
A Little Bit of Everything: 

San Juan to San Francisco 
(via New York 

and Los Angeles) 

2021 
 
 Much of this trip was an assortment of 
“consolation prizes” for travel that was cancelled last year.  
Right before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, I had made plans 
to travel to spend Christmas 2020 in New York City.  My 
plan was to spend five days there, with highlights being a 
helicopter ride on Christmas Day, a trip to the Bronx Zoo, 
seeing the Rockettes at Radio City Music Hall, and a visit 
to the new hotel in the restored TWA Flight Center at JFK 
Airport.  Soon New York became one of the places hardest 
hit by the pandemic, and the city made it clear that it would 
not be welcoming visitors any time soon.  Indeed, the hotel 
I’d booked for most of my stay notified me that they were 
no longer available because the place had been taken over  

 
(View of the Caribbean from Castillo San Felipe del Moro – 

San Juan, Puerto Rico) 
for the rest of the year to isolate employees of a nearby hospital.  Obviously my plans needed to change. 
 

Some things were non-refundable, and I was simply out what I had paid ahead of time.  (For instance, the company that ran the 

helicopter ride I’d booked went out of business.)  Most were easily cancelled, though they generally came in the form of credits rather 

than refunds.  In particular I was left with a big credit from Delta Airlines.  I first tried to change my plans to spend Christmas on the West 

Coast, but then around Thanksgiving California went on lockdown and forbid outside visitors.  After spending an eternity on hold dealing 

with their booking agents, part of my Delta credit went towards part of this trip, and hopefully another part will go to a trip out to Phoenix 

this coming winter. 

 

There was one more credit to use up as well.  When travelling to Portland a year ago, I received a credit from Alaska Airlines 

because of a delayed flight (a delay that actually didn’t affect that trip much at all, mind you).  I didn’t really want to forfeit that, so I decided 

to do a sort of “two for one” vacation this summer, with getaways that would take me from the Midwest to the Atlantic to the Pacific.  I’d 

first go to Puerto Rico, a place I’ve always wanted to go, but one that always seemed a bit outside my budget.  On the way I’d stop at the 

TWA Hotel, where I still had a credit for a night’s stay.  I’d visit Puerto Rico and then fly to the West Coast, where I’d use that Alaska 

Airlines credit.  To make this work, I had to add a couple of other airline tickets, but fortunately I booked them right before travel started 

skyrocketing again, so they were comparatively cheap.  I’d also have to pay for a number of hotel rooms, and the combined cost basically 

took care of my COVID stimulus check.  My hope was that the expenditures would be worth it, and that this would end up being a fun trip 

that was full of variety. 

 

Sunday, August 1 
Algona, Iowa to Bloomington, Minnesota 
 

 I left home at 1:15 this afternoon.  On a whim, I decided to take U.S. 169 up to the Twin Cities, rather than Interstate 35.  It’s 

been ages since I took that route.  Indeed I think the last time was on a school bus with kids who were going to the Chanhassen Theatre.  

Most of 169 is a rather pretty route, though it does carry surprisingly much traffic.   

 

 I made a brief stop at the McDonalds in Blue Earth, where I just picked up some fries and a small shake.  I was intending to just 

go through the drive-through, but there was a line around the building.  I went in, ordered, used the restroom, and got my food, and I think 

the line had only advanced by about two cars when I came back out. 

 



 This was a Sunday, so I figured it might be appropriate to listen to some religious music.  All summer long I’ve been convert ing 

old tapes to CD.  (That’s still far from the most modern media format, of course, but it works for me.)  Among the stuff I’d converted was 

a tape that had originally been made from ancient records my parents had of George Beverly Shea.  Even after applying noise reduction, 

the scratchy clicks from the vinyl records were very evident.  It was interesting to listen to this, though.  Shea has the classic “crooner” 

voice, and he sang a combination of traditional hymns and what passed for “Christian pop” in the ‘50s—music with religious words that 

sounded amazingly like showtunes. 

 

 I made my way northward past Mankato and St. Peter and then into the ever-expanding southwest suburbs of the Twin Cities.  

While traffic was heavy, it moved right along.  As a bonus, there were two different places where signs said there would be construction, 

but in fact I encountered none at all. 

 

 It was just after 4pm when I exited onto I-494.  There was major construction at the interchange of the beltway and I-35W, and 

that did slow things down a bit.  Even so, I go to my destination (the Holiday Inn Express—Mall of America) at 4:17pm.  Check-in was 

quick and easy, and I soon was settled in my room.  Room 541 is clean and quiet, and while the view is of little other than the beltway, 

that’s actually surprisingly interesting to look at. 

 

 This hotel is right next door to a Comfort inn I’ve stayed at numerous times.  If you read my travelogue from last summer, you 

may recall that they had leased out part of that hotel to house homeless people.  While I’m certainly not against housing the homeless, 

mixing that group with regular hotel guests was a less than ideal experience.  That’s why I chose a different hotel this time around.  In 

addition to just having traditional guests, it’s also brand new and spotlessly clean.  It’s definitely among the nicest places I’ve stayed in 

the Twin Cities. 

 

 I spent the late afternoon doing the editing on our recorded church service.  I’d done the radio version (which is just the readings 

and sermon) at home and left it at the radio station on my way out of town.  We archive the full service on our website, though it’s edited 

so the audio level is good and there aren’t long pauses that don’t make sense out of context.  It took me about an hour to finish putting 

everything together.  That’s typical; if anything it’s a bit shorter than it usually takes.  What was much shorter was uploading the finished 

recording to our website.  At home it takes about the length of the service to upload.  They obviously have very fast internet at this hotel, 

though.  The whole thing was done in about two minutes. 

 

 Since I’d basically just snacked for lunch, I decided to go to the Outback Steakhouse for supper.  Outback is in the Comfort Inn 

building, so I just had to walk next door.  It amazed me how crowded the place was on a Sunday night.  Almost every table was full, and 

in fact by the time I left there were people waiting to be seated.  The staff was swamped, which means the service would be politely 

described as “leisurely”.  I was in no hurry, though, so it really didn’t matter. 

 

 I had a small (6 ounce) sirloin, together with French onion soup (or technically “walkabout” soup, since they have to give fake 

Australian names to everything.  The soup was considered a “premium” side dish, which meant it was supposed to have an upcharge.  

However, the kitchen screwed up my order.  The soup was supposed to come out before the steak, but they sent everything out together.  

Because of that, without my asking, they removed the upcharge for the soup from my order.  I certainly wasn’t going to complain.  It was 

a tasty meal, and somewhat less expensive than I’d anticipated. 

 

 In the evening I watched a bit of TV.  It intrigued me that one of the things I saw was Jasmine Camacho—Quinn taking Olympic 

gold in the women’s hurdles.  While she grew up in South Carolina, her mother is from Puerto Rico, and she competed under the banner 

of that “country” (which is what the island territory is considered for Olympic purposes) in Tokyo.  Camacho—Quinn was just the second 

person ever to win a gold medal for Puerto Rico, and the first in track and field.  Given that I’d be traveling to Milagros Camacho’s 

homeland, I was particularly intrigued by the daughter’s win. 

 

Monday, August 2 
Bloomington, Minnesota to New York, New York 
 

 The Holiday Inn Express had quite comfortable beds.  However, as is often true at the start of a trip, I really didn’t sleep very 

well and was up about 5:45.  I showered and listened to a bit of news, and then I packed up my Minneapolis bag and my backpack.  I 

actually packed three different carry-on size bags for this trip, one for the stays in the Twin Cities, a second for New York and San Juan, 

and a third for California.  I’d swap things out in the middle of the trip, with the extra bags staying in the trunk of my car. 

 

 The hotel seemed more or less back to normal after COVID.  There was no mask requirement anywhere (with the exception of 

the airport shuttle, where—as on all transportation—there’s a federal mandate).  They were also serving the full breakfast buffet, and 

while there were social distancing markers on the floor, neither staff nor guests seemed to care about them.  They even had newspapers 

available in the lobby, something I haven’t seen in a long time. 

 



 The Holiday Inn Express chain always serves a nice breakfast, and this was no exception.  I probably slightly exceeded my 

morning carb limit with one of their delicious cinnamon rolls, and I also had two mini omelettes and coffee.   

 

 I checked out and left the hotel about 6:45 and drove over to Terminal 2 at the airport.  I’d pre-booked parking in the “value” 

ramp (which is still sixteen bucks a day), so I just scanned a QR code to enter.  I searched a bit, but before long found a space that was 

convenient to the light rail, since that’s what I’d be using in the middle of the trip.   

 

 Last year when I went out to Portland it was clear that operations were very limited due to the pandemic.  I could almost 

immediately tell this year would be different.  The line for security at terminal 2 backed up into the skywalk, going about halfway back to 

the parking ramp.  I joined the line right at 7:00, and it was a full half hour before I was on the other side of security. 

 

 While I was waiting in the security line, an elderly Asian couple with limited English skills attempted to cut in line.  A couple in 

front of me directed them to where the line actually started, but somehow they did manage to butt in somewhere else.  They were slightly 

in front of me when I made it to the front of the line.  It didn’t do them any good, though.  The guard there noticed that they had no boarding 

passes (neither on paper or on their phones), so he told them they’d have to go back to the lobby and check in for their flight.  I’m not 

sure how much of a hurry they were in, but they should have known they needed boarding passes to get through security. 

 

 My gate (H-10A) was right on the other side of security, and mine was the first flight leaving from that gate.  I quickly found a 

seat and settled in for about an hour wait until boarding time.  I spent most of the time reading on my Kindle, something I’d do a lot on 

this trip. 

 

 The incoming flight from New York arrived right at 8:00, and a very multiethnic group of passengers disembarked.  Our flight 

began boarding at 8:35. I had paid a small amount extra for “even more space” seating (a deal that was supposed to also expedite 

security, but obviously didn’t), and because of that I was in the first group to board.  My seat was 1-A, and it turned out I was the only 

person seated in the first row.  There was also no one behind me in Row 2.  That stuck out, because for the most part this was a full flight.  

A lot of the passengers appeared to be flight crew who were being repositioned to Jet Blue’s main hub in New York. 

 
 Boarding early was also good, because I was able to stow my 
luggage fairly easily.  In Row 1 all carry-ons have to go overhead, since 
there’s not space underneath a seat in front.  This was a relatively small plane 
(an Embraer E-190 with 2 x 2 seating), and—as is typical on small planes—
the overhead storage area was tight.  My main bag barely fit there, and a lot 
of people ended up having to gate check their carry-ons.  I’d have done that 
if I had to, but it always feels better to know exactly where things are. 

 
 They had a dish of sanitizer wipes at the entrance to the plane, and 
of course masks were still required for everyone on board.  Other than that, 
there didn’t seem to be any special precautions for COVID.  There were no 
blocked off seats, and all the service seemed pretty normal. 

 
 The head flight attendant said we were finished boarding at 8:55, 
but another passenger showed up at 9:07, which was eight minutes after the  
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boarding passes said the doors would be closed.  Once that lady was on board, things moved quickly, and we were in the air by 9:15. 

 

 I noted that masks were required on flights.  That turned out to be a bit of an issue for me.  I’d brought along a handful of 

disposable masks with me (basically one for each day of the trip), but just this morning I broke the strings on two of them.  One broke 

when I was lowering my mask for the guard at security, and another broke when I caught it on something while I was stowing my luggage.  

I’d break a third when I was trying to sip a Diet Pepsi in the middle of the flight.  Obviously these weren’t high quality masks. 

 
Rockaway Peninsula near JFK Airport 

 
 The flight was smooth and uneventful.  Mostly I read more from 
my Kindle, but I also enjoyed nice views of Lakes Michigan and Ontario.  
In addition to the Diet Pepsi, I also enjoyed a complimentary bag of 
kettle corn chips (they looked like Doritos, but had the salty—sweet 
flavor of kettle corn).  I also used the microscopic toilet. 
 
 We made a beautiful approach to JFK over familiar scenery.  
We crossed the Jersey Shore and then flew past Staten Island and the 
Rockaway Peninsula before landing from the south.  We touched down 
just a few feet from the water right at 12:30, or 27 minutes before we 
were scheduled to get in.  We were at the gate just five minutes after 
that.  I’m writing this Monday night, and on the news they said JFK was 
experiencing serious delays this afternoon.  I’m glad I got in before 
those hit. 
 
 JetBlue primarily uses Terminal 5 at JFK, and that worked out 
very conveniently for me.  My ultimate destination was the TWA Hotel,  



a lodging establishment that was built in and around the former TWA Flight Center at JFK.  The modern Terminal 5 completely surrounds 

the old TWA facility, and I just took a red-carpeted skywalk to get to the hotel. 

 

 Since it was still quite early (three hours before the “official” check-in time) I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to go to a room, but I at 

least wanted to leave my luggage so I could go out exploring.  Fortunately they did have a room available, and I checked in quickly and 

easily.  Figuring out how to get to Room 774 was a bit of a challenge, but before long I found it. 

 
The old split-flap schedule board 

TWA Hotel – JFK Airport 

 
 If anyone happens to have a layover at JFK, I’d 
strongly suggest you take the AirTrain over to Terminal 5 
and visit the public areas at the TWA Hotel.  The landmark 
building from the ‘60s has been spectacularly restored, 
and there are several separate museum areas featuring 
both the airline and the era.  Visiting the building itself is 
free, and you can enjoy food and drinks in the stylish ‘60s 
setting for the same prices you’d pay at any airport 
concessionaire. 
 
 I have a bit of a soft spot for TWA (whose assets 
were bought in bankruptcy by American Airlines).  The first 
time I ever flew was when I was a junior in high school and 
went to Washington for Presidential Classroom.  I was 
scheduled to fly from Cedar Rapids to Washington via 
Chicago on a round-trip ticket that was valued at $99.  
Unfortunately, at the time I flew United’s pilots were on 
strike.  I made it to Chicago all right, but the onward flight 
to D.C.  had been cancelled.   I was a clueless high school  

kid with little clue what I was supposed to do.  TWA was willing to re-book me on a weird little puddle-jumper that made three stops in 

Ohio before getting into Washington.  I made it, though, and I still remember TWA saving the day. 

 

 I’d actually been to the TWA terminal at JFK once before.  That was on my second trip as an adult, when I flew to Spain in 1985.  

(In Spanish, by the way, the name of the airline was pronounced “tuba”.)  I changed planes there both directions, though I don’t think I 

ever went into the main lobby area.  I’d certainly seen it in various movies and documentaries, though, so it did look familiar when I went 

to the hotel.  The most noteworthy feature is the Solari departure board, which uses “split-flap” letters to display all the destinations.  (Paul 

and I saw a similar board when we went to Russia, and there’s also one at the Amtrak station in Providence.)  They’ve restored that 

board, and while it doesn’t show modern-day departures (there would be far too many, even if they limited it to JetBlue), it does display 

the time correctly and shows various flights TWA actually flew in the past. 

  
 

Views of TWA Hotel – New York 
ABOVE LEFT:  The Sunken Lounge with 1960s furnishings 

ABOVE RIGHT:  Howard Hughes’ office 
RIGHT:  The “Connie”, a ‘60s prop-jet that is now a bar 

 
 I made the rounds of the various displays (Howard Hughes’ office, old crew 
uniforms, a bank of classic pay phones, and the original Ambassador Lounge for first 
class customers).  Eventually I went up to my room.  While I do highly recommend 
everyone see the public areas, and the room was nicely decorated in “mid-century 
modern” style, the place is honestly not worth the price they charge.  I’d booked and 
paid for this a year and a half ago, so at this time it was essentially free to me.  It 
actually cost well over $200, though, and there are equally nice rooms all over Queens 
(which is where JFK is)  at half the price.   It’s kind  of cool  to look  right  out over  the   



runway, but I’ve had that experience elsewhere (and would again later on this trip) for less money. 

 
Room 774 at the TWA Hotel 

 
 That said, they really do a nice job of providing the feel of 
the ‘60s together with 21st Century amenities.  The chairs have the 
“tulip” design, there’s a classic dial telephone, and the lamps look 
like treasures from a rummage sale.  The electrical switches are all 
metal toggle switches that fit right in with the décor.  Fortunately 
there is good wi-fi, as well as modern 3-prong outlets and charging 
ports for various electronic devices.  They also have excellent 
sound-proofing on the windows.  Indeed, it’s one of the quietest 
hotels I’ve ever stayed in—even though it’s literally at the airport. 

 
 After settling in my room, I went out to explore.  I’ve seen 
most of the real attractions in New York, so this time I bummed 
around in some more obscure neighborhoods.  First I took the 
AirTrain over to Jamaica station, where I stopped at a Tim Horton’s 
to pick up a box of Timbits.  Then I caught a Long Island Railroad 
train to Nostrand Avenue station in Brooklyn. 
 
 Nostrand Avenue is in the neighborhood called Bedford-
Stuyvesant, and during my fifteen-minute train ride Billy Joel’s line 
“I walk through Bedford Stuy alone” kept going through my head.  At 
the time Billy Joel first sang “You May Be Right”, Bedford-
Stuyvesant was considered a very rough area, the Big Apple’s 
biggest “hood”.  While it hasn’t really gentrified, it is much more 
multi-ethnic than it was “back in the day”.  No one’s going to call it a 
nice neighborhood, but it’s far from dangerous. 

 
 The biggest ethnic group in Bed-Stuy appears to be 
Caribbean blacks, the same group that predominates in the 
Jamaica area near JFK.  There’s also lots of South Asian and Middle 
Eastern people, and a fair number of Latinos.  The area looks like 
much of New York—dumpy brick buildings with curved awnings 
over  businesses whose  wares overflow onto the sidewalk.   There  

are lots of street vendors here, too, selling things like do-rags in the colors of the Jamaican flag or beautiful silk hijabs. 

 

 I walked a couple blocks north of the Nostrand Avenue LIRR station and boarded bus B-44-SBS.  Part of New York’s “select 

bus service”, this is supposed to be an express route.  On Nostrand Avenue it’s anything but express, though.  While it does skip a bunch 

of stops the local bus makes, it’s slowed down by stop lights, construction (which seems to be everywhere in New York), emergency 

vehicles, and double-parked vehicles.  It took about 45 minutes to go just five miles. 

 

 This particular bus was unpleasant for many reasons. It was one of the most crowded transit vehicles I’ve ever been on, standing 

room only for the first two-thirds of the ride.  There was also no indication at all of what the stops were.  They didn’t announce them, and 

there was no digital read-out; you were just supposed to know where you were.  I finally got a seat when we passed Flatbush Avenue, 

which oddly is the end of the subway line that runs underneath Nostrand.  I figured bus traffic would pick up when the subway ended, but 

the opposite was true.  Sitting allowed me to see the signs on the cross streets, so I had a better clue when to pull the cord.  I thought I 

signaled to get off at Avenue U.  Strangely, though, the bus actually stopped at Avenue R, which isn’t even listed as a stop on this route.  

So I ended up walking three very long blocks to my next destination. 

 

 The high-lettered avenues are in a very different neighborhood than Bedford-Stuy.  This is the border between Madison and 

Sheepshead Bay.  It’s obviously a much wealthier area.  There are a lot of single family homes crammed on impossibly small lots, together 

with elegant-looking apartment buildings.  The ethnic mix is different as well.  It’s traditionally an East European Jewish area, the place 

where both Bernie Sanders and Ruth Bader Ginsberg grew up, as did Carole King and “Judge Judy”.  Today there also seem to be a lot 

of fairly wealthy East Asian people and also working class blacks and Latinos.  There’s a very wide range of businesses, from luxury car 

dealers and jewelry stores to Aldi and Goodwill. 

 

 I patronized one of the lower-end businesses.  When doing some research online I happened on a chain called Telco that runs 

cheap department stores all over New York City.  They had a convenient location at Avenue U and Nostrand that I checked out.  Telco 

isn’t a second-hand store, but its prices almost make it seem like it is.  I bought a dress shirt for $7 and a box of fifty disposable masks 

(since I seemed to be wearing the things out quickly on this trip) for another $2.99.  (The masks I broke came from a similar box I bought 

a year ago at Walgreens that I think cost twelve bucks.)  New York requires you to buy shopping bags, and Telco had full-size cloth 

grocery bags for just 29¢.  Interestingly, none of the things I purchased was taxable in New York. 

 

 I waited quite a while at the Avenue U bus stop on Nostrand.  I wanted a southbound bus, but five northbound buses passed 

while I waited.  I thought I was in luck when I saw a southbound B-44-SBS, but for some reason it terminated at Avenue U and just went 



around the block and headed north again.  It was almost twenty minutes (long enough that my transfer had expired) before another 

southbound bus came along. 

 

 I went three stops further south to Shore Parkway (which—oddly—is two blocks inland from the shore).  The bus makes a loop 

to turn around there, but I got off and walked down Emmons Avenue, where my next destination was found.  That place was a restaurant 

called Roll ‘n’ Roaster that is quite famous locally.  They’re a fast food place that’s in a building that appears to have be unchanged since 

they first opened in 1971.  They sell just about everything imaginable, but they specialize in roast beef.  Something I like is that you can 

serve your roast beef well done—which is my preference and also that of the people in the neighborhood who keep kosher.  Something 

the kosher-keepers wouldn’t do is add cheese to their sandwich.  I did, and it was very tasty.  I also enjoyed some coleslaw on the side.  

The one issue with the meal was that I ordered iced tea.  I’d forgotten that New York is one of the places where tea is served heavily 

sweetened by default.  Even if I weren’t diabetic, I wouldn’t have wanted to drink the tea I got. 

 
Sheepshead Bay – Brooklyn, New York 

 

 I walked west along Emmons to the Sheepshead Bay piers.  There’s an odd combination of recreational boats, commercial 

fishing boats, and tour boats anchored here.  Sheepshead Bay is sheltered from the Atlantic by Coney Island (which is actually a 

peninsula), so it’s a very gentle harbor.  I really enjoyed walking along the area. 

 

 I next stopped at the Macy’s outlet center, which they call Backstage Macy’s.  Even the most discounted items here were more 

than the stuff at Telco, but it was still fun to browse around.  I ended up picking up another shirt, this time for nine bucks. 

 
Train arriving at Franklin Avenue subway station – Brooklyn 

 
 I made my way through the main business area 
of Sheepshead Bay (which is overwhelmed with fish 
markets and green grocers) and then to the Sheepshead 
Bay subway station (which, like the majority of stations in 
Brooklyn, is elevated).  I caught an express train (the “B”) 
north to Prospect Park, where I transferred to the “S” 
Franklin Avenue shuttle.  That took me up to Franklin and 
Fulton, where I caught the “C” train, which in any other city 
would be called the blue line.  I rode just one stop east to 
Nostrand Avenue (the subway station is essentially 
underneath the Long Island Railroad station), where I 
transferred to the “A” train.  I rode that back to Howard 
Beach—JFK station, where I caught the AirTrain back to 
Terminal 5 and my hotel.  While that’s a lot of transfers, it’s 
pretty straightforward if you look at a subway map.  It was 
also a lot faster than the “express” bus had been. 
 
 It was around seven when I got back to the hotel.  
They have a food hall in what once was the baggage claim 
area,  and that’s where I had dinner.   I had a three-cheese  

crepe and also a fruit salad.  The salad was excellent, and so was the actual crepe.  The filling was three of the most boring cheeses I 

could imagine, though (two white and one orange, but none with any real flavor). 

 

 After dinner I went back to my room and worked on this travelogue while keeping an eye on TV (mostly the Olympics) in the 

background.  I also looked out the window at the airport tarmac quite a few times.  JetBlue appears to have pretty light operations at night.  

The next terminal, though, features a bunch of international airlines, and overseas flights invariably leave at night.  I saw flights from 

Virgin Atlantic, Singapore Airlines, SAS, and a couple whose logos I couldn’t decipher taxi while I was typing. 

 



Tuesday, August 3 
New York, New York to San Juan, Puerto Rico 
 

 I was up shortly after 5:30 this morning.  I actually slept pretty decently, but I needed to be up early.  I had set the alarm on my 

cell phone to go off at 5:45, though (as is typical) I was awake before that.  Had my body clock not gone off itself, there would have been 

no choice but to use the cell phone alarm at this hotel.  Presumably since digital clocks hadn’t yet been invented in the era of the TWA 

flight center, there were no clocks at all in my room.  It struck me that they should have put a Big Ben alarm in there, but of course that 

would need winding each day. 

 

 The weirdest thing in getting ready was that the shower in my bathroom was walled in only halfway by glass.  That’s definitely a 

modern design element, rather than something from the ‘60s.  I’ve stayed in a couple of other hotels where they thought not fully enclosing 

the shower was cool, and there would be more of them later on this trip.  I’ve also seen designers on HGTV who think they’re awesome.  

I have no clue why they think it’s a good thing to get the floor wet. 

 

As I was dressing I happened to notice police vehicles with their lights flashing on in the drive in front of the Jet Blue terminal.  I 

gave it no thought at the time, but just got ready for the day. 

 

I checked my e-mail before leaving and happened to notice a message from JetBlue saying that the gate for my flight had 

changed.  My boarding pass said I was to leave from Gate 29, but now I was supposed to go to Gate 6. 

 

I got a pleasant surprise when checking out.  Apparently they’ve lowered their rates from what they were when I originally 

booked, so the folio showed that a credit had been issued to my American Express card.  I actually paid a rate slightly under $200 (plus 

tax, of course).  Honestly, the place is still overpriced, but that is quite a bit more reasonable than what I’d originally booked. 

 

 I made my way back down the red-carpeted skywalk to the elevator that leads down to the JetBlue terminal.  There were several 

people in front of me who did not speak English.  Watching them, though, it was clear that the elevator wasn’t working properly.  I followed 

them to the nearby stairway and lugged my bags downstairs instead. 

 

 It turned out that the police I’d seen had turned off the elevator and blocked off all the outside entrances to the terminal.  Oddly, 

they’d forgotten to block off the stairs, so we managed to sneak in that way without a problem.  I found out later there had been a report 

of an unattended suspicious package, which they had no choice but to treat as a bomb threat.  It turned out to be nothing of interest, but 

they cleared hundreds of people out of one of the concourses and taped off large parts of the main lobby and baggage claim areas as 

well.  Unsurprisingly, that meant chaos at the level I’d expect in a Third World airport. 

 

 Thankfully they re-opened the terminal less than ten minutes after I arrived.  The bad news was that all those people they’d 

evacuated had to go through security again—as did everyone who was just now arriving at the airport.  I was actually toward the front of 

the line, but it still took the better part of an hour to snake my way through the tape maze.  They did have an expedited security area here 

that my “even more space” ticket should have provided me access to.  However that was where they were sending all the people who 

had been evacuated earlier. 

 

 Slowing things down at security was that almost everyone was being put in the electronic full-body x-ray scanner, which takes 

significantly longer than the standard metal detector.  I guess I must look honest, because after at least a dozen people in line before me 

got the full scan, the guard just said “anything in your pockets?” to me.  I responded in the negative, and he just had me walk through the 

metal detector. 

 

 I checked the departure display once I was through security and was unsurprised to find that the gate had changed again.  Now 

my flight was listed as departing from Gate 12.  I bought a cup of coffee on the way to that gate.  When I got there, the sign said “Punta 

Cana”, a city in the Dominican Republic.  I overheard a woman asking if this was the gate for San Juan, and the man at the gate looked 

confused.  Before long he announced that there had been yet another gate change.  Now flight 503 was leaving from Gate 10, the same 

gate where I had arrived yesterday from Minneapolis.  Interestingly the gate change announcement was made first in Spanish and then 

in English, which is probably as it should be for this particular flight. 

 

 The attendant at Gate 10 was not JetBlue’s best employee.  First, he didn’t speak either English or Spanish natively.  (He 

appeared to be from eastern Europe.)  He made announcements in both languages, but it was hard to understand anything he said.  He 

also didn’t communicate well with the cabin crew, something that made itself known as boarding started. 

 

 As is typical, the gate attendant first called those who needed assistance boarding.  On this flight there were five people who 

did, and they were wheeled down the jetway.  Right after that he called boarding group A, which on this flight included about two dozen 

passengers.  I was among the first in that group, and when I got about two-thirds of the way down the jetway it was clear the handicapped 



people were still waiting to board.  One of the flight attendants came out and grumbled, “We’re not ready yet,” though by that time the line 

in the jetway had backed up almost all the way to the gate. 

 

 Apparently there was a flight attendant who hadn’t joined the crew yet, but the gate attendant wasn’t aware of that.  She rammed 

her way through the crowd in the jetway, and once she boarded, the began helping the disabled people onto the plane.  Oddly, most of 

them were seated clear at the back, so it took them forever to get to their seats.  I saw that one was a portly woman whose ticket was for 

a “B” seat (in the middle of the 3 x 3 configuration), and having her there must have made things difficult for whoever was sitting by the 

window. 

 

 It took a long time to board the disabled passengers.  Once they did, they started clearing the line.  Boarding group A was almost 

all people who, like me, had paid for seats with more legroom at the front of the plane.  That was also awkward for the boarding process, 

because Group B was largely people seated in the very back.  They had to wait until those of us in front had stowed our bags and taken 

our seats. Fortunately this one was a larger plane (an Airbus A-321), so my bag fit overhead with no problem. 

 

 Additional issues came up as boarding progressed.  The gate agent had apparently called a young couple to the podium and 

upgraded them to sit in seats 1-A and 2-A.  Yet another person had been assigned by the gate agent to sit in 3-C, and two others had 

been seated in exit row seats further back.  The exit row people complained because their seats would not recline, something the agent 

had apparently neglected to tell them.  They had little choice but to take those seats, though.  The other issue was that seats 1-A, 2-A, 

and 3-C had already been sold to other passengers.  (Indeed, I was the person seated in 2-A.)  One of the flight attendants asked those 

of us who were already seated to give her our tickets.  She then went back down the jetway and had a chat with the gate agent.  Eventually 

the mis-assigned people were re-seated further back, unhappy because they had the standard legroom. 

 

 There was even more boarding confusion because there were two people with the same name on this flight.  Either that same 

agent or perhaps the JetBlue computer had somehow assigned them both the same seat.  They managed to work that out, at which point 

I heard the attendant say they were lucky there were exactly four extra seats available; now every single seat on the plane was full. 

 

 Signs by the gate and also the JetBlue app said the boarding doors would close at 8:00am.  In fact it was 8:12 when the head 

flight attendant announced boarding had been completed.  We still had to wait, though, because the catering carts had not yet been 

loaded.  The catering truck finally showed up at 8:25, and amazingly they finally closed the door at 8:29 and announced we should prepare 

for departure. 

 

 We had a very long taxi, and it wasn’t until 8:51 when we were finally in the air.  There was a fair amount of turbulence on this 

flight—nothing serious, but enough so that the captain kept asking the flight attendants to take their seats.  This almost always happened 

just as they had started another part of the service.  I believe there were five separate times they announced turbulence during in about 

a three and a half hour flight. 

 

 Since I hadn’t had any breakfast, I bought one of JetBlue’s snack boxes, a cheese and cracker pack similar to what they sell on 

Amtrak, but about double the price the train charges.  The free snack was what the flight attendant described as “cinnamon seed bars”.  

Made by the 88 Acres company, these were basically a brittle made of pumpkin, and flax seeds held together with caramelized maple 

syrup.  It was weird, but delicious. 

 

 I had ginger ale for my drink, and I was pleased that the combined carbs of the pop, crackers, and seed bar were right at the 

limit I’m supposed to have for a meal (60 grams, if you’re interested).  Most of the people around me ordered coffee (it was breakfast 

time, after all).  The bulk of these people were from Puerto Rico.  I’d read that Puerto Rican coffee is typically served very sweet, and 

these passengers certainly confirmed that.  One woman ordered her coffee with seven sugar packets and five creams, while another had 

four sugar packets with her black coffee.  The packets they served held that yellow turbinado sugar.  I don’t know if that’s typical in Puerto 

Rico, or if that’s just something JetBlue does. 

 

 All JetBlue flights are supposed to offer free wi-fi.  The wi-fi worked fine on the small plane from Minneapolis to New York, but 

for some reason it didn’t seem to work on this flight.  The sign-in page said my phone had the incorrect date, and that I needed to re-set 

it to January 1, 2000.  I guess they had the Y2K problem show up twenty-one years late.  That didn’t really matter.  I just spent the flight 

reading some more from my Kindle. 

 

 I was seated next to a college-aged black couple who spent the entire flight sleeping.  I’d have liked to have used the restroom 

towards the end of the flight, but being in the window seat, that really wasn’t an option.  Fortunately the need wasn’t urgent. 

 

 Almost our entire flight was over the Atlantic.  We took off over Long Island, turned south, and it was open water until Puerto 

Rico.   At times I thought I saw land below, but what I first thought was forest was just the green of the water. 

 

 It was quite obvious when we got to Puerto Rico.  We arrived from the northwest and flew right past the old city of San Juan and 

then the upscale Condado area where my hotel is located.  (I probably saw it from the air, though at the time I couldn’t have identified it.)  

We then flew over the tightly-packed residential areas of San Juan before turning north to land. 

 

 



 
View of “La Isleta” (the old city of San Juan) before landing in Puerto Rico 

 

 Luiz Muñoz Marín International Airport is located well east of San Juan, in the city of Carolina.  (The airport is named after the 

first elected governor of the territory.)  We landed there at 12:12pm.  Technically this was Atlantic Time, but since Puerto Rico doesn’t 

use Daylight Savings Time, in summer it’s the same as the Eastern Time Zone.  About five minutes later we pulled up to the gate. 

 
 Arriving at the gate didn’t mean the issues with this flight were over, 
though.  We just sat there for quite a while, and eventually they made an 
announcement that there was a problem with the jetway, and airport 
engineers were trying to repair it.  It appeared they could move the bridge 
toward the airplane, but they couldn’t expand and contract the long hallway.  
Our plane was too far forward for the jetway to connect with our door, so 
eventually they just brought over a tow truck and pushed us back far enough 
so they could hook it up.  Our official arrival time was 12:30pm, twenty-three 
minutes late. 
 
 Once they’d opened the jetway I made a mad dash to a restroom.  
This was a very dirty restroom, which made me glad I didn’t need to sit down.  
The airport as a whole reminded me more of those in Mexico City and Lima 
than Chicago or Minneapolis.  It’s dumpy and run-down, with the most 
noteworthy feature being the seating, which has chrome legs and seats 
upholstered in light blue vinyl. 
 

 
Unconnected jetway in a tropical rain 

SJU Airport 

 I thought about having lunch or perhaps buying souvenirs at the airport.  Unfortunately most of the businesses appeared to be 

closed for COVID, so I just made my way downstairs to the exit. 

 

 Puerto Rico is very serious about COVID.  All arriving visitors need to either show proof of vaccination or proof of a recent 

negative COVID test.  Otherwise they’re required to quarantine for two weeks, with the police checking in on them multiple times each 

day.  You complete an online form and in the process upload either a picture of your vaccination card or the results of your COVID test.  

When you submit it, a QR code is generated.  I’d submitted my card quite some time ago and printed out the QR code.  I was glad I did, 

because I found out when we landed that my cell phone (which is what they expect you to use to display the code) didn’t work in Puerto 

Rico.    

 

 When I got to the exit, a guard directed obviously local people to the door and obvious visitors like me to a side room.  A young 

man in a hazmat suit scanned my QR code, announced my name, and then asked me to show identification.  When I did, he said “you’re 

good to go, man” and ushered me ahead. 

 

 Next I needed to get from the airport to my hotel, which was in San Juan itself.  Pretty much the only option for that was a taxi.  

There is a bus that runs to the airport, but it’s intended only for workers.  They make a point of saying that luggage is not allowed on 

board.  I knew that, so I headed to the taxi stand. 

 

 A good thing about taxis in Puerto Rico is that they operate on a zone system, rather than being metered.  With a flat rate, you 

don’t need to fret about the driver taking a convoluted route to rack up more fare.  The fare isn’t cheap, though.  From the airport to 



Condado it’s $21, plus tip.  (It’s slightly less the other way, because there’s a supplement to leave the airport.)  Theoretically any number 

of passengers could share that fare, but they all need to be headed to the same destination. 

 

 The taxi ride made me very glad I hadn’t even thought about renting a car.  Traffic is heavy all over metro San Juan.  The roads 

are in very rough shape, and the drivers seem universally bad.  My “taxista” appeared to be one of the better drivers on the road, and he 

was forever changing lanes—using all three westbound lanes, as well as the shoulder of the “expreso” (freeway) we followed. 

 

 It took about fifteen minutes to get from the airport to my hotel, the Holiday Inn Express—Condado.  I paid the cabbie and made 

my way to check-in.  It was hard to hear the clerk, who was wearing a mask and also on the other side of a thick plastic partition.  He told 

me there was no room immediately available, but he could do the paperwork to check me in.  He’d also let me store luggage while I went 

out exploring. 

 

 The hotel paperwork was more complicated than most places.  In addition to initialing all the rate information and noting I d idn’t 

have a car (which would be an additional $30 a day for parking), I also had to select the level of maid service I wished to receive.  I chose 

the middle option, which basically means the maid is supposed to replace the towels and toiletries, but not actually clean the room.  (In 

fact, the maid did fully clean my room all but one of the days I was there, though.)  Finally, there was an additional form that the Puerto 

Rican government uses to track all visitors.  This is apparently also a COVID thing, and for those who aren’t actually quarantining it’s just 

a formality. 

 
Flooded sidewalk outside Holiday Inn Express—Condado 

San Juan, Puerto Rico 

 I dropped my bag and then set out exploring.  
Almost immediately it struck me that the place I’ve been 
that San Juan seems most like is New Orleans.  Like the 
Big Easy, San Juan is a combination of very nice and 
rather seedy areas, many of them right next to each other.  
Both places have a very relaxed lifestyle, and both are very 
tourist-oriented.  (They’ve got the same tacky gift shops in 
Condado that you see in the French Quarter.)  They’d had 
a heavy rainstorm just before our plane landed 
(presumably some of the turbulence we experienced), and 
another thing that reminded me of the Crescent City was 
that the streets (and especially the sidewalks) were 
flooded.  As the sun came out, instead of draining, the 
water just evaporated into tropical humidity—exactly what 
happens in the Big Easy. 
 
 I walked down Calle Luisa and crossed under the 
expressway I’d come in on in the taxi.  Puerto Rico’s 
expressways were funded by the Interstate Highway Act, 
though they aren’t signed as interstates.  The expressways 
have plain white shields similar to what I’ve seen on some 
Canadian provincial highways.  Interestingly, distances 
and  exit numbers in  Puerto Rico  are given  in  kilometers  

rather than miles, and gas is sold by the liter.  By the way, prices for gas in San Juan ranged from 78¢ to 84¢ per liter, or almost exactly 

the same as it is on the mainland ($2.85 to $3.05 per gallon).  They seem to prefer ending their prices in seven-tenths, rather than nine-

tenths of a cent here, too. 

 
 South of the freeway Calle Luisa becomes 
Avenida Roberto Todd, which is a very busy highway 
that runs through Santurce, the most heavily populated 
area of San Juan.  I walked about half a mile south and 
eventually came to a collection of businesses that was 
my main destination. 
 
 My first stop in Puerto Rico was—of all 
places—Walmart.  This was definitely not the Walmart 
you’d find on a suburban highway, though.  The store 
is actually operated by Walmart de Latinoamerica, 
S.A., the subsidiary that is Mexico’s biggest retailer.  It 
occupies the first two floors of an enormous concrete 
building, with four levels of parking above the store.  
The ground floor is roughly the same size as an 
American Walmart, but that level has only groceries.  
Above that is an equally large dry goods area.  The two 
levels are connected by elevators and moving ramps 
that are essentially escalators without the actual stairs, 
so they can accommodate carts. 
 
 I spent quite a while browsing through almost  

 
Mural on a building next to Walmart – San Juan, Puerto Rico 



every department at Walmart.  My sense was that the prices were the same or even slightly higher than they are back home.  Except for 

clearance items, there were definitely no real bargains. 

 

 I bought two clearance shirts ($5 each) and a bag of Puerto Rican coffee (Del Patio brand, $2.99 for 250 grams or roughly half 

a pound).  They only had self-checkout available at this Wal-Mart, so that’s what I used.  A girl at the entrance to the enormous self-

checkout area asked me a question in Spanish.  I couldn’t understand her through her mask, so I said “what” in English.  It turned out 

that what she asked was “¿efectivo o tarjeta?”.  She was asking if I intended to pay using cash or a credit card.  She actually directed me 

to a register that would accept either method, so I’m not sure what the point of the question was. 

 

 I needed a bag for my purchases, and it turns out that in Puerto Rico you need to buy reusable shopping bags (something I 

actually wish we’d go to back home).  The clerk had to scan a card to charge me for a bag.  For 10¢ she gave me a heavy-duty plastic 

bag that I’d end up carrying around all over San Juan. 

 

 As is true in many American Walmarts, a guard checks your purchases at the exit.  They were more serious about that here 

than most places I’ve been.  He looked through the receipt item by item and eventually in initialed the receipt.  Only then could I leave. 

 

 My next stop was at a store called All-Ways 99.  (Incorrect English spelling is a part of many Puerto Rican store names, by the 

way.)  While a lot of their merchandise doesn’t actually cost 99¢, they are a low-cost variety store.  I ended up buying a bottle of Puerto 

Rican Pepsi to add to my collection (a bargain at just 99¢), some dental floss (also 99¢), some pencils I’ll use at our quiz bowl tournament 

in the fall (69¢), and a dulce de coco araña (basically a praline made with coconut instead of pecans – $1.09).  The clerk here also asked 

a question I couldn’t understand.  When I didn’t respond, she said, “Oh, you speak English?”.  She then asked me in English i f I wanted 

to buy a bag.  Since I already had the Walmart bag, I passed. 

 

 While I was in All-Ways 99, they were spraying insecticide throughout the store.  That was something I’d see repeatedly 

throughout this trip, and it was another thing that reminded me of New Orleans, and also of my grad school days in Mississippi.  Obviously 

bugs are a big problem in Puerto Rico, too. 

 

 Next I went to a Walgreen’s.  The store was pretty much identical to what you’d find on the mainland, though—like Walmart—

the signage was all primarily in Spanish, with tiny English words below.  I’m used to seeing the opposite of that in big city stores on the 

mainland.  I bought some Diet 7-Up and some cheese and almonds that became my supper tonight.  The cheese was made by Borden 

and was called “Queso de Papa”, which could either mean “Daddy’s cheese” or “potato cheese”.  It was made in Puerto Rico, and—as 

is true of most local products—the label was primarily in Spanish.  It was a pretty basic cheddar, and at $2.79 for an eight-ounce half-

moon, the price wasn’t too bad—particularly for buying it at a drugstore. 

 

 The Walgreen’s employee greeted me and announced my total in Spanish.  They get around the bag fee at Walgreen’s by using 

paper bags rather than plastic.  My receipt was mostly in English, but it had an invitation to take a survey in Spanish. 

 

 I hadn’t eaten anything except snacks on the airplane, so lunch was definitely overdue.  I first tried to stop at Church’s Chicken, 

which I’d read was the single most popular fast food place in Puerto Rico.  I’d gone to Church’s website ahead of time, which said that all 

their stores were open for dine-in and take-out.  The Santurce location was drive-through only, though, with a sign on the lobby door that 

said “Lo sentimos” (we’re sorry).  So chicken wasn’t an option for me.  I instead ended up at a Burger King (“La Casa del Whopper”) next 

door. 

 
Yet again I was greeted in Spanish, and the clerk seemed surprised 

that Spanish was not my native language.  Santurce is where local people 
live and shop, and my bet is not a lot of tourists go there.  All these clerks 
spoke English, and I got the sense that pretty much everybody in Puerto Rico 
was bilingual.  English is everybody’s second language, though, not their first. 
 

I ordered a salad and a Diet Pepsi.  The salad was complicated by 
questions asking if I wanted crispy or grilled chicken (and the same word, 
“crispy” is used in both English and Spanish, by the way) and then what kind 
of dressing I wanted.  I also needed to supply my name, which was called as 
DAH-veed, with English stress but Spanish vowel sounds.  Once everything 
was sorted out, I had a very tasty lunch. 
 

 
Puerto Rican license plate 

in the Burger King parking lot 
(There are several designs of P.R. plates.) 

I walked back to Condado and explored the beach area.  My hotel is just a block away from a lovely park called Ventana al Mar 

(Window to the Sea), and there’s a lovely beach extending all along the north coast of the island.  There are signs all over Condado 

Beach saying it is unsafe for swimming or surfing.  The waves do look quite rough, and there are big rocks not far from shore.  I wasn’t 

really interested in swimming, though.  For me it was just fun to look out at the shoreline. 

 

Shortly after 3pm I returned to the hotel.  The clerk said the room still wasn’t available.  I asked him when it would be, which 

prompted him to actually call the housekeeper.  After talking with her, he flashed a thumbs up.  He made a couple of keys, and then I 

picked up my bags and made my way up to Room 609. 

 



  
Condado Beach – San Juan, Puerto Rico 

At just over $100 a night, the Holiday Inn Express is just about the cheapest place there is to stay in San Juan.  That’s largely 

because it’s near, but not actually on the beach.  Had I chosen to stay a block closer, I’d be paying more than I did at the TWA Hotel.  

The hotel is in a dumpy cement building that looks like a college dorm.  The room had the simplest of furnishings, though it did have a 

refrigerator and microwave.  My shower here also had half a glass wall, just like the TWA Hotel.  Even worse, the towels were stored 

inside the shower, so I had to remove them before showering to keep them from getting wet. 

 

 
Avenida Ashford – San Juan 

After resting up and cooling off, I did a bit more exploring.  This time 
I walked down Avenida Ashford, the main drag in Condado.  Ashford has an 
eclectic collection of businesses.  There’s everything from Cartier and a 
Lamborghini dealer to pawn shops, discount liquor stores, marijuana 
dispensaries, and lots and lots of gift shops.  Many of the buildings were built 
in the same art deco style as Miami Beach.  Some have been lovingly 
restored, while others are in disrepair. 
 

I walked up to the Puente Dos Hermanos (Two Brothers Bridge—I 
have no clue who they may have been), which separates the island where 
Old San Juan is located from the main island of Puerto Rico.  I then walked 
west to a CVS pharmacy, where I stopped to buy some pop, a few postcards, 
and a “paleta” (a popsicle made with real fruit—very popular throughout the 
Hispanic world).  Condado is tourist central, so it wasn’t surprising that the 
clerk at CVS greeted every customer with “Bienvenido—Welcome” and 
proceeded to converse in whatever language the customer preferred to use.  
That reminded me of shopping in Montreal, where the business greeting is 
always “Bonjour—Hello”. 

 

Back at the hotel, I wrote on this travelogue while listening to the Olympics in the background.  The station the Olympics are on 

was called “Tu canal” (your channel).  It stands out because they carried the NBC Olympic feed in English, but all the commercials were 

in Spanish.   

 

There appear to be five local TV stations in San Juan, none of which are affiliated with the English-language American networks.  

WKAQ and WIPR are both Telemundo affiliates, WSTE calls itself “Teleisla” (basically “TV of the island”), WPRV is “Teleoro” (“Gold TV”), 

and WCCV is “Cadena Milagro” (“the miracle channel”).  The cable at the hotel had about ten other Spanish-language networks, plus 

most of the main American English networks.  ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox are represented by affiliates in either New York or Miami—kind 

of like Canadian cable that shows stations from Detroit or Buffalo. 

 

Wednesday, August 4 
San Juan, Puerto Rico 
 

 While there certainly are some things I’ll complain about, all in all this was an enjoyable day.  I saw a good variety of things, and 

while I was dead tired afterward, I liked most of what I saw. 

 

 There was no pressing need to set an alarm today.  I slept quite well and was up around 6:30am.  Probably the most negative 

part of this hotel room was the shower, something long-time readers of my travelogues know I frequently complain about.  In addition to 

only being half-enclosed, the shower had one was one of those “rainforest” heads that just drips on you with basically no pressure at all.  

I’d love to go back twenty years to the time when hotels thought shower massages were a great amenity. 



 

 I wasn’t sure if the hotel would be serving their complimentary breakfast during COVID.  They were, and it was actually pretty 

nice.  Their pandemic-related adaptation was that they served things cafeteria style, rather than having a serve-yourself buffet.  I had 

both a mini-omelette and scrambled eggs, plus a cream-filled cannoli.  The waitress also insisted that I try a cup of fresh pineapple juice, 

and of course I also had some coffee.  I passed on far more things than I tried.  Pretty much anyone could find what they wanted for 

breakfast here. 

 

 I left the hotel around 7:30am.  I hoped I might catch a bus over to the old city (“Viejo San Juan” on highway signs).  Buses are 

extremely infrequent in Puerto Rico, though.  You might recall that a few years back the Puerto Rican government faced a financial crisis.  

Government money is still very tight, and one of many results of that was a big cut-back in public transit.  There are no intercity buses at 

all in Puerto Rico, and in the metro area everything runs on a skeletal schedule.  Many buses run only hourly (including the one on 

Avenida Ashford), and the best lines have a 20-minute frequency at rush hour.  I walked westward and turned to look back at every bus 

stop.  I made it across the Dos Hermanos Bridge, though (about a mile from the hotel), and no bus caught up with me. 

 
 Just west of the bridge I made a detour to see 
Fuerte San Gerónimo (basically St. Jerome’s Fort, and 
even on signs the name can be spelled with either a G or 
a J, both of which make a guttural “H” sound in Spanish). 
This is the easternmost in a long string of 16th Century 
fortifications that were designed to guard the “rich port” for 
which the island was named.  By the way, the name Puerto 
Rico originally referred to the city, while the island was 
named San Juan (after the saint’s day on which it was 
discovered).  No one seems quite sure why the two were 
switched. 

 
Fuerte San Gerónimo – San Juan 

 
 Today Fuerte San Gerónimo is basically just ruins, and it’s not normally open to the public.  I did get some nice pictures of the 

fort, though, and I also enjoyed walking past the luxury hotels nearby. 

 

 Just west of the hotels I followed a pedestrian-only path into a lovely park called Parque Luís Muñoz Rivera.  (Though its 

namesake is similar to the airport’s, the park is named after a 19th Century poet.)  There were signs that identified a lot of the flowers and 

trees in the park, some of which were quite unique.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen almond trees before, for instance. 

 

  
Parque Luís Muñoz Rivera – Puerta de Tierra, San Juan 

(At left is a “clean up after your dog” sign.) 
 

 It’s actually the wildlife that really stands out in Puerto Rico.  There are lizards and 
salamanders all over the place, something you never see in the Midwest.  The official animal is 
a frog.   I  never  saw one, but  I  definitely  heard  frogs in the park.   I  also both saw  and heard  

roosters.  Wild chickens of all sorts are all over the place in San Juan.  They’re nearly as common as pigeons. 

 
 From the park I followed an empty bike path through the 
neighborhood called Puerta de Tierra.  The name basically means “gateway 
to land”, and I assume the name comes from the fact that this is where “la 
isleta” (the little island where Old San Juan is located) joins the main island 
of Puerto Rico.  A lot of travel guides say that Puerta de Tierra is very 
dangerous and warn tourists to stay away from there.  The area I went 
through this morning was certainly nothing to avoid, though.  The first part of 
my walk in the neighborhood was through a middle-class area that appeared 
to be slowly gentrifying.  Some of the buildings were tagged with graffiti, but 
that’s an issue everywhere in San Juan.  Later I walked right along the 
waterfront, with beautiful views on one side and perfectly decent apartments 
on the other.  Later on today I’d see what the guide books warn against, but 
even that wasn’t too bad. 
 

 
View of the Caribbean 

Puerta de Tierra – San Juan 
 



 
ABOVE:  Capitol of Puerto Rico – San Juan 
Below:  Mosaic Welcome to San Juan sign 

 

 San Juan is, of course, the capital of Puerto Rico, 
and at the west end of Puerta de Tierra is a collection of 
very impressive government buildings:  the capitol, the 
headquarters of the national guard, and of course office 
buildings for every government department. 
 
 Beyond the government complex Old San Juan 
really begins.  At the western edge of the old city is Castillo 
San Cristobal, the first of two large forts that are operated 
by the National Park Service as San Juan National Historic 
Site.  San Cristobal is actually the largest fort the Spanish 
bult in the Americas. I made my way up a steep hill to the 
pedestrian entrance, where a sign said “building is open”.  
However, when I went up to the door, it was locked.  There 
was no indication of what was up, so I just snapped some 
pictures of the outside and went on my way. 
 
 Beyond San Cristobal there are good views of the 
ancient city walls of San Juan.  While most of these are still 
ruins, they do show the extent of the colonial city. 
 

 Just outside the walls is a neighborhood called La 
Perla.  This is another area guides say is unsafe.  I didn’t 
go there, but I did look over it from above.  It’s looks colorful 
and lively, though I don’t think there’s much of touristic 
interest there.  The most interesting thing there was a big 
outdoor basketball court that was apparently donated by 
NBA star Carmelo Anthony (who I hadn’t realized was 
ethnically Puerto Rican, though he grew up in Brooklyn). 
 

 Another thing that reminded me of New Orleans 
was a cemetery (Santa Maria Magdalena) just east of La 
Perla.  There are lots of above ground tombs here.  People  

think that New Orleans did that because of swampy ground, but that’s a myth.  Spaniards settled in Louisiana before the French, and 

both there and in Puerto Rico they brought the type of burial that was common in southern Spain.   

 
Santa Maria Magdalena Cemetery – Old San Juan 

 

 Old San Juan actually looks a lot like southern Spain.  It’s all stucco row houses with tile roofs.  The main difference is that in 

Puerto Rico everything is painted bright colors, while in Andalusia all the buildings are painted white. 

 

 Next up this morning was Castillo de San Felipe del Morro, the other big fort in San Juan National Historic Site.  Here there was 

a sign that said “edificio abierto” (“building open” in Spanish), but again the door was closed.  As I walked back from the doorway and 

employee came up and unlocked it.  When I turned around, though, he yelled “you can’t go in”.  I asked him when it would open, and he 

said 9:30.  It was just at 9:00 now, so I had little choice but to kill half an hour. 

  



 I noticed there was at least small print on this sign that gave the hours.  It was very hard to see it, though, and I must say 9:30 

strikes me as very late for a park service property to open.  San Juan is not a town of early risers, though, so I guess it makes sense to 

them. 
 

 El Morro is surrounded by a 
huge grassy space (the esplanade), 
which was not a pleasant space on a 
very hot morning.  I’d already walked 
3½ miles and was sweating 
profusely, so I really wanted to get out 
of the sun.  Fortunately I was able to 
find a nearby park, Jardín Paseo de 
Ballajá, where I waited on a shaded 
bench.  I read double-checked the 
maps I’d printed out  ahead of time to 

 
Walled fort at Castillo San Felipe del Morro – Old San Juan 

figure out where the other things I wanted to see in the old city were.  The wait actually went surprisingly quickly. 

 

 What’s more, I really can’t complain about the park service too much.  That’s because today happened to be “free day”.  Normally 

it costs $10 to visit the historic site, but today there was no admission at all.  I know there was a cruise ship in port yesterday (I saw it 

from the plane), but none were here today.  I wonder if they don’t charge the fee primarily when there’s a big group of tourists around to 

pay it. 

 

 El Morro was built in stages and updated over a long period of time.  The oldest part of the fort was begun in 1508 and has been 

left largely as it was when the Spanish built it.  That’s the main reason the place is listed as a World Heritage Site.  The majority of the 

fort was actually built in the 1700s, and it was updated for the next two and a half centuries.  The fort continued to be used even after 

Puerto Rico became an American territory.  It was only decommissioned after World War II. 

 
 Except that it’s really old, El Morro looks like just about any 
other fort.  It actually reminded me a lot of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company fort I saw a few years ago in Churchill, Manitoba.  They 
had a few rooms furnished as they would have been when the 
Spanish military used the fort in the 1700s, and they didn’t look 
much different than what you’d find on America’s western frontier a 
hundred years later.  Being right on the coast, its main purpose was 
to train guns (i.e., canons) on enemy ships before they could attack 
the island.  There are narrow slits that look out to sea in every 
direction and slightly larger holes where the canons would be 
placed. 
 
 I spent the better part of an hour at El Morro and then made 
my through the little park to my next destination, the Museo de las 
Americas.  This is located in a former convent that is quite plain on 
the outside, but surrounds a lovely courtyard (again, must like New 
Orleans).  While the plural “las Americas” is a bit of a stretch, the 
museum does do a nice job of explaining the history and culture of 
Puerto Rico. 
  

Because of COVID, only some of their exhibits were open, 
and it was an eclectic mix.  My visit started with a gallery that 
showed erotic pre-Columbian art.  It reminded me of the trip Steve 
and I made to the world’s fair years ago, where the Pacific Island 
pavilions were showing off native sculptures.  People all over the 
world and all through time seem to be obsessed with over-sized 
genitalia. 
 
 The next gallery showed off the African influence on Puerto 
Rican culture.  More than a million slaves came through San Juan 
harbor, and today almost all Puerto Ricans have at least some black 
ancestry.  Much of Puerto Rican food, art, dance, and language 
comes from Africa.   
 
 Next up was a gallery about the Spanish colonization of 
the New World—with big sections on Columbus, Ponce de Leon, 
and those forts I’d just seen.  Finally there as a section on everyday 
life in Puerto Rico through the years.  

 
ABOVE:  Gun portal at El Morro 

BELOW:  David Burrow in the oldest part of the fort 

 

 

 The explanations at Museo las Americas were almost entirely in Spanish.  A few things had English explanations in a smaller 

font,  but many were Spanish only.   Fortunately  I’ve  always been able to read  Spanish quite well,  so I  understood the museum much  



 
Courtyard of the old convent 

Museo de las Americas – San Juan 

better than I understood the people who spoke to me on 
this trip. 
 
 After seeing the museum, I made my way into the 
heart of Old San Juan.  I wandered along several streets, 
but concentrated on Calle del Cristo, which I’m pretty sure 
got its name because a number of churches (including the 
local cathedral) lie along it.  I went into the Cathedral itself.  
There’s a bit of a dispute as to whether this cathedral or 
the one in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic, should be 
called the oldest church in the Americas.  The building in 
Santo Domingo is older, but the parish in San Juan was 
established first.  The buildings and churches in both cities 
date to the 1500s, though, and that’s definitely very old for 
this part of the world. 
 

 I’ve certainly seen nicer cathedrals than the one in San Juan.  I also found it surprisingly small.  It was obviously built for the city 

San Juan was in the 16th Century rather than what it is today.  I am glad I saw the place, though. 

  
Typical street scenes – Old San Juan 
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 Like the French Quarter in New Orleans, Old San Juan is dotted 
with more gift shops and art galleries than you could possibly count.  I popped 
into one of the gift shop and picked up a couple of trinkets.  I also went into 
a grocery store with the odd name Super Max, like the federal prisons where 
they send terrorists.  I bought some Diet 7-Up and a bag of Cheetos (“ahora 
con más queso”—now with more cheese) that were essentially my lunch for 
the day.  I ate the Cheetos while trying to avoid the pigeons in the plaza in 
front of the San Juan Municipal Building. 

 
 I found more pigeons at the south end of the old city.  I overheard a 
guide giving a walking tour who was explained that a small chapel there is 
called the Chapel of the Birds, because the place is so overrun with pigeons.  
It certainly is.  I think the stones are probably held together with bird poop. 
 
 The Chapel of the Pigeons is right next to the port area.  This is 
where cruise ships dock, and it’s also where ferries leave for other parts of. 

the city and to a few outlying islands.  It’s just about the grungiest part of the old city, and everything there is designed to cater to the 

cruise passengers 

 
 There were signs all over old San Juan proclaiming that 2021 was the city’s 500th anniversary.  
It was actually settled earlier, but it was incorporated as a city under that name in 1521.  There’s nowhere 
in mainland America even close to that old. 
 
 I’d walked about seven miles so far, almost all of it with the sun blazing down, so I decided it 
would be prudent to take the bus rather than walking all the way back to Condado.  The main downtown 
bus terminal is just east of “Los Muelles” (the docks), so I walked over there.  I ended up waiting nearly 
forty minutes, leaning beside a cement bench.  That wasn’t really unexpected, though, and it was kind 
of fun to people watch during the wait.  Probably most interesting were some workers who were painting 
other benches in the waiting area.  I’m not sure why they felt fresh paint was needed, but they were 
covering over gray paint with white paint. 
 
 Bus #21 had been parked just behind the bench where I was waiting for the entire time I was 
there.  It was locked up, though, and obviously not going to be moving very soon.  Finally a driver came  

 
San Juan 500 banner 



out of the break room.  She unlocked the bus and pulled forward about twenty feet to the actual bus stop.  I and about half a dozen other 

people boarded, and we were soon on our way. 

 

 Probably because they’re so infrequent, buses don’t seem to be very popular in San Juan.  It’s mostly elderly, handicapped, and 

very poor people who ride them.  In three different rides I made today, I think I saw only one other tourist.  They certainly don’t make it 

easy for tourists to ride the bus.  The stops are quite obvious, but there’s no indication at most stops of just which lines stop there, what 

the schedules are, or where the buses go.  They also discontinued the bus agency’s website when the funding cuts came, so there’s no 

easy way to find a map or check how to get anywhere.  I did A LOT of searching and just barely managed to figure out where a few lines 

went.  That wasn’t easy, though, and overall using transit in San Juan was rather a chore. 

 

 That said, the buses are at least quite cheap.  Each ride is just 75¢, which certainly beats the $2.75 I paid in New York.  You 

have to pay again to transfer, but that’s still pretty cheap.  They also have passes (though you can’t actually buy those on the buses 

themselves), and those bring the cost down to practically nothing. 

 

 Bus 21 goes through the nasty part of Puerta de Tierra.  It follows Calle del Tren (an odd name, since there’s no train anywhere 

near there, and I don’t think there ever was one) through a bleak industrial area with graffiti everywhere.  It reminded me of the area just 

north of downtown Los Angeles that I went through to get to a winery years ago.  It also looks a lot some of Cicero, Illinois, a rather ratty 

inner suburb of Chicago that I’ve been to numerous times.  There’s certainly nothing nice about Calle del Tren, but at least by day there 

wasn’t anything to be scared of. 

 

 It was two-ish when I got back to the hotel.  I had an odd experience with the elevator trying to get upstairs.  There are actually 

two elevators at this hotel.  I entered the one on the right  came and pressed 6.  The doors closed, but it didn’t move at all.  I pressed 6 

again, but still nothing happened.  Eventually I pushed the door open button, and I went out to the lobby and took the other elevator up.  

I’m not sure what the issue was, but I made a point of using the elevator on the left whenever I could. 

 

 I rested a bit in the air-conditioned room.  I was glad to be back at the hotel, because before long today’s afternoon shower 

came.  It didn’t appear to be as hard of rain as they’d gotten yesterday, but it still would not have been good to be out in it. 

 

 The maid delivered towels while I was in the room.  She also left an extra trash bag, and she seemed almost disappointed that 

I didn’t want anything more. 

 
English banner noting $500 fine for not wearing  
COVID masks in the Condado area of San Juan 
(In Puerto Rico masks are mandatory indoors 

and in outdoor areas that are likely to be crowded.) 

 
 Around 3:30 I set out again.  It was dry when I left, but 
another shower came while I was walking—oh well!  I walked east 
along the bus route until I found a nice covered bus stop next to a 
pleasant park.  A middle aged woman in a medical uniform was 
waiting there, so I figured a bus must be coming fairly soon.  I waited 
about twenty minutes, and eventually the woman’s husband came 
and got her in a beat-up pick-up truck.  She actually offered to have 
him drive me as well and seemed almost upset when I refused. 
 
 It was only a couple minutes later when bus 21 did come 
along.  I rode in the opposite direction from the old city, this time 
heading first past luxury condo buildings and then through the 
strange combination of gritty and artsy that is central Santurce.  
That’s where the Walmart I was at yesterday was, but Santurce is 
both nicer and nastier than Walmart.  A lot of the businesses in 
Santurce seem to be abandoned.  All along Avenida Ponce de Leon 
are buildings have broken windows and graffitied walls.  What’s 
weird is that there are rather upscale businesses right beside the 
abandoned ones, and people appear to walk down the sidewalks as 
if there’s nothing wrong with the place.  It’s really very strange. 
 
 My ultimate destination was the last stop on the bus line, 
Sagrado Corazón (“Sacred Heart” in English).  A street, a college, 
and a neighborhood all take their name from a long-abandoned 
monastery that was the first thing here. 
 
 The bus stops right next to the Sagrado Corazón station, 
which is the northern terminus of San Juan’s Tren Urbano (literally 
“urban train”).   The train was opened in 2004, roughly the same 
time that cities all over North America were building light rail 
systems.  San Juan didn’t build light rail, though.  They instead built 
the first metro system in the Caribbean.  It’s a way overbuilt single-
line el train that connects the modern downtown (an area called 
Hato Rey) with the suburb of Bayamon, twelve miles to the 
southwest. 



 Tren Urbano stations are the only places you can buy those bus passes I mentioned earlier.  They work on both trains and 

buses, and they cost $5 per day, $15 per week, or $25 per month.  (It’s even cheaper if you’re old or handicapped.)  I chose the weekly 

pass, since three day passes would be the same amount.  Initially I tried to pay for it with a credit card, but the machine rejected that 

payment.  (I’ve had that happen before at transit vending machines, so it wasn’t really a surprise.)  Instead I fed in fifteen one-dollar bills, 

and finally a magnetic card made of flimsy plastic came out of the machine. 

 

 The cards work exactly like New York’s Metrocards.  You swipe them by hand through a reader that might or might not register 

correctly.  On my first ride, the card worked correctly in the turnstile.  I made my way up a long escalator to the platform. 

 
View of mural and graffiti 

from the platform of Sagrado C orazón station – San Juan 

 
David Burrow riding Tren Urbano 

 
 The Tren Urbano stations look grand on the 
outside.  Inside, though, they’re very utilitarian, and they 
don’t seem to be aging well.  Sagrado Corazón had 
concrete missing from a wall, with police tape blocking the 
gap.  As with the buses, train service has been reduced.  
They still have reasonably frequent service, though.  I only 
waited about ten minutes on the platform. 
 
 The cars on Tren Urbano are fairly standard 
subway cars.  They seem to be in immaculate condition, 
though I wondered if that might not be because they’re 
underused.  The seats are cushioned and covered in cloth 
upholstery, and there electronic displays that show the 
next station.  A rather nasty sounding female electronic 
voice also announces the stops and makes safety 
announcements in Spanish only.  Those announcements 
make the train much better than San Juan’s buses.  I was 
glad I’d headed to the end of the line on bus 21, because 
there were literally no announcements at all—neither 
electronic nor from the driver.  There was also no electronic 
display on the bus; you’re just supposed to know where 
you’re going. 
 
 Today I just rode Tren Urbano two stops 
southward.  I got off a Roosevelt station, which is named 
after Avenida Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a major six-lane 
thoroughfare through a business district that has mostly 
upscale stores and restaurants housed in tacky concrete 
buildings.  It reminded me a lot of the suburban areas in 
Mexican cities I’ve been to. 
 
 I walked west for nearly a mile on Avenida FDR.  
This was not the easiest walk I’ve done.  There are broad 
sidewalks all along the avenue.  The problem is that people 
use those sidewalks for parking, so I was forever having to 
make my way through a maze of cars.  Often they were 
angle parked, with their hood right against the business 
and their tails jutting into the street itself.   
 
 I did manage to make my way to my last real 
destination of the day, a fast food place called TacoMaker 
(spelled with no space and two capital letters).  TacoMaker 
is a chain that was originally based in Venezuela.  While 
they still  have a couple  of  stores there,  they moved their  

headquarters to San Juan when the Venezuelan economy collapsed.  They’ve got about three dozen locations all over Puerto Rico  and 

are apparently one of the most popular fast food joints on the island. 

 

 It’s not hard to figure out that TacoMaker serves fake Mexican food, and I must say it’s kind of fun to have a Venezuelan 

interpretation of Tex-Mex food in Puerto Rico.  I had a quesadilla platter.  The thing that stood out most was that my enormous quesadilla 

had lightly spiced chicken, but no cheese of any sort (i.e., no “queso” in the “quesadilla”).  It came with cardboard chips and small scoops 

of sour cream, guacamole (which I personally didn’t touch), and pico de gallo.  The counter clerk asked me if I wanted salsa, and then 

asked if I wanted mild, medium, or hot.  I chose hot, and it was some of the mildest salsa I’ve ever had.  It wasn’t a bad meal overall, but 

I don’t know that I’d feel a need to return to TacoMaker. 

 

 There was a Church’s Chicken quite near TacoMaker, and I attempted to go in there was well.  It would appear that the entire 

chain has its dining rooms closed at present, regardless of what their website says.  This one had a “Disculpe” (sorry) sign on the door, 

and it was only the “servi-carro” (drive-through) that was open. 

 



 I’d hoped to catch a bus near the restaurants, but again the wait seemed to be forever.  (They do have a mobile app you can 

use to find bus times, but of course without a cell phone that worked on the island, I couldn’t use it.)  I waited about ten minutes and then 

just walked back to Roosevelt station. 

 

 I tried to swipe my card at one of two open turnstiles, but the read-out said “swipe again”.  I swiped again and again and again, 

but I got the same read-out each time.  The only other available turnstile was the handicap one.  Fortunately, when I swiped the card 

there it opened right up.  However, once I got to the other side, I found the escalator was out of order.  (I’d find the vast majority of 

escalators in Puerto Rico seemed to be out of service.)  So I got to climb up forty steps to get to the platform. 

 

 I rode back to Sagrado Corazón and made my way over to Avenida Ponce de Leon.  I knew there were two buses there that 

would get me vaguely near the hotel.  Bus 21 would go nearly to the door, but I’d also seen bus 3 just on the other side of the Dos 

Hermanos Bridge. 

 

 I waited about fifteen minutes this time.  The wait was memorable because I was across from an art deco building.  Half of the 

building was occupied by a law firm, but the other half was abandoned and had its windows smashed out. 

 

 It was bus 3 that came first, which showed me more of “beautiful” Santurce.  It also meant I had about a mile to walk once I got 

back to the bridge.  At least the bus ride was air-conditioned, though. 

 

 I went out one more time, this time to a Walgreen’s on Avenida Ashford not far from the hotel.  The Mets baseball cap I’ve been 

wearing had gotten thoroughly soaked, so I picked up a Puerto Rico souvenir cap that I could alternate with the Mets one.  I also got 

some more pop and a couple of uniquely Puerto Rican snacks.  All I got this time were some strange packaged doughnuts and cookies.  

I passed on yucca and plantain chips.  I’ve actually had both of those before and didn’t care for them at all. 

 

 I worked on this travelogue through the evening, listening to YouTube videos in the background.  It was kind of amusing that 

YouTube served me ads in Spanish, even though it was only English language videos I’d had on.  Obviously they look for location when 

serving their ads. 

 

 In checking my e-mail tonight, I came across an e-mail 
from “SARA”.  This is probably an acronym that means 
something in Spanish.  It’s related to the COVID paperwork I had 
to submit to enter Puerto Rico.  Another requirement is that 
visitors must go online and update their COVID status each day 
they are on the island.  It basically just asks whether I’ve 
experienced any of the myriad symptoms that are sometimes 
attached to COVID, and of course I was able to check “no” to 
each one of them. 
 
 COVID does seem to be a big deal here, even though 
Puerto Rico has a pretty good vaccination rate.  About 70% of 
Borinqueños (the old native word for local people) have gotten 
the vaccine, which is quite a bit higher than the rate in most U.S. 
states (about 20% higher than Iowa, for instance).  Even so, 
masks are required anytime you’re indoors anywhere, and they 
also require masks in other crowded areas like most of the old 
city.  Theoretically tourists can be fined if they don’t wear masks 
where they’re required.  I’m not sure how that works, but I didn’t 
plan to find out either. 

 

Thursday, August 5 
San Juan And CATAño, Puerto Rico 
 

 Again this morning I was up around 6:30.  The shower made a big mess all over the bathroom floor, so I was glad that the maid 

had given me several towels I could use to mop the stray water. 

 

 Breakfast today was slow, because only one woman was serving the food.  I ended up having two of the mini-omelettes and a 

liege waffle with sugar inside it.  It was pretty tasty. 

 

 I spent a bit of time on my computer in the morning doing more research on buses in San Juan.  The schedules available through 

sources like Google Transit are nowhere near current, but the routes do seem accurate.  While I’d still end up spending far more time 

waiting than I’d care to, at least I knew what connected where.   

 

 



 I also spent a while this morning watching some construction workers who 
were hanging from a platform as they installed windows in a condo tower across the 
street.  That’s definitely not a job I’d cate to do, but I guess they know what they’re 
doing. 
 
 Around 7:45 I headed up to the nearest bus stop on Avenida Ashford and 
was pleased that I only had to wait ten minutes before bus 21 came along.  It was kind 
of weird that after the Dos Hermanos Bridge, I was the only passenger on the bus, 
and I continued by myself all the way into Old San Juan. 
 
 I had come to the port to catch a ferry.  The ferry company’s website said I 
should arrive at least an hour prior to departure.  When I made my way to Muelle 2 
(the dock from which the ferry leaves), it was immediately evident that was 
unnecessary, and I’d end up taking a ferry an hour before the one I intended to take. 

 
Construction workers 

 

 To enter the ferry terminal, I first had to have an old lady spray my hands with sanitizer.  Then I bought a ticket.  Tickets for the 

ferry I was taking (the Acuaexpreso) cost just 50¢ each way.  They actually accept credit cards for that, but I just parted with two quarters.  

Then I joined three men in a waiting area that could easily hold a couple hundred. 

 

 The boat arrived just a few minutes later, and about two dozen people got off.  Then an employee both scanned and took our 

tickets, and we were on our way. 

 
 The Acuaespreso just shuttles across the bay between Old San 
Juan and the independent city of Cataño (home to the Bacardi distillery, 
which was my ultimate destination this morning).  The ride is about ten 
minutes, and it provides some pleasant views of the city. 
 
 Since I was way ahead of schedule, I decided to walk to Bacardi 
instead if taking the bus.  I bought a can of Diet Sprite at a Gulf station near 
the ferry terminal and then set off northward.  It’s about two miles from the 
port up to Bacardi, but it was a pleasant walk. 
 

Walking allowed me to see the area up close.  Cataño is different 
and honestly much nicer than most of what I’ve seen in San Juan.  It 
reminded me most of the area of Cuzco, Peru where we lived with families 
on a  homestay trip Margaret organized for  her  Spanish students.   They’re  
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homes that look middle class by American standards.  In Peru it was some of the wealthiest people in the country who lived there, and 

my bet is the residents of Cataño aren’t hurting either.   

 
 There were two things I didn’t care about with Cataño’s homes.  One 
was that they were built of concrete—but then everything in Puerto Rico is 
made of concrete.  I think concrete is just about the ugliest construction 
material there is, but obviously nobody here asked my advice.  The other 
thing I didn’t care for is that everything is fenced off.  That was also true with 
that neighborhood in Cuzco, and there’s tons of American suburbs that do 
that too.  I’m not a fans of walls or fences.  They just look unfriendly to me.  
Obviously they’re popular, tough, and my opinion isn’t going to change that. 
 
 The businesses, government buildings, schools, stadiums, and 
utility facilities in Cataño also look nice.  It’s a place that seems to have a lot 
of civic pride.  Everything is kept in good repair, and there’s no graffiti and 
very little trash anywhere.  The cars are nice (though they still park them on 
the sidewalks), and there’s beautiful flowers everywhere. 
 
 There’s a gorgeous waterfront walkway in Cataño.  It connects a 
number of recreational piers, and it’s very well used by the local people.  
There are also several nice parks and a fascinating educational playground 
that was apparently donated by Michelle Obama (or more likely her 
foundation).  There’s also a nature reserve just south of the Bacardi property. 
 
 I was still just 9:30 when I got to the Bacardi gate, and my ticket was 
for 11am.  I noticed that there was a truck stop just west of Bacardi and 
beyond there a McDonalds, so I figured I could kill some time at one or the 
other of those. 
 
 The truckstop looked rather rough and uninviting, but McDonalds 
looked like what you’d find in suburban anywhere.  While it’s mostly set up 
for “McCarro”,  their sign said  “MOSTRADOR ABIERTO”,  which meant that  
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Cataño, Puerto Rico 



although I couldn’t eat at a table, I could go inside and order takeaway from the counter. 

 

 I was honestly kind of proud of myself that I was able to place my order and respond to the follow-up questions entirely in 

Spanish.  It was still breakfast time, so I ordered an item available only in Puerto Rico, the McCriollo.  This has all the ingredients of an 

Egg McMuffin (egg, cheese, and either ham—my choice, bacon, or sausage), but it’s served on “pan criollo”, Puerto Rican bread that’s 

like a very thin baguette.  It was really quite good. 

 

 What wasn’t good was the coffee I ordered.  The woman at the counter had asked me if I wanted sugar, and she seemed 

disappointed when I said no.  What I hadn’t realized, though, was that the default for coffee in Puerto Rico is that it is served with milk.  I 

like black coffee, but I gag when there’s milk in it.  I ended up throwing out the cup I bought. 

 

 I ate my second breakfast in the parking lot of the truckstop, sitting on top of a concrete barrier.  Walking to McDonalds and 

having breakfast killed a bit more than half an hour, so it was a little after ten when I got back to the Bacardi gate. 

 

 It intrigued me that I was far from the only person to walk to Bacardi.  Most visitors arrived by car or taxi, but at least four people 

besides me walking up to the gate. 

 

 The guard at the entrance took my temperature and asked if I’d had any COVID symptoms.  Everything checked out fine, but 

he said it was still too early for me to enter.  Several people who had driven also arrived too early.  He had them temporarily park outside 

the gate, and I stood under a big palm tree while I waited.  It was nice to have some shade, and there was also a good breeze that helped 

to cool me off. 

 

 When 10:30 came, the guard told everyone they could enter.  The drivers proceeded to the main parking lot, while I and the 

other walkers made our way down a long sidewalk through what’s essentially a boring industrial park.  Eventually we got to the pavilion, 

a big concrete shelter that is supposedly shaped like bat wings (since Bacardi’s symbol is that flying mammal). 

 

 While I had bought my admission months ago, I had to go up to the ticket desk to redeem it.  An overly excited young woman 

said “Welcome to rum paradise” and proceeded to try to get me to upgrade my experience.  (I could, for instance, buy a cocktail glass 

engraved with my name or select a premium cocktail for my complimentary welcome drink.)  She was surprisingly polite when I passed 

on all of that.  She gave me a silver token for my free drink (the upgraded drinks get a gold token), and a red wristband that identified the 

tour and rum tasting group I would be in. 

 

 While 10:45am is a bit early to be drinking, I wasn’t going to pass up the complimentary cocktail.  (It was, after all, five o’clock—

or perhaps 5:45 somewhere.)  I chose a mojito, the combination of light rum, mint, lime, sugar and club soda.  (Most bartenders just 

substitute 7-Up for the latter two ingredients, but they made a point of treating them as separate ingredients here.)  The bartender in the 

welcome pavilion made a big show of muddling the mint and lime together, and I must say the result was tasty and refreshing. 

 

 
The tram that takes tourists around the Bacardi grounds 

 The actual Bacardi tour isn’t much.  In fact, unless 
something else (like the rum tasting) is added with it, I’d 
advise people against doing it.  They drive guests around 
the grounds in what they used to call a “ground train” at 
Old Threshers, while an overly excited guide explains what 
goes on in each building.  We didn’t actually go inside any 
of the buildings or see any of the steps in rum-making at 
all, though.  Years ago I toured the Jack Daniels whiskey 
distillery, and that was a much more interesting tour. 
 
 We were then herded into a visitors center. 
(There appear to be separate ones around the grounds 
that different tours go to.)  Since ours was a tasting tour, 
we were immediately presented with the first of five 
samples of rum.  (Each sample was about half a shot, so 
even with the cocktail beforehand, it wasn’t like I got too 
tipsy.)  The guide told us to look at, sniff, and taste it.  She 
purposely didn’t give us any directions on how to do that 
yet, since we’d be learning how to do that more officially 
later.  She revealed later that this was an extra-strong rum 
(sort of the rum equivalent of Everclear), so it made sense 
that it was very astringent and honestly kind of nasty. 

 

 After the initial taste, we saw a film that told the history of the company.  They made a big point about the fact that the family 

name actually has an accent on the final “I”—so it should be said “bah-car-THEE” rather than how every American says it.  Bacardi was 

founded when a Spanish family bought out an old distillery in Cuba.  The distillery was full of bats, which supposedly were a traditional 

symbol of health and good fortune.  (I tend to think rather the opposite myself.)  That’s how the bat became the company symbol.  Bacardi 

closed their Cuban operations after Castro’s revolution.  They moved the company headquarters to Miami and the distillery to Puerto 

Rico.  Originally they were in that ratty industrial area of Puerta de Tierra, but then they built the new factory in Cataño. 



 The guide added a bit to the 
story.  She noted that while Puerto Rico 
makes more than three-fourths of the 
world’s rum, these days it’s all made 
with imported molasses.  Sugar is a very 
labor-intensive crop, and with the 
exception of coffee Puerto Rican 
farmers have pretty much entirely 
switched to mechanized farming.  These 
days cane sugar mostly comes from 
tropical countries in Africa and Asia.  It’s 
also   processed   overseas,     because  
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molasses is cheaper to ship than raw cane.  She made a point of saying that Bacardi’s molasses is “ethically sourced”, but of course such 

statements don’t always mean that much. 

 
 We went to another building for our actual tasting class.  They’d set 
up a banquet room with beautiful place settings, each of which featured four 
crystal goblets with tiny portion of rum, topped with little glass covers.  There 
was also a lovely chocolate truffle at the top of each place.   
 
 The guide did a nice job of explaining how professional tasters go 
about tasting and what they look for in a good rum.  She also noted, though, 
that everyone’s preferences are different, and we should all enjoy what we 
like. 
 
 The tasting process first involves sniffing the rum in specific ways, 
which she referred to by hours on a clock.  Twelve o’clock involved putting 
the goblet over your mouth and just barely sniffing it through your nose.  Six 
o’clock (which gave by far the strongest smell) was putting the goblet directly  
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over the nose, and three and nine exposed one nostril at a time to the rum fumes.  (I’d personally have labeled six and twelve backwards 

from how she did, but the point was to smell it in every way possible.) 

 

 Next we were supposed to swirl the rum around in the goblet and watch the “legs” it formed on the glass.  Quality rums 

supposedly have thicker and longer-lasting legs.  Finally we were to actually taste the rum, taking very small sips and letting the liquid 

flow from the front of the mouth to the back.  The process for wine tasting is pretty similar. 

 

 All the rums we had were gold.  The guide noted in response to a question that it’s actually easier to make gold rum than clear 

rum (even though the former is often more expensive).  Molasses is dark in color, and the rum has to be filtered over and over again to 

produce a clear liquid.  In that filtering process a lot of the unique traits that tasters look for are lost, which is why it’s invariably gold rum 

that’s used for tasting. 

 

 The first three rums we tried were Bacardi special reserve 4, 8, and 10.  The numbers sort of refer to the length of time the rums 

were aged in charred oak barrels.  I say “sort of” because legally rum must be aged at least as long as it says on the label, but it actually 

could have been aged longer.  Much of the unique flavor comes from that aging process.  Professional tasters will generally f ind longer 

aged rums superior.  Younger rums are almost always used in cocktails, while older rums are often served straight. 

 

 The last rum we tried was called Bacardi gran reserve, a product that is only available for sale at the distillery (at $165 for a 

standard 750 bottle).  It’s a darker rum, more brown than gold.  While I’ve enjoyed dark rums in cocktails like planter’s punch and 

hurricanes, I honestly didn’t care for it much at all on its own.  The guide suggested we pair it with the chocolate we’d been given.  It was 

better that way, but still not my favorite.  I certainly wouldn’t pay ten times what a decent bottle of rum goes for in a liquor store for just 

because this one is called “gran reserve”. 

 

 The guide asked everyone which rum was their favorite (mine would be the “8”) and how they might enjoy it.  A lot of people 

said things like sipping it on the beach (which was basically the answer she wanted), but I honestly can’t imagine drinking in that setting.  

They do appear to do a lot of that in Puerto Rico, though.  I saw both locals and tourists drinking on the beach all over San Juan. 

 

 The guide made a point of telling us she could happily accept tips.  When I booked on their website, it said gratuity was included, 

so I passed on adding anything to that.  She then directed us to the restrooms and gift shop.  It was honestly one of the most boring gift 

shops I’ve ever seen.  They basically have nothing there but rum.  We could of course buy any of the stuff we’d tasted (and apparently 

up to five bottles are allowed in checked luggage on an airplane), and you could also buy the same Bacardi you can get at any liquor 

store (at about the same price).  I might have been tempted to get a few trinkets or maybe a postcard, but there was nothing like that 

available.  So I just made my way to the exit and back down the long sidewalk to the gate.  I enjoyed the tasting, but the tour at the 

beginning and the gift shop at the end were not particularly good. 

 

 

 



 
Bus stop across from Bacardi distillery 

 Having walked to the distillery, my plan was to catch the bus back to the ferry 
terminal.  I waited fifteen minutes, with no bus in sight.  While I was waiting a taxi 
happened by and asked if I wanted a ride.  I declined, but eventually I gave up on the 
bus anyway and just walked back.  No bus passed me, so that was probably a wise 
decision. 
 
 I actually bought two ferry tickets at the Cataño terminal, so I could keep one 
as a souvenir.  The 50¢ certainly wasn’t going to break me.  Interestingly, the tickets I 
got were marked “senior citizen”, which means I should have been charged just 35¢ 
each instead of fifty.  The clerk took all four of my quarters, though.  That’s all right, 
since I’m technically won’t be a senior by their definition for six more years. 
 
 The ferry was a lot busier in the afternoon than it had been in the morning.  
There were at least fifty people that got off the ferry before I boarded, and about three 
dozen got on to head back to San Juan. 
 
 When I got back to the old city I walked over to the bus station.  My next 
destination would require going over to Sagrado Corazón again and transferring there.  
There are three different buses that run between Old San Juan and Sagrado Corazón, 
and I figured I’d just watch which one left first and take that.  I ended up on bus 10, 
which makes the local stops in Punta de Tierra but then doesn’t stop at all between 
from there all the way to the Tren Urbano station.  It uses the expressway instead of 
going down Avenida Ponce de Leon, so it was a much faster trip. 
 

 An amusing kid sat in front of me on the bus, across the aisle from his father.  He was probably about twelve, and he was holding 

a hand puppet and practicing how to work its arms.  It was definitely fun to watch him. 

 

 I should note that Bus 10 had a younger group of passengers than any of the other buses I was on so far.  It’s really the mos t 

practical bus in the network, because it runs quickly and regularly (every fifteen minutes).  It basically functions as an extension of the 

train line, since it would be all but impossible to extend the train into Old San Juan.  This bus was nearly full, and while I was the only 

tourist on board, there was a good cross-section of local people. 

 

 Bus 10 may have run express, but the speed slowed down once I got to Sagrado Corazón station.  I wanted to transfer to another 

bus rather than taking the train.  There’s a huge busway at the station, and most of the buses have specific places marked where they 

will stop.  (They even have departure times posted for some of the buses, which is amazing in San Juan.)  I looked all over the place, but 

I couldn’t find a stop for bus number 2.  Eventually I asked a guard at the entrance to the train station.  He asked which direction I wanted 

(an odd question, since Sagrado Corazón is one of bus 2’s terminals, so it can only go one way.)  Once he figured out what I wanted, he 

directed me to an unmarked stop that was on the street rather than in the busway.  I went there and joined about a dozen people who 

clearly had already been waiting a long time.  There was a bus marked 2 sitting in a parking area beside the busway, but it was turned 

off.  We waited about twenty minutes more before a driver finally emerged from the train station and drove the bus out to the street. 

 

 Bus 2 begins by following the same route as the train, except at ground level instead of on elevated tracks.  It’s actually a very 

different experience.  The section of Avenida Ponce de Leon south of Sagrado Corazón is almost the exact opposite of the part to the 

north.  The Hato Rey area is called “La Milla de Oro” or “Golden Mile”, and it’s the modern downtown that’s ful l of glass towers housing 

banks and global corporations.  It’s like a mini version of midtown Manhattan. 

 

 At Roosevelt station bus 2 turns west and follows the same route I walked yesterday.  (This was the bus I was waiting for 

endlessly then.)  I went past TacoMaker and a bunch of other familiar sights.  Beyond TacoMaker Avenida FDR crosses under a freeway.  

Just beyond there was my destination, Plaza las Americas.  (I was surprised that the first word is pronounced much like it would be in 

Spain:  PLA-thah.)  This place bills itself as the largest shopping mall in Latin America, and it certainly is enormous.  It actually reminds 

me a lot of Mall of America.  On the outside it’s just a sea of parking ramps.  Inside it’s basically a big square with multiple levels of stores 

and restaurants. 

 

 There’s a wide mix of stores in the mall.  The anchors are Macy’s, Sears, and one of the largest J.C. Penney stores I’ve ever 

seen (four enormous floors).  Until a month ago there was also a K-Mart here.  It was one of the company’s last stores to close, and 

apparently it will be replaced with a Marshall’s.  There’s pretty much every American “mall store” you can think of (Foot Locker, Gap, 

Abercrombie & Fitch, etc.), trendy places like Zara and Forever 21, and quite a few upscale stores like Tiffany’s and Chanel.  I was also 

intrigued by a place called Casa Noberto, which was like a Barnes & Noble, but with all the books in Spanish.  Almost all the space is full, 

and they were doing a lot of business on a Thursday afternoon. 

 

 There are social distancing markers all over the mall, as well as arrows that imply one-way foot traffic.  There are also limits to 

the number of people who can be in a store at a time, and the stores put barriers at the entrance when those limits are reached.  Masks 

are mandatory, and there are guards everywhere to enforce the rules. 

 

 While I wandered through the entire mall, the only place I bought anything was the food court.  I made two stops there, and both 

of them involved lengthy waits.  My first stop was at that holy grail I’ve been looking for, Church’s Chicken.  In the food court they had no 



choice but to offer counter service, so this one was open.  I mentioned earlier that Church’s was the most popular fast food in Puerto 

Rico, and the line here showed that.  It not only filled all the social distancing circles but wrapped around and fully blocked the Argentine 

restaurant next door. 

 
 I wasn’t actually at Church’s to have chicken.  I’d read that the most 
popular product on their Puerto Rican menu one item I wanted to get at 
Church’s was a dessert called “biscuit-helado” (basically pronounced “bee-
skwee-tay-LAH-doe”), so when I finally got to the front of the line, that’s what 
I ordered.  I must say it is a tasty concoction.  It’s basically a sundae with a 
flaky southern biscuit at the base.  That’s topped with honey, then ice cream, 
and finally your choice of topping (I chose chocolate).  While it clearly went 
over my carb limit, it really was very good. 

 
 After dessert it was time for an entrée.  For that I went to another 
Puerto Rican chain, a place called El Mesón.  “Mesón” apparently mean 
“kitchen counter” in Puerto Rican Spanish.  (It literally means “big table”.)  
The menu at El Mesón is similar to Panera—sandwiches, salads, soups, 
bread products, and coffee.  Almost all the items have a Caribbean flair, 
though.  I chose a Cubano, a pressed sandwich fille with ham, roast pork, 
cheese, mustard, and pickle.  It was good, though honestly it’s hard to screw 
up that particular sandwich. 
 
 I had little choice but to wait and catch bus 2 back to Sagrado 
Corazón.   It was  a  pretty long wait,  though not quite as long  as I’d waited  
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(In reality it is served in a cardboard bowl.) 
earlier in the day.  Again today a car came by and picked up someone who was waiting at the bus stop.  I wonder how often that happens 

in San Juan. 

 

 Each time I boarded the bus today, I got a different error on the read-out when I scanned the fare card.  Each time, though, the 

driver just waved me back.  I thought the card should be valid, but the weird read-outs did make me wonder. 

 

 Back at the hotel I again worked on the travelogue while watching the Olympics in the background.  The hotel was really quiet 

at night, since most of the guests spent their evenings going between the bars on Avenida Ashford.  The rum tasting was more booze 

than I typically drink on vacation, and I’ve just never been much of a bar person.  To each his own, though. 

 

Friday, August 6 
San Juan, Guaynabo, & Bayamón,  Puerto Rico 
 

 I slept in a bit later today, not getting up until around 7:00.  As I was taking the elevator down to breakfast, a weird guy from 

Texas got in on the fifth floor.  He was chatty, and he seemed to complain about everything.  He grumbled, “I must be on the party floor” 

and complained that the others on that floor were too loud.  He also was in line ahead of me at breakfast and complained about almost 

everything that was offered. 

 

 A complaint of his that was actually legitimate was that the bacon was undercooked.  It was barely warmed, and the fat was still 

hard and white.  I put mine in the microwave in my room, and that did the trick.  I also had more of the mini-omelettes and a small pastry 

filled with guava paste. 

 

 They had added a tip jar at the breakfast counter this morning.  I did not feel the need to add to it, and it appeared few of the 

other guests did either.   

 

 I went back up to my room and got my stuff together for the day.  When I went out again a black woman dressed in full Moslem 

apparel (to the point that only her eyes were visible) was waiting for the elevator.  She asked me if I knew where an ice machine was.  I 

had the same question a couple days ago and asked at the desk.  It turns out that the only ice machine in the building is in the breakfast 

room, and I directed her down there. 

 

 It occurred to me that this woman’s outfit must be extremely hot in Puerto Rican weather, particularly since all the fabric was 

black.  Obviously people wear such things in the Middle East all the time, but I can’t imagine it’s comfortable. 

 

 I began the day by walking over to Ventana al Mar, the little beachside park just a block north of the hotel.  Unfortunately the 

maintenance people had just finished spraying down the area to wash away accumulated sand.  I tripped on some slippery pavement 

and ended up skinning my knees.  I mostly hurt my pride, but it did remind me to be more careful. 

 

https://www.churchspr.com/


 I decided to walk over to Sagrado Corazón station this morning.  That’s about three and a half miles, so it did take a while.  I 

followed the route of bus #21, but no bus never caught up with me in the hour or so it took to reach the station. 

 
 The walk first took me through some from Condado down Avenida 
José de Diego, a nice boulevard that features elegant apartment towers, nice 
hotels, and such things as the Colombian consulate.  Then I turned onto 
Avenida Ponce de Leon in the heart of Santurce.  I described this area earlier, 
but it was very different walking through it than taking the bus.  It’s much 
livelier on the sidewalk.  There are tons of shops, restaurants, and offices at 
street level that people go between, and even a lot of the graffiti-covered 
buildings actually do have apartments on their upper floors. 

 
 It occurred to me while I was walking past some buildings that did 
look completely abandoned that a lot of this damage may have been caused 
Hurricane Maria a couple years ago.  I’ve done comparisons to New Orleans  
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all through this travelogue, and this part of San Juan actually did look a lot like post-Katrina Louisiana. 

 

 Another thing about San Juan remined me of New York, and not in a good way.  Just like the Big Apple, San Juan has no alleys.  

That means trash gets piled right on the sidewalk.  The birds, salamanders, and bugs all pick at it, and more than once I saw carcasses 

of dead mice, which presumably means there are live ones around here too.  In the tropical heat the trash also starts to smell if it isn’t 

cleared away almost immediately.  I’ve certainly smelled worse places than San Juan, but there’s a lot better smelling places too. 

 

 When I got to Sagrado Corazón station I tried to check that the pass on my fare card was valid.  The machine said the card had 

no value, which certainly annoyed me.  I decided to part with another five bucks and buy a day pass on a different card.  I will say that 

one did work all day—though there are a number of the turnstiles in Tren Urbano stations that don’t work properly. 

 

 I did some research after I got back to the hotel and found I was probably a fool to buy another card.  In fact the first one had 

probably been working fine.  The times the buses said it was invalid, it was because I was in fact using it incorrectly.  The passes only 

work on buses if they are used within an hour after taking the train—and then only for a single transfer.  I had assumed that—like in most 

cities—a pass meant unlimited use on all the forms of transit it applied to.  Things make sense in retrospect, but they’d really do well to 

make the rules clearer.  Mind you, I can’t really complain, because the bus drivers had been overly generous with me.  What’s more even 

with buying an extra pass, I’m still only out twenty bucks total. 

 

 Almost everywhere I travel, someone asks me for directions.  It happened again this morning, when an elderly woman asked 

me which side of the platform would be where the train for Bayamón left.  I told her it could be either one, since this was the terminal 

station, but it would most likely be the left-hand side.  I was correct, and we both soon boarded the train. 

 

 I spent most of the morning exploring where the Tren Urbano goes.  (The train by the way, most often goes by its initials “TU”.  

Their marketing makes use of the fact that the abbreviation spells the word for “your” in Spanish.  They refer to it as “TU tren” or “your 

train”.)  As I’ve done in many other cities (starting with Madrid decades ago), I just got off at random stations to see what the areas were 

like.  To me that’s one of the most fun ways of exploring a place. 

 

The one line of Tren Urbano is eleven miles long, and it goes through three different cities:  San Juan, Guaynabo, and Bayamón.  

The city of San Juan has about 400,000 people, Guaynabo has about 100,000, and Bayamón has 250,000.  The entire metro area has 

about two million people, roughly two-thirds of Puerto Rico’s population.  Like Cataño, Guaynabo and Bayamón were former small towns 

that grew to be cities in their own right.  They see themselves as separate from San Juan, rather than just suburbs. 

 

 
Historic downtown Bayamón 

 I first took the train the length of the line, all the way to Bayamón 
station, which is in the historic downtown area of that city.  They use “historic 
downtown” the way a city in the U.S. South might.  There’s not much going 
on there, but there are a lot of old buildings.  The buildings in Bayamón pueblo 
are actually very nice.  Some are the traditional balconied structures you 
expect on a tropical island, while others are from the art deco era.  They’re 
all painted in pastel colors, which really is quite pretty. 
 
 Just south of the historic center is a much more modern area that’s 
mostly government buildings.  It was a bit busier there, but still surprisingly 
quiet for a business day.  The most unique feature of downtown Bayamón is 
its city hall, which is built over a six-lane freeway.  That really is something 
you don’t see every day.  There’s also a Bayamón walk of fame, with stars 
representing dozens of people I’d never heard of.  (There’s an all-Puerto Rico 
walk of fame on Avenida Ashford in Condado, and I actually have heard or 
people like Rita Moreno, Ricky Martin, and Lin-Manuel Miranda.) 
 

 As I walked back to the station I happened see a new skateboard park.  I might not have noticed it at all, except that I happened  

 



to be watching skateboarding on the Olympics last night.  The park in 
Bayamón wasn’t as elaborate as the one in Tokyo (indeed it was similar to 
what we have in Algona), but I’m sure the local kids have fun there. 
 
 While it may not be the most exciting place I’ve ever been to, 
Bayamón was pleasant.  It was also extremely clean, something that’s 
definitely always the case in Puerto Rico. 
 
 I saw a lot of the rest of Bayamón from the train.  In 2021 the bulk 
of it looks like a very new suburb—sort of like sea of rowhouses in Ankeny, 
but built entirely of concrete.  I gather a lot of this was rebuilt after the 
hurricane.  There were huge mudslides in Bayamón that wiped out thousands 
of homes.  It would be interesting to see how the new construction compares 
to the old. 
 
 Next I went back to Martinez Nadal station, which is in Guaynabo.  I 
got  off  there because  the  station itself looked  interesting.  It’s  in  an open  
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trench, and the walls beyond the platforms are covered in ferns.  Unfortunately those ferns are just about the only interesting thing in the 

area.  Basically Martinez Nadal is just an enormous park-and-ride next to an expressway.  I think there’s a shopping center on the other 

side of the freeway, but it looked nearly impossible to get there from the station. 

 

 Something I didn’t see in Guaynabo that might have been interesting was the ruins of the compound where Ponce de Leon lived 

when he ruled the island.  It is possible to get there on transit, but it involves taking bus #2, the one you’ll recall I had long waits for multiple 

times already.  Their museum is also closed for COVID, so I’d just have been able to see the outside. 

 

 My next stop was at Universidad, which is one of two underground stations on the line.  As the name implies, it serves the main 

campus of the University of Puerto Rico.  It’s obviously between semesters, since the campus itself was basically deserted.  The most 

interesting thing was a residence hall (Torre Norte) that looked to be badly damaged and was being repaired. 

 
 South of the actual campus is a much more interesting 
collegetown area.  This soon merged into the main commercial area 
of the district of Río Piedras.  Río Piedras (literally “Rock River”) was 
once a separate city that merged with San Juan in 1951.  
Interestingly, it still has a separate cathedral from the one in the old 
city.   
 
 I re-boarded the Tren Urbano at Río Piedras station.  Just 
south of there the train emerges from the subway and runs above 
the University Botanical Gardens, most of which is preserved as 
natural “selva” (rainforest jungle).  The gardens are another thing 
that’s closed for COVID (though I must say that strikes me as 
strange in an outdoor facility), but it was nice to see it from above. 

 
 Next I went west again to San Francisco station.  This is in 
the southwest part of the city of San Juan, near Guaynabo.  I 
stopped here mostly because on the map it looked like it would be 
a   good  place  to  have  lunch.   In particular  I  had  noticed  Pollo  
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Campero, the Guatemalan fast food chain I’ve enjoyed in New York, Chicago, and St. Paul.  The map also showed a McDonalds, a 

Burger King, and a Church’s Chicken near the station, but Pollo Campero struck my fancy. 

 
 Unfortunately when I exited the station it became immediately 
obvious that Pollo Campero was permanently closed.  I’d bet it closed 
during COVID and never re-opened.  (I’d actually seen a number of 
businesses all over San Juan—perhaps most notably the Hard Rock 
Café—that had obviously succumbed to the pandemic.)  None of the 
other area restaurants struck my fancy, but I did spend some time 
exploring the area.  It’s honestly kind of a weird neighborhood.  It looks 
suburban on the surface, but it’s very gritty underneath.  Of the places 
I’ve been to, it reminded me most of south central L.A.  There’s a lot of 
single family homes squeezed onto impossibly small lots, and there’s also 
public housing towers.  The business strip with all that fast food looks like 
it saw its heyday in the ‘60s or ’70s.  There’s litter strewn everywhere and 
also dog poop on the sidewalks.   
 

 There’s a big dairy right next to the station, and there’s plenty of 
other industry nearby.  There’s also some sort of government office 
building right across from the station.  I couldn’t help but notice that the  
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government building wasn’t air conditioned.  Each office had a window that opened out to let air in, but it must have been miserable to 

work there. 

 

 San Francisco is the only place in San Juan I saw a significant number of beggars.  There was a bum on the sidewalk across 

from McDonalds, another man begging outside the train station, and several people trying to wash the windows of cars stopped at red 

lights for tips.  Obviously it’s not a nice neighborhood, but it was interesting. 

 

 Since I didn’t find the lunch I wanted, I made my way back to the station and this time caught a train to Hato Rey.  While it’s 

probably where most of the money in San Juan is made, Hato Rey was easily the most boring place I went to—quite a bit duller than 

Bayamón.  Even though it was lunchtime, there was practically nobody on the street.  That’s probably because there’s almost no business 

at street level in those office towers.  Aside from the banks and trading companies, about all I saw was parking ramps.  I think they have 

more ramps in San Juan than in Minneapolis. 

 

 I walked down the Milla de Oro until I came to Avenida FDR.  Roosevelt station is just west of there, so I again I made my way 

up to the platform.  I just missed a train, so I had to wait nearly fifteen minutes for the next one.  Eventually I returned to Sagrado Corazón. 

 

 I tried again to have lunch near Sagrado Corazón.  There’s a Popeye’s across from the station there, and that sounded 

interesting.  I’d seen Popeye’s trash around the train station, so I figured they were open for take-out.  They were, but the problem was 

the place was far too popular.  The dining room was technically closed, but the line for the counter literally encircled all the empty tables.  

I decided it wasn’t worth the wait and just caught the first bus that came down Avenida Ponce de Leon. 

 

 I took bus 3 back to the Dos Hermanos Bridge and walked back towards the hotel.  Just on the other side of the bridge there 

was a little food stand serving the beach-goers, and that’s where I ended up having lunch.  I had “pinchos”, which are apparently the main 

Puerto Rican street food.  Pinchos are cubes of chicken on skewers with a sweet sauce that reminded me of teriyaki.  I got two skewers 

and a piece of grilled toast for six bucks.  It really made quite a nice lunch. 

 

 I rested up a while at the hotel and then went out exploring again.  This time I made my way to Parque Nacional Laguna del 

Condado.  “Parque Nacional” in this context doesn’t mean it’s run by the National Park Service.  Instead it’s operated by the “nation” of 

Puerto Rico.  Basically the park just preserves a bit of forest land at the edge of the lagoon that separates Condado (where my hotel is 

located) from Miramar (the wealthiest area of the city, full of retirees from the Northeast).  The park is the last strip of land in the area that 

wasn’t taken over by condo towers or other development.  It made an interesting walk, though, and I did see an enormous lizard there. 

 

 I made my way back to Avenida Ashford, where my main stop was at a souvenir shop.  I got a cheap Puerto Rico T-shirt and a 

bunch some local candy and drinks.  I’ll sample the candy (coconut and guava patties, coconut cookies with toasted sesame seeds, and 

tropical fruit lollipops) after I get back home.  Since liquids are limited on airplanes, I drank the beverages today.  One was a coconut 

flavored soda.  I found it repulsive and only drank about a third of it.  The other was passionfruit juice.  That was actually very good—nice 

and sour, with just a hint of sweetness.  

 

 As a side note, while I didn’t buy it, I find it interesting that in Puerto Rican Spanish orange juice is called “jugo de china”, and 

“china” (rather than “naranja”) is the word the fruit “orange” in Puerto Rico—and apparently throughout the Caribbean.  I found that a 

strange tidbit to add to my linguistic knowledge. 

 

 Having mentioned the language, I must say I found Puerto Rican Spanish quite difficult to understand.  It was definitely easier 

to understand Spanish in Mexico, Spain, and Peru.  Part of that was trying to understand everyone through COVID masks, but even 

things like the computerized voice on the train were a bit of a challenge.  Puerto Ricans tend to garble their consonants, and they 

pronounce a lot of their vowels like schwas.  It’s not like we don’t do both of those things in English, mind you, but usually Spanish comes 

out more clearly. 

 

 When I got back to the hotel I checked in for my flight tomorrow.  Then I got to work on today’s installment of the travelogue.  I 

took a break around 6:00 to try to find a bite to eat.  In lieu of an actual dinner, I just made my way to a Puma convenience store a few 

blocks from the hotel on the “marginal” (mar-heen-ALL, the access road for the expressway).  It wasn’t much of a convenience store, so 

about all I ended up with was cheese and mini doughnuts.  I can’t say it was the most nutritious supper, but it did the job. 

 

SATURDAY, August 7 
San Juan, Puerto Rico to Bloomington, Minnesota 
 

 This morning I was up at 6:30 again, and I spent a bit of time getting my stuff back into the bags.  I actually had less stuff now 

than I came with.  As I often do when I travel, I’d brought clothes that were on their last legs and threw them out after wearing them.  So, 

even though I’d bought some new shirts and a couple of souvenirs, there was still more space in the bag than there was when I  left 

Minneapolis. 



 For breakfast this morning I had another of those same mini-omelettes I’ve had each morning in San Juan.  I also had a nice 

pastry and what they called hash browns.  Those were cubes of potatoes with red and green peppers mixed in, then lightly sauteed.  They 

were spiced to Puerto Rican tastes, which meant it seemed as if they’d put an entire bottle of garlic salt in the batch.  The potatoes were 

definitely potent, but it did make the breakfast room smell nice. 

 

 I was intrigued that the Moslem woman I’d mentioned yesterday had sausage for breakfast.  I’m pretty sure the sausage they 

were serving was pork rather than some imitation, and I’d think that someone who covered everything but her eyes would be observant 

of her religion’s dietary code.  I suppose Moslems, like Christians, tend to pick and choose the rules they follow. 

 

 I went out for one last long walk after breakfast.  Something I haven’t mentioned before is that the block of Avenida Ashford near 

my hotel (and literally in front of the far more famous Condado Vanderbilt) is painted with enormous letters that spell out “BLACK LIVES 

MATTER” in English.  It was the fact that it was in English that stood out to me more than the message itself.  Obviously it was there for 

the benefit of tourists, rather than local people. 

 
 I first walked west, back across the Dos Hermanos Bridge 
to San Juan Island.  This time I kept right along the shore.  I saw a 
big sports complex and then El Escambrón beach.  My intent was 
to continue on to the old city, but I was blocked in that pursuit by a 
big protest that had blocked both the highway and the sidewalks.  I 
have no idea what the protest was about, and I didn’t really want to 
get right up next to it.  So instead I made my way into that nice little 
park in Punta de Tierra that I described a couple days ago.  While 
most people come to Puerto Rico for the beach, that park is 
probably my favorite place in San Juan. 
 
 I returned to Condado and walked west on Avenida 
Ashford.  The street was the busiest I’d seen it in the morning.  The 
past three days there were a few joggers, but that was about it.  
Tourists tend to sleep in late in tropical locations.  Today, though, 
the place was teeming with local people.  Everyone was taking the 
kids to spend a day at the beach. 
 

 
Protest near El Escambrón beach – San Juan 

 I continued to Ocean Park, the next neighborhood east of Condado.  I was wearing shoes, so I didn’t stick my toe in the 

Caribbean.  I did wet a finger, though. 

 

 I followed a different, more residential street back to the hotel.  There was an interesting sign along it that said in English 

“TOURISTS:  RESPECT CONDADO RESIDENTS.  WEAR MASKS. DRESS DECENTLY.  NO LOUD NOISES.”  I certainly saw tourists 

who violated every one of those rules.  The decent dress was probably what stood out most to me.  The locals in San Juan dress rather 

conservatively, but that’s not the case with a lot of the tourists.  I was amazed by all the women who walked around in thong bikinis as if 

they were strippers.   

 

 Masks are an interesting matter.  They are required indoors at all times in Puerto Rico, and also outdoors when crowds are 

present (like almost everywhere in the old city).  That requirement is pretty strictly enforced.  There are guards at most businesses that 

won’t let people enter unless they have “la mascarilla”, and most of the locals wear masks everywhere outside as well.  I even saw people 

sitting on their own patios at home wearing masks.  That seems like overkill to me but then again Puerto Rico has had a lot fewer COVID 

cases than most places. 

 

 I was dripping in sweat by the time I returned to the hotel, so I showered for the second time today and changed into one of the 

new shirts I’d bought.  I certainly didn’t want to smell up an airplane. 

 

 At 10:30 I went downstairs and checked out.  Even with all the taxes and fees (like a daily “service fee”, which kind of defeats 

the point of the tip jar at breakfast), the total was right at $150 a night.  I actually think it was worth that by today’s standards.  It was 

certainly better value than the hotels right on the beach.  In addition to being cheaper, including breakfast saved $10 - $20 over what it 

would have cost in a restaurant. 

 

 I had the woman at the desk call a taxi for me.  It came at the same time taxis arrived for two elderly couples, and there was a 

bit of confusion as to whose taxi was which.  We got it sorted out fairly quickly, though.   It was a bit concerning that there was no seatbelt 

in the taxi, probably another way Puerto Rico straddles the line between the third world and the first. 

 

 Traffic was heavy this morning, to the point that it took about ten minutes just to get from the hotel to the expressway—a distance 

I’d walked in about five minutes multiple times.  Once we merged onto the freeway, I was very glad we were headed east rather than 

west.  There was a huge back-up of westbound traffic, with stand-still traffic for better than a mile.  Going towards the airport, though, we 

sped along pretty efficiently. 

 



 Just as there were quirks entering Puerto Rico, there are some unique formalities leaving.  Right at the airport entrance there’s 

a USDA inspection station.  They’re looking for fruits and animal products, and after x-raying luggage, they put a color-coded inspection 

sticker on each bag.  I didn’t know that would be necessary, but fortunately I found it before I got too far along. 

 

 I printed out a boarding pass (though I ended up somehow losing it once I was on the “safe” side of the airport) and made my 

way to security.  I was a Delta “sky priority” customer, which again meant I was supposed to have expedited security.  In San Juan, 

though, that line was completely closed.  The regular line wasn’t that long, but it moved very slowly, making me glad I hadn’t waited until 

the last minute to get to the airport. 

 

 I had two issues at security.  After going through the scanner, the guard asked if I had anything in my pocket.  I didn’t, but it 

turned out a zipper pocket on my pants set off the alarm.  He patted me down and sent me on my way.  The other problem was that 

packages of coffee I’d bought.  Apparently it looks like explosives on the x-ray machine.  I and tons of other tourists had to have their 

coffee swabbed to make sure it wasn’t dangerous.  Mine wasn’t, of course, but it was a unique experience. 

 

 In the confusion of re-packing everything after security, I misplaced my boarding pass.  I figured I could use the app on my 

phone, but for some reason it wouldn’t connect to the airport wi-fi.  (My computer wouldn’t connect either.) 

 

 I used the restroom and then went to get some lunch.  San Juan is just about the most overpriced airport I have seen anywhere.  

I got a “Mallorca”, a very popular Puerto Rican sandwich that is basically just a ham and cheese on a sweet bun.  I also picked up a can 

of Diet Coke.  The same can had cost 89¢ at the convenience store I was at last night, but it was $3.69 at the airport.  (Fountain soda 

started at $3.99.)  Together with the sandwich, I parted with $15.71 for my lunch. 

 

 It’s a good thing I wasn’t in a hurry this afternoon, because service at “Viena Snack Shop” (note there’s only one “n” in “Vienna”) 

was—shall we say—on island time.  It took me about forty minutes to get my food.  That’s actually all right, though, since I had quite a bit 

of time to fill at the airport. 

 

 I browsed through some of the shops and found them just as expensive as the snack bar.  They had the same two kinds of 

coffee I’d gotten at a supermarket and at Walgreens—both for double the price.  Of course, if I’d bought it at the airport, I wouldn’t have 

to worry about getting it through security.  I really don’t think that trade-off is worth it, though. 

 

 I watched various airlines boarding flights to Orlando, Washington, Chicago, Dallas, and Santo Domingo as I ate my lunch.  The 

most interesting was the Southwest flight to Orlando.  I was scheduled to fly Southwest to California, and it was good to see how their 

bizarre boarding process worked.  There are no assigned seats on Southwest.  Instead each passenger is assigned a boarding number, 

and they line up in order.  Then it’s a mad dash while everyone tries to capture the best seats.  Some people apparently like that, but I 

must say it’s what I was least looking forward to on this trip. 

 

 I made my way to Gate B-11, where a Delta flight to New York was boarding.  Once they’d completed that, I went up to the desk 

and asked the clerk if he could print another boarding pass for me.  He required identification, of course, but with my passport, getting a 

new pass was no problem. 

 

 While I was waiting at gate B-11, a flight to Atlanta boarded at B-9.  It was apparently oversold, and they announced in English 

and Spanish that they were looking for six volunteers to take a later flight in exchange for a $500 gift card to the store of their choice.  

They used to offer flight credits for bumping passengers (in fact I took advantage of that once many years ago), and I must say the gift 

card seemed odd to me.  Their asking for volunteers stood out, because right before they closed the gate, they were still looking for 

several passengers who hadn’t shown up.  The flight may not have taken off full after all. 

 

 Another very memorable thing was the muzak they were playing at San Juan airport.  Someone must have gotten the selections 

wrong, because on August 7 they were playing Christmas songs.  Even department stores don’t start the holiday season until Labor Day. 

 

 The incoming flight from Minneapolis was about half an hour late, but they were only about 5 minutes late when they began 

boarding at 3pm.  My credit had allowed me to get a first class ticket for this flight (seat 1-A), so I was one of the first people to board.  

Apparently the overhead bins for Row 1 are smaller than all the others.  I had to use the Row 2 compartment to store my roller bag. 

 

 The head stewardess (the one who made the English-language announcements) sounded as if she was not having a good day.  

She kept barking commands to keep the line of boarding passengers moving and to get people to stow their bags as quickly as possible.  

I will say I can sympathize with her.  The crew was based in Minneapolis, which means she had one long flight, about 40 minutes on the 

ground during which she had to make sure everything was in order, and then another long flight back to MSP.  I will say, though, that the 

male flight attendant who made the Spanish announcements seemed much more pleasant. 

 

 This was a very full flight, which made me grateful for the extra room in first class.  While all twenty first class seats were full, it 

was still just a 2 x 2 configuration (rather than the 3 x 3 in coach), and there was plenty of legroom. 

 

 They closed the doors at 3:30pm, two minutes before our scheduled departure time.  That meant it rally was a quick turn-around. 

 



 The taxiways at San Juan airport are very rough.  They’re made of concrete sections, and they seem to have settled to different 

levels.  That was very similar to the roads I’d seen all over the city.  I was half expecting the plane to have to go over speed bumps, which 

are everywhere on the streets of San Juan. 

 

 While the taxiing was long and rough, fortunately the actual runway was smooth.  We took off at 3:45, heading due north out 

over the ocean.  So unlike our flight coming down, we saw almost nothing but water as we left. 

 

 The stewardess proudly bragged that Delta was again serving food on its flights.  In first class that food seemed pretty chintzy, 

though.  We didn’t get the pack of cookies they got in coach.  Instead we got a “meal” that consisted of one of the snack boxes they sell 

in coach.  I chose the “Bistro flight fuel” box, which certainly had an eclectic selection of strange items.  There was a granola bar, a bag 

of sea salt potato chips, 3 crackers, a tiny tub of smoked gouda cheese spread, 2 Oreo cookies, a beef stick (which I didn’t eat—I hate 

jerky), a pack of gummi bears, 5 tic tacs, and a wet wipe.  I’d have far preferred one of the sandwiches that are also available for purchase 

in coach, but only the snack box was available as a “meal” in first class.  We were allowed unlimited beverages, though those were served 

in tiny cups.  Theoretically I could have even had alcoholic beverages, but I really didn’t care to have that while flying. 

 

 We had some nice views over the Bahamas and then of the Miami metro area.  We crossed Florida, flew up the west coast of 

that state, and then cut across the panhandle and up into Alabama.  There were lovely views again when we were over Tennessee and 

Illinois, with the Mississippi River right below my window. 

 

 I spent most of the flight reading on my Kindle.  I got up once to use the restroom (which is much easier to do from a window 

seat in first class), and I managed to bump my head badly when returning to my seat.   

 

 It is a long way from Puerto Rico to Minneapolis.  The flight is scheduled for about 5½ hours, and the actual flying time is well 

over five.  A flight from Iceland landed right after us, and it struck me that their flight was only about an hour longer than ours.  The time 

makes sense when you realize Puerto Rico is actually closer to Venezuela than to Florida—and it’s not like it’s a short flight from 

Minneapolis to Florida. 

 

 There were heavy clouds over Iowa and Minnesota, so I didn’t see much out of the window there.  We circled and landed at 

MSP from the north.  That stood out, because instead of the suburban development that surrounds most of the airport, I saw the old 

homes from the ‘20s and ‘30s that make up south Minneapolis.  To me that made a nicer view. 

 

 We landed right at 8pm Central Time.  Being in Row 1, I was of course one of the first to deplane.  It took me a good fifteen 

minutes to get from the gate to the light rail station, though.  I took the train to Terminal 2, where I swapped out my bag and then headed 

back to take the train to my home for the evening, the Cambria Hotel, which is essentially right next to the 28th Avenue light rail station 

east of Mall of America. 

 

 The elderly lady who checked me in was rather leisurely with her service, but eventually I did get my key.  The room was very 

modern, though not at all my favorite.  The bed was extremely soft, the lighting was dim, and yet again I had one of those half glass walls 

on the shower.  On the positive side, there was a couch as well as the beds.  I also like the fact that the sheets and towels were not just 

plain white.  Here they had a white and gray pattern, which looked elegant and friendly rather than stark and sterile. 

 

Sunday, August 8 
Bloomington, Minnesota to Los Angeles, California 
 

 I had set my alarm for 6:30, but I was wide awake at five o’clock.  That is of course six in Puerto Rico, but it’s still quite early.  I 

drank some coffee and watched a bit of TV, but otherwise just dawdled around a while. 

 

 My original plan had been to take the train back to the airport.  However it was pouring in the Twin Cities this morning (apparently 

the first heavy rain they’d had in quite some time), so I opted for the hotel shuttle instead.  I’d have gotten soaked if just walking across 

the parking lot and crossing the street to the light rail station.  The Cambria is basically just across the interstate from MSP, so it was a 

very quick ride in the shuttle. 

 

 I swapped out my bags again and made my way to security.  The line was fairly short, and it was just about the quickest screening 

I’ve seen in a long time—the compete opposite of in San Juan.  They told us to leave our shoes on, and I also kept my belt and baseball 

cap on to walk through the metal detector.  Nothing about me or the bags set off an alarm, and I was on the secure side of security at 

about 6:45. 

 

 It turned out to be a good thing I was early, though, because getting breakfast took nearly an hour.  The only restaurants open 

in Terminal 2 were Caribou Coffee and Subway.  The line at Caribou snaked through a maze and then backed up the length of two gates 

on the main concourse.  I counted 56 people in that line.  I opted instead for Subway, which looked like it had a shorter line.  It was plenty 



long too, though.  Subway only had two employees, and some people were giving very complex orders.  The kids at the counter were 

definitely overworked. 

 

 While a lot of people were ordering lunch subs at 7am, I opted for their breakfast option—ham, egg, and cheese on flatbread.  

While not as good as the McCriollo I had the other day, it wasn’t bad.  I also had surprisingly good coffee (not what I expected from 

Subway) and a cookie.  Things were about 50% higher than I’d expect to pay, but compared to the San Juan airport it was cheap. 

 

 Even with the time out for breakfast I was still at the gate early.  When I got there they showed a flight for Baltimore as “on time”, 

so I hoped mine would also not be affected by the weather.  It turned out the Baltimore flight was about ten minutes late departing.  The 

incoming plane that became my flight also arrived about ten minutes late.  However the weather was rapidly clearing up, so I hoped they 

might get things back on schedule. 

 

 Southwest’s boarding process is just weird.  Each passenger has a boarding number, and they’re supposed to board the plane 

in that order (though that mostly seems to be enforced by the honor system).  After boarding, passengers can choose whatever seat they 

want.  You’re supposed to wait by pillars by the gate that are marked with the boarding numbers.  It’s confusing, though, because multiple 

pillars say the same things.  I found out quite late that I had been waiting in the wrong place.  I did manage to get a decent seat, however—

number 18-A, which was right over the wing. 

 

 The flight attendants told us this flight was entirely sold out, and it certainly seemed to be so.  An elderly couple sat next to me, 

and all the seats I could see were completely occupied.  Southwest seems to appeal to young families.  There were lots of children on 

the plane, which meant lots of restlessness and crying.  There were also a lot of people with pets onboard, so dogs in carriers were 

yelping throughout.  If my sister Margaret were still alive, she would have absolutely loathed this flight. 

 

 The flight attendants kept barking to keep the line moving.  However, most people were trying to choose seats toward the front 

of the plane, and that of course blocked anyone from moving further back.  Southwest claims their boarding method speeds things up, 

but I really find that hard to believe. 

 

 They announced that boarding was complete at 10:35, the time we were scheduled to take off.  There were still dozens of people 

standing in the aisle at that point, though, so we were obviously not going anywhere immediately.  They finally closed the door at 10:40. 

 

 The flight attendants really got into the safety demonstration.  That was refreshing, since usually they just go through the motions.  

I was a bit bothered, though, by the fact that the flight attendant for my area didn’t wear her mask properly.  It fit very loosely and kept 

exposing her nose. 

 

 The flight from Minneapolis to Denver has about 1¼ hours of flying time.  They served us a tiny bag of snack mix and did a drink 

service.  Drinks are done very oddly on Southwest.  The flight attendants take orders as a waitress might, and then they come back a 

few minutes later with tiny cups of the selected beverages.  I was pleased that they offered Community coffee, the strong Louisiana brew 

I grew to like in grad school. 

 

 A child behind me kept kicking my seat throughout the whole flight.  Her dad tried to get her to stop, but her mother seemed to 

think it was funny.  The woman in the seat next to me was quite large, and I can’t say being crammed into a seat that was being kicked 

was particularly comfortable. 

 

 While I had chosen a window seat, there was pretty much nothing to look at the entire flight.  Once we cut through the clouds in 

Minnesota, I didn’t see land again until just before we landed in Denver.  It seemed like all the Great Plains were socked in with clouds.  

Denver itself is a really ugly when you approach it from the east.  The clouds were blocking the mountains, so all we saw were tacky 

industrial buildings and grazing land. 

 

 As we got toward the end of the flight I thought I’d lost my cell phone.  At one point I’d put it under my legs while they were 

clearing the drinks, and I figured it had fallen on the floor when the girl kicked the seat.  I searched all around my seat, and after we landed 

I searched in the rows ahead and behind mine. I couldn’t find the thing anywhere.  Finally the flight attendant suggested I put down the 

tray table, and—lo and behold—that’s where it is.  You can bet the phone just stayed in my pocket on the later flights. 

 

 We actually landed in Denver early, but there was a delay because another plane was at our gate.  We ended up actually pulling 

in about 11:45 Mountain Time, which was about fifteen minutes behind schedule.  Fortunately my connection was not a tight one. 

 

 Denver International Airport was absolutely packed.  Except that everyone was masked, you certainly wouldn’t know there was 

a pandemic happening.  All the gates were busy, and every business was open.   

 

 I used the restroom and then got some lunch.  I went to a place called Woody Creek that was another local place that basically 

had Panera’s menu (at double Panera’s prices).  I had a nice Southwest salad and a bowl of chili.  Everything was good except  for the 

chicken they put in the salad, which just had a really odd texture.  I actually wondered if it wasn’t one of those vegan meat substitutes, 

which would certainly be fitting in Denver.  Having paid a premium for it, though, I did of course eat every bite, even if I didn’t care much 

for it. 



 I also went to a sundries shop, where I picked up a comb.  It seems like almost every time I travel I end up losing combs.  I think 

the one I lost most recently must probably fell out of my pocket somewhere at the San Juan Airport.  (In fact, later I’d find it in my suitcase.)  

Fortunately the replacement was cheap.  Something I found odd was that the store only accepted payment by credit or debit card; cash 

was not allowed.  So I had a $2 charge on my debit card. 

 

 Oddly the gate I’d be leaving Denver from was also boarding a flight for Baltimore when I got there.  It went right on time, and 

then the incoming flight (from Seattle) that became my flight arrived.  There was a bit of a delay before people could get off the arriving 

plane.  That’s because the gate attendant couldn’t get the door to the jetway to stay open.  It had a big magnet at the top of it, but it had 

to be at just the right angle to connect.  It took her about five minutes to get it working. 

 

 Something that seemed odd to me about Southwest’s employees is that they dress very casually.  The only exception to that is 

the pilots.  The gate attendants and the cabin crew basically wear either polo shirts and shorts or what look like track suits.  They’re 

probably comfortable, but they really don’t look very professional. 

 

 Once they finally did deplane the incoming flight, there was a delay because they had to do a crew swap and couldn’t seem to 

figure out where the replacement crew was.  Eventually they showed up, and finally the strange boarding process began.  They started, 

as most airlines do, with “pre-boarding”.  That normally mans people with disabilities, but only two out of about twenty people who boarded 

at that time looked remotely handicapped.  Most of them zipped right down the jetway; it’s not like they needed extra time for boarding. 

 

 I was again in Group A.  (You pay about $20 per flight for that privilege when you buy the initial ticket.)  This time I did find the 

correct place to wait.  (What’s confusing is that half the numbers are not visible from the seats by the gate.)  The wait by the pillars was 

lengthy, and I can’t say the people near me were the greatest to spend it with.  They were all people from the L.A. area who knew each 

other.  They were however in three different groups who had been to Denver for different reasons (a wedding, golfing, and a convention).  

They were surprised to see each other there and were having a jolly good time visiting with each other while they waited.  I felt like the 

odd man out at the party. 

 

 They began boarding group A abut fifteen minutes after boarding was supposed to begin.  Once again this was a completely full 

flight, and once again it was loud and lively.  The row I was in was actually an exception to the volume.  I was again in 18-A (and, by the 

way, every plane in Southwest’s fleet is a Boeing 737—mostly very old ones, it appears).  In seat B was a college kid who was studying 

a Norwegian language book the whole flight, and C was occupied by a young woman who spent the whole flight watching a movie on her 

tablet.  I again read from my Kindle. 

 

 Our flight was supposed to take off at 2pm.  At 2:09 they said boarding was complete, but again the aisle was full of people at 

that point.  At 2:15 they made an announcement that there would be a delay because the ground crew was still loading luggage onto our 

plane.  They finally closed the cabin door at 2:25, and we actually pushed back from the gate at 2:30.  It wasn’t until 2:45 when we were 

finally in the air. 

 

 I did not like the head flight attendant on this flight.  He appeared to think he was a comedian and joked his way though the 

safety speech.  The woman who was demonstrating the life jackets in my area also rolled her eyes at his jokes. 

 

 As we took off, I thought of one of my former students.  Andy Peterson (who is also an in-law of our principal at Garrigan) works 

as an air traffic controller in Denver.  He actually wouldn’t have had anything to do with our take-off, even if he were working today.  Andy 

has worked his way up the seniority line and now does regional control, keeping planes separated as they fly across the Great Plains and 

Rockies.  Once you hear that beep and they allow passengers to use electronic devices, that’s when they’ve handed off to the regional 

controllers. 

 

 The air vent by my seat didn’t work correctly, which made this a hot and stuffy flight.  There was the same minimal service we’d 

had on the earlier flight.  They don’t even have snack boxes for sale on Southwest, which strikes me as a missed opportunity by their 

marketing department.  A positive thing about Southwest’s old planes, though, is that they have a decent seat pitch.  They’re not nearly 

as cramped as some other carriers are these days. 

 

 This flight was much more scenic than the morning one.  There were nice views crossing the Rockies and also of the mountains 

between Los Vegas and San Bernardino.  We also had a positively stunning view of the Pacific on our final approach.  The sett ing for 

LAX really is one of the most beautiful for a major airport anywhere.  You see the ocean on one side and the city and the mountains on 

the other. 

 

 We officially touched down at 3:42 Pacific Time, about fifteen minutes late.  (Like on most airlines, there’s padding in the schedule 

that cut down our delay.)  It took almost fifteen more minutes to make it to the gate, though.  We landed south of the terminals and 

basically circled the entire airport to get to the north side where Terminal 1 (the Southwest terminal) is. 

 

 The good thing about Terminal 1 is that it’s very convenient to the airport hotels.  In fact I was one of many pedestrians who 

were making the trip on foot past the “ride share” parking lot and across Sepulveda to the line of hotels along Century Boulevard.  It’s 

pretty rare for an airport to be pedestrian friendly, but you can actually walk to LAX.  (It would be a chore to walk to some of the other 

terminals, but you can walk to terminal 1 and then take a shuttle bus to the others.) 



 I and a couple of pilots walked to the first of the airport hotels, the Hyatt Regency LAX.  I had gotten a decent rate there (about 

half what the TWA Hotel in New York was charging) for a hotel that was kind of a cool place to stay.  On the outside it doesn’t look like 

much (just as in Puerto Rico, it’s a concrete tower that looks like a dorm).  Inside it’s a celebration of mid-century modern design.  The 

furnishings are very similar to those at the TWA Hotel, except they’re in yellow and purple instead of TWA red.  I was assigned a room 

on the twelfth floor, and it had a gorgeous view of both the airport and the city.  And—miracle of miracles—the bathroom had a full door 

on the shower that actually closed. 

  

 

 I was only in L.A. overnight, but I wanted to do at 
least a little exploring.  So after dropping my stuff I walked 
up to the bus stop at Sepulveda and 96th Street.  The 
location is hard to miss, because it’s the site of an 
enormous COVID testing center.  Perhaps fortunately 
there didn’t seem to be a lot of business there today. 
 
 I’d spent tons of time waiting for buses in Puerto 
Rico.  My luck changed today, though.  Just as I reached 
96th Street a green bus from Culver City Bus Service 
showed up.  Especially on a Sunday, that was lucky.  
However even the Sunday schedules for the L.A. area 
transit agencies are better than the workday schedule in 
San Juan. 
 
 While Los Angeles County Metro Transit 
provides most of the bus and train service in L.A., there 
are actually about two dozen different providers scattered  Signs along Sepulveda Boulevad near LAX 

throughout the area.  Los Angeles is unique in that they allow different companies to provide service at the same locations.  (In Chicago, 

by contrast, CTA and Pace can’t compete on the same routes.)  There are actually three bus companies that provide service on this 

stretch of Sepulveda, and I would use two of them today.  As the name implies, Culver City Transit primarily serves Culver City (home of 

several TV and movie studios, among them Sony where Jeopardy is taped), but it also serves parts of Los Angeles, Santa Monica, and 

a couple of other suburbs.  I took bus 6, which connects the airport area with UCLA, via Culver City. 

 

 Most of my ride was uneventful, but there was an exception toward the middle.  An obese forty-ish black woman was waiting at 

a bus stop by a Target store.  She was wearing only a bra on her top half when she sat at the bus stop, though she did throw an enormous 

T-shirt on before boarding the bus.  She gave some sob story to avoid paying her $1 fare.  She seemed very out of it (I’d  bet strung out 

on drugs), and she just sort of grunted to herself for most of the ride. 

 

 After a few stops, she began muttering “When we gonna get to Auburn Street?”  Then she shouted, “DRIVER, WHERE BE 

AUBURN STREET?”  The Culver City buses are set up so there’s both an electronic announcement and a digital read-out that shows 

each stop.  (They do the exact same thing on the buses in Chicago—but unfortunately not in either New York or San Juan.)  If she’d been 

paying attention, she should have known where she was.  She argued with the driver some more and then muttered with somebody on 

a cell phone that the driver didn’t know where he was going.  The person she was calling apparently told her that the stop she actually 

needed was Centanalia, which—oddly enough—was the one we had just passed.  She cursed the driver and finally got off when we got 

to a major bus transfer next to a mall.  As she exited several of the other riders on the bus cheered.  I just googled it, and while there is 

an Auburn Street in Los Angeles, it’s nowhere near Culver City.  I do wonder what she was actually looking for. 

 
 I got off at Sepulveda and Washington Place in 
Culver City.  Just west of there is a restaurant I’d read 
about that has quite a reputation around L.A.  It’s a fast 
food place called Tito’s Tacos that has been at this location 
for sixty-two years.  The place is not really authentic 
Mexican food, but it’s not Taco Bell either.  Their specialty 
is a deep fried taco.  They take a corn tortilla, fill it with 
shredded beef, and then fry it.  Right before serving, they 
stuff lettuce, tomato, and cheese inside it and serve it with 
salsa on the side.  I had one of those, and I also ordered 
an enchilada.  Both were fatty and greasy, but also 
delicious.  The meal came with complimentary chips and 
salsa, and I washed everything down with a Diet Pepsi.  It’s 
not the healthiest meal I’ve ever eaten, but I can see why 
the place is popular. 
 
 Something I found interesting was that there’s no 
tax on fast food in California.  They also allow people to 
use welfare cards (the stuff that replaced food stamps) at 
fast food places.  I’m not sure what I think of that.  I’d 
certainly prefer that people make healthier choices, but it’s  

 
Tito’s Tacos – Culver City, California 

kind of hypocritical to say only rich people can eat stuff that’s bad for them. 



 After my dinner I walked over to a bus stop on 
Washington Street and caught a different Culver City bus 
(#1 this time) southwestward.  The end of the line for this 
one is Venice Beach.  I didn’t go all the way to the beach, 
but I did check out what to my mind is the more interesting 
part of Venice.  The place got its name because it was 
originally a housing development built around canals, just 
like its namesake in Italy.  The canals are still there, mostly 
lined with little bungalows that today sell for a million 
dollars each.  It’s really a lovely neighborhood. 
 
 I took bus 1 back up to Lincoln Boulevard, where 
I caught a bus run by Santa Monica’s Big Blue Bus service.  
Even on Sunday evening, Big Blue Bus #3 runs every ten 
minutes.  A strange thing about the Santa Monica buses is 
that they don’t accept cash.  You either have to have a TAP 
card (the smart card that works on basically every transit 
agency in southern California) or you have to pay through 
a phone app.  The app is the same one that Metro Transit 
in the Twin Cities uses, so that’s what I used to pay.  The 
fare is just a buck, which is less than half of what they 
charge in Minneapolis. 

 
One of the canals in Venice – Los Angeles, California 

 

 All the different bus services that go to this area let off at the LAX city bus center, which is located northeast of the actual airport.  

It’s just a couple blocks from the Hyatt, though, so that was a convenient place for me to get off.  I made my way back to the room, worked 

on this travelogue for a while, watched the closing ceremonies of the Olympics (which people in other time zones probably saw some 

time ago), and admired the view out the window.  It’s really spectacular at night, with lights dotting the entire landscape.  Even the highly 

polluting flame of an oil refinery burning off excess natural gas looks pretty at night. 

 
Night view of LAX airport area 

 

Monday, August 9 
Los Angeles, California to Milbrae, California 
 

 I was up about 6:30 this morning (Pacific Time, of course).  The bed in my room was pleasantly hard (the opposite of the one in 

Minnesota), so I got a good night’s sleep.  It was nice to shower without worrying about water splashing everywhere.  There was one 

issue in the bathroom, though.  They had a strange modern sink, and I couldn’t figure out how to get the sink to drain.  I left it with water 

standing in it and told the lady at the desk they should probably have someone check it. 

 



 
Unopened light rail station at Aviation & Century 

Los Angeles, California 

 

 I took a very boring walk this morning.  Since I’d taken the 
bus northward yesterday and LAX lies to both the south and west, I 
decided to go walking eastward.  I passed a bunch of other airport 
hotels and a lot of office towers advertising space for lease.  I’d bet 
many of those offices went empty since companies realized people 
can work just as effectively from home as from an office. 

 
 I walked exactly one mile east, to the corner of Aviation 
and Century.  Had L.A.’s transit plans gone as scheduled, I’d likely 
have boarded a train there.  For several years now they’ve been 
building a new light rail line to connect the LAX area with central 
L.A.  The line was originally supposed to open almost two years 
ago.  However, they discovered problems with the concrete pylons 
that were holding up the elevated tracks (which were apparently 
related  to  corruption  on  the  part  of  the  construction  company).   

They’ve been working to reinforce those, and of course things were also delayed by the pandemic.  For now there’s a fully completed 

station at Century & Aviation, but it has empty tracks with no trains running. 

 

 I stopped at a Carl’s Jr. restaurant at Aviation & Century, which is just about the only food in the area that’s not inside a hotel.  

Carl’s Jr. is the sister chain to Hardee’s, and their breakfast menus are pretty much identical.  I had a bacon, egg, and cheese breakfast.  

That was all I had, since coffee was available for free in my hotel room. 

 

 It was surprisingly cool while walking, certainly much more pleasant than the hikes I’d taken in San Juan.  After packing up my 

stuff I went down to the lobby, checked out, and caught the hotel shuttle.  I wasn’t flying Southwest today, so getting to my terminal would 

be a bit too complicated on foot.  The shuttle ended up being quite crowded.  In addition to people going to the airport, there were a bunch 

of others who got on to head back to the hotel.  All the people and their luggage did fit, but it was pretty tight. 

 

 The security line at LAX’s terminal 6 wasn’t all that long, but it just crawled along.  There were only about a dozen people in front 

of me, but it took roughly half an hour to get through.  For no reason I can figure out, I set off the scanner machine today, and the guard 

ended up patting down my belly.  There was nothing there.  I’d taken off my belt, and there wasn’t even a metal button on my pants.  He 

was quickly satisfied, but it did seem strange. 

 

 Just like JFK, LAX is a bunch of little terminals, basically one for each domestic airline and a big international terminal as well.  

Because of that set-up there’s not a particularly good selection of shops and restaurants in any one terminal.  That meant it was a good 

thing that again today I was flying in first class, since my credit with Alaska Airlines almost exactly equaled the cost of a short first class 

trip.  Alaska gives first class passengers access to their lounge, and while it’s far from the nicest airline lounge anywhere, it is clean and 

quiet, and they have a variety of free food on offer.  The thing they particularly promote is freshly cooked pancakes (made by a strange 

robot contraption); in fact the wi-fi password for the lounge is “pancakes”.  I had a couple of them, and they weren’t bad.  They also feature 

Starbuck’s coffee (both Alaska and Starbuck’s are Seattle-based companies, after all), and getting it free in the lounge certainly beat 

paying four bucks a cup on the concourse.  Theoretically I could get free booze as well, but the Bacardi tasting tour was enough morning 

drinking for this trip. 

 

 They seem to be doing construction everywhere at LAX.  Part of that is building a new people mover that will connect the 

terminals like the AirTrain at JFK and also go to the bus terminal and the new light rail line.  They’re also completely re-building the 

circulator roads , and there’s a surprising amount of work being done on the tarmac as well.  It would be interesting to come back here in 

a few years and see what’s changed. 

 

 I went down to the gate (#65-B) about forty-five minutes before my flight would board.  That was probably a mistake.  LAX still 

has every other seat blocked off for social distancing, and that means there weren’t enough seats even for a small plane at the gate.  I 

ended up leaning on a garbage can while I waited. 

 

 They suggested that passengers should gate check their larger bags, and I did that.  As it turned out, I probably wouldn’t have 

had to—especially in first class.  A woman across the aisle from me fit a bag the same size as mine in the overhead storage, so I assume 

I could have as well.  It really didn’t matter, though. 

 
 When we boarded, first class passengers had water provided at their seats.  The water we were 
provided came in a box much like the little milk cartons that come with school lunch.  The package said that 
“boxed water is better” because it’s a more sustainable alternative to plastic bottles.  While I’m no fan of 
bottled water, I’m not sure a non-recyclable box that contains paper, plastic, and metal all fused together is 
really any better. 
 
 I couldn’t help but notice that Alaska’s staff were much more professionally dressed than 
Southwest’s.  Everyone had smart-looking blue uniforms that made it clear who they were and what their job 
was. 

 
 



 

 As I had done on the small plane flights with Alaska last summer, I 
boarded this flight outdoors.  That’s not really a bad thing in Los Angeles, but 
I really do wonder just how often people get soaked walking to small planes 
in Seattle. 
 
 They closed the cabin door at 12:12pm, three minutes ahead of 
schedule.  We pushed back at 12:16, but then taxied for about fifteen minutes 
before taking off.  It was almost the reverse of the taxiing we did yesterday.  
Alaska’s terminal is on the south side of the airport, and we took off from a 
runway on the north side, near where the Southwest terminal is. 
 
 There were really gorgeous views almost all the way through this 
flight.  We took off right over the Pacific and basically flew up the coast.  There 
were nice views of the mountains and offshore islands, plus a spectacular 
approach to SFO over San Francisco Bay. 
 
 The first class flight attendant made a point of telling me that on the  

 
“Selfie” in Seat 4-A 

flight that had just come in on this plane, Mike Rowe (the host of the TV show Dirty Jobs) was sitting in my seat (4-A).  While I’ve only 

seen that show once or twice, it is kind of cool to think that someone far more famous than me sat there. 

 

 While there’s not really time for a lot of service on a one-hour flight, they did make a point of differentiating first class service 

from coach.  The coach passengers only got water on this flight—and amusingly it was served in bottles, not boxes.  First class passengers 

had their choice of any drinks, including alcohol.  While all I had was a Diet Coke, a guy across the aisle from me had both wine and a 

cocktail.  First class also got our choice of various snacks (I chose a low-carb candy bar with the brand name “Kind”), which the stewardess 

presented to us with tongs.  Again some passengers picked multiple snacks.  Of course there was also much more space in first class, a 

1 x 2 configuration with big captain’s chairs and lots of legroom.  It probably wouldn’t have been worth it if I’d been paying “real” money 

for this flight, but when it “free” with a credit, I was certainly enjoying the perks. 

 

 The taxi path at SFO is weird.  The paths for planes that are departing and planes that are landing cross each other.  They do 

seem to make it work, but it is weird to have planes on the ground that look like they should be hitting each other. 

 

 SFO is easily the nicest airport I went through on this trip, and very likely the nicest I’ve been to anywhere.  It appears to have 

been fairly recently renovated, so everything looks new and fresh.  There’s plenty of space to move around and plenty of seating at the 

gates.  The stores and restaurants appear to all be open, and they have fascinating museum exhibits all over the terminals.  (I paused at 

length at one about “Mathematics:  Ancient and Modern”.) 

 

 There were a couple of possible options for getting from the airport to my hotel.  The cheapest by far was to take a SamTrans 

bus.  Unfortunately this particular bus only runs hourly, and I’d just missed it when I arrived.  The next cheapest option is the BART train 

(San Francisco’s subway).  BART is never cheap, and there’s a supplement to go to or from the airport.  I was willing to pay it to avoid 

hanging around the airport for an hour, though.  It’s a five-minute hop to Milbrae on the train, and my hotel was just a block from the 

station. 

 

 The Dylan Hotel is located on El Camino Real, the old road for what is now the U.S. 101 freeway that connects Los Angeles and 

San Francisco.  It looks like it was originally an old ma ‘n’ pa motel, but it’s been nicely renovated inside and out.  They describe themselves 

as a boutique hotel, and it does have a bit of personality you don’t get at the national chains.  I chose it almost exclusively for its location 

near transit, but it really was quite a nice place to stay. 

 

 When I went to check in there was an Asian woman with a very British accent who was asking the desk clerk (who also happened 

to be Asian, as are about half of all people in the San Francisco area) for restaurant and shopping recommendations.  I had to wait about 

five minutes while they finished that conversation.  Once the clerk got to me, check-in was fairly straightforward.  I was asked which floor 

I wanted to be on.  I chose the top one (third floor here), because I figured that was likely to be quieter.  

 

 I dumped my stuff in the room and then went out for the afternoon.  I went over to the train station where I was reminded of the 

quirks of BART from my visit to San Francisco with Margaret years ago.  They still have difficult to understand robotic voices making all 

the announcements, and they’re strangely concerned about the number of cars on each train and the number of doors on each car—as 

if either of those things really matters to most passengers.  I cared that the train I boarded was bound for Richmond rather than the airport.  

Soon one came, and I boarded. 

 

 BART is like a weird cross between a subway and a commuter train.  A few stations in San Francisco, Oakland, and Berkeley 

are spaced fairly close together, but most of them are miles from each other.  In often takes 5 – 10 minutes to get from one stop to the 

next, even though the train is moving fairly quickly.  At most stations, the stops are needlessly long.  Part of the issue is that they run four 

different lines on the same tracks through the core of the system, and they need to space out those trains.  Sometimes they just seem to 

wait in stations for no good reason, though.  We were at one station for five full minutes before moving on, with the recording saying “the 

doors are about to close” over and over again. 

 



 I followed the red line northward under San Francisco, though the Transbay Tube, across Oakland and Berkeley.  Almost exactly 

one hour later I arrived at El Cerrito Plaza, a suburban station on the east side of the bay.  I’d come here primarily to have an early dinner.  

A few blocks west of the BART station is a location of Nation’s Giant.  Margaret and I had walked past a much grittier location of the same 

chain in downtown Oakland on that trip we made twenty years ago.  I’d always wondered what they were like, and El Cerrito (which 

happens to also be the chain’s headquarters) seemed to be a nicer place to check it out than Oakland. 

 

 

 Nation’s Giant is like a combination of a burger joint and a diner.  Since 1952 
they’ve been serving giant hamburgers and also all-day breakfast and pies.  I had a bacon 
cheeseburger, and “giant” was definitely an accurate description.  It had a one-third pound 
hamburger pattie, two slices of cheese, three slices of bacon, plus lettuce, pickles, 
tomatoes, and onions that made it so tall it was difficult to bite into.  It really was very good, 
though—easily one of the best burgers I’ve ever had. 
 
 While El Cerrito is suburban, it’s obviously not the best location.  Most of the other 
customers were elderly people having an early dinner (which is, of course, more or less 
what I was).  There was one guy who came into the store and refilled his water bottle with 
pop without buying anything.  The clerk yelled at him, but he just went right on stealing 
soda.  Another guy made a rather large order.  When it came to paying for it, though, he 
slid a credit card (which I’d bet was one of those welfare cards) that was rejected.  He just 
left after that, with no apology and no explanation.  Fortunately they hadn’t started cooking 
his food yet. 

 

 After enjoying my burger I stopped briefly at the shopping center for which El Cerrito Plaza station is named.  On a whim as 

much as anything, I went into Ross Dress for Less, a store I’d never been to before.  They certainly had an eclectic selection of 

merchandise.  It actually reminded me a lot of the Telco store in Brooklyn—rather like a thrift shop, but with all new merchandise.  I just 

might stop at Ross in the future if I see them. 

 

 While I was browsing through Ross Dress for Less, an old black 
man noticed the San Francisco Giants hat I was wearing (a hat I got on 
that same trip with Margaret decades ago).  He commented that he had a 
brother that had played for the Giants and was apparently now coaching 
for the Cardinals.  The player’s name was Willie McGee.  While that’s not 
a name I’m familiar with, I googled him and found he played almost twenty 
years with four different big league clubs, winning both Gold Glove and 
Silver Slugger awards.  It’s interesting to have run into his brother. 
 
 I basically took the same route back to the hotel, though this time 
I actually broke it up a bit.  I stopped and switched trains twice, though I 
didn’t go anywhere different than I had coming up to El Cerrito.  Mostly 
BART is underground, but when it does surface there can be some 
interesting sights.  For instance, near the West Oakland station there was 
graffiti painted on a the back of a building with the message “Have a hella 
positive day.”  My reaction was “thank you—I will”. 

  
LEFT:  Baseball card photo of Willie McGee 
RIGHT:  “No urinating or defecating” sign 

 

 I thought I’d lost something else this afternoon.  I was planning to take a picture of Nation’s Giant, but I couldn’t find my camera.  

I remembered taking a picture of a “no urination or defecation” in the elevator of the Milbrae BART station, so I figured the camera had 

been with me.  It wasn’t in my bag when I went to Nation’s Giant, though.  Fortunately, when I got back to the hotel, I found that I’d left 

the camera on the bed there.  Apparently I’d taken the elevator picture right away when I’d come from the airport.  I am glad I didn’t lose 

it. 

 

 I stopped at the hotel just a minute and then set off once again.  This time I took BART downtown to Civic Center station.  There 

I switched to MUNI Metro, the light rail system that shares the same tunnel as BART downtown, but serves more stations.  I rode just one 

stop south to Van Ness, and I surfaced there.  My destination was a facility that was a well known concert venue back in the ‘60s and 

was now hosting an interactive art exhibit. 

 

 The venue was built as the Carousel Ballroom, but it was best known as the Fillmore West.  Under that name it was owned by 

a consortium of rock bands including Jefferson Airplane and the Grateful Dead.  Many other famous musicians (like Elton John, Aretha 

Frankin, and Fleetwood Mac) performed there in the ‘60s and early ‘70s.  The place closed as a music venue and for many years was a 

car dealership, and just a couple years ago it re-opened as an “event space”. 

 

 I was here to see an exhibit called the Immersive Van Gogh Experience.  (Originally I thought it was an “interactive” experience, 

but the correct adjective is “immersive”.)  This show debuted in Toronto and is making its way to second-rate venues in big cities around 

the world.  I came across it while searching for things to do in August in San Francisco.  The promoters describe the show like this: 

 

San Francisco sees the U.S. premiere of the Immersive Van Gogh Exhibit from the creators of the blockbuster exhibit 

seen by over 2 million visitors in Paris. Be immersed in 300,000 cubic feet of stunning projection animating the master’s oeuvre 



and illuminating the mind of the genius. Wander through giant projections that highlight brushstroke, detail, and colour as you 

have never experienced them.  Visitors will be immersed in Van Gogh’s works from his sunny landscapes and night scenes, to 

his portraits and still life. … It is astonishing in scale, breathtakingly imaginative, and a completely new look at the master’s work. 

 

That’s actually not an inaccurate description.  The key to making it “immersive” is 360-degree projection.  (Really it’s more like 180o, since 

images do repeat on opposite walls.)  At times they even project on the ceiling and floor of the old concert hall.  Visitors sit in socially 

distanced circles on the floor and gaze around at all the projections.  They show intricate detail of the various paintings, as well as 

fascinating transitions from one painting to another that are designed to express the changes of mood through Van Gogh’s lifetime.  

Everything is accompanied to a classical soundtrack that adds to the experience.  I read an interesting review that suggested that if Van 

Gogh had lived in an era where digital projection were available, he very likely would have incorporated that into his work.  I don’t doubt 

that, and I think the show did justice to what he wanted to portray. 

   
Images from the immersive Van Gogh exhibit 

 
Exterior of the former Fillmore West 

San Francisco, California 

 Something I found fascinating was that while the floors 
and walls are stationary, I experienced a feeling of movement at 
the exhibit.  It was almost like I was on an amusement park ride, 
and it definitely added to the experience. 
 
 The show lasts about half an hour, but visitors can come 
and go as they please.  I ended up saying about an hour, seeing 
much of the artwork twice.  Then I marched past the rather kitschy 
gift shop.  I was particularly tempted by a COVID face mask with 
the Starry Night design, and I might still get that from their online 
store.  For now though, I just made my way back to the subway. 

 
 Before leaving I used the restroom.  (You can see their 
amusing restroom sign in the picture below.)  This being San 
Francisco, they of course had things set up so this was an “all 
gender” facility.  There was a bank of toilets with full-length doors 
and a sink at the end of the room.  I really think that should be the 
norm everywhere—not for political reasons, but because it means 
everyone can use the toilet as soon as possible when they need 
to  go.   Women’s rooms in  particular often have  very long lines,  

while there’s immediate access to the men’s room.  By just putting full-length doors on the toilets, it shouldn’t matter who uses which one. 

 
“Gotta Gogh?” 

 
 There was an interesting announcement being played periodically in the Civic Center 
MUNI station.  Passengers were being welcomed back to riding after the pandemic by none 
other than Nancy Pelosi.  The Speaker of the House represents California’s 12th district in 
Congress, which covers most (but not quite all) of the city of San Francisco.  She’s been the 
local representative since 1987.  (While that’s six years less than Chuck Grassley has been in 
the Senate, it’s still a long time to be in Congress.)  I’m still not sure why she did the welcome 
back to transit announcement, but it was fascinating to hear her. 
 
 It took about half an hour to get from Milbrae to downtown.  The return trip took almost 
double that time.  That’s because BART reduces service at night, and night begins very early 
(like 7pm) on their schedule.  I had to make a transfer, and there were also delays, so it was 
9pm by the time I got back to Milbrae. 
 
 I wanted to stop to get some pop and perhaps a snack, so I headed to a convenience  

store that’s just a block from both the BART station and the hotel.  While 9pm still seems fairly early to me, they had the store completely 

locked, with an attendant only available through bulletproof glass.  Oddly a Walgreen’s about two blocks away was open twenty-four 

hours and had no special security at all.  That’s where I got my pop. 

 

 I watched the news back at the hotel.  Their lead story was that today was the first day of school in Oakland.  (For most Bay 

Area schools it will be next Monday.)  That was bigger news than it might normally be, because this was the first time they’d had students 



in their buildings since March of 2020.  Oakland is requiring students and teachers to wear masks at all times, both indoors and outdoors.  

It will be interesting to see how this year plays out for different schools. 

 

Tuesday, August 10 
San Francisco Area, California 
 

 I set my alarm for 6:30 this morning, and for once I actually slept until it went off.  Indeed I really didn’t want to get up even then, 

but I did. 

 

 The made a detour on the way to the train station and went to a bank that was next to the Walgreens I patronized last night.  My 

cash had gotten a bit low, so I used their ATM to replenish it.  Then I headed over to Milbrae station. 

 
BART and CalTrain station – Milbrae, California 

 
 Today I didn’t use BART.  Instead I 
bought a day pass for CalTrain, a commuter 
service operated by Amtrak that runs between 
San Francisco and San Jose.  I actually bought 
two day passes, though that wasn’t my intention.  
When I bought the first one, it struck me that the 
price was too low, and indeed it was.  I’d 
accidentally gotten a pass that was good only in 
Zone 2 (where Milbrae is located), while the pass 
I wanted was one for Zones 1 and 2.  So I ended 
up spending $19 instead of $12.  In the end I’d 
get good value out of the pass, though.  Even with 
the extra purchase, CalTrain was a better deal 
than BART. 
 

 I had a quick, uneventful ride to what the conductor called “city”, CalTrain’s terminal at 4th & King vaguely near downtown San 

Francisco.  It was really a more enjoyable ride than on BART, because CalTrain runs almost entirely above ground—giving something to 

look at.  They have double-decker cars almost identical to the ones Chicago’s Metra trains use, and this morning I chose to ride upstairs.  

I’m not going to say the southern part of San Francisco is spectacularly beautiful, but it does beat going through a tunnel. 

 

 
Bay Bridge (Interstate 80) – San Francisco, California 

 I had also bought a day pass for MUNI, 
which works on all the city-operated trains and 
buses.  It cost just $5 through their phone app.  
Given that a single ride is $3 if you pay cash or 
$2.50 on a Clipper card, the day pass is a real 
bargain. 
 

 I had a couple of false starts with MUNI 
Metro today.  First I went to the wrong platform 
near the CalTrain station.  (There are three 
different light rail stations near the terminal, so it 
is a challenge to sort out which one goes where.)  
Then I got on a train that terminated early and 
dumped me out in a rally boring residential 
neighborhood.  Eventually I did get on the train I 
wanted, though, and I rode to Civic Center 
station. 

 

 I transferred at Civic Center to bus #19.  First we went past the San Francisco City Hall complex.  This stood out, because San 

Francisco has chosen to consolidate the bulk of their homeless population into the plaza in front of city hall.  While the massive camp 

there is rather ugly, it does keep the tents off the sidewalks like I saw in Portland.  The city can also provide better services when those 

who need them are all in one place.  I did see a few homeless people elsewhere in San Francisco, but the vast majority are in the city 

hall plaza. 

 

 Past downtown we mostly headed up Polk Street, which goes through the well-known Nob Hill neighborhood and also Russian 

Hill.  I have to say that most of San Francisco looks the same to me.  It’s pastel-painted rowhouses that have been subdivided into way 

overpriced apartments, with trendy cafes and stores selling work-out gear scattered here and there.  A studio apartment here can rent for 

$3,000, and buying a full rowhouse would cost well over a million bucks.  People talk about how beautiful San Francisco is, but honestly 

I think the homes in Chicago’s Lincoln Park (which have a similar design and are nearly as expensive) look nicer.  I’ll take brick over 

painted stucco any day. 

 



 The driver on this bus honked a lot.  He honked at cars that didn’t instantly go when lights turned green.  He honked at pedestrians 

who he thought were taking too long, and he honked at the many double-parked vehicles along the way.  It was really rather amusing, 

especially since I personally wasn’t in any great hurry. 

 

 I got off at Union Street and walked and walked about three blocks further north to Lombard Street.  Lombard is known as “the 

crookedest street in the world”, though several other streets (including one in Burlington, Iowa, near where I grew up) make the same 

claim.  The crooked block of Lombard is actually two blocks east of Polk.  To get there I had to walk up a very steep hill on a section of 

street that’s perfectly straight.  (There’s lots of steep hills in San Francisco.)  The actual curvy street is reserved for cars only, and only 

downhill traffic at that.  Pedestrians can walk on arrow-straight stairs that parallel the street on either side.  The areas between the street 

and the sidewalk stairs are filled with flowers, which does make it lovely to look at.  It’s one of those thing tourists are supposed to see, 

and now I’ve seen it.  I’m glad I did, but I don’t need to ever go back. 

   
“The crookedest street in the world” – Lombard Street – San Francisco, California 

 

 The hill continues past the crooked part of Lombard Street, and it was honestly a challenge to walk down on a sidewalk that had 

no stairs.  I made it to Columbus Street, where I caught a bus that took me down to Washington Street, which is in the heart of Chinatown. 

 

 I walked a block east to Ross Alley, where I found my next destination of the day.  That was the Golden Gate Fortune Cookie 

Company.  There’s some debate as to where fortune cookies were first made, but everyone agrees they’re an American invention.  Both 

Los Angeles and San Francisco claim to be home to the world’s first fortune cookie (which, by the way, were based on a Japanese 

confection, rather than a Chinese one).  Golden Gate says it’s the oldest fortune cookie maker still in operation, and I’m willing to believe 

them. 
 

 Making a fortune cookie is sort of like overcooking a crepe.  They 
spoon liquid onto a hot griddle, cook it on one side, and then briefly cook the 
other side.  Middle-aged Chinese women bend the cookies and insert the 
fortunes while they’re still hot.  They also sell “flats”, just disks of cooked 
batter without any fortune.  Everyone who enters is offered a hot flat to taste 
what they’re like, and when I bought a bag of fortune cookies, I got about a 
dozen flats as a bonus gift.  Those unfilled fortune cookies ended up being 
my breakfast this morning. 
 
 You can personalize the fortunes in your fortune cookies.  
Apparently people do that for things like party favors or marriage proposals.  
I chose not to personalize the ones I bought, because really the fun of a 
fortune cookie is the surprise.  Should my fortunes come true, I’ll be receiving 
wonderful news, I’ll be honored by someone I respect, and I’ll always be 
surrounded by happiness—and of course several other things that make a 
bit less sense. 

 
Golden Gate Fortune Cookie Company 

 

 
Redwood Park 

 From Chinatown I walked to the Transamerica Pyramid.  In addition to being the tallest 
skyscraper in the city, there’s a lovely park next to the pyramid filled with redwood trees.  While 
they’re not the towering centuries old trees found further up the coast, they’re still quite beautiful.  
I must say, though, I couldn’t get the “redwood forest” line from “This Land Is Your Land” out of 
my heard. 
 
 I made a couple of brief stops in downtown San Francisco.  Most of downtown is 
extremely pretentious (full of shops where women buy designer handbags).  My first stop, 
though, was at a 7-Eleven, where I picked up some “Bimbuñuelos”—buñuelos, or sugar-
covered fried dough made by the Mexican bread company Bimbo, which bought out Hostess 
after that company’s bankruptcy).   I also popped into the  Amazon Go  store on Market Street,  



where I just bought some diet ginger ale.  (San Francisco makes three cities where I’ve been to Amazon’s cashier-less stores.)   

 

 I went back to the MUNI Metro subway and settled in for a very long ride.  Past downtown the train surfaced, and I rode past 

various styles of pastel rowhouses in the Mission, Cole Valley, and Sunset neighborhoods.  It struck me that these streets would honestly 

be kind of boring to walk along.  From the sidewalk what you’d mostly see are garage doors and security gates.  There’s nothing at street 

level to catch the eye at all, and there’s no yards or gardens anywhere. 

 

 Across the aisle on this train was a college-age girl I suspect was homeless.  She was there before I boarded, and she rode to 

the end of the line.  She muttered to herself and to others on the train—sometimes about specific things and other times about nothing in 

particular.  I doubt she had paid any fare, though on MUNI there appears to be little risk of getting caught riding for free.  Except when I 

boarded in the downtown subway (where there are attended turnstiles), no one on a bus or a train ever asked to see my day pass. 

 

 At each stop a recorded male voice announces the name of the train (in this case “N – Judah to Ocean Beach”).  A recorded 

female voice then sternly announces “Masks are required to board,” with a stern emphasis on “required”.  The girl across from me was 

unmasked.  I gather from her muttering that she had lost or broken her mask, and she obviously felt very self-conscious every time the 

voice reminded her she was breaking the rules.   

 
MUNI Metro N train 

turning around at Judah & La Playa 

 

 Since this was an “Ocean Beach” train, it makes sense that my 
ultimate destination was the Pacific Coast.  The final stop for the train is at 
Judah and La Playa, which brought back memories of the very first dialogue 
we memorized in Spanish I back in high school, with the line “¿Dónde está 
la playa?”  I wish I knew then that “la playa” was at the end of a light rail line 
in San Francisco. 
 

 There’s a huge sand dune that divides the end of the city from the 
actual coast.  I made my way up over the dune and down to the actual beach.  
It’s kind of weird to say that within a week’s time I was at the Atlantic coast in 
New York, the Caribbean coast (which, of course, really is also the Atlantic) 
in Puerto Rico, and the Pacific coast in California.  I never think of San 
Francisco as a beach town, and with the temperature in the lower 60s this 
morning, it wasn’t really beach weather.  Ocean Beach is quite pretty, though, 
and I’m glad I made the trip out there. 
 
 Between the end  of the  streetcar line  and  the big sand dune that 

blocks the beach is the Great Highway, a road that I read about today in the San Fancisco Examiner (a paper whose print version is free, 

by the way).  The Great Highway was built in 1929 to be a four-lane express street providing a fast route from the Golden Gate Bridge to 

the western part of the city.  During the COVID pandemic the city opted to close the Great Highway to cars.  Instead what were the 

northbound lanes became a two-way bike path and the former southbound lanes became a walking trail.  The road was still closed today, 

and I must say it was much easier getting to the beach with just bikes in the way, rather than fast-moving traffic.  Right now the Great 

Highway is scheduled to reopen to motor traffic in September, and there’s a big debate about whether that should happen or not.  It would 

be interesting to see how that plays out. 

 

 
ABOVE:  Ocean Beach – San Francisco, California 

BELOW:  Typical homes in Sunset district 

 

 I only spent a few minutes at the beach and then caught the next 
train back east.  Unsurprisingly, the same unmasked girl who had ridden out 
to Judah and La Playa was there on the way back as well.  I purposely chose 
a seat a bit further away from her for this trip, though. 
 
 Most of this trip was uneventful.  However, as we approached the 
middle of the route, the driver (very obviously a Chinese man) made an 
announcement that I couldn’t understand at all.  When we got to 19th Street 
he made a somewhat more intelligible announcement, saying that the train 
could not proceed, and we would have to wait at the stop for a shuttle bus.  
Just a couple minutes later, everyone re-boarded the same train, and we 
proceeded on our way. 
 
 I had the MUNI phone app to buy my day pass, so I went there to 
see if there was any indication of what was up.  They have a link to their 
Twitter feed, and apparently there was a medical emergency on the train 
ahead of us.  They had blocked trains in both directions until that issue was 
clear.  Once it was, they resumed normal operations.  Perhaps the train 
ahead needed some of the passengers on my train.  Across from me this 
time were two medical students in scrubs who got off at a major hospital we 
passed along the way. 
 
 There are announcements being played almost constantly on MUNI 
trains and buses.  In addition to the stations and the mask requirements, on 
the train  they  were forever  making announcements that said  “the steps on  



the right are now moving up” or “the steps on the right are now moving down”.  Some of the light rail stations have high platforms, level 

with the aisle of the train, while others are basically just glorified bus stops here you board from street level.  They need to raise the stairs 

for the first kind of stop and lower them for the second.  I suppose if anyone were standing by the stairs, that would matter, but it did get 

a bit old to keep hearing it over and over again. 

 

 I rode the N-train back to Van Ness station, the place I’d gone for the Van Gogh exhibit last night.  There I caught another train 

(one that just shuttles between all the underground stations in the network), which I rode to West Portal station.  This is named because 

it’s literally at the west portal of the subway tunnel, where various lines (basically everything except the N-train) surface and branch out 

in different directions.  I exited the station at West Portal to have lunch. 

 

 My choice for lunch was a place I’d read about called Lemonade.  This is a Los Angeles-based chain that specializes in a 

combination of healthy and comfort foods.  I ended up choosing one item from each of those categories.  I had a classic grilled cheese 

sandwich (with about double the cheese you’d probably use at home—it really was ooey gooey delicious) and a bowl of chicken with 

green chili sauce (quite spicy, but also excellent).  I couldn’t go to a place called Lemonade without sampling their signature product, so 

I also had a cup of lavender and elderberry flavored lemonade.  While the flavor was very mild, it too was good. 

 

 I rode the train back to Church Street station.  I hadn’t realized it, but this station is in the heart of the Castro, San Francisco’s 

biggest gay neighborhood.  I waited for a bus there while watching some of the most stereotypical LGBTQ people you could imagine. 

 

 The bus I caught headed up Fillmore Street.  It struck me here and on most of the trains and buses I rode that San Francisco is 

full of four-way stops.  There are very few traffic lights in the city, but there’s a four-way stop where any two important streets cross.  

That’s true even at the top or bottom of steep hills.  Repair places must do a good business on brakes here. 

 
 I rode up to the Marina District, where my main 
goal was to catch a glimpse of the Golden Gate Bridge.  
I’ve seen it before, but it is that one thing that everyone 
associates with the city.  I walked around the neighborhood 
a bit.  It’s a strange mix of old and new pastel stucco 
rowhouses.  The mix is there because this was the area 
most badly damaged by the 1989 earthquake.  It’s weird to 
think that was more than thirty years ago. 
 

 I caught one more bus (#30) and rode along the 
north side of the city, past Fisherman’s Wharf, and back 
down through downtown.  I ended up right by the CalTrain 
station.  I had to wait about twenty minutes for a 
southbound train, but that took me back to Milbrae and 
gave me a bit of time to relax in the afternoon. 
 

 I have to say this evening didn’t exactly go as 
planned.   I  had a ticket to  go to  a  Giants  game  tonight. 

 
Trilingual “no smoking” signs 

Marina District – San Francisco, California 

However, I ended up just watching the end of the game on TV.  There’s an interesting story as to why that is. 

 

 I left the hotel and caught the 5:36 train (run #271) into the city.  As I expected on a game night, this was a very busy train.  Many 

people were drinking on board (which is allowed on CalTrain), and pretty much everyone was loud.  It intrigued me that two young men 

sitting behind me worked for the Union Pacific Railroad.  They kept commenting on the various signals at the side of the tracks and other 

things I rarely notice when I’m on a train. 

 

 Things went fine with our first stop at San Bruno, and there was nothing unique from the passengers’ perspective when we 

stopped at Bayshore, which is in an industrial area at the south end of the city.  There should have been a quick stop there and then a 

ten-minute run to downtown.  However we had been parked by the Bayshore platform for about five minutes when the conductor vaguely 

said that we were pausing briefly because of an issue with the engine, but we should be moving shortly.  “We’ll definitely get you to the 

game on time,” he said. 

 

 That five-minute delay kept growing and growing.  Meanwhile the air conditioning was off throughout the train, and while the 

temperature actually wasn’t that hot, the bright sun was beaming in the train windows and heating up the crowded cars. 

 

 After we’d been waiting at Bayshore for fifteen minutes, the conductor made the same announcement.  He also added that there 

were three toilets on the train and suggested people might want to take advantage of them.  At this point people were getting more and 

more restless.  Some began calling Uber or Lyft to get rides to the game.  I debated about walking to a MUNI station that was about half 

a mile from Bayshore and taking the light rail from there. 

 

 After we’d been waiting about twenty-five minutes, the conductor came on again basically saying we’d be moving as soon as 

we could.  He forgot to turn off his microphone while he was communicating with the engineer, using language that really shouldn’t have 

been heard throughout the train. 

 



 
People waiting to board the “rescue” train 

Bayshore Station – San Francisco 

 We’d been waiting thirty-five minutes when the 
next northbound train caught up to us.  At that point the 
conductor announced that passengers could transfer 
without additional cost to the other train.  Normally that 
train doesn’t stop at Bayshore, and in fact it was on a 
bypass track that did not allow access to any platform.  
There’s one small passageway between the tracks which 
normally is blocked off by a locked gate.  The train stopped 
so that the door of its first car was in line with that 
passageway, and the conductor unlocked the gate so 
everybody could board the new train.  Apparently there 
were 250 passengers on our train, and the second train 
was also quite full.  I was glad to be near the start of the 
line to board the new train, since it seemed to take forever 
for the rest of the passengers to squeeze on board. 
 
 I ended up standing in the aisle of a car that 
primarily is used to store bicycles.  I stood there for about 
half an hour as everyone boarded and we then continued 
our way downtown.  The aisle got rather crowded, and at 
one point a woman complained loudly that people were 
pushing her.  They probably were, but there wasn’t much 
that could be done about that.   

 

We arrived after the Giants game had already started.  Most of the fans flocked over toward the stadium anyway.  I really was 

just going there to have something to do, and I wasn’t all that eager to join the crowd.  I’d dealt with more than enough crowding on the 

train.  The ticket had been cheap, so there wasn’t much loss in wasting it. 

  
LEFT:  Selfie in a Giants cap with the Bay Bridge in the background 

RIGHT:  Sign at a bar on the Embarcadero 

BELOW:  SFPD ad on a MUNI Metro car with man in a turban as a future cop 

 

 
I ended up taking a MUNI train up to the Embarcadero 

(the touristy waterfront area in San Francisco), where I walked 
around a while.  While I suspected as much already, I confirmed 
there that San Francisco is definitely not a place that’s open late.  
Pretty much everything on the waterfront had closed at five, 
leaving mostly beggars.  Downtown had also rolled up the 
sidewalks. 
 

 When I went back to a station I found MUNI mixes up 
their welcome back announcements.  Instead of Nancy Pelosi, 
tonight we had Hunter Pence, a right fielder for the Giants.  That’s 
probably appropriate on a game night. 
 
 I caught a train back to 4th & King.  The most interesting 
characters  on that  ride  were two  boys  who  looked  to  be  high  

school age.  It was pretty clear neither was old enough to drink legally.  One had a bottle of clear rum with him, and he proceeded to 

pour the rum into two water bottles.  I saw the pair get out and join the crowd outside the ballpark, and I suspect they partied hearty. 

 



 I turned the opposite direction at the final stop and headed over to the CalTrain station.  Unfortunately I just barely missed the 

7:44 southbound departure.  They were literally locking the door to the platform as I entered the station.  There was about half an hour 

until the next train, so I figured I’d find something to eat.  That was easier said than done.  There is a Subway in the station, but it was 

closed, and there were nothing but expensive restaurants in the neighborhood.  I saw a Safeway store, but they apparently close at 6pm.  

I’ve never known a supermarket to close so early.  My dinner ended up coming from Walgreen’s.  I had a ham and cheese croissant from 

the refrigerator section and a bag of chips. 

 

 The Giants—Diamondbacks game, by the way, was actually a pretty good game.  I really don’t care about either team much, so 

the outcome wasn’t particularly important to me.  It appeared to be a very close game, though, and a big crowd stayed until the final 

inning.  The Giants ended up winning 8 – 7, and had I gone to the game and stayed to the end, it would have been after midnight when 

my train finally got back to Milbrae. 

 

Wednesday, August 11 
 Milbrae, California to Bloomington, Minnesota 
 

 Instead I was fast asleep before midnight, and I woke up around six—again before the alarm went off.  I was a bit concerned 

watching the weather on the morning news, as there were thunderstorms in southern California today.  It would turn out, though, that 

California would not be the problem. 

 

 I walked over to a little shopping center that was visible from the hotel, but rather a chore to get to in realty.  It’s a fair hike via a 

long overpass above the railroad yard—not hard walking, but surprisingly long and dull.  I had breakfast at a Panera there. 

 

 While I was at Panera I got a text from our school technology director saying I needed to change my password.  That’s a little 

bit awkward, especially while on vacation.  The school password is also the password for my Google account (for some strange reason 

they can’t divide the two), which in turn means it’s the password for nearly everything on my Android phone.  I managed to get the changes 

done while I was having breakfast, but it is a bit odd to deal with that while on vacation. 

 

 I don’t think I’ve mentioned it before, but a convenience store at that shopping center reminded me of the price of gas in California.  

Every price for every grade begins with a “4”.  The cheapest I saw was $4.19, which was in the city of San Francisco itself.  The AM/PM 

store at the shopping store was charging $4.25 for regular, and in Los Angeles I saw prices as high as $4.88.  (Of course all  of those 

have nine-tenths more at the end.)  Prices can vary a lot in a single area.  At Venice Beach, for instance, I saw as low as $4.35 and as 

high as $4.85, within just a few blocks of each other.  Why someone would opt to pay 50¢ more per gallon, I have no clue. 

 

 I went back to the Dylan and checked out.  Then I went to the bus stop just outside the hotel.  Since I could plan around the 

schedule, I had a short wait until the airport bus (which instead of a number they call “Bus SFO”) stopped.  I had bought a fare on my 

phone ($2.25, about a third the price of BART), so I just flashed the screen at the driver, and he waved me aboard.  Except for the driver 

and me, the bus was entirely empty, so most likely my ride was heavily subsidized.  I’m certainly glad the service is available, though. 

 

 I actually pulled the cord later than I should have.  I knew I wanted terminal 1, but the first airport stop appeared to be for the 

international terminal.  I didn’t realize until too late that those two terminals are connected, and there’s a single stop for both.  I got off at 

terminal 2 (the one Alaska used) and took the AirTrain back to where I needed to be. 

 

 I got a printed boarding pass from a machine.  I could have used my phone to board every flight I took on this trip, but I like 

having the security of a paper pass.  I also like keeping it afterwards as a souvenir.  Pass in hand, I made my way to security. 

 

 When I arrived there was a huge tape maze to get through, but only about a dozen people in line in front of me for the ID check.  

The line for the actual screening was also short, but it crept along at a snail’s pace.  There seemed to be a lot of people who were either 

first-time flyers or who hadn’t flown recently, and they held up the line as they had to re-assemble things to meet the rules.  Almost 

everyone seemed to set off the scanner, and the resulting pat-downs caused additional delays.  Once again the scanner didn’t like my 

stomach, and this time it sensed that there was also something problematic with my left thigh.  The guard found exactly nothing in either 

place, of course, and he sent me on my way. 

 

 Apparently they have museum displays in all the terminals at SFO.  Terminal 1 is named the Harvey Milk Terminal, and they 

have a large display on Milk, who was the first openly gay mayor of an American city.  That stood out, because one of the books I’d read 

on my Kindle earlier in this trip was the autobiography of writer Dustin Lance Black, who won an Academy Award for his screenplay of 

Milk’s life.  They also had a large display of old stewardess uniforms that reminded me of one of the displays at the TWA Hotel. 

 

 Beyond the museum area I found what amounts to a nearly unused public lounge.  It has seating similar to what’s at the gates, 

but there are no flights leaving anywhere nearby.  Indeed, it’s located in a position that would be almost impossible for a plane to maneuver 

to.  The area was wonderfully quiet, and it made a nice place to spend an hour or so. 



 I wandered the B-concourse and then went over 
and also walked up and down the A-concourse, which is 
used primarily for international flights.  There was almost 
no one in the international section, which makes sense, 
since international flights (apparently trans-Pacific as well 
as trans-Atlantic) tend to leave in the evening.  I did end up 
buying lunch at one of the few places that was open on the 
international concourse.  I chose the Boudin Bakery Café, 
a restaurant that specializes in sourdough products and is 
best known for their location on Fisherman’s Wharf.  I had 
a sesame ginger salad made of assorted greens, cubed 
red peppers, slices of cucumber, and orange chunks, plus 
a delicious dressing that wasn’t as sweet as Asian 
dressings often are.  It came with a small slice of 
sourdough bread, together with six pats of butter.  I have 
no clue how anyone would eat so much butter with one 
slice of bread. 
 
 SFO really is a nice airport.  I love the wide 
concourses and adequate seating at the gates.  There’s 
also a wide selection of shops and restaurants, which 
makes it an interesting place to spend some time.  The 
furniture is comfortable, and there are plenty of electric  

 
Gate B-13 at San Francisco International Airport 

(Note the pillars with boarding numbers for Southwest.) 

outlets for people who need to charge electronics.  Finally, there’s those museum displays, which are one of the best features of the 

airport.  There was another one near the gate where my first flight of the day left.  It was about changes in beauty products over the years.  

Beside it they had leaflets describing a number of gates I didn’t see, with topics including Latin art, California music, and surfing. 

 

 Because I’d again paid for “early bird” boarding, I had a very good boarding position (A-17).  Even so, the Southwest boarding 

process was still long and annoying.  There were exactly three handicapped passengers who needed assistance, but the pre-boarding 

process took a full fifteen minutes.  Then they called the “A” group to board, and it was a stampede to the jetway. 

 

 I did get a decent seat (22-A, in the third row from the back).  The flight was not nearly as busy as the ones on Sunday, so there 

were quite a lot of unoccupied seats.  Indeed, much of the back of the plane was empty, including both of the other seats in my row. 

 

 We left the gate essentially on time, maybe even a couple minutes early.  We had a very short taxi, and we only needed to wait 

for one plane to depart before us.  We took off to the northeast over the bay, made a tight circle, and then flew straight south over the 

peninsula that separates San Francisco from the rest of California.  That peninsula is surprisingly mountainous, which I hadn’t realized 

before. 

 

 We cut inland and mostly flew over the coast range, so out my window I had views of the California’s Central Valley.  They grow 

almost every conceivable vegetable here, and while it’s all irrigated, it’s pretty intense farming.  Except for the mountains in the foreground, 

it actually looked a lot like Iowa from the sky. 

 
The coastal mountains north of Los Angeles 

 
 The only reasonable itinerary Southwest offered 
to get from Minneapolis had me first fly to Burbank.  The 
flight from SFO to BUR is even shorter than the one from 
LAX, with about 45 minutes of flying time.  Besides the 
farmland we passed over some incredibly dry mountains.  
Then heavy clouds formed shortly before we arrived in 
metro L.A.  They’d had thunderstorms in Los Angeles 
earlier today, and we had some rather serious turbulence 
toward the end of the flight.  We did make it safely, though, 
and we actually arrived at Bob Hope Airport in Burbank a 
bit ahead of schedule. 
 
 I happened to check the Southwest app on my 
phone during the flight to Burbank (just about the only thing 
you  can do for  free with Southwest’s wi-fi),  and I noticed  

that it listed the departure time for my last flight of the day as 8:30pm, when the scheduled time was 7:00.  The app actually said the flight 

was “on time”, which made me wonder what was up. 

 

 There are no jetways in Burbank.  Interestingly they attached stairs to both the front and back doors of the plane, so people who 

needed to get off there could leave by either door.  I was continuing on the same plane to Phoenix, so I just stayed aboard.  There was 

about 45 minutes until we took off again.  I did some more reading and also used the restroom. 

 

 Eventually the new passengers boarded, and the flight was a bit fuller than it had been earlier.  Most of the middle seats were 

still empty, but I think all the aisles and windows were full.  A heavily tattooed old man sat on the aisle in my row.  He wore a tank top, 



gym shorts, and “too cool” black sunglasses.  It annoyed me that he mostly wore his face mask so his nose was exposed, and often his 

mouth as well.  He also spent much of the flight coughing, which is certainly not what I wanted next to me during the pandemic. 

 
The tarmac at Bob Hope Airport, 

with mountains in the background 
Burbank, California 

 
 Burbank is not a large airport, and there was literally no other plane 
on the taxiway when we left the gate.  We still waited quite a long time to take 
off, though.  I assume take-offs and landings at all the L.A. area airports are 
coordinated.  They certainly wouldn’t want us crashing into a plane that had 
just left LAX. 
 
 We took off towards the southwest (toward downtown L.A.) and then 
circled around over the San Fernando Valley so we ended up flying east.  It 
was cloudy through much of this flight.  (In addition to the storms earlier in 
L.A., they’d had flooding in Arizona).  When there were breaks in the clouds 
there wasn’t a lot to look at, though I was surprised that there’s a surprising 
amount of agriculture right around the Phoenix area. 
 
 We arrived way south of central Phoenix and flew well east of the 
city.  Then we made a very tight circle to head back west onto the runway.  
We got here pretty much right on schedule at 4pm. 

 

 Unfortunately my layover would be quite a lot longer than was originally scheduled.  I got a text from Southwest that confirmed 

what the app had said.  There was no reason given for the delay, and the text ended with “thank-you for your patience”.  The schedule 

TVs at the airport had even worse news.  My departure was now after 9pm, with an estimated arrival at MSP after two in the morning.  

There wasn’t a lot I could do about it, so I had to wait. 

 

 While SFO had been my favorite airport on the trip, PHX was easily my least favorite.  That was particularly true of the  Southwest 

area (the C and D gates).  It was crowded, noisy, and chaotic.  There was far too little seating, and the most of the restaurants and shops 

were still closed from the pandemic. 

 

 I wandered literally every concourse of Terminal 1 at PHX.  I found a reasonably quiet gate in the American Airlines section (the 

B-concourse) where I wrote on this travelogue.  There was an electrical outlet nearby, but unfortunately it didn’t actually supply any power, 

so I couldn’t charge the computer while I typed.  That limited how long I could sit there. 

 

 Eventually I had a bit of dinner.  One good thing about this airport was that many of the options that are open are national chains 

with prices just slightly higher than they are elsewhere.  I got some chili from Wendy’s and some chicken and wild rice soup from Panera.  

Why I opted for soup when it’s 95 degrees out, I don’t know.  At least it was comfortably air conditioned inside. 

 

 The departure got pushed back again and again on the TVs, finally settling on a 9:36 departure time—more than two and a half 

hours after we were supposed to leave.  (That time would actually prove optimistic.)  The credit I got from Alaska last summer was for a 

delay less than that, and they also gave out meal vouchers.  Southwest, however, didn’t give so much as an apology or explanation. 

 

Putting together what I could from the arrivals screens, it appeared our plane originated in Baltimore and stopped at Chicago 

Midway on the way to Phoenix.  (At any rate, flight 103 from both of those places was due to arrive at Gate D-5 about 45 minutes before 

our delayed departure.)  The issues probably started in Baltimore, where there where (according to the weather page in The Arizona 

Republic) there were thunderstorms today.  Phoenix is obviously a major hub for Southwest, and you’d think they could shuffle around a 

different plane, but they didn’t. 

 

 I got an e-mail from the hotel I’m staying at in Bloomington letting me know my room was ready.  I could only hope it would still 

be ready at 2:30 in the morning. 

 

 I did eventually find a reasonably calm place to hang out that happened to have an electrical outlet.  The outlet was actually 

intended to be used by a shoe shine stand, but that was closed due to COVID.  They had a couple of regular chairs next to the shoe 

shine joint, and that made a perfect place to kill a couple of hours.  It was right next to a moving walkway that connected different 

concourses, so it was away from the congestion of the gates, but also made a nice place for people watching. 

 

 The incoming flight landed about 9:05, and they did try to push people off that plane as quickly as possible.  They began pre-

boarding our flight around 9:20. There were more issues there, though.  There was one very harried woman working the gate, and she 

had to push the people in wheelchairs down the jetway one at a time.  She also had a problem with scanning the boarding passes.  The 

technology they use at the Southwest gates reminded me of those scanner pens they used to have at J.C. Penney, where they had to 

scan everything three or four times before it registered.  Jet Blue, Delta, and Alaska all had much more modern scanner systems than 

Southwest. 

 

 While I was waiting for the gate attendant to get done with pre-boarding I nearly went deaf with a bunch of obnoxious kids.  Three 

families of children (I believe eight kids all together) were screaming at each other as they ran all over the gate area.  They were tired 



and bored, and they’d probably had far too much sugary food.  The real problem, though, is that their parents were doing nothing to calm 

them down.   

 

It was 9:28 when she finally began boarding the “A” group, and 9:32 when she finally scanned my boarding pass.  This was a 

slightly larger plane—still a 727, but a longer version.  I was still three rows from the back, but this time in 25-A. 

 

This ended up being a very crowded flight.  Apparently there was exactly one unoccupied seat on the entire plane.  Two college 

kids, a girl and a boy travelling separately, occupied seats B and C in my row.  They basically scrolled through their phones the entire 

flight. 

 

Fortunately the kids calmed down once they boarded.  There was one crying baby, but that’s to be expected.  While almost no 

one slept on this flight, pretty much everyone was comatose. 

 

Our cabin crew was based in Baltimore, and they were obviously very tired.  I looked up the issues the incoming flight had once 

I got home.  I found that it did indeed leave Baltimore late.  It then made a scheduled stop in Nashville (which might also have been 

included on the arrivals board in Phoenix, but I didn’t notice it).  There were weather issues in Nashville as well, and on its way to Chicago 

the plane was diverted to St. Louis to pick up a different flight crew.  (Apparently the pilots had gone over their allowable hours at that 

point.)  From St. Louis it went back to Midway, then onto Phoenix.  Finally they were heading to Minneapolis.  The flight attendants are 

allowed to work a longer shift than the pilots, and they’d obviously had a very, very long day. 

 

 I really wish Southwest had just told us this while we were waiting in Phoenix.  I get that delays sometimes happen, but their 

“that’s the way it is” attitude was definitely not the way to deal with a bad situation.  I get the feeling all the Southwest staff are badly 

overworked, though, so it’s probably hard for them to have much empathy. 

 

 The head flight attendant announced boarding was completed at 9:50 (six minutes after even the delayed departure estimate).  

Unlike on my earlier flights, people actually took their seats pretty quickly.  We didn’t take off at 9:50, though.  With no explanation we 

just sat there at the gate.  They finally closed the cabin door at 10:00, and we pushed back at 10:06. 

 

 The captain announced that this would be a “short taxi”, and it was one of the shortest I’ve had at a major airport.  We were in 

the air at 10:08pm—three hours and eight minutes after we were supposed to leave. 

 

 They had dimmed the lights for take-off, and it was kind of fun to look down at the lights of the endless Phoenix suburbs as we 

left.  While it is enormous, unlike a lot of cities, the suburbs abruptly end in Phoenix.  Northeast of there it was absolutely dark. 

 

 The lights came on brightly at about 10:30, because—regardless of how late this flight might be—we had to have the snack and 

drink service.  While they were passing out snack mix, the time jumped forward to a quarter to midnight as we crossed into the Four 

Corners area of northwest New Mexico. 

 

 I just had water for my drink this time.  The only other low-carb options were Diet Coke and coffee, and I really didn’t want 

caffeine.  I did down another bag of snack mix, though I must say the exact same snack got old the fifth time around. 

 

 There was a bit of turbulence above southwest Colorado, and then we were above the clouds for the next hour or so.  It was 

clear again around 2am Central Time.  It was fun to look down at the farm lights and all the little towns in Nebraska, South Dakota, and 

southwest Minnesota.  I thought of my friend and long-time co-worker Mary McCall.  Mary has retired to Madelia, Minnesota, and we 

almost certainly flew right over her around 2:30 in the morning. 

 

 

 Our flight was scheduled to get into Minneapolis shortly before 
midnight.  We actually landed at 2:48am.  I’m not sure I realized that MSP is 
open around the clock.  It was quiet, but there were TSA officers on duty.  
There were also a dozen or so people sleeping at the gates, waiting for flights 
that would leave in the four and five o’clock hours. 
 
 I raced out to the parking ramp as quickly as I could.  When I started 
up my car, the clock said 3:07.  The first thing I did was take off my face 
mask.  It had been on ever since I’d left the hotel in the morning, and that’s a 
long time to be breathing through a mask. 
 

I could tell how tired I was when I went to the hotel.  My reservation  
was at the SpringHill Suites, but I accidentally parked and went into the Hampton Inn next door.  I knew something was wrong when I 

saw a Hilton logo on the carpet at the entry, since SpringHill is a Marriott chain. 

 

 I made my way next door, but no one appeared to be at the desk.  I said “hello” rather loudly a couple of times, and eventually 

a college kid appeared from another room.  It surprised me a bit that he wasn’t wearing a face mask, nor was there anything at the hotel 

indicating guests should be masked in public places.  In New York, Puerto Rico, and California, pretty much everyone wears masks 



indoors at all times.  It’s just assumed.  The majority of people in San Juan and San Francisco wore masks outdoors, too.  (The number 

was less in New York, and quite a bit lower in L.A.)  Obviously that’s different in Minnesota. 

 

Unsurprisingly, I was the last reservation to check in for the night.  The clerk gave me a key and a bottle of water, and I made 

my way upstairs.  It was about 3:30am when I finally got to bed. 

 

Thursday, August 12 
Bloomington, Minnesota to Algona, Iowa 
 

 The SpringHill Suites was probably the nicest hotel I stayed at on this trip, even though it was also the cheapest.  (Minneapolis 

is a surprisingly inexpensive city for hotels.)  I had a true suite, with a separate sitting room and two TVs—neither of which I turned on.  

This was also the first hotel I had on the trip that had a combination shower and tub, and it had a good shower curtain so I didn’t have to 

worry about spraying all over the floor.  The room cost $89 a night, and since I checked out around 9:15, that means I basically paid $15 

an hour for the room.  Since I definitely wouldn’t have wanted to drive home last night, it was worth it. 

 

 The hotel only served a grab and go boxed breakfast, and it was pretty disgusting.  The best part was a bagel.  Besides that 

there was a pre-packaged boiled egg and an orange.  I filled up two cups of coffee and started on my way. 

 

 I followed I-35E southward through Eagan, Apple Valley, and Burnsville.  Then I merged onto I-35.  Right by Lakeville (basically 

the southern extent of the Twin Cities) some trucks had obviously lost multiple tires.  There was tire trash all over the road for a mile or 

more.  I was grateful I didn’t puncture my own tire trying to avoid the metal reinforcements of those truck tires. 

 

 Besides the tires, the trip southward was uneventful.  I went through the drive-through of a Hardees in Faribault, where I picked 

up a biscuit that was much more tasty than anything the hotel had for breakfast.  My only other stop was at Casey’s on the strip in Clear 

Lake.  With 60¢ in Hy-Vee points, I managed to fill for $2.299 a gallon.   

 

 I got home right as the noon news was starting on KLGA.  While the end was certainly tiring, this was a very nice trip. 

 

F.A.Q. 
 

 While “frequently” asked doesn’t really describe them, I’m going to try to re-work some of the questions I’ve included in other 

travelogues. 

 

Of the places you went, which did you like best? 
 It wasn’t really a primary destination, but I’m going to say Los Angeles.  L.A.’s a fun city to visit, and it’s also an easy place to be 

a tourist.  I particularly enjoyed seeing the Venice canals, something I’d heard about and always kind of wanted to see. 

 

 San Francisco and especially San Juan are much more difficult to visit than Los Angeles.  You’ve read about all the bus issues 

I had in San Juan, and that was after I’d done a lot of advanced planning.  There are other issues there, too—like the fact that the 

pedestrian crossing buttons almost never work and the sidewalks are always uneven.  (Those, by the way, are two more things the place 

has in common with New Orleans.)  San Francisco is also kind of a chore to visit.  Transit there is slow and expensive, and it’s one of the 

priciest places on earth. 

 

 Of the primary destinations, I’d definitely give the nod to San Juan.  Mostly, though, that’s just because it’s so different than the 

other places I went on this trip.  Puerto Rico is also a place I’m unlikely to return to again, but it was definitely nice to see it once. 

 

 … And, since San Juan was really the main destination for this trip (San Francisco was basically added on to use up that airline 

credit), I’ll focus the rest of the questions around Puerto Rico. 

 

What was Puerto Rico like? 
 That’s hard to answer.  The lifestyle is a weird combination between very American and modern and a bit third world and 

backwards.  The landscape is green and there are beautiful flowers everywhere.  You’re never far from a beach, and it’s also surprisingly 

mountainous, even right around San Juan. 

 

 While it bills itself as a tropical paradise and indeed some places fit the part, an awful lot of Puerto Rico just looks tacky.  There’s 

cheap cement block construction all over the place, tons of trash, and lots of graffiti.  Many things seem to be in disrepair, and I don’t 

think there’s any plan (or any money) to fix most of them soon.  

 



What are the Puerto Rican people like? 
 Each time I write a question like this in a travelogue, it just seems like an invitation to all-out stereotyping—but here goes.  

Probably the most noteworthy thing about Puerto Rico is how multi-racial it is.  On the U.S. mainland, when we think of someone as 

“Hispanic” or “Latino”, we picture a Mestizo person from Mexico.  There are some mestizos (mixed European and Indian) in Puerto Rico, 

but there’s a lot more that are somewhere on the spectrum between pure European and pure African.  Pretty much everyone has naturally 

black hair, though many people of both sexes have bleached or colored theirs.  There seems to be less of a sense of race (that is 

black/white race) on the island.  What people see their race as is Puerto Rican. 

 

Puerto Ricans came across as happy and gregarious, which is typical of almost everyone in the Spanish-speaking world.  They 

also tend to be loud, though not so loud as people from Spain.  They like playing salsa music on their car radios or singing along as they 

listen through headphones on the bus or train. 

 

Is San Juan rich or poor? 
 Overall it’s obviously much poorer than any U.S. state.  However it’s mostly hard-working poor people rather than people who 

beg or live off welfare.  I didn’t see people selling trinkets like I did in Mexico or Peru.  There are, however, a lot of jobs that sort of struck 

me as “make work”.  At the museum I went to, for instance, there were separate people selling tickets and then taking tickets—even 

though those people were just a few feet apart.  At the ferry terminal there was a woman whose only job was to squirt hand sanitizer, 

attendants pump gas at every filling station, and the airport was filled with employees who just seemed to be standing around. 

 

It’s interesting that the few beggars or homeless people I saw in Puerto Rico were English-speaking white men who I’m pretty 

sure had moved there.  I got the feeling lifetime Puerto Ricans are very proud people who would do anything to avoid living on the street. 

 

 There’s also a small but significant number of ultra-rich people in Puerto Rico, and wealthy people from throughout Latin America 

appear to San Juan to shop (and also to party).  There are plenty of places to buy the most expensive brands on the planet, but the vast 

majority of Puerto Ricans don’t buy them. 

 

How was your Spanish? 
 The quick answer is “no bueno”.  Actually I managed to make myself understood fine, and I could read anything I wanted to.  

What I couldn’t do was understand much of anything people said in Spanish.  I’m pretty sure this problem was compounded by COVID 

masks.  I actually understood the TV better than people in stores or on the street.  Fortunately the vast majority of Puerto Ricans speak 

English fine. 

 

Should Puerto Rico become the 51st state? 
 Before having gone there, I would have definitely said yes.  Since my visit, I’m a little more hesitant.  I wonder if Puerto Rico isn’t 

just too different from every current U.S. state.  I’d actually say the District of Columbia is probably a better candidate to become the 51st 

state. 

 

 Puerto Ricans themselves are divided on the issue, and it certainly doesn’t help that it’s really a three-way choice.  Some support 

statehood, some want to be an independent country, and some want to maintain the “commonwealth” or territorial status they currently 

have.  A non-binding referendum was held on the island last year, with just a yes or no vote on statehood.  “Yes” got 52%.  When three 

options (including independence) have been proposed in polls, there has never been a clear majority.  

 

Many Puerto Ricans will admit that there are a lot of advantages to their current status.  They are full U.S. citizens and can move 

freely to the mainland.  (Indeed, more than half of all Puerto Ricans do not live on the island.)  They enjoy most federal benefits, but most 

Puerto Ricans do not pay federal income tax.  (They do pay Social Security withholding and some other taxes, and those who are military 

or other federal employees do have to pay income tax.)  There is also a lot of industry on the island (mostly pharmaceuticals and 

chemicals) that exists because of federal tax breaks.  The main issue with not being a state is that they can’t vote in federal elections and 

they have no representation in Congress.  However, unlike D.C., Puerto Rico is largely self-governing, so it’s not like Congress is making 

decisions for them without their consent. 

 

Probably the worst option for Puerto Rico would be independence.  The island is very dependent on the U.S. economy.  There’s 

almost no local agriculture and few natural resources.  Today they’re one of the wealthiest islands in the Caribbean, but that might not be 

the case if everything had to be paid for locally. 

 

The reality is that for the foreseeable future the status quo will remain—in Puerto Rico and in D.C.  That’s because the 

Republicans in Congress understandably don’t want add what would likely be Democratic Senate seats from either of those places.  

(That’s all but certain in D.C.; politics is a little bit more mixed in Puerto Rico, but—as in all urban areas—Democrats are likely the 

majority.)  Only Congress can admit a state, and for now at least they’re extremely unlikely to admit a primarily Spanish-speaking territory 

that’s poorer than Mississippi and West Virginia. 

 

… So that wraps up my biggest excursion of 2021.  It was really two trips in one, and definitely a once in a lifetime experience. 


