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 Much of this trip was an assortment of 
ñconsolation prizesò 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 
Iôd 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 ï 

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 Iôd 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 didnôt affect that trip much at all, mind you).  I didnôt really want to forfeit that, so I decided 

to do a sort of ñtwo for oneò vacation this summer, with getaways that would take me from the Midwest to the Atlantic to the Pacific.  Iôd 

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

TWA Hotel, where I still had a credit for a nightôs stay.  Iôd visit Puerto Rico and then fly to the West Coast, where Iôd 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.  Iôd 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.  Itôs 

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 Iôve been converting 

old tapes to CD.  (Thatôs still far from the most modern media format, of course, but it works for me.)  Among the stuff Iôd 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 ñcroonerò 

voice, and he sang a combination of traditional hymns and what passed for ñChristian popò in the ó50sðmusic 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 ExpressðMall 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, 

thatôs actually surprisingly interesting to look at. 

 

 This hotel is right next door to a Comfort inn Iôve 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 Iôm certainly not against housing the homeless, 

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

addition to just having traditional guests, itôs also brand new and spotlessly clean.  Itôs definitely among the nicest places Iôve stayed in 

the Twin Cities. 

 

 I spent the late afternoon doing the editing on our recorded church service.  Iôd 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 itôs edited 

so the audio level is good and there arenôt long pauses that donôt make sense out of context.  It took me about an hour to finish putting 

everything together.  Thatôs typical; if anything itôs 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 Iôd 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 ñleisurelyò.  I was in no hurry, though, so it really didnôt matter. 

 

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

Australian names to everything.  The soup was considered a ñpremiumò 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 wasnôt going to complain.  It was 

a tasty meal, and somewhat less expensive than Iôd anticipated. 

 

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

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

of that ñcountryò (which is what the island territory is considered for Olympic purposes) in Tokyo.  CamachoðQuinn was just the second 

person ever to win a gold medal for Puerto Rico, and the first in track and field.  Given that Iôd be traveling to Milagros Camachoôs 

homeland, I was particularly intrigued by the daughterôs win. 

 

Mon day, 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 didnôt 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.  Iôd 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, whereðas on all transportationðthereôs 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 havenôt 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.  Iôd pre-booked parking in the ñvalueò 

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 thatôs what Iôd 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 didnôt 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 theyôd have to go back to the lobby and check in for their flight.  Iôm 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 Iôd 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 ñeven more spaceò seating (a deal that was supposed to also expedite 

security, but obviously didnôt), 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 Blueôs 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 
thereôs not space underneath a seat in front.  This was a relatively small plane 
(an Embraer E-190 with 2 x 2 seating), andðas is typical on small planesð
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.  Iôd 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 didnôt 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  

 
David burrow in Seat 1-A on JetBlue flight 618 

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.  Iôd 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.  

Iôd break a third when I was trying to sip a Diet Pepsi in the middle of the flight.  Obviously these werenôt 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 saltyðsweet 
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.  Iôm writing this Monday night, and on the news they said JFK was 
experiencing serious delays this afternoon.  Iôm 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 ñofficialò check-in time) I wasnôt sure if Iôd 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 ï JFK Airport 

 
 If anyone happens to have a layover at JFK, Iôd 
strongly suggest you take the AirTrain over to Terminal 5 
and visit the public areas at the TWA Hotel.  The landmark 
building from the ó60s 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 ó60s 
setting for the same prices youôd 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 Unitedôs 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. 

 

 Iôd 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 ñtubaò.)  I changed planes there both directions, though I donôt think I 

ever went into the main lobby area.  Iôd 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 ñsplit-flapò letters to display all the destinations.  (Paul 

and I saw a similar board when we went to Russia, and thereôs also one at the Amtrak station in Providence.)  Theyôve restored that 

board, and while it doesnôt 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 ï New York 
ABOVE LEFT:  The Sunken Lounge with 1960s furnishings 

ABOVE RIGHT:  Howard Hughesô office 
RIGHT:  The ñConnieò, a ó60s prop-jet that is now a bar 

 
 I made the rounds of the various displays (Howard Hughesô 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 ñmid-century 
modernò style, the place is honestly not worth the price they charge.  Iôd 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.   Itôs kind  of cool  to look  right  out over  the   



runway, but Iôve 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 ó60s together with 21st Century amenities.  The chairs have the 
ñtulipò design, thereôs 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, itôs one of the quietest 
hotels Iôve ever stayed inðeven though itôs literally at the airport. 

 
 After settling in my room, I went out to explore.  Iôve 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 Hortonôs 
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 Joelôs line 
ñI walk through Bedford Stuy aloneò kept going through my head.  At 
the time Billy Joel first sang ñYou May Be Rightò, Bedford-
Stuyvesant was considered a very rough area, the Big Appleôs 
biggest ñhoodò.  While it hasnôt really gentrified, it is much more 
multi-ethnic than it was ñback in the dayò.  No oneôs going to call it a 
nice neighborhood, but itôs 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.  Thereôs also lots of South Asian and Middle 
Eastern people, and a fair number of Latinos.  The area looks like 
much of New Yorkðdumpy 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 Yorkôs ñselect 

bus serviceò, this is supposed to be an express route.  On Nostrand Avenue itôs anything but express, though.  While it does skip a bunch 

of stops the local bus makes, itôs 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 Iôve 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 didnôt 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 isnôt 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.  Itôs 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.  Itôs traditionally an East European Jewish area, the place 

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

of fairly wealthy East Asian people and also working class blacks and Latinos.  Thereôs 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 

isnôt 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 (whichðoddlyðis 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 ónô Roaster that is quite famous locally.  Theyôre a fast food place thatôs 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 doneðwhich is my preference and also that of the people in the neighborhood who keep kosher.  Something 

the kosher-keepers wouldnôt 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.  Iôd forgotten that New York is one of the places where tea is served heavily 

sweetened by default.  Even if I werenôt diabetic, I wouldnôt have wanted to drink the tea I got. 

 
Sheepshead Bay ï Brooklyn, New York 

 

 I walked west along Emmons to the Sheepshead Bay piers.  Thereôs 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 itôs a very gentle harbor.  I really enjoyed walking along the area. 

 

 I next stopped at the Macyôs outlet center, which they call Backstage Macyôs.  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 ï 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 ñBò) 
north to Prospect Park, where I transferred to the ñSò 
Franklin Avenue shuttle.  That took me up to Franklin and 
Fulton, where I caught the ñCò 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 ñAò train.  I rode that back to Howard 
BeachðJFK station, where I caught the AirTrain back to 
Terminal 5 and my hotel.  While thatôs a lot of transfers, itôs 
pretty straightforward if you look at a subway map.  It was 
also a lot faster than the ñexpressò 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 thatôs 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 couldnôt 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 hadnôt 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.  Thatôs definitely a 

modern design element, rather than something from the ó60s.  Iôve 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.  Iôve also seen designers on HGTV who think theyôre awesome.  

I have no clue why they think itôs 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 theyôve 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 Iôd 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 wasnôt working properly.  I followed 

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

 

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

theyôd 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 Iôd 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 theyôd 

evacuated had to go through security againðas 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 ñeven more spaceò 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 ñanything in your pockets?ò 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 ñPunta 

Canaò, 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 JetBlueôs best employee.  First, he didnôt 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 didnôt 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, ñWeôre not ready yet,ò 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 hadnôt joined the crew yet, but the gate attendant wasnôt 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 ñBò 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 wasnôt until 8:51 when we were finally in the air.  There was a fair amount of turbulence on this 

flightðnothing 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 hadnôt had any breakfast, I bought one of JetBlueôs 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 ñcinnamon seed barsò.  

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 Iôm supposed to have for a meal (60 grams, if youôre interested).  Most of the people around me ordered coffee (it was breakfast 

time, after all).  The bulk of these people were from Puerto Rico.  Iôd 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 donôt know if thatôs typical in Puerto 

Rico, or if thatôs 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 didnôt 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 didnôt 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.  Iôd have liked to have used the restroom 

towards the end of the flight, but being in the window seat, that really wasnôt an option.  Fortunately the need wasnôt 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 couldnôt have identified it.)  

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

 

 



 
View of ñLa Isletaò (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 doesnôt 

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

 
 Arriving at the gate didnôt 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 couldnôt 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 theyôd opened the jetway I made a mad dash to a restroom.  
This was a very dirty restroom, which made me glad I didnôt need to sit down.  
The airport as a whole reminded me more of those in Mexico City and Lima 
than Chicago or Minneapolis.  Itôs 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 theyôre 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.  Iôd 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) didnôt 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 ñyouôre 

good to go, manò 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 itôs 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 

donôt need to fret about the driver taking a convoluted route to rack up more fare.  The fare isnôt cheap, though.  From the airport to 



Condado itôs $21, plus tip.  (Itôs slightly less the other way, because thereôs 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 hadnôt 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 ñtaxistaò appeared to be one of the better drivers on the road, and he 

was forever changing lanesðusing all three westbound lanes, as well as the shoulder of the ñexpresoò (freeway) we followed. 

 

 It took about fifteen minutes to get from the airport to my hotel, the Holiday Inn ExpressðCondado.  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.  Heôd 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 didnôt 

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 arenôt actually quarantining itôs just 

a formality. 

 
Flooded sidewalk outside Holiday Inn ExpressðCondado 

San Juan, Puerto Rico 

 I dropped my bag and then set out exploring.  
Almost immediately it struck me that the place Iôve 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.  (Theyôve got the same tacky gift shops in 
Condado that you see in the French Quarter.)  Theyôd 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 humidityðexactly what 
happens in the Big Easy. 
 
 I walked down Calle Luisa and crossed under the 
expressway Iôd come in on in the taxi.  Puerto Ricoôs 
expressways were funded by the Interstate Highway Act, 
though they arenôt signed as interstates.  The expressways 
have plain white shields similar to what Iôve 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 wasðof all 
placesðWalmart.  This was definitely not the Walmart 
youôd find on a suburban highway, though.  The store 
is actually operated by Walmart de Latinoamerica, 
S.A., the subsidiary that is Mexicoôs 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 ï San Juan, Puerto Rico 


