the traffic ahead was moving at 15mph. It turned out that was exactly the truth. 

Though of course it was in stop and go bursts. It ended up taking twenty minutes to go just five miles. Fortunately once we passed I-44 

the speed rose to about 30mph, and by the time we finally passed I-40 we were up to actual freeway speeds. We probably lost an hour 

sitting in traffic—so much for an early start. 

 

A little ways north of St. Louis we had to pull off onto the shoulder of Avenue of the Saints because one of the kids didn’t feel 

well. This happened to be the same kid who’d gotten ill on our way back from Washington last summer, though apparently the type of 

sickness was quite different this time. He essentially fainted and was having trouble getting his breath. When we stopped he rested a bit, 

got something to drink, and got a bit of fresh air. That seemed to do the trick. I checked with him frequently, but he was all right for the 

rest of the day. 

 

We made a gas stop in Hannibal and then stopped again for lunch in Mt. Pleasant. This time we stopped at the Mt. P. McDonalds, 

which—like the one in Algona—is newly renovated.  That amused me, since the very concept of a McDonalds in Mt. Pleasant is new to 

me. When I was growing up Hardees was the only fast food in town. The McDonalds I went to most was in downtown Burlington, near 

the hospital my mother had cancer treatment. It was big news when Fairfield (half an hour west) got a McD’s, because it was the only 

place that wasn’t a real city that had one. Mt. Pleasant didn’t get one until after I‘d graduated from college. It probably is thirty years old 

now, though, so I suppose it is time for remodeling. 

 

For variety as much as anything I chose to leave Avenue of the Saints and go back via Ottumwa, Oskaloosa, and Des Moines 

(or rather near all those places, since the road really doesn’t go through any of them). Highway 163 is quite a bit more scenic than Avenue 



of the Saints, and I actually think it’s a quicker connection to anything south of Iowa City.  [I’m pretty sure that’s true, but I never think 

of taking that route.] 

 

Our final stop was at the Quik Trip in Ankeny. This was mostly a toilet break, though I filled the gas as well. Otherwise I‘d have 

had to haul the vehicles out to the grungy old truck stop in Algona where the school has a running account. That would have meant extra 

time after we got back, and I honestly just don’t like that place.  [Unlike a lot of other staff members, I DO make sure the gas tanks 

are reasonably full when I return school vehicles.  We’re supposed to leave them ¾ full or higher.  A surprising number of 

people don’t’ do that, though, which can be annoying if you have an early departure in a vehicle that hasn’t been gassed up.] 

 

While our main reason for stopping in Ankeny was to use the restroom, Quik Trip didn’t work very well for that purpose. They 

have just one restroom for each sex, without even multiple stalls. We did eventually make it out, but it was a longer stop than I‘d expected. 

 

I don’t really understand why when there’s just an individual toilet in a public restroom, they don’t just make the place unisex. 

That would easily solve the problem, because when there’s a line, it’s almost always for one sex or the other, with the opposite sex’s 

restroom free. With a single toilet, it’s not like there would be a privacy issue, yet for some reason people continue to feel public restrooms 

have to be segregated by sex. Pretty much every home restroom is open to both sexes; why can’t public restrooms be, too?  [This does 

seem ridiculous to me, but some people seem to think the world will come to an end if someone of the opposite sex—or, God 

forbid, a transgender person—uses their restroom.] 

 

We got back to school around 4:45pm. I stuck around at school and ended up going to a baseball game that night.  Word of our 

success had obviously gotten back, as several people congratulated me at the game. It’s not like the coach in quiz bowl really has much 

to do with a team’s success, but of course I accepted their good wishes on behalf of the team. I am genuinely proud of how the kids did 

this year. We were just about the smallest school in the tournament, so making playoffs and finishing #12 overall really is quite an 

accomplishment. We had a good trip, too—one I’ve enjoyed reliving while I write this.  [I’ve also enjoyed writing the revision—a nice 

escape from the viral chaos outside.] 

 

 


