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 While the point of this trip was just visiting my brother Steve, I did a 
number of other things en route, and I figured Iôd write it up as a little 
travelogue.  é I intended to write an ongoing journal as the trip went along, 
but that was complicated when my computer died after installing a Windows 
10 update (apparently a common problem which had to do with an 
incompatibility with the anti-virus program).  So after the first day I just kept a 
few notes on my phone and will use that to compile the complete story. 
 

Wednesday, May 23  

Algona, Iowa to  

Red Oak, Iowa  
 
 School ended for the year yesterday, and I rushed to get my grades 
turned in and  my room cleaned up.   Last night I  announced the first  home  

 
Flags at Las Colinas Urban Center 

Irving, Texas 

baseball game of the season, and then I took home the fish Iôd been given by some students that has been on a shelf in my school room 
all year.  Iôd bought an automatic feeder on Amazon that I hoped would keep the thing alive while I was away. 
 
 This morning I woke up to severe thunderstorms.  We got three inches of rain overnight in Algona, and it looked like that would 
be continuing all day.  The rain did eventually stop, though, which let me take my stuff out to the car without getting too wet.  I set off right 
at 9am.  The ditches were full of water all the way from Algona to Humboldt, which made it seem like I was driving on a causeway.  At 
this point itôs unlikely that most of the farmers in our area will get any crops planted at all, and those who do are likely to have severely 
diminished yields. 
 
 I stopped briefly at the Hardees in Humboldt.  Normally when I go to fast food places I go inside, since it gives me a chance to 
stretch my legs.  However Hardees was undergoing renovations, so only their drive-through was open.  I picked up a biscuit and some 
coffee and then continued southward. 
 
 My main stop of the day was a place Iôve always wanted to go, but never had.  The Iowa Arboretum is located between Boone 
and Madrid, a little ways east of my brother Paulôs home in Rippey.  Iôd seen the signs for it countless times when Iôd driven to Des Moines 
or to Paulôs, and I always wondered what it was like.  I was on no particular schedule today, so I figured Iôd take the time to check the 
place out.  I doubt Iôll be stopping there again any time soon, but it was nice to see what the place was like. 
 
 The arboretum is more than a bit out of the way (between highways 169 and 17, and two county roads off of either one of them), 
but I found it with no problem.  It was going on eleven, but Iôm pretty sure I was the first visitor of the day.  Indeed, the woman at the desk 
was more than a bit surprised to see me there.  She took my money without a problem, though, and she gave me a map of the facilities. 

 
David Burrow hiking at the Iowa Arboretum 

 
 There are two entirely different parts to the 
arboretum.  The part I liked was the woodland area (which 
is what Iôd expect an arboretum should be).  They have 

four nice trails through the woods.  I hiked all of them, 
including one that goes down 133 steps to a lookout over 
a riverðand then back up those same steps, of course.  
That definitely gave me my workout for the day, but it was 
enjoyable. 
 
 Much less enjoyable was the more developed 
part of the arboretum, which is what they mainly feature.  
Itôs basically a huge park filled with mowed grass, with 
various formal gardens scattered throughout it.  Itôs 
apparently a very popular place to have outdoor weddings.  
Thereôs not really much of interest to see (though perhaps 
it was before the prime season), and the sun beat down 
while I hiked from garden to garden. 
 
 The worst aspect of the arboretum, though, was 
bugs.  Both the grassland and woodlands were 
overwhelmed  with  flying  insects,  and  I  was swatting at 



them the whole time I was there.  It made me wonder what the weddings there must be like.  If I ever do go back there, it will probably be 
in fall, when both the temperature and the insects should be less. 
 
 I spent about an hour and a half at the arboretum.  Then I headed down to Jordan Creek Mall in West Des Moines.  The mall 
itself is surprisingly difficult to get to, buried among tons of other businesses.  I got thoroughly lost and eventually used the directions app 
on my cell phone.  Itôs kind of strange that itôs not easily accessible from either I-35 or I-80, but itôs two or three turns from both of them. 
 
 Iôd been to Jordan Creek only once before and that was just to go to a restaurant.  When we had our board retreat for the math 
teachers council a few years back, they had the main meal at the Cheesecake Factory there.  Today was the first time Iôd actually been 
inside the main part of Iowaôs largest mall.  Itôs definitely more upscale than most malls, which is all the more reason Iôll probably not be 
rushing back.  The students I teach love Jordan Creek, but itôs designed for them rather than an old fogie like me. 

 
Zombie Burger ï Jordan Creek Mall ï West Des Moines, Iowa 

 

 The main thing I did at Jordan 
Creek was have lunch.  I ate at a famous 
Des Moines chain, Zombie Burger.  One 
time when I took kids to a math team 
evet in Des Moines, they wanted to eat 
at the chainôs original location near the 
capitol.  That probably has a bit more 
atmosphere than the location at Jordan 
Creek, which is a pretty standard food 
court business.  Zombie Burger is 
ridiculously overpriced, and I definitely 
donôt recommend them.  Thereôs a Five 
Guys on the perimeter of the mall, and if 
I should find myself in the sprawl of West 
Des Moines again (which really isnôt that 
likely), thatôs where Iôd go instead.  I 
ordered a barbecue bacon 
cheeseburger (which had some cute 
zombie name), loaded fries, and a 
peach shake  (again with  a  name fitting  

their theme).  The shake was excellent, though not worth the $5.79 they wanted for it.  The fries were okay and actually not bad value at 
$3.29.  They came with cheese, bacon, sour cream, and chives, and they were really tastyðif a bit too heavy.  The real problem was the 
burger, which the placeôs name would make it appear to be their specialty.  It cost $6.29, and Iôve had better burgers for a third that price 
at Burger King.  I donôt think theyôd seasoned the burger patty at all, and the barbecue sauce, onions, and cheese were also surprisingly 
flavorless.  The one redeeming quality was that they were generous with the bacon.  It was definitely not worth the price, though, and I 
wonôt be rushing back to Zombie Burger. 

 

 

 After my disappointing lunch I made my way to the Jordan Creek 
Younkers store.  Younkers (together with numerous related stores including 
Carson Pirie Scott in Illinois and Herbergerôs in Minnesota) is going out of 
business.  All the stores are now liquidating their inventory, and the West Des 
Moines Younkers is one of their largest locations.  Iôd actually picked a good 
time to visit there, because there was still  a fair amount  of  merchandise  in  

stock, but it was all 60 ï 75% off.  I bought a pair of dress pants and a nice shirt, which will probably be the last things I ever buy at 
Younkerôs.  Thatôs too bad.  They were a nice chain of stores, though almost always a bit above my price range. 
 
 In spite of Younkerôs going under, Jordan Creek is still a surprisingly healthy mall.  While there werenôt many people shopping 
at midday on a Wednesday, almost all the stores appeared to be full.  Itôs definitely doing better than other Des Moines malls like Valley 
West and Merle Hay. 
 
 I got lost again leaving Jordan Creek, but eventually I made my way back to I-35.  I went north an exit to I-80, headed west to 
Adair, and then angled south west through very hilly country to Red Oak.  As far as I know, the only time I was ever in Red Oak before 
was when I was a kid.  My dad would often incorporate business meetings with vacations as a tax deduction, and I remember stopping 
at the area education agency in Red Oak at the start of a trip out west.  Iôm pretty sure that AEA long ago merged out of existence (as did 
the one my father worked for), and there was certainly nothing about Red Oak that looked remotely familiar. 
 
 When I was a kid, Red Oak was about the same size as Mt. Pleasant, the town I grew up in.  Both places had around 7,000 
people in the ó70s.  Mt. Pleasant has continued to grow since then, though, while Red Oak has decreased in population.  Today Mt. 
Pleasant (with 9,000 people) comes across as a small city, while Red Oak (with 5,500) is more like a big town.  Thereôs nothing wrong 
with Red Oak, but it comes across as a place that long ago saw its better days.  U.S. highway 34 is the main route through both Mt. 
Pleasant and Red Oak.  The highway runs around Mt. Pleasant on a four-lane bypass, with a business route (also four lanes) that follows 
Washington Street right along the old strip and through downtown.  The highway bypasses most of Red Oak, too, but the bypass is just 
two lanes (plus an awkward access road), and it doesnôt really look like it needs to be bigger.  That gives you an idea of the relative 
importance of the places. 
 
 My reservation was at the Rodeway Inn, which is on the access road for highway 34.  The hotelôs computer was broken when I 
arrived, but they let me check in anyway.  The place was apparently rebranded quite recently, and Iôd bet it used to be a Super 8.  I 
deduced that from the fact that the soaps and drinking cups had the logo of Wyndham (the franchiser of Super 8) rather than Choice 



(which franchises Rodeway).  Itôs a very old motel (with pink sinks that betray the era when it was built), but itôs mostly been kept up fairly 
well.  The biggest issue was a lack of power outlets, which is common at all but the newest properties.  There was nowhere to plug in my 
computer at the desk, so I instead unplugged the alarm clock and balanced the computer on the tiny bedside table. Fortunately the air 
conditioning worked well, since it was 90 degrees outside when I arrived. 
 
 My room afforded a view of highway 34 and also of a cemetery across the street.  Oddly there was a jogging trail through the 
cemetery, and it seemed to be quite heavily used.  I canôt say jobbing in a cemetery on a steamy day would be terribly appealing to me, 
but a number of people seemed to like it. 
 
 Iôd chosen to have a relatively short drive today and to stay at this particular hotel because of a promotion Choice Hotels was 
sponsoring.  For every two stays they gave 8,000 bonus pointsðenough for a free night at many properties.  Rodeway is the cheapest 
of Choiceôs brands, but it was part of the promotion.  This combined with a stay Iôd made in Decorah while cleaning out stuff at Margaretôs 
place to give me one set of bonus points.  Iôd receive another 8,000 for the next two nights on this trip.  I was keeping my travel days 
short on the way down to Dallas, though Iôd have much longer days on the way back. 
 
 After relaxing a bit at the hotel I went out to buy gas and have dinner.  I was pleased to see that gas in Red Oak was $2.759 a 
gallon.  Thatôs a penny more than it was when I left Algona, but it was the cheapest I saw since then.  Humboldt and Ft. Dodge were both 
$2.899, and even Des Moines was a minimum of $2.799.  I bought gas at a Cenex station, and I also washed my car, which looked awful 
after driving through road spray all morning.  Then I had dinner at Taco Bell.  I almost always order from the ñcravings menuò at Taco 
Bell, but Iôm not sure that was particularly good value in Red Oak.  Not long ago every item on the cravings menu cost $1.  Thatôs gone 
up to $1.19 at most Taco Bell locations, but in Red Oak the tostadas I wanted were $1.79.  I also got a glorified orange slush that cost 
$2.39.  Those prices are cheap compared to Zombie Burger, but they were more than I really wanted to pay at Taco Bell. 
 
 I spent most of the evening watching TV.  It surprised me that Red Oak was in the Omaha TV market.  Itôs closer to Des Moines 
than Algona is, but thereôs no Des Moines channels on their cable.  I know nearly as little about Nebraska as I do about Texas, so I canôt 
say I learned much from the local news.  Quite a bit more interesting was a documentary on the rock group Queen that I came across 
while flipping through channels. 
 
 Iôd written the original version of the travelogue so far (which was actually done as a letter to my brother) when a pop-up appeared 
on my computer saying it needed to re-start to install updates to Windows 10.  I figured that was as good a place as any to sign off, so I 
let it install the update.  It restarted two or three times and eventually went back to the log-in screen.  When it did, though, it wouldnôt let 
me access my desktop or start menu.  All I got was a black screen with nothing on it but the recycle bin icon.  My little netbook computer 
is cheap, but thereôs a lot of software on it Iôd have to pay to replace, and I also had stuff stored on the desktop and C-drive that I couldnôt 
access.  I tried re-starting it and a few other obvious fixes, but nothing worked. 
 
 Eventually I googled the problem on my cell phone.  Apparently a lot of users have had problems with this particular Windows 
update, which conflicts with a line of code in anti-virus programs from AVG (which was on my netbook) and Avast (which is apparently 
produced by the same company that owns AVG).  There werenôt any good solutions presented, and all that were seemed to require a 
second operating computer, which I obviously didnôt have while traveling.  So, at least for the duration of the trip, Iôd be without my 
computer.  That annoyed me greatly, but there really wasnôt anything I could do about it at this point. 
 

Thursday, May 24  

Red Oak, Iowa to Emporia, Kansas  
 
 I was up around 6:15 this morning, which was earlier than Iôd intended.  The Rodeway Inn had a very awkward shower, with the 
head mounted quite a bit lower than is standard.  It might have been fine for the Asian owners of the establishment, but the spray hit me 
well below my neck.  It did at least carry somewhat decent force, and I did manage to rinse the grime off my body. 
 
 As is generally true at low-end motels, the breakfast offerings were minimal.  They had pastries and muffins that looked like 
theyôd been sitting around for weeks, white bread to make toast, and refrigerated hard-boiled eggs.  I passed on all of those, but I did 
have a do-it-yourself waffle.  There appeared to be no syrup.  That was fine, though, as I normally find syrup way too sweet.  I just enjoyed 
mine with butter melting atop it. 
 
 The juice machine at the hotel dispensed a thick, syrupy mess that was truly disgusting.  The coffee was the oppositeðbarely 
tinted brown and utterly flavorless.  After checking out I stopped at the Red Oak McDonalds to get a decent cup of coffee, and I sipped 
on that through the morning. 
 
 I realized this morning that while Iôd brought two travel-sized tubes of toothpaste, Iôd forgotten my toothbrush.  To remedy that 
my first stop of the day was at a Wal-Mart in Shenandoah, the biggest town there is in extreme southwest Iowa.  Annoyingly, Wal-Mart 
only sold cheap toothbrushes in packages of two, but at least they had them.  I made my way to the check-out, where a far too chatty 
clerk was gossiping with everyone in town.  It certainly wasnôt the speediest stop Iôd be making, but eventually I was on my way again. 
 
 I drove south on U.S. 59 to Tarkio, Missouri.  I googled the topic, and apparently the album and song Tarkio Road by the ô70s 
band Brewer & Shipley (which I remember one of my brothers having a copy of) was in fact inspired by highway 59.  It was the duoôs 
more famous song ñOne Toke Over the Lineò that kept going through my head as I drove southward this morning.  Itôs from the same 
album, and I wonder if our parents had any clue what the song was about. 
 



 I turned onto U.S. 36 at Tarkio and headed west to Rock Port, the town Iôd stayed in a few years back when I saw one of my 
former students performing at a summer stock theatre across the river in Brownsville, Nebraska.  At Rock Port I joined Interstate 29, and 
almost immediately I exited to a rest area.  I used the restroom there and finally brushed my teeth for the day. 
 
 I drove a ways south on I-29 to St. Joseph, where I made my next stop.  Iôd seen the cityôs famous and infamous sights (from 
the start of the Pony Express trail to  a historic mental hospital) on a previous trip, so I just did a bit of shopping today.  Iôd gotten a come-
on from Walgreens for a special sale they were having, and I stocked up on things like shampoo.  I could have gotten the same stuff at 
K-Mart in Algona.  It happened to be cheaper at Walgreenôs today, though, and the St. Joe location was convenient. 
 
 The Walgreenôs promotion was part of Red Nose Day, which Iôd heard of but really knew nothing about.  The event started in 
England, so it makes sense that Walgreenôs (which is owned by the British pharmacy chain Boots) would participate in it.  The point is to 
make people have a laugh as they support charity.  In addition to their sale, Walgreenôs was encouraging customers to buy little foam red 
noses for $1, with the proceeds going to help children in poverty.  Of course I picked up one of those.  Iôll likely never actually wear it, but 
it will get added to the table of toys my kids at school fiddle with.   
 

From St. Joseph itôs just a short hop down to Kansas City.  I drove to the northwest corner of the metro area, which is right by 
the airport.  There I joined I-435, which in Missouri is a nearly empty beltway.  Traffic picked up once I crossed the river into Kansas, but 
the road widened to six and then eight lanes to compensate.  I wish the beltway in Minneapolis were ever so easy to drive. 
 
 Iôd planned to have lunch in Kansas City, Kansas.  Since Iôd started the day early, though, it was before 11am when I got there, 
so I had a bit of time to kill.  I ended up spending it browsing through a Wal-Mart that was in the same shopping center where Iôd be 
eating.  Iôm not sure Iôd realized it before, but Wal-Mart stocks very different merchandise from store to store.  Shenandoah had a pretty 
standard mixðall the basics, but not much variety of anything.  The Wal-Mart on Parallel Parkway in Kansas City is immense, and it 
caters to a more urban clientele.  The grocery department had aisles (plural) of Latino foods, and the clothing department was geared to 
young black shoppersðright down to stocking socks and underwear in the AND1 brand that makes trendy basketball gear. 
 
 My lunch today was at a regional fast food place Iôd come across online called Zaxbyôs.  They have locations across the southern 
states, with Kansas City being their northernmost outpost.  Zaxbyôs specializes in chicken, and if they chose to expand further north, Iôd 
likely patronize them with some frequency.  For lunch I had a Cobb salad with crispy chicken, cheese curds, and iced tea.  While food 
snobs would point out that the Cobb salad was lacking many traditional ingredients (most notably bleu cheeseðwhich to my mind was a 
good thing), it was fresh and tasty.  The ingredients were also artfully arranged on the plate (the standard for Cobb salad), which made it 
even more appetizing.  That made it seem better than the standard at most fast food places, where the same salad base gets a few extra 
ingredients thrown on top depending on what is actually ordered. 

 
Website image of Zaxbyôs Cobb salad ï which is surprisingly close to what mine looked like 

 

 The salad was excellent, and the iced tea was also both flavorful and refreshing.  The real star, though, was the side of cheese 
curds.  They had a thin tempura batter, and theyôd been fried until they made the perfect combination of crispy and gooey.  I enjoy having 
cheese curds at Culverôs as an occasional treat, but those can be greasy and heavy.  Zaxbyôs cheese curds were deceptively light, and 
I felt like I could munch on them all day. 
 
 The staff (made up of the same ethnic groups I noted Wal-Mart was geared toward) was genuinely friendly and helpful.  Theyôre 
probably required to say ñWelcome to Zaxbyôsò when each customer enters, but they said it in a way that was truly welcoming.  The 
restaurant was immaculate, and it honestly was one of the best lunches Iôve had in quite a while.  The cost was just over ten bucksðnot 
cheap, but quite a bit less than Iôd paid yesterday at Zombie Burger.  If anyone happens to be in a place where Zaxbyôs does business, 
Iôd recommend you check them out. 
 
 I turned back onto Parallel Parkway.  Oddly this street (the main business strip in Kansas City, Kansas) is named after a person.  
Private Perry L. Parallel was a military man and a Methodist missionary who arranged the peace treaty with the Wyandot Indians, who 
formerly occupied the area where Kansas City is today.  I doubt anyone who hasnôt researched the topic knows anything at all about 
Private Parallel, though.  Until I googled it, I assumed the street was named because it is parallel to and a mile north of the main highway 
through Kansas City, the Kansas Turnpike.  I figured Parallel Parkway was the ñvia viejaò, the old road my dad would have taken to avoid 
paying toll.  Itôs interesting that its history long predates Interstate 70. 



 

 Iôd spend most of the rest of the day and also the morning tomorrow on the Kansas 
Turnpike.  While itôs not a particularly busy highway (no doubt due to the fact that it does require 
toll), itôs not a road I enjoyed driving at all.  It was one of the first limited access highways to be 
completed, and it doesnôt seem to have been upgraded much since.  Strangely, given that 
Kansas is a mostly rural state, the turnpike was built on the least possible amount of land.  
Thereôs no real median at all, just an endless concrete barrier that extends all the way from 
Missouri to Oklahoma.  While Kansas is a mostly flat state, the turnpike is one curve after 
anotherðlong, sweeping curves that have to be a nightmare in winter.  As with most toll roads, 
it also has awkward interchanges that funnel traffic from all directions to a single toll area. 
 
 I often listen to audiobooks when I drive.  While traveling down to Dallas I listened to 
The Boys in the Boat, a book Iôd heard about from a woman who happened to be reading it 
while sitting next to me on an Amtrak train last winter.  The book was apparently on the New 
York Times  bestseller list for many  months a few years  back.   The book is largely biography,  

though I suspect some aspects of it border on historical fiction.  It traces the members of the University of Washington rowing team, who 
won the eight-man crew championship at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin.  The sports aspect is almost incidental to the story (though there 
is a bit of the inspirational feeling that is found in most sports biographies).  Mostly it alternates between stories of growing up during the 
Depression and Hitlerôs rise in Germany.  It is an interesting book, and listening to it while I drove made the miles pass much more quickly. 
 
 The next stretch of driving was actually one of the shortest on the trip.  Itôs just 57 miles from Kansas City to Topeka, though the 
turnpike commission charges $3 for the privilege of driving that distance.  I passed Lawrence and the University of Kansas and seemed 
to reach Topeka in no time.  The turnpike turns south at the east edge of Kansasôs capital city, and I continued west on Interstate 70, an 
ancient expressway that winds through the city in an open cut with far too frequent exits.  I took Exit 363, one of the few that doesnôt have 
a letter attached to its mile number, and followed Adams and 15th Streets a few blocks west. 

 
 My destination was Brown v. Board of Education 
National Historic Site.  The historic site preserves the 
formerly all-black school that Linda Brown attended.  
Inside they have a nice museum that tells the history of 
segregation and the specifics of why this particular case 
was filed.  Topeka, they pointed out, was a progressive and 
comparatively well-integrated city.  The Brownôs home 
(about two miles northwest of this school) was in a mostly 
white neighborhood, but the family got along fine with their 
neighbors.  Topeka had also done a good job of 
implementing ñseparate but equalò schools.  The 
elementary schools  throughout the city  really were pretty  

 
Monroe School 

Brown v. Board of Education National Historic Site 
Topeka, Kansas 

comparable in the ó50s, while in places like Mississippi and South Carolina black schools were clearly inferior to those that white students 
attended.  School supplies and teacher pay were equal at black and white schools in Topeka, and the buildings were similarly maintained.  
The NAACP (which was primarily responsible for the suit) had chosen Topeka precisely because it was comparatively progressive place 
that appeared to be abiding by the spirit of the ñseparate but equalò doctrine.  They wanted a decision against all segregation, not just 
one that required an upgrade of black facilities. 
 
 The main point of the Brown case was that Linda Brown was required to take a city bus to get to Monroe Elementary School 
(now the historic site) instead of walking to the then all-white Summer Elementary, which was just a few blocks from her home.  Had the 
school system provided her busing, there might not have been a legal ground for the case, since the crux of the argument that they did 
not receive equal protection was that Oliver Brown (and twelve other black co-plaintiffs who brought the suit) had to pay to send his 
daughter to school while his neighbors didnôt.  The museum points out that there is some irony that the ultimate outcome of Linda Brown 
wanting to attend a school in her neighborhood was that for decades students of all races would end up being bused to schools outside 
their neighborhoods in an effort at desegregation. 

 
Neighborhood where Linda Brown lived 

Topeka, Kansas 

 

 I spent about half an hour looking through the museum, and I 
also went through the restored classrooms in the school.  They have 
some interesting displays on factors entirely unrelated to segregationð
like the fact that the climate control system in the school used enormous 
heat exchange pipes that were spread beneath the playground.  I bought 
a few postcards at the gift shop and then set out to do a bit more 
exploring.  One of the brochures at the historic site included a ñcivil rights 
trailò through downtown Topeka.  While I think this was intended as a 
driving tour, I ended up walking it.  I hiked past the state capitol to the 
area around Linda Brownôs home and then back through the downtown 
area.  It was a very hot afternoon, but it still made for an enjoyable walk. 
 
 The neighborhood where the Browns lived appears to be almost 
exclusively black today.  Itôs obviously not a wealthy neighborhood, but it 
appears perfectly pleasant. 
 
 Topeka is kind of a strange city.  Itôs about the size of Cedar 
Rapids, but its downtown area seems smaller than that.  Even though itôs  



the state capital, thereôs not a lot going on in downtown Topeka, and it doesnôt look as if there ever was.  Most of the buildings are one or 
two stories tall, and most of the businesses are pretty marginal. 

 
Kansas State Capitol 

Topeka, Kansas 

 
 Thereôs an amazing number of homeless people 
in downtown Topeka.  Iôm not sure what attracts them 
there, since itôs not like Kansas is known for its mild 
climate.  There are bums on every street corner, though, 
and lots of college aged kids with odd hair just roaming 
around with nothing to do. 
 
 I stopped at a McDonalds just south of downtown, 
where I cooled off with a mango smoothie.  Then I made 
my way back to my car by the historic site.  I drove to the 
south edge of Topeka and re-joined the turnpike, which 
here is signed as Interstate 335.  It cost another $3 to drive 
the 60 or so miles down to Emporia. 
 
 I could see clouds build and the sky darken as I 
made my way south on the tollway.  Originally Iôd planned 
to do some hiking at the Tallgrass Prairie National 
Preserve, but with a storm in sight, I figured it was prudent 
to instead head straight to my hotel.  I made my way 
through the tollbooth complex, went north two exits on I-
35, and then found the mess of ó70s development where 
the Emporia Econolodge was located.  Almost the second  

I arrived it started pouring, and I was glad not to have to drive through heavy rain. 
 
 Apparently Emporia was hosting the Kansas state high school softball tournament this week.  The Econolodge was full of girls 
and their coaches who were there for the event.  With the rain a number of games were being postponed, so the girls had some 
unexpected time on their hands. 
 
 The Econolodge had large rooms, but there was little else to recommend the place aside from its low rate.  Everything seemed 
cheaply built and sort of cobbled together.  My room had a view of a mall parking lot, everything was very dimly lit, and water leaked from 
the toilet.  It was properly located between here and there, though, and it would allow me to cheaply qualify for more Choice bonus points. 
 
 I tried again to get my computer to work (unsuccessfully, of course) and then watched Jeopardy on TV.  By the end of the show 

the rain had let up, so I decided to try to see Tallgrass Prairie.  I made my way through an awkward double round-about and headed west 
on U.S. 50.  I drove fifteen miles west to the town of Strong City and then headed north on a minor state highway to the park.  Unfortunately 
I arrived just before 4pm, which was their closing time.  I couldnôt see the visitorôs center, but I did get a quick look at the prairie and the 
old farmstead they have preserved there. 

 
Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve 

Strong City, Kansas  

 Tallgrass Prairie is a joint project of the National Park Service and the Nature Conservancy.  Margaret was always a big supporter 
of the Nature Conservancy, and I certainly thought of her while I was there.  The preservation group bought a former ranch that occupied 
a large portion of the Flint Hills region of Kansas, and theyôve restored much of it to native prairie.  Today there are bison roaming where  

 

cattle herds used to graze.  They have almost ridiculously long trails through the park (things only serious 
hikers would really consider), and theyôd honestly do well to add a short nature trail for more casual visitors.  
I snapped a few pictures, but I really didnôt do much or spend much time at the park. 
 
 I bought gas in Strong City, which at $2.699 a gallon was a nickel cheaper than Emporia.  Then I 
drove back east.  I had dinner tonight at Huddle House, a mostly breakfast chain thatôs the slightly less 
redneck cousin of Waffle House.  The Emporia Huddle House is located in a truck stop, but most of the 
customers seemed to be local senior citizens.   I had a ham and eggs platter,  which came with hash browns 



and a biscuit.  It was quite a tasty meal. 
 
 The Econolodge was located right next to the Flint Hills Mall.  Iôm sure in its day this was a major attraction in Emporia, but it 
obviously long ago saw its better days.  I spent about half an hour roaming through the mall, which had more empty space than stores.  I 
did pick up some shorts from a clearance sale at the J.C. Penney store and a bit of candy at the local Walgreenôs.  I can say with authority, 
though, that Emporia is definitely not a major shopping destination. 
 
 I had a lazy evening, mostly watching TV.  It had been a fairly enjoyable day, though. 
 

Friday, May 25  

Emporia, Kansas to Dallas, Texas  
 
 The breakfast at the Emporia Econolodge was even more minimal than the spread at the Rodeway Inn in Red Oak.  I passed 
on most of the stuff and just grabbed some nasty coffee and made my way to the car. 
 
 A school van was parked next to me, presumably belonging to one of the softball teams.  I couldnôt help but notice that it had an 
obviously flat tire.  Iôve had flats on school trips, and itôs not a fun thing to deal with.  Hopefully this group got theirs replaced without a 
problem. 
 
 I left about 6:30am and headed south again on the Kansas Turnpike.  It had rained most of the night, and it was still spitting just 
enough to be annoying.  Fortunately there was little traffic, and the driving was fairly easy. 
 
 I stopped at a service area about halfway between Emporia and Wichita.  Most of the Kansas Turnpike service areas feature 
Hardees restaurants, and I figured Iôd stop in and have breakfast.  That ended up taking longer than Iôd intended.  There was almost no 
one in the place (literally more employees than customers), but all the workers seemed to move in slow motion.  It took nearly twenty 
minutes before I finally got my biscuit, and even then I had to remind them that Iôd also ordered coffee. 
 
 I drove down to Oklahoma, paying another $7.50 at the south end of the turnpike.  I pulled off at the welcome center just beyond 
the state line and used the restroom there.  Iôd have liked to pick up a map as well, but the information office wouldnôt open until 10:00.  
The restroom at the welcome center was memorable, though not in a good way.  It was completely infested with cockroaches.  They were 
all over the floor, and some were also on the walls.  There are cockroaches all over the South, but Iôd think that at a welcome center the 
state would try to get an exterminator in there. 
 
 It began raining harder shortly after I entered Oklahoma, and it continued to pour pretty much all the way across the state.  
Thereôs tons of truck traffic on I-35, so I battled a constant spray all morning long.  Near the town of Edmond (a little ways north of 
Oklahoma City) it was raining so hard that I decided to pull off and rest for a while.  I figured I might get gas as well, but I thought better 
of it when I saw that the pump price was $2.999.  I figured Iôd take my chances, but Iôd almost certainly do better than three bucks a gallon. 
 
 I-35 joins and peels off of several other highways in Oklahoma City.  I planted myself in the center lane, and that turned out to 
work well.  I kept exiting left and right, but all the exits had access from the center.  I canôt say I saw much of Oklahoma City, since I was 
grasping the steering wheel and staring at traffic the whole way.  I was there once to see a baseball game years ago, and I doubt Iôll be 
back again any time soon. 
 
 Music went through my head as I made my south from Oklahoma City.  While cleaning up Margaretôs house Iôd come across a 
CD she had featuring the music of Woody Guthrie.  One of his earliest and most famous songs is called ñOklahoma Hillsò: 
 

Many a year has come and gone 
Since I wandered from my home 

In those Oklahoma hills where I was born; 
Many a page of life has turned, 
Many a lesson I have learned, 

Yet I feel like in those hills I still belong. 
 

Way down yonder in the Indian nation 
I rode my pony on the reservation 

In the Oklahoma hills where I was born; 
Way down yonder in the Indian nation 
A cowboyôs life is my occupation 

In the Oklahoma hills where I was born. 
 
The song continues through several more verses, but it was only the first verse and the chorus I could remember.  ñOklahoma Hillsò is 
actually one of two official state songs in the Sooner State, the other being the title song from Rogers and Hammersteinôs Oklahoma.  Itôs 
a catchy little western swing tune, and the hilly country of southern Oklahoma definitely made me think of it. 
 
 I stopped for gas in the town of Marietta, the last place of any size before the Texas border.  I actually chose well.  Gas was 
$2.639 at the Valero station where I stopped, thirty-six cents a gallon less than Iôd seen earlier in the day.  I was into the bottom quarter 
of the tank at this point, and I would end up being glad Iôd stopped before getting to Texas. 



 Marietta is located at Exit #15 on I-35.  Traffic had been heavy all the way south from Oklahoma City, but when I re-entered the 
highway I hit a jam that brought things to a dead stop multiple times.  The location was memorable, because years ago (on the trip where 
Iôd been to the ballpark in Oklahoma City) Iôd run into a traffic jam northbound just south of the Texas/Oklahoma border.  Iôm not sure 
why, but the Red River bridge appears to be a major choke point. 
 
 Traffic started moving again once Iôd crossed the bridge.  It was still extremely heavy, though.  They treat this as a rural area, 
and itôs irrelevant to the Texas D.O.T.  Metro Dallas (what they call the ñNorth Texas Metroplexò) basically extends all the way up to the 
border, though.  Thereôs development all the way north, and the four-lane interstate is clogged with a combination of trucks and 
commuters.  The speed limit was theoretically 70mph, but I rarely got above 60ðnor did anyone else on the road. 
 
 One thing I really hate about Texas is their use of access roads on interstates.  Even in rural areas, the freeways are lined with 
one-way frontage roads that allow access to both businesses and homes.  Most of the exits donôt go directly to the streets or highways 
they are named after.  Instead you exit to the access road, merge with traffic there, and then turn on to the cross street.  Traffic coming 
from the side road has to first turn on the access road, get in the left lane, and then make a very quick entrance onto the expressway.  
The actual ramps are very short, just enough to connect the freeway with the frontage road.  Traffic gets backed up, and the sight lines 
are often bad, especially for entering traffic.  Texans themselves are used to this system, but itôs madness for people from other places 
who are trying to drive there. 
 
 Eventually I made it to the city of Denton, which decades ago was the north end of the metro area.  As in Minnesotaôs Twin 
Cities, I-35 splits into east and west branches that lead to Dallas and Fort Worth.  The northern split is at Denton.  At that point the road 
splits from one four-lane highway to two six-lanes.  Needless to say traffic flowed MUCH better south of Denton. 

 
 I-35 E continuously expanded all the way south to Dallas.  There are anywhere from three to five local lanes in each direction, 
and they also have reversible express lanes (which carry a toll) that tower above the main part of the freeway.  In addition to all that, 
thereôs those access roads at the side.  In the early afternoon traffic moved along smoothly for most of the stretch from Denton to Dallas.  
The exception was right before I left the freeway, in the stretch between the George Bush Tollway and the Lyndon Johnson Freeway, the 
two main beltways north of the city.  Those loop roads are quite close together, and the interchanges to and from every possible direction 
created a mess of ramps and a ton of back-ups.  Eventually I did make it through, though, and I ended up at the north end of the city of 
Dallas itself. 
 
 I took Exit #438 and weaved through the access road traffic to the turn-off for Walnut Hill Road, a major eastðwest thoroughfare 
at the north end of Dallas.  My hotel was just off of this road, and I was also planning to head to a park-and-ride for the DART train system.  
I drove east about a mile and saw the elevated train tracks passing overhead.  Unfortunately there was major construction around the 
station, and it was hard to know just where to turn.  The turn I took ended up leading to the busway rather than the parking lot.  I ended 
up making about a mile square and coming back from the east, where the turn-off was a bit more obvious.  Strangely the parking lot was  

nearly empty, which may indicate 
that others found it nearly as difficult 
to access as I did. 
 
 Iôd ridden on DART light rail 
trains when I was here before, but 
the system has expanded a lot since 
then.  Today there are four lines with 
sixty-four stations that serve all parts 
of Dallas and many of its suburbs.  
The trains also have easy 
connections to commuter rail that 
will could have taken me to Ft. Worth 
or back up to Denton.  The Walnut 
Hill/Denton station where I was 
boarding is part of the green line, 
which just opened a couple years 
ago.  It runs from the southeast part 
of the city (not far from where my 
brother Steve is) through downtown 
and on into the northwest suburbs. 
 
 Except right downtown the 
stations on DART are quite far apart.  
In the Twin Cities and Chicago it 
typically takes about two minutes to 
get from station to station on a train.  
In Dallas that time can be as long as 
eight minutes, and four is pretty 
typical.  Almost every station has 
bus connections that will take you to  
the areas in between, but thatôs kind of awkward for a tourist. 
 



 DART mostly has its own right of way, but it was built as cheaply as possible.  That means they didnôt condemn much land to 
put the rail lines in.  While large parts of the system are elevated, the tracks run above existing freight lines, power company rights of 
way, and in some cases freeway access roads.  That means the stations are often quite far from the places people actually want to go.  
It can be a half mile walk from the station to the landmark or intersection for which the place is named. 

 
Walnut Hill/Denton Station 

Dallas, Texas 

 
 People who have read many of my travelogues know I like 
transit.  Iôm certainly not going to rave about what a fine system 
DART is, though.  In addition to having such widely spaced and 
inconvenient stations, the trains run quite infrequently.  Except 
downtown and on the area straight north of there (where multiple 
lines run together), service is about every twenty minutes most of 
the day.  That picks up to fifteen minutes at rush hour, but even that 
is pretty minimal.  After 6pm it goes down to every 30 minutes, which 
is barely acceptable at all.  Transfers between lines arenôt well 
timed, so there are more delays if you have to switch from one color 
to another.  I got really familiar with the DART platforms, since I 
spent lots and lots of time waiting for trains. 

 
 This afternoon I took the green line south just one stop to 
Bachman station (which sounds more like ñBUCK-minò on the 
recorded announcement).  There I switched to the orange line, 
which I took a couple of stations west.  I first passed the University 
of Dallas, which was the site of the very first national quiz bowl 
tournament we went to back in the ó90s.  This is one of those stations  

thatôs only vaguely near its namesake.  The actual college is across a freeway from the station, and I have no clue how you are supposed 
to get there on foot. 
 
 I went one station further to Las Colinas Urban Center.  Located in the suburb of Irving, Las Colinas is a sea of apartment and 
office buildings that range from three to twenty floors.  Itôs the biggest employment center in the area outside downtown Dallas, and a ton 
of people live nearby as well. 
 
 Iôd come to Las Colinas to ride another form of public transit.  In the 1970s Las Colinas started a people mover system, and 
recently it was extended to connect with the DART station.  Iôd driven past the people mover when we were down here for quiz bowl, and 
it always seemed kind of interesting. 

 
Miniature people mover car arriving at 

Las Colinas Urban Center DART Station 
Irving, Texas 

 After riding from one station to the next (Bell 
Tower, an office building in the center of the development), 
I must say that the Las Colinas people mover is one of the 
most pointless transit systems Iôve seen anywhere.  I 
actually first typed ñrapid transitò in the previous sentence, 
but I deleted the word ñrapidò because that really doesnôt 
seem to apply.  The people mover cars look like smaller 
versions of the trams youôd see at an airport, though they 
run just a single car at a time, rather than hooked together 
as trains.  Each car can seat about half a dozen people.   
 

The stupidest thing about the system is that 
unlike the airport trams, the Las Colinas system doesnôt 
run automatically.  Apparently the trains can run by 
themselves, but for some strange reason they have drivers 
who shuttle the cars from station to station.  The system 
has to cost a fortune to operate, though they charge 
nothing for people to ride it.   

 
In addition to the drivers, they have to employ a 

dispatcher to send the trains from place to place.  When I 
arrived at Las Colinas Urban Center, I was supposed to 
call the dispatcher, though there was nothing posted there 
to   indicate   that.    Apparently   the  dispatcher   saw  me  

standing there on a security camera, though, because a voice came asking if I needed a train.  I responded in the affirmative, and the 
dispatcher said it would be about eight minutes before one would arrive.  When it did, the doors opened, and the driver greeted me.  It 
slowly moved along the guideway, arriving at Bell Tower station about three minutes later.  I could easily have walked that distance in the 
time it took to get there by train.  Indeed, I passed on taking a train back to the DART station and just walked there insteadðin spite of 
the fact that it was mercilessly hot out.  It was an interesting novelty to ride the people mover once, but thereôs certainly no reason I or 
anyone else would need to take it again. 
 

When Iôd first planned this trip, Iôd planned to get a refreshment at a little store in Las Colinas that sold paletas (Mexican 
popsicles).  It wasnôt particularly convenient to get to from Bell Tower, though, and given the heat, I just made my way back to the light 
rail station. 
 



 
David Burrow, riding a DART train 

I needed to use the restroom at this point.  Since the DART stations 
generally arenôt close to fast food or convenience stores, there arenôt a lot of 
good options for that purpose.  I ended up riding the train to the end of the 
line, which is DFW Airport.  Iôve used the restroom at the Minneapolis airport 
more than once while riding the train, and I figured that would be a good 
choice in Dallas as well.  Except for the fact that the airport is nearly ten 
minutes from the penultimate station on the orange line, my plan worked.  
The walk from the station to the actual terminal was fairly short, and there 
was a restroom just upstairs from the entrance.  If I lived near Dallas Iôd 
probably figure out other places with facilities, but the airport worked for my 
purposes today. 
 

I hadnôt had anything for lunch today, and it had been a long time 
since my Hardees biscuit this morning.  So I decided to have an early supper.  
I rode the orange line back to Bachman and then took the green a couple 
stations north of where Iôd originally boarded.  I exited at Downtown 
Carrollton, a station in a place that was town that was the size of Mt. Pleasant  

back in the ó60s and is now a suburb the size of Cedar Rapids.  The change from past to present is probably most evident in a big set of 
silos in the center of downtown.  Those silos no longer store grain; today they hold an indoor rock climbing center. 

 
Monkey King Noodle Company ï Carrollton, Texas 

My destination was a place Iôd found online called the Monkey King 
Nooble Company.  Their cuisine is probably best described as ñAsian fusionò, 
an eclectic mix of flavors from all over the Far East.  While they claim to be 
very authentic, itôs interesting that the employees were all either Mexican or 
Anglo. 
 

 Monkey King  also  makes  a  point of stressing that  a large part of 

 
Silos used as rock climbing center 

Carrollton, Texas 

their menu is vegan, and it turned out that the dish I ordered was one of those selections.  I had garlic peanut noodles, which are 
apparently of Vietnamese origin.  It featured thick round noodles that were apparently made from both wheat flour and bean paste.  They 
were covered with what is probably best described as chili, a stew that used peanuts in lieu of meat and combined fairly mild peppers, 
beans, assorted spices, and lots of cilantro.  It was really very tasty.  If I should find myself in Dallas in the future, Iôll probably make a 
point of going back to Monkey King and trying some of their other fare. 

 
After my Asian supper I had a bite of dessert at Beth Marieôs Old Fashioned Ice Cream Parlor.  I had a sugar cone with salted 

caramel ice cream.  It was extremely tasty and set me back just two bucks.  I donôt think you can get a cone at Dairy Queen for that little 
these days. 

 
I took the train back to Walnut Hill/Denton and left the park-and-ride easily.  Unfortunately I turned one block too early to get to 

the hotel, and I had to make a U-turn on a side street.  While I was waiting for the light to change so I could go the additional block, a 
pick-up turned onto Walnut Hill Drive that was limping along with an obviously flat tire.  Iôve had a couple of serious flats in my car, and I 
was very glad all four tires were in decent shape tonight.  I do hope the pick-up owners got theirs changed without a hitch. 

 
My home for the night was the aptly named Quality InnðI-35E North, which also sometimes calls itself the Quality InnðWalnut 

Hill.  The first name really is more descriptive, though.  The place is located on the east access road, and I was thankful my room did not 
have interstate view.  (It instead looked out at an auto repair shop and a strip club on a side street.)  The hotel was a definite step up from 
the Rodeway Inn and Econolodge, though it actually cost no more than either of them.  The room was large, and there had been more of 
an attempt at decoration.  Itôs not a place Iôd go out of my way to stay again, but it was convenient. 


