
 Many of my vacations in recent years have involved trips by train, but this one had 
more rail travel than almost any other trip I’ve done.  I booked Amtrak tickets on fourteen 
different trains, and there would be many more commuter lines, subways, and the like.  It 
was all those trains that determined the title for this travelogue. 
 
 In addition to photos I took on the trip, I’m going to try to work in a number of old 
pieces of art that Amtrak has used for advertising over the years.  While they were designed 
in the ‘70s and ‘80s, most of them draw from older styles—like the arc deco days of the 
Great Depression and even the 19th Century, the days when trains were trains.  I find them 
fun, and I think they express the mood of this trip. 
 

 
 

 I drove to church this morning, something unusual for me since I almost always 
walk on Sundays.  I was able to run a bunch of errands on the way, and then take off right 
after the service was over. 
 
 Church went quicker than usual.  Like me, the minister was about to start a 
vacation, and he seemed a bit distracted this morning.  The most noteworthy thing at church 
today was that we had a new organist who just started today.  While she seemed a bit un- 

comfortable with the instrument, I’m sure that after a bit of time, she’ll do fine. 

 

 I made a quick stop on my way out of town to buy gas.  I really didn’t need gas, but I happened to see the lowest fuel price I’d 

seen in quite some time.  While the prices varied a bit around town, a dumpy place that used to be a Kum ‘n’ Go was selling unleaded for 

$3.999.  A year ago I’d have thought that was a horrible price, but today I put in every drop I could. 

 

 I left town precisely at 11am and set off southward on highway 169.  Until this week it had been more than a month since I’d 

been out of town, and things had changed quite a bit since June.  The crops were had just barely emerged when I was last on the 

highways.  Now they were fully up, and much of the corn had tasseled.  It still struck me as a bit shorter than it should be in mid-July, but 

then a late spring meant the crops were planted quite a bit later than normal. 

 

 While I drove I listened to some CDs.  The strangest was probably one I had found when cleaning out Margaret’s place after 

she died a few years back.  It was by a group of middle-aged white people with operatic voices, and what was strange was that they were 

singing spirituals.  

 

 I stopped briefly in Webster City.  I had planned to have lunch at a McDonalds that is owned by one of my former students.  I 

used the restroom there, but the line was so long that it would have taken the better part of an hour if I’d eaten there.  Instead I went to a 

nearby Kwik Star, and my lunch ended up being one of the worst slices of pizza I’ve had in quite a while. 

 

 I headed east on U.S. 20, which has to be one of the dullest roads in America.  The crops and some wildflowers in bloom made 

it somewhat attractive, but it was still a boring drive over to Dubuque.  I exited at the west edge onto a new bypass they’ve built around 

the city.  The bypass itself is lovely, but it connects awkwardly at its ends.  There’s a roundabout at the interchange with highway 20, and 

there are abrupt left turns to get onto highway 61 both north and southbound.   

 

 Around 3:15 I got to Maquoketa, where my brother John and his wife live.  Quite some time ago I’d made arrangements to go 

into the Quad Cities with them for dinner.  Those plans changed a bit recently when both John and Janet came down with COVID-19.  

Like me, both of them are fully vaccinated and boosted, so their symptoms were very mild.  Nonetheless we all thought it was prudent 

not to be together in an enclosed space.  Instead we “social distanced” on their lawn, and I spent about two and a half hours having a 

very nice visit with them. 

 



 I continued south from Maquoketa on highway 61, and around 6:15 I reached my ultimate destination, the Quality Inn—

Davenport North, which is in the rapidly growing suburb of Eldridge, Iowa.  As I exited the freeway it was obvious that Eldridge had gotten 

some rather heavy recent rain.  There were major puddles everywhere.  That was interesting, because it was nothing more than partly 

cloudy half an hour north in Maquoketa. 

 

 I had prepaid for my room to get a cheap rate ($53—you almost never see anything less than that these days).  Probably 

because of that, the check-in girl didn’t ask for a credit card.  It was a bit strange that she didn’t ask for ID either, since that’s become 

pretty standard when registering at hotels in recent years.  In just seconds I had my key, though, and I made my way up to Room 319.  

(Amusingly, John and I were reminiscing earlier about how that number used to be the telephone area code for the Davenport area; it’s 

now 563.)  The room was called a “suite”, but except for being a tad larger than standard there was nothing at all suite-like about it.  It 

was more than pleasant enough for the amount I’d paid, though, and I got settled in quickly. 

 

 I spent most of the evening editing the recording of today’s service for the church website and the Algona radio station.  That 

always takes a bit of time, though there was nothing particularly unusual about it today.  While it was recording I went out.  I bought gas 

at a nearby Casey’s for $4.229 (the cheapest I’d seen since Algona, though I’d find it would be a bit lower in Bettendorf).  I got a sandwich 

at Subway and a bit of dessert at a place called Whitey’s ice cream that’s apparently a local chain in the Quad Cities.  I watched the 

evening news on Channel 6 and went to sleep shortly after that. 

  

 
 

 I was awake before six this morning.  That’s probably a good thing given that I’ll want to sleep on the train tonight.  The Quality 

Inn earned some points to get on my good side this morning.  First, the shower had a good massaging head.  The sink had low pressure, 

but its faucet aerated, which allowed me to rinse my toothbrush with no problem.  Finally, I liked their breakfast.  I enjoyed tasty scrambled 

eggs, sausage logs, and raspberry yogurt, plus some spicy rice they had in lieu of breakfast potatoes.  I’ve never seen rice for breakfast 

before, but this was rather tasty.  The coffee was good, and I also had a small glass of fresh-tasting orange juice.  Several years ago I 

stayed at this same hotel, and I remember eating at Hardee’s after a disappointing hotel breakfast.  They’ve obviously improved things. 

 

 I drove down to Interstate 80 and on a whim decided to take I-74 through the Quad Cities.  I don’t think I’ve taken that route all 

the way through since my brother Steve lived in Moline.  Especially on the Illinois side, it’s way different than it used to be.  There’s a 

brand new bridge across the Mississippi, replacing narrow rusting bridge that was always downright scary.  Most of the route through 

Moline is six lanes and recently surfaced, so traffic flows quite easily.  The only real issue is an awkward cloverleaf where 74 meets I-280 

near the Quad Cities Airport. 

 

 I continued east from Moline, not stopping until I got to a rest area at about mile 51 on Interstate 80.  Just before I reached the 

rest area I felt the cell phone in my pocket vibrate, so I pulled in to use the facilities and check what was up.  It turned out I had a voice 

mail from Amtrak informing me that there was a schedule change to a train I’d be taking later in the week.  When I checked the Amtrak 

app, the time had been changed by exactly three minutes, which didn’t really strike me as something that warranted a special notification.  

Looking deeper, though, I found out that in fact the train had actually been cancelled due to track work near Hartford, Connecticut.  They’d 

re-booked me onto a bus (actually the second bus substitute I’d have on this trip) that took just three minutes longer to get from Springfield 

to New Haven than the train did. 

 

I continued about five miles further east from the rest 
area to Princeton, Illinois.  I’ve taken this exit numerous times, 
since Princeton is the most common place I board trains.  I prefer 
it to the stations in Iowa because several trains a day pass through 
there, including short-distance trains that are almost always close 
to on time.  There’s also convenient free parking there, which 
makes it convenient for a getaway to Chicago or a journey across 
the country. 
 

 I got to the Princeton station at about 7:45, forty-five 
minutes before my train was scheduled to leave.  I was surprised 
to find that they’d recently changed the hours that the station is 
open.  The doors used to open at 7:30, but now they’re locked 
until 8am.  The weather was pleasant, though, and I joined about 
a dozen other people who were already waiting on the platform.  
Once the station attendant arrived, I chose to head inside, where 
I got started writing on this travelogue. 
 
 A kid who was waiting for the train happened to notice a 
White Sox shirt   I was wearing.    He started making conversation  

 
Amtrak station – Princeton, Illinois 



and was pleased to tell me that while he was a Cubs fan, a friend of his had recently been drafted by the Sox.  Having a former student 

who made his way through the various levels of professional baseball, I know what an accomplishment that is. 

 

 Train 380 (the Illinois Zepyyr) was six minutes late arriving, which is about as close to “on time” as Amtrak gets.  We had to cross 

to what is usually the westbound platform to board, since apparently Amtrak had been diverted to a different track to avoid getting behind 

a freight train.  More than thirty people boarded at Princeton, including one guy who arrived at the station just before the train did and had 

to race across to make it to the correct platform.  Even with that many passengers, we boarded fairly quickly.  I had a business class 

ticket, so I made my way to the front where the café car and business seating are.  I claimed my free beverages (coffee and some juice 

I’ll use to take my pills tonight) and took my seat just as the train began moving.  Before long we were racing across the corn and soybean 

fields to Mendota and Plano.  We continued at a good clip until about Aurora, where a freight train apparently got in the way.  We didn’t 

actually stop, but we did slow to a crawl until we could switch to another track to get around it. 

 

 We arrived at Chicago Union Station exactly on time (perhaps even a minute or so early) at 10:30am.  I made my way to the 

Metropolitan Lounge and checked in at the desk there.  The attendant seemed a bit surprised that my train out wasn’t until 9:30 tonight, 

but he agreed that leaving my bags and going out to explore the city would be a good use of the day.  The clerk also seemed surprised 

that I was from Iowa.  Apparently most Iowans arrive on the California Zephyr (which was coming in very late today) rather than on the 

Illinois trains. 
 

 I dropped my bags and grabbed a bag of banana chips, a tasty little 
snack I’d never seen before.  Then I walked up to the ‘L’ station at Clinton 
and Lake.  This station serves the pink and green lines, and I was pleased 
that a southbound green line train was the first to arrive.  I headed around 
the loop and down to the south side.  The first part of the ride was memorable 
due to a fellow rider who was swearing loudly into his phone.  Fortunately he 
exited after two stops.  After one more stop my car was entirely empty.  It 
remained that way for just one stop, but it was never very busy. 
 

I got off at 51st Street, just west of King Drive.  The green line station 
is in the midst of a rather ratty neighborhood that appears to be gentrifying 
very, very slowly.  A few pretentious apartment buildings have gone up, but 
mostly it’s a place where people loiter outside of liquor stores.  I waited in 
front of the station for about ten minutes until an eastbound bus came along.  
I took bus 15 eastward from South Bronzeville to Hyde Park, the much tonier 
neighborhood where the Obamas lived before moving to the White House.  

 
Riding the Chicago ‘L’ 

(They have since retired to a wealthy neighborhood in D.C.)  I got off at Dorchester Avenue and walked a couple blocks to my lunch spot, 

the Hyde Park location of the global chicken chain Nando’s. 

 

It was really too bad I was at Nando’s for lunch rather than dinner.  The chain is based in South Africa, and today they were 

celebrating Nelson Mandela Day by giving away free food between 3 and 6pm.  Unfortunately it was still morning, so I’d have to pay full 

price for my meal. 

 

Actually, just ordering was a chore.  This location really, really wants their customers to order by scanning a QR code with their 

phones, and their preference is that you pay by card with their app.  I can almost never get QR codes to work, and I also wanted to pay 

cash for my meal.  There was practically no one else in the place, but the clerk made it clear that taking my order in person was a huge 

imposition.  Needless to say, I didn’t feel compelled to leave anything in the tip jar.  Once she’d taken my order, the clerk told me to sit at 

table #34, and she vaguely gestured toward the room.  The tables had numbers on them, but I couldn’t find #34 anywhere.  She again 

acted perturbed when I inquired as to exactly where I was supposed to sit.  She made a huff and pointed directly at the table that was 

marked #32.  I did sit there, but I do wonder where #34 was supposed to be. 

 

The ordering process was annoying, but—as is always the case at Nando’s—the food was excellent.  I’ve now eaten at four 

different Chicagoland Nando’s, plus locations in London and all over Canada.  I’m considering going to Nando’s in Baltimore (the other 

American market they serve) later in this trip, and I’ll probably visit them in New Zealand next summer.  The reason I keep returning is 

that their food is always outstanding.  Today I had kabobs made of marinated chicken, onions, and peppers, plus a delightful salad on 

the side.  I also had some sugar free ginger ale, and I definitely appreciated having diet options other than cola. 

 
Lake Michigan shoreline—Jackson Park 

 
After finishing my lunch I walked eastward under the Metra tracks and on into 

Jackson Park.  This area was where the world’s fair was held back in 1893—the main 
remnants of which are the Museum of Science and Industry and the green line ‘L’.  I 
didn’t go to the museum today, but I did have a lovely walk through the park.  I was 
able to cross under Lake Shore Drive and walk all the way to the beach along Lake 
Michigan.  The beach itself is very nice, though you definitely want to look towards the 
north.  If you make the mistake of looking southward all you see is the container port 
at Calumet and the steel mills in Indiana. 
 
 I made my way back to the west side of Lake Shore Drive and caught bus 
55, which runs along what is officially called Garfield Boulevard, though in the Chicago  



grid system it should be 55th Street.  This connects an eclectic mix of neighborhoods, ranging from posh (nearest the lake) to downright 

destitute, followed by working poor and then standard middle class.  Both the posh and destitute areas are mostly black, though a lot of 

white people live near the lake as well.  The working poor area is a mix of black and Hispanic, and the middle class area is a roughly 

equal mix of Hispanic, Asian, and white.  Aside from the changing neighborhoods, the bus ride was memorable because the recorded 

announcements kept saying the wrong stops.  I don’t know if their GPS was goofed up or what, but the recording was about two stops 

behind reality.  Fortunately I don’t think anyone was truly relying on the recording. 

 

I exited at 55th and Pulaski and walked about half a mile north to the Pulaski orange line station.   I made a mental note of a 

number of Mexican restaurants along that stretch that I’d like to visit on future trips to Chicago.  Perhaps I can check at least one of them 

out when I’m back here again on my way out east at Christmas. 

 

I took the orange line east a few stops to Halsted and had a wonderful time exploring a place I’d never been before.  Henry C. 

Palmisano Nature Park is built a fascinating stretch of restored prairie right in the heart of the city.  The place was an abandoned quarry, 

and they turned it into a lovely park by replanting it with all kinds of native plants.  It was weird to see sunflowers and cattails with views 

of the downtown skyline in the background.  I spent about half an hour wandering around the place, and locals appear to enjoy hiking 

and fishing there. 

 

I caught bus 8 on Halsted and headed to the Greektown area, just west of Union Station.  I stopped briefly at a Walgreen’s, 

where I picked up some snacks for the train trip.  Then I briefly returned to the station.  I just used the restroom and relaxed a while in the 

air conditioning before heading out again. 

 

This time I walked south from Union Station to the Clinton blue line station, which is in the subway beneath the enormous Circle 

interchange (officially named for Mayor Jane Byrne these days).  I rode past downtown and on out to Milwaukee and Western.  Normally 

when I get off at that stop I head to Margie’s the candy and ice cream store that’s right outside.  Today, though, I walked the other 

direction, heading to one of the entrances to the recreational facility that’s alternately known as the Bloomingdale Trail and “the 606”. 

 

The Bloomingdale Trail is basically a rip-off of New York’s High Line (the idea for which was stolen from yet another park in 

Paris).  They took an abandoned freight railway embankment and transformed it into a park.  Personally I like the 606 (the nickname 

comes from Chicago’s zip code region) better than the High Line simply because it’s much less crowded.  While the High Line is right 

downtown, the 606 runs mainly through residential areas.  It runs above gentrification central on the city’s north side, so there’s plenty of 

wealthy people jogging and riding their bikes along it.  It’s not so many that it becomes a madhouse, though.  I had a very pleasant time 

walking about two miles to the eastern gateway at Ashland Avenue. 

 

I crossed under the enormous Kennedy Expressway (with three separate overpasses for the reversable express lanes and the 

locals in each direction) and waited at a bus stop in the shadow of that sea of concrete.  Eventually bus 9X (the Ashland Express) came, 

and for the entire time I was on it, I was the only passenger.  I rode south to the Division and Milwaukee  (Milwaukee runs diagonally, so 

at this point it’s quite a ways south of where I got on the Bloomingdale Trail) and briefly popped into a CVS store that’s located in an 

ornate old bank building.  I didn’t buy a thing, but I browsed a bit and then made my way down to the Division blue line subway station. 

 

I rode the blue line downtown and transferred to the red line.  It was evening rush hour now, so I had a very crowded ride from 

the loop up to Chicago & State, just west of the Magnificent Mile.  I walked a few blocks north and east, ending up just east of Water 

Tower Place.  I had dinner there at a place called Cafecito. 

 

I chose this particular restaurant mostly because of a lunch I’d had a month or so ago during an AEA class that was held at 

Garrigan.  A group of us (including the instructor for the class) ate at a place in Algona called the Feed Mill, a place that would like to think 

they’re an elegant bistro, when it’s really just the place where the farmers have coffee.  I ordered a Cuban sandwich at the Feed Mill.  A 

Cuban normally has very specific ingredients, almost like a Chicago-style hot dog.  The Feed Mill’s version was anything but authentic.  

Instead of a pressed baguette, they served the sandwich on standard toast, it included American cheese (which they called cheddar) 

instead of the traditional Swiss, pulled chicken instead of roast pork, a strange mix of Dijon mustard and mayonnaise, and relish instead 

of dill pickle.  It wasn’t a bad sandwich, but calling it a Cuban was a big stretch. 

 

Cafecito is a small chain owned by Cuban-Americans.  The Cubano I ordered here was also quite good, and it was authentic 

almost to a fault:  ham, Swiss cheese, marinated pork that was essentially “carnitas”, long-cut pickles, and no condiment besides bright 

yellow mustard.  Everything was pressed inside grilled Cuban bread.  I also ordered a side of caldo Gallego, a tasty soup of chicken 

broth, ham, beans, and green vegetables.  It did make for a tasty dinner. 

 

I took the red line back to the Loop and stopped briefly at the Target store that is in the old Carson Pirie Scott flagship store.  I 

picked up a couple of bottles of unique diet pop to accompany the snacks I’d gotten at Walgreen’s.  Amtrak gives you free water in a 

sleeper, but nothing to drink besides that outside of at  meals. 

 

I wandered around quite a while looking for a westbound bus stop.  They’ve consolidated all the routes through the loop onto 

two streets, and I’d forgotten which one I needed.  Eventually I did find the a stop, and I caught bus 157 back to Union Station. 

 



It was about 6:45pm when I reclaimed my luggage and settled in at a table in the Metropolitan Lounge.  The wait was largely 

uneventful, and I spent most the next couple of hours working on this travelogue.  The only real negative part of the wait was when three 

passengers on the City of New Orleans started conversing across the room at the top of their voices.  I was very glad when they called 

that train for boarding. 

 

These days it’s easy to track the status of trains online through various apps and websites.  I found that I had definitely made 

the correct decision in taking the Illinois Zephyr this morning.  The other possible options were all very late.  The best of the western trains 

was the Southwest Chief, which only recently resumed operations after a derailment a couple weeks ago.  It arrived in Chicago about 

two hours late this afternoon.  The California Zephyr (the train that runs through my old hometown of Mt. Pleasant) got into Chicago at 

7:39pm, nearly five hours late.  That’s still better than the Empire Builder, which runs out to Seattle and Portland.  The heat wave out 

west has wreaked havoc with the schedule on that route.  It’s 9:30pm as I’m typing this, and the train just left the Twin Cities.  It was 

supposed to arrive in Chicago at 5:00 this afternoon, but at this rate they’ll be lucky to make it before breakfast tomorrow. 

 

They called the Lake Shore Limited (train 48) for boarding at 8:40pm, though nobody actually left the lounge until 8:45.  They 

walked all the sleeping car passengers directly out to the platform, and the car attendants saw us on board.  I was surprised that I had a 

roomette in one of the brand new Viewliner II sleepers that just entered service this year.  The biggest difference between these and their 

forty-year-old predecessors is that roomettes in the new cars don’t have in-room toilets.  While that mean you need to go down the hall 

to do your duty, it also means there’s not the awkwardness of having a toilet right next to you throughout the trip.  They’ve also gotten rid 

of an awkward closet that did little other than take up space, so the overall feel of the room is slightly larger than the old style.  There is 

still a sink in the room, and they’ve also increased the number of electrical outlets.  Everything looks fresh and clean, and it seems like a 

very nice roomette.  As a bonus, I’m on the south/west side of the train, so there should be nice views of the Erie Canal and the finger 

lakes tomorrow. 

 

The coach attendant had made up the lower bed before I boarded.  I’d actually have preferred sleeping in the upper bunk (which 

is more spacious on a Viewliner than on the western Superliners and also has a big window that’s high enough that people on platforms 

can’t see into it.  This bed is fine, though, and it’s certainly comfortable as I sprawl out in it typing on this travelogue. 

 

 At the moment this car appears to be about half full.  However the coach attendant and conductor spent most of the time before 

departure barking repeatedly at the coach passengers to clear the seats next to them.  Supposedly this is a sold-out train, and many 

people will be boarding at the night stops.  I’ve been one of those people in the past, and it’s no fun searching for a seat when everyone 

who boarded earlier is sprawled out across two seats.  That’s one of the things that makes me especially glad to be in a sleeper tonight. 

 

 We left Union Station right on time at 9:30pm, the last train on the schedule to depart.  Sometimes there have been delays just 

getting across the city and through northwest Indiana.  Knock on wood—everything has gone smoothly tonight.  This train has mostly run 

its schedule on time the past few weeks.  I’ll never forget, though, that the first experience I ever had on Amtrak was on the Lake Shore 

Limited, when Margaret and I arrived into Boston six and a half hours late.  Amtrak treated us well, though.  We were given free food and 

drinks, and they even drove us to our hotel after the subway had shut down for the night.  It’s the good treatment we got on a trip that 

could have been a disaster that made me look at Amtrak for many other trips since. 

 

 The “limited” in the name of the Lake Shore Limited is a reference to the fact that this train makes comparatively few stops.  

While some other trains have multiple stops in the Gary area, it’s an hour and a half until our first stop in South Bend (the  place where 

John suspects he and Janet got COVID while attending a concert).  We’ll switch to Eastern time at South Bend, so it will essentially be 

midnight.  That’s probably as good a place as any to end the account for this day. 

 

 
 

 We remained roughly on time through the night, and in fact we got into Cleveland twenty-four minutes early.  While it wasn’t the 

best night of sleep I’ve ever had, I really didn’t sleep too badly.  I was tossed a bit whenever we’d make a stop, but not enough that I 

really woke up.  All the eastern trains have a smoke break in Toledo in the middle of the night, and I think this was the first time I wasn’t 

aware of that stop at all. 

 

 I was up before most of the rest of the car, and I used a bit of that time to get a bit of a shower.  No one had used the shower 

room at all before me on this trip, so I broke the thing in.  The pressure was decent, but I struggled to get the temperature to an acceptable 

level.  A cold shower definitely did wake me up, though. 

 

 We made a couple of stops in the bleak industrial area east of Cleveland, presumably positioning the train on correct tracks so 

we could move forward.  It’s nearly 7am now, though, and we’re sailing along heading toward Erie, Pennsylvania.  These days there’s a 

phone app for literally everything, and I’ve had a bit of fun with one that records how fast we’re going.  The top speed is 80mph, and 

we’ve consistently been doing between 70 and 80.  While that wouldn’t be anything special by world standards, it’s pretty good for a train 

that runs on freight tracks in America. 



 

 
Sitting on the Lake Shore Limited 

 
 It’s about 7:30 now.  While I was out at breakfast the car attendant 
changed the room to day configuration, which features two seats facing 
each other with a collapsible table in the middle.  The tables in the new cars 
are both larger and sturdier than what they had in the old ones.  I think the 
seats may actually be just a tad smaller, but they’re perfectly all right. 
 
 Breakfast was definitely not the highlight of this trip, and I doubt 
lunch will be either.  Amtrak has been simplifying the dining options on 
eastern trains for quite some time, and they used COVID as an excuse to 
cut things even more.  They’re essentially serving airplane meals now, 
though in circular dishes instead of rectangular ones.  People call them 
microwave meals, but they’re actually heated in a convection oven.  They’re 
definitely pre-made in bulk, though.  There were three options for breakfast,  

of which I chose French toast and bacon.  It wasn’t bad, but it’s certainly not going to win any culinary awards.  No one would confuse it 

with what they show in the poster I copied above. 

 

 To get to the dining car (which they actually call the “sleeper lounge” on this train) I had to walk through another sleeper.  It 

intrigued me that it was an old Viewliner I car.  It seems kind of weird that they’d mix old and new equipment on the same train.  I’m glad 

I ended up in the new car. 

 

 We were about ten minutes late getting to Erie (which is a truly forlorn looking place).  There’s a cushion built in at Buffalo, 

though, should we should be on time again there. 

 

 I’m picking this up a bit later, but still writing in real time.  It’s about 11:00 now, and we’re in a beautiful forested area between 

Rochester and Syracuse.   We’re  in the northern foothills of the Appalachians,  so our speed is understandably a bit slower than  it was  

 
Erie Canal near Syracuse, New York 

further west  We’re still moving along at 55 – 60mph, 
though, and we’re still pretty much on schedule. 
 

Upstate New York is one of my favorite places 
anywhere.  I find everything about it truly beautiful.  
Everything is green and full of life, and the towns (if not the 
major cities) are quaint and picturesque.  Fields mix in with 
the forest to provide an endless variety of scenery.  I’ve 
made trip across the Empire State (both by train and car) 
at least eight times, and I always find it stunning.  I 
sometimes wonder why my Burrow ancestors left this area 
to journey west to Iowa.   
 

I went to lunch just as we were pulling into 
Syracuse.  There was no one else in the diner at that point, 
so I was served quickly.  As a generally shy person, one 
thing I like about the current dining system on Amtrak is 
that there’s no need to sit with strangers at meals. 

 
 My lunch didn’t look like much, but it wasn’t too 
bad.  The worst part was the salad, which was a few shreds 
of iceberg lettuce and a single cherry tomato.  The main 
course (chicken with tomato vodka sauce over fettuccini) 
tasted really good, and the accompanying dinner roll was 



nice too.  The real star of the meal was dessert, though.  There was a choice of a brownie or a butter cake, and I chose the latter.  While 

it was a packaged item, it was apparently a specialty of a bakery in Delaware.  It was basically a single portion of pound cake with a nice 

cream filling.  It was not overly sweet, but really very tasty. 

 

 Amtrak is currently giving sleeper passengers the perk of one alcoholic drink per person per trip.  While a lot of the people who 

boarded last night chose to get a night cap before retiring, I opted to have a rum and Diet Coke with my lunch.  Had I ordered this without 

the perk, I would have paid $8 for the same miniature bottle of rum that goes for two bucks at the liquor store check-out.  I certainly 

wouldn’t have paid for the thing, but I will take advantage of whatever’s included.  The meals are also “free” (that is prepaid) when you 

book a sleeper, so of course I cleaned my plate at both breakfast and lunch. 

 

 Something that cheapens the meal experience on the eastern trains seem kind of tacky is that all the dishes are disposable.  

The entrée came in a heavy plastic plate with a foil lid, the salad was in a clear plastic bowl, and the roll was wrapped in foil.  My drink 

was in a plastic cup, and even the flatware was silver-tone plastic.  It seems wasteful and looks tacky.  The employee who runs the dining 

car is far from overworked, and I’d think it would be cheaper for Amtrak in the long run if they had him wash real dishes rather than just 

throwing everything away. 

 

 While I was eating my lunch some Amish people who were standing on the platform in Syracuse waved to me through the 

window.  I’m always amazed at just how many Amish people take the train.  Except for short hops across Illinois, I don’t think I’ve ever 

been on a train where there hasn’t been at least one family in traditional Amish dress.  It would be fascinating to know just how the rules 

of simplicity work.  It does seem strange to me that they can’t drive a motor vehicle, yet somehow it’s all right to ride on a diesel-powered 

train. 

 

 Something I didn’t mention last night is that Amtrak has definitely improved their bedding from the last time I rode in a sleeping 

car.  The sheets are the sort of fabric you’d find in a nice hotel—notably nicer than what I use at home.  I was also presented with a weird 

silky blanket that was sealed in a plastic bag.  It looked brand new, but hopefully they just package the blankets in plastic after laundering 

them. 

 

 While I’ve mostly just looked out the window and watched the scenery pass, I’ve also played a few games on my computer.  

When I say games, I mean quizzes and geography games.  One of the most interesting is a game I came across not long ago called 

CityGuesser.  They play video clips of people wandering around various places, and you have to guess where the footage was taken.  It 

was fascinating to see a number of places I’d been to—things like the art deco Krystal hamburger stand in the French Quarter in New 

Orleans.  When they walked past that Krystal I knew they were on Bourbon Street, just east of Canal. 

 

 We’re in Utica as I write this, with more Amish people on the platform.  For no reason I can figure out Utica was a particularly 

long stop.  We were stopped there for nearly fifteen minutes.  It takes a bit of time to get people on and off the train, and of course luggage 

has to be dealt with too.  Even so, fifteen minutes seems excessive.  Utica wasn’t a smoke stop, but we spent longer there than in 

Syracuse, which was.  We’re now officially eight minutes behind scheduled, and we probably could have made all that up if our stop had 

been a more reasonable length. 

 

 I’m not sure I realized before just how closely this route follows the Erie Canal.  There’s really a big transportation corridor 

through central New York, with the canal, the railroad, and the New York State Thruway all paralleling each other almost the whole way 

from Buffalo to Albany.  We’re often just a few feet from the canal, and I’ve counted at least five locks that we’ve passed.  The whole right 

of way is lined with trees and ferns, and it really is very pretty. 

 

 We arrived in Albany about five minutes early.  They change from diesel to electric engines at Albany, and there’s a fairly long 

layover planned for that.  With the early arrival, though, people headed south of Albany would be waiting there more than an hour. 

 

 According to my revised ticket, that wasn’t the case for people headed to Massachusetts.  They are doing track work east of 

Albany, so all passengers headed that direction were re-ticketed onto buses.  The revised ticket said there was just a twelve-minute 

connection, so once the train arrived, I made a bee-line for the station.  I went up one elevator, through a skywalk and into the main lobby.  

I couldn’t help but notice that they’d built a new and much improved station since Margaret and I had a layover at Albany years ago.  It 

looks very nice, but unfortunately I didn’t have time to admire it in any detail.  An Amtrak employee directed us down another elevator 

and out to the busway.  Another employee at the door checked us off a list and directed us to one of two Premier Coach buses based on 

our destination.  One bus was filled only with Boston passengers, while I was placed on another that would be stopping at Pittsfield, 

Springfield, and Worcester before finally heading to downtown Boston.   There was even an open gate between the tracks and the 

busway.  Unfortunately they wouldn’t let anyone get from one to the other without first going through the station. 

 

 I gave my big bag to the driver and rushed aboard the bus.  It turned out that the buses were tight next to the platform where 

our train had arrived.  Then I waited … and waited … and waited.  While the new ticket said we were supposed to depart at 3:05, according 

to the Amtrak employee who accompanied us, that was in error.  An Amtrak employee eventually told us that the substitute bus was not 

allowed to leave before the train that would normally head to Boston was scheduled to depart.  So we could leave no earlier than 3:27pm, 

regardless of what the ticket said.  In fact we’d wait another thirteen minutes after that before we were on our way. 

 



 Apparently there were two things that delayed us.  One was checked luggage.  People who had checked their luggage to points 

in Massachusetts had to first claim it in Albany and then take it to the bus.  That took quite a bit longer than the twelve minutes allotted 

on the ticket.  The other issue was that there were no-shows.  They had to check around the station and then on the train to make sure 

no one was left behind.  Most likely the no-shows were people who had trains from the west that hadn’t arrived into Chicago in time to 

make the Lake Shore Limited.  The record of their not boarding in Chicago hadn’t been passed on to Albany.  I overheard an employee 

say that there were seventeen people who never checked in for the bus.  Hopefully they eventually made it to their destinations somehow. 

 
 We finally pulled out of the busway at 
Albany station at 3:40pm.  The Amtrak employee 
passed out bottled water to everyone, the only 
food or drink that would be available before 
Boston.   The first part of our trip went very slowly.  
We crawled from the station on congested two-
lane streets in Rensselaer,  the city across the 
river from Albany where the station is actually 
located.  At 3:52 we joined Interstate 90, and I 
thought things would go quickly after that.  
Unfortunately, after being on the freeway for 
exactly five miles we exited again and followed 
U.S. 20 east.  Highway 20 is a dreadful two-lane 
road that winds through the Berkshire Mountains 
through small towns that run into each other.  We 
passed through Shodack Center, Nassau, East 
Nassau, West Lebanon, New Lebanon Center, 
New Lebanon (which is somehow a different 
place), Lebanon Springs, and Darrow all in the 
twenty miles before the Massachusetts state line.  
Then there was Hancock, Shaker Village, and 
miles and miles of Pittsfield.  It’s thirty-five miles 
from Rensselaer to Pittsfield, but it took nearly an 
hour to get from one to the other.  Sadly, following  

 
On the Amtrak bus at Albany—Rensselaer station 

(taken just before putting on my face mask) 
highway 20 really was the most direct route we could take.  That’s because I-90 is a tollway with very few exits.  The one and only Pittsfield 

exit is well east of the actual city.  We’d have had to backtrack on equally bad roads to get to the station. 

 

 I used the bus toilet while we were stopped in Pittsfield.  It was surprisingly clean, but for some reason I couldn’t get it to flush.  

Fortunately the liquid I had disposed of wasn’t terribly smelly.  I’d hate to have been one of the Boston passengers who needed to use 

the facilities later on, though. 

 

 We dropped off exactly two passengers in Pittsfield, but we picked up about a dozen more who were headed to points further 

east.  Then we wound followed highway 20 eastward for about ten more miles—heading from the dumpy city to the posh Berkshire ski 

resorts.  Finally at the Lee Premium Outlets we followed a sign that said “DETOUR TO MASS PIKE”, making a reflex angle turn (around 

300 degrees) onto the cloverleaf ramp that was intended to lead traffic from the opposite direction onto I-90.  It amazed me that the bus 

could make that tight a turn, but it did. 

 

 Once we got back onto the interstate, the rest of the trip went pretty quickly.  It was just over forty miles on to Springfield via the 

Massachusetts Turnpike and I-91.  Only the last half mile was on city streets.  We were dropped off at the Union Transportation Center 

in downtown Springfield at about 5:50pm.  That was quite a bit later than the revised ticket said we’d be there, but about the time the train 

was originally due in. 

 

 About a dozen people got off in Springfield, and roughly the same number boarded.  The bus had let us off on a street just east 

of the station, and I walked through the station to get to the west side.  From there it was just two more blocks down the street to my hotel. 

 

 The woman at the check-in desk of the Springfield La Quinta was much more thorough than they’d been in Eldridge.  I had to 

show both a credit card and driver’s license and also sign my life away on a form.  She seemed surprised that I didn’t have a  vehicle, 

though there have to be a lot of people at this location who come by train or bus.  Before too long she gave me a key, and I made my 

way up to Room 304 (which happens to be on one of the lower floors of a true hotel).  

  

 This hotel is a cement slab from the ‘60s.  It’s been kept up reasonably well, but it is showing its age.  Actually the rooms come 

across nicer than the public areas, which is kind of unusual.  My only real complaint would be the internet access.  The wi-fi was better 

on the train than it is here. 

 

 I had the last of the snacks I’d bought at Walgreen’s on the bus, so I decided not to have an actual dinner tonight.  That’s 

probably a wise choice, since my glucose was a bit higher than it should be.  If I had anything for dinner, I’d certainly want to avoid carbs. 

 



 I’ve mostly been working on this since settling into the room.  Right now I have Jeopardy on in the background (kind of odd at 

7:30pm), and I’ll probably watch the baseball all-star game later on.  Otherwise it will be a quiet evening, because tomorrow will be a very 

busy day. 

 

 
 

 I was up around 6:00 this morning.  The bed was soft, and I hadn’t expected it to be very comfortable.  Nonetheless, I slept fairly 

well.  I was, however, disappointed with the sink and shower.  While it wasn’t as chilly as on the train, I struggled to get decently hot 

water.  Both the shower and the sink had very low pressure, too. 

 

 I went down to the breakfast room, where I got some eggs (pressed into circle shapes, presumably for use on breakfast 

sandwiches) and coffee.  They had numerous other options as well, but I planned to get my morning carb load at a place I’d come across 

online. 

 

 Shortly before 7:00 I walked back over to Union Station.  I was intrigued to find that it had rained overnight, and all the streets 

and sidewalks were wet.  I’m sure that would evaporate to make a very humid day. 

 

I’d bought a day pass for the Pioneer Valley Transit Authority on my phone, so I made my way to the city bus mixmaster just 

south of the station.  While they serve several other cities (notably Amherst and Holyoke), PVTA is based in Springfield, and their service 

is very radial.  There are eighteen bus bays at Union Station, and most of them were full shortly before 7am. 

 

I caught bus P-20, which crosses the Connecticut River and follows highways 20 and 5 through the western suburbs up to 

Holyoke (pronounced HO-yoke).  It was a bit of a challenge figuring out how to display my day pass to the driver.  Apparently you have 

to touch your phone screen to make the color of the pass shift.  That verifies that the pass is valid, rather than just a screen shot.  Once 

I did verify it, I took a seat on a rather busy bus filled with about two dozen commuters. 

 

The most noteworthy passenger this morning was a homeless guy who boarded just west of downtown.  He seemed to spend 

forever fishing for a pass, and then he couldn’t seem to get the magnetic strip to work.  Whether the pass was actually valid or not, I don’t 

know, but the driver eventually waved him aboard.  She probably soon regretted that, because the guy spent the ride loudly complaining 

to both God and everyone on the bus about how miserable his life was.  The only time he was quiet was when he sprawled across three 

handicap seats and passed out.  He appeared to sleep for about five minutes, but then he woke up and again started shouting at everyone. 

 

I rode west and then north, first through a residential area filled with boxy wood-clad houses from the early 20th Century and 

then down a curious suburban strip lined with stucco buildings painted in the pastel colors of the Southwest.  The strip looked like it 

belonged in Arizona or California, rather than Massachusetts. 

 

 
 My destination was on the strip, but it predated most of its neighbors.  I had the second half of 
my breakfast at Donut Dip (shown across the street from the bus stop in the picture at left).  This ratty little 
restaurant has been serving coffee and rolls since 1957.  They pride themselves on their forty-nine 
varieties of doughnuts with signs proclaiming “what foods these morsels be!”  I had a chocolate and pecan 
roll, plus a small cup of coffee.  I then crossed the street to the southbound bus stop (the one in the photo), 
which happens to be right next to a Hooter’s restaurant.  I had a much less eventful ride back downtown. 
 
 I purposely went into Union Station to check on the substitute bus I’d be taking tomorrow.  I was 
very glad I bothered to check, since it turned out the departure would be fifteen minutes earlier than what 
my ticket said.  I located where the bus would leave from (basically across the street from where we’d 
arrived yesterday), and then made my way back to the hotel.  I relaxed and wrote the first part of today’s 
recap for the travelogue before setting off again. 
 
 Around 9am I went back to Union Station and caught bus G-3. (Every PVTA bus has both a letter 
and a number, and also a color—though the number seems to be the only thing people actually care 
about.)  I rode east through downtown, an area that appears to be on the rebound from hitting rock bottom 
a couple decades ago.  I got off just east of downtown in an area called Federal Hill.  This has a bunch of 
government institutions including a very modern federal courthouse and the thing I was here to see—the 
Springfield Armory National Historic Site.  The arms plant that occupied this site from the 1770s to 1968 
was  housed in a bunch of  red brick buildings  that  now  are  mostly occupied  by  Springfield  Technical  

Community College.  The oldest houses a museum that is run by the National Park Service.  It was a bit of a challenge to find the museum, 

particularly as a pedestrian, but eventually I did.  The place is not exactly the crown jewel of the Department of the Interior, but it was 

interesting to see. 

 



 The armory is one of two sites (the other being Harpers Ferry) that was chosen by George Washington to manufacture guns for 

the U.S. military.  It began supplying arms during the American Revolution, and it continued to be the primary supplier of military weapons 

through World War II.  They made hundreds of thousands of rifles, many other guns, and even blade weapons like dress swords for 

officers and machetes for field use.  In the ‘40s the place employed almost 14,000 people, half of them women.  During the Korean War 

most arms manufacture was privatized (much of it to another Springfield factory, Smith and Wesson), but the Springfield Armory continued 

to make specialized weapons.  It was decommissioned during the Vietnam War, and the entire site stood abandoned until 1987.  Housing 

the college there preserves the facility so its exterior looks much as it always did. 

  
LEFT:  Main building of Springfield Armory 

RIGHT:  Warning sign by the park at the center of the campus 

 

 The museum showed in detail how arms manufacture has changed over time.  It’s interesting that even in the 1700s the weapons 

made here were essentially mass produced.  While they didn’t have a formal assembly line, they did break down the manufacturing 

process into numerous small jobs, with different trained craftsmen performing just one or two of the dozens of required tasks.  As soon 

as they possibly could, they mechanized the manufacturing process, using machines driven by the power of the falls of the Connecticut 

River just west of the site.  They have a room set up showing what the process looked like in the 1800s, and it reminded me of all the 

belts that connect the steam engines at Old Threshers. 

 

 The museum also houses an enormous display of weapons, apparently the largest collection in the United States.  I’ve never 

been a gun person, so I just made a quick gawk at that part.  The industrial history was far more interesting to me. 

 

 From the armory I walked downhill to downtown Springfield’s primary tourist attraction, the Museum Quadrangle.  This is a 

collection of six co-ticketed cultural institutions that—together with the Catholic and Episcopalian cathedrals—surround the main public 

square downtown.  Two of them—a museum and a sculpture garden—honor the city’s favorite son, Theodor Geisel, known to the world 

as Dr. Seuss.  Though he did most of his writing in San Diego, Seuss grew up in Springfield, and a lot of elements from the city are 

enshrined in his books.  In addition to Seuss, the complex also features a local history museum, a science museum, and two different art 

museums (presumably the legacies of different wealthy families). 

 
LEFT:  Seuss Sculpture Garden 

RIGHT:  Photo op in the Seuss Museum 
 



 I’d bought a ticket for the Springfield Museums online (something that’s been required since they re-opened during COVID), 

however to use it I was supposed to check in at their welcome center and get a wristband.  Unfortunately the welcome center faces a 

parking lot in back of the complex, and it’s all but impossible to find if you arrive on foot.  Eventually I did, and I had a nice time. 

 

 I thoroughly enjoyed the Dr. Seuss sculpture garden, which features larger than life-size bronze renditions of various characters 

from the books, as well as an enormous set of book-shaped bronze tablets with the complete text of Oh!  The Places You’ll Go.  The 

actual museum called “The Amazing World of Dr. Seuss” was quite a bit less interesting.  While they do have a lot of personal artifacts, 

much of it isn’t labeled well, and photography is prohibited in most of the museum.  The most interesting part was probably a re-creation 

of both Seuss and his wife’s offices from their California home.  I also enjoyed a collection of Seuss’s non-cartoon artwork, including 

paintings in styles as diverse as impressionism and cubism. 

 

 To me, the most interesting part of the Museum Quadrangle was the Wood Museum of Springfield History.  While the town was 

settled in the 1600s, it was the industrial revolution that really made the place a city.  They made almost everything you could imagine in 

Springfield.  Among the most famous brands are Smith and Wesson guns, Indian motorcycles, Westinghouse home appliances, 

Merriam—Webster dictionaries, and Milton Bradley and Parker Brothers games.  They also made cars (brands no longer in existence), 

clothing, processed food, stoves and furnaces, manufactured homes, and even handcuffs.  All those factories provided high-wage union 

jobs, making Springfield one of the wealthiest cities in America.  Massachusetts was one of the first places to have anti-discrimination 

laws, which also made Springfield a more diverse city than most places in New England.  They do an excellent job of tracing the industrial 

history at the museum. 

 

 While many of the manufacturing companies have either gone out of business or moved abroad, there are still a lot of factory 

jobs in the area.  The Smith and Wesson plant is still open, and they also make lots of construction products and medical supplies.  

However the top employers in the area these days are health providers, insurance companies, and a wide range of colleges and 

universities.  The whole Connecticut River valley is also one of the main high tech regions in the East.  A lot of the old factories have 

been repurposed either as offices or as apartments for young professionals. 

 

 I spent nearly an hour in the history museum.  Then I gave went to the Springfield Science Museum, which is a strange 

combination of “old school” natural history and hands-on science for kids.  I was probably one of the few people who found the rocks and 

taxidermy more interesting than the whiz-bang interactive exhibits.  Then I barely glanced at the art museums and was on my way again. 

 

 I had lunch downtown at a place that provides affordable but slightly upscale lunches to office workers and college students.  It’s 

part of Tower Square, an unfortunate urban renewal project that features a mostly dead shopping mall on the first floor of a parking ramp.  

While the restaurant was called Hot Table, on a stifling day I thought a salad was more appropriate than hot food.  I had their Santa Fe 

salad, which was an enormous bowl of mixed greens, topped with black beans, grilled corn, peppers, onions, carrots, and pepper jack 

cheese.  It came with a homemade chipotle dressing that was delicious. 

 
ABOVE:  Sculpture in front of convenience store 

near the Basketball Hall of Fame 
RIGHT:  Tim Hardaway at the Hall of Fame 

 
 After lunch I took another bus 
south to the city’s biggest tourist 
attraction (quite a bit bigger than Dr. 
Seuss), the Naismith Memorial 
Basketball Hall of Fame.  This is 
housed in a weird domed building next 
to Interstate 91 that I suppose is 
supposed to look like a big metal 
basketball.  It’s separated from the 
main part of the city by the freeway, 
and its nearest neighbors are a tourist 
district of hotels, a casino, an arena, 
and a bunch of overpriced chain 
restaurants.  The most interesting 
things in the area are two convenience 
stores (one on the access road for 
each side of the interstate) that feature 
giant sculptures of basketball shoes. 
 
 I’d also bought a hall of fame 
ticket ahead of time. I didn’t know when  

I bought it that they’d have an appearance by someone I’d actually heard of today.  Tim Hardaway (who was a star for UTEP or Texas—

El Paso before playing for five different NBA teams) is being inducted into the hall of fame on Labor Day weekend.  Throughout the 

summer they’re having each of the new inductees come for a day, be interviewed by local media people in front of the fans, and then sign 

autographs.  Today happened to be Hardaway’s time to do that.  I watched him during the interview from a balcony where they have 

museum exhibits.  He was surprisingly well spoken, and it was interesting to see him. 

 

 I’ve been to both the baseball and hockey halls of fame, and this one was definitely a big step down from those.  Instead of 

bronze tablets,  the names of  those who  are honored are just etched on an acrylic wall.    It looks pretty tacky when compared  with the  

 



shrines of other sports.  The museum did have some interesting stuff, like a replica of the peach basket 
that was used when the game was first developed at the Springfield YMCA.  There’s also lots of 
memorabilia from famous players (like Michael Jordan’s jersey, shown at right), and they have 
interactive interviews with coaches, players, and sportscasters.  They also have life-size cardboard 
cut-outs of players, and I was particularly intrigued by the enormous size of some WNBA players (like 
6’9” Brittney Griner, who is currently being detained in Russia).  The star of Garrigan’s girls basketball 
team has dreamed of playing professionally.  She’s a very large girl (both tall and stocky), but she’d 
probably be considered small in the WNBA. 
 

 After seeing the hall of fame I took a bus and then walked quite a long way to my next 
destination—a place that isn’t a tourist attraction at all, but one that seemed interesting to me.  That 
was Springfield’s Mulberry Street, the namesake of Dr. Seuss’s first book And to Think that I Saw It 
on Mulberry Street.  I didn’t see a zebra on Mulberry Street, nor a reindeer, nor a brass band, nor a 
chariot, nor the stereotypical Chinese man that has made the book controversial.  Indeed, I didn’t see 
any of the sights in the tall tale little Marco tells in that book.  The most interesting thing I saw on 
Mulberry Street was the grand building that houses Milton Bradley Elementary School.  Most of 
Mulberry Street is well-preserved Victorian homes, some of which have been converted to professional 
offices.  I did enjoy seeing the place, though.  

 

 I saw one more Seuss site in Springfield, too.  I took a couple of different buses to get south past the basketball hall of fame to 

a stop in what is now an almost entirely Hispanic neighborhood.  My destination was 74 Fairfield Street, which for several generations 

was home to the Seuss (pronounced “soys”) family.  Until quite recently a grand-nephew of  the good doctor  lived there.   I’m  obviously 

 
74 Fairfield Street – Springfield, Massachusetts 

not the first person to seek the place out, and fortunately the current 
owners seem to be good sports about that.  They have a picture of 
the cat in the hat on their porch, and a little sign in their garden 
marking the significance of the place.  The home itself is a pleasant 
wood-frame building from the late 19th Century.  It’s been very well 
preserved, as have most of the homes in the neighborhood.  It would 
appear that for generations this has been a place immigrant families 
have moved up to after they found success in America. 
 
 Most of the day I’d had pretty good luck with the city buses.  
Springfield is smaller than Des Moines, though its metro area is more 
the size of the Omaha area.  The PVTA bus system is far more 
extensive than what you’d find in either of those cities, though.  They 
run forty-three different routes, most of which have half-hourly 
service.  In central Springfield many of the routes run together, so 
there’s normally not that long of a wait for a bus.  Further out there’s 
only one bus running through each neighborhood, though, so you 
have to wait a full thirty minutes if you miss one.  Fairfield Street is 
pretty far out, as is Belmont Street (where the bus actually runs).  I 
saw a bus pass when I reached the corner, so I knew I’d have a long, 
hot wait.  I ended up killing part of the time by getting a cup of iced 
tea at a McDonalds.  Eventually I made it back to Union Station. 

 

 I cooled off a bit at the hotel and then went out for dinner.  Mostly based on an exhibit I saw at the history museum, I decided to 

go to Friendly’s, a chain of family restaurants based in Springfield.  Friendly’s was founded as an ice cream shop during the Great 

Depression, and they grew into something more like Perkins in the ‘50s.  Today, like most chain restaurants, they’re actually  owned by 

an investment company, but the Springfield connection is still interesting. I like family restaurants, too, and I thought it would make for a 

pleasant dinner. 

 

 There are Friendly’s restaurants in pretty much every suburb surrounding Springfield, though no longer any in the city itself.  

Since I’d gone west and south earlier today, I decided to head toward the northern suburb of Chicopee.  I assume this is an Indian name, 

though the locals appear to pronounce it “chick pea”, as if the town were a garbanzo.  I rode bus G-1 north, with the second strange 

passenger I encountered today.  This man was either drunk or high, and he spent the ride talking to himself.  The bus took us through 

the north side of the city, which is obviously a less than desirable area,  We passed old frame houses and brick apartment buildings (most 

of Springfield is a combination of those two) and past grungy business strips lined with liquor stores, body shops, run-down convenience 

stores, fundamentalist churches with services only in Spanish, and lots and lots of Family Dollar stores. 

 

 Eventually we reached Chicopee, which seems to be a fairly nice suburb.  The main part of it reminded me a lot of Chicago 

suburbs like LaGrange and Berwyn—very middle class and multi-ethnic.  Further out (right next to I-90) it could be suburban anywhere.  

The bus stop where I got off was called “Memorial Drive at I-90 off ramp”.  The stop was in front of a Denny’s, with Chick-Fil-A between 

it and Friendly’s.  There were chain hotels and restaurants throughout the immediate area, with Walmart, Home Depot, and a host of 

other big box stores just beyond.  The ultimate destination where the bus was headed was “Big Y”, the Chicopee location of the region’s 

largest supermarket chain. 

 



 I made my way over to Friendly’s, where I joined a bunch of senior citizens who had gotten there for early-bird discounts.  (I had 

missed those, unfortunately.)  I scanned the vast menu and decided for something that’s decidedly not a Massachusetts special ty, a 

steak quesadilla.  It turned out to be delicious.  In particular the caramelized onions they had in it were tasty.  I also had two full glasses 

of unsweetened iced tea, and—since the place did start as an ice cream shop—I decided to have a small hot fudge sundae for dessert.  

It was a rather pricey meal, but I did enjoy I a lot. 

 

 I again missed a bus, this time because Google Maps showed the southbound bus stop in a different place from where it was 

actually located.  By the time I found where it actually was, a bus had passed.  I knew there was a bus stop at Walmart (which was north 

of Friendly’s), but it turned out that only northbound buses stopped there.  So I sweltered outside of a Tru by Hilton hotel waiting for the 

next southbound bus. 

 

 Riding the buses and walking around as much as I did gave me a pretty good idea of what Springfield is like.  It surprised me 

that the majority of the people I saw in western Massachusetts were Hispanic.  I checked when I got back and found that roughly half of 

Springfield and about a third of the suburbs are in fact Latino.  There have been Puerto Ricans in Springfield for generations, and today 

there are sizeable Mexican, Guatemalan, and Dominican populations as well.  Most of the rest of the people are Anglo whites.  There are 

a few black people, but I think most of them are actually Caribbean.  There’s also a handful of Asians, though fewer than I’d expect given 

all the high tech employers.  I saw a few poor people, though no more than you’d find in somewhere like Des Moines.  While there are 

quite a few cultural institutions (like an opera and a symphony, in addition to the museums), I didn’t really come across many people who 

seemed all that wealthy.  For the most part this seems like a hard-working and very middle class city. 

 

 I had an uneventful ride back to Union Station and then made my way back to the La Quinta.  I spent most of the evening working 

on this travelogue.  I also watched several episodes of Forensic Files, and I capped off the night by watching Western Mass News.  The 

latter show appears to be prepared by a consortium of at least three different TV stations, since I watched parts of the same broadcast 

on both the NBC and CBS affiliates, and it also appears on Fox.  Before too long the TV went off, and it was time to go to bed. 

 

 
 

 I was again up around six, though this morning I pretty much started the day in slow motion.  I packed up my bags and watched 

the morning version of Western Mass News, which I found out also appears on ABC—completing the sweep of local stations.  It made 

me wonder if the theoretically competing stations might be owned by the same company, sort of like when you see KFC and Taco Bell in 

the same building. 

 

 Breakfast today included the same formed eggs I’d had yesterday, plus some very tasty bacon.  I also had almonds that were 

intended to be put on oatmeal, though I just ate them by themselves.  Coffee and a small glass of cranberry juice rounded out the meal. 

 

 I watched a bit of Good Morning, America and gave the room a quick once-over to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything.  Then, 

promptly at 8am I checked out and dragged my luggage over to the station.  I stopped at a convenience store there to buy a copy of the 

Springfield Republican (the name dates from a time when the political parties were the opposite of what they are today).  That ended up 

taking nearly fifteen minutes because a woman in front of me was apparently buying more than fifty different lottery tickets.  She had filled 

tons of little bubble sheets with the numbers she wanted, but the clerk had to scan each of those one at a time in her terminal.  I hope the 

convenience store gets a good cut of the lottery sales, because a bulk order like that has to be a pain to deal with. 

 

 Amtrak had contracted two buses to substitute for the morning train from Springfield to New Haven.  One was leaving at 8:20 

and would be making stop in Windsor Locks, Windsor, Hartford, Berlin, Meriden, Wallingford, New Haven—State Street, and New 

Haven—Union Station.  The other (which I was assigned to) was leaving at 8:40 and was stopping only in Hartford and New Haven—

Union Station.  The first bus was boarding while I was at the newsstand, but the second didn’t arrive until quite a while later.  At 8:35 they 

called everyone on bus 3071 to the Lyman Street entrance of the station to board. 

 

 I think I counted thirty-six people boarding at New Haven.  The bus was more than half full, though I did manage to have an 

empty seat next to me for the first half of the journey.  It took a while to get everyone’s luggage into the hold, and we waited a bit longer 

while one passenger had a last-minute cigarette on the sidewalk before we left.  Fortunately we were only a couple minutes behind 

schedule when we set off. 

 

 For this leg, Amtrak had contracted with a company called DATTCO, which apparently mostly hauls sports teams around the 

Northeast.  The seats were crowded, but adequate.  In fact they seemed a bit more spacious than the bus from Albany to Springfield, 

mostly because they didn’t have footrests getting in the way of the legroom.  The temperature could not be adjusted, and on this  bus it 

was a bit too cool. 

 

 We quickly got onto Interstate 91, and within ten minutes we had entered Connecticut.  It was weird to think of, given how far 

north and east it is, but the scenery in Connecticut reminded me of Louisiana.  The state is quite flat, and it’s filled with  the same sort of 



stunted, swampy forest they have along the bayous.  While it’s populated the whole way from Springfield to New Haven, you don’t really 

see much of that population from the interstate.  While there’s an exit every couple of miles, there’s a wall of scrubby woods between the 

highway and the office parks and McMansions.   

 

 Interstate 91 is Connecticut’s “good” freeway.  It was updated fairly recently, and it connects the most important cities in the 

state rather than leading people off to other states.  The road is a minimum of six lanes throughout the state, and they add a diamond 

lane between Windsor and Hartford and a full-service fourth lane in each direction throughout the New Haven area.  The bus sailed along, 

and we made good time. 

 

 At 9:09 we exited to downtown Hartford.  It’s weird to think that within half an hour we had gone from the heart of one metro area 

to another—and another half hour would take us to a third.  Unlike in Pittsfield the other day, the train stations along are close to the 

interstate.  Just a couple of minutes after exiting, we were in the station. 

 

 Tons of people boarded in Hartford, enough that the bus was entirely full.  A twenty-something Hispanic man ended up sitting 

next to me.  The other bus pulled in, and it also picked up a number of passengers.  It left before we did. 

 

 I thought everyone had boarded our bus, but then there was a delay.  The issue was that there were two handicapped people 

(both in electric scooters) and a person with a bicycle who needed to board.  There is apparently space for two “auxiliary vehicles” in 

these coach buses, and I found out they board wheelchair passengers with a lift through a back door I didn’t even know existed.  The 

problem was that with there wasn’t space for both the handicapped people and also the bicycle.  On a train this would be no problem.  

Normally the Valley Flyer (what this train is called when it’s an actual train) runs with just two coach cars, but those will hold 118 regular 

passengers, with space for up to six “auxiliary vehicles”.  The two buses together held only 96 passengers, and since the other bus had 

left before us, there wasn’t space for two electric scooters and a bike. 

 

 To solve the problem they called another bus.  (I’d love to know what it costs to charter them.)  The bus company is apparent ly 

based in Hartford, so they could get another one to the station quickly. Since the handicapped people were already on board, they had 

them stay where they were, but they moved all the other passengers and our luggage to the new bus.  This one was painted as the official 

team bus of Trinity Athletics.  I googled it and found that Trinity College is an small elite college in Hartford.  It’s best-known alumni are 

probably playwright Edward Albee and conservative talking heads George Will and Tucker Carlson. 

 

 We left Hartford in the new bus at 9:36am.  This bus was also entirely full, though in the shuffling of vehicles this time I ended 

up next to a black businesswoman.  It took a bit longer to return to the freeway than it had to leave, but at about 9:45 we were finally back 

on I-91.  The ride down to New Haven was uneventful, and we pulled into Union Station about 10:20am.  That was just four minutes later 

than the Valley Flyer train was scheduled to get there.  A lot of people had apparently missed train connections to New York, though, and 

of course they were irate.  Fortunately the wait for the next train along the northeast corridor is never more than an hour. 

 

 I wasn’t transferring to a train, but rather renting a car in New Haven.  While theoretically it would be possible to get vaguely 

near my next destination on transit, it was so inconvenient as to be effectively impossible—and that’s saying something coming from me.  

Part of the reason I’d specifically gone to New Haven is that they have a car rental office right in the station.  I’d made a  reservation 

months ago, so today I needed to claim the car. 

 
 I claimed my luggage, which was no small feat, given that it was 
buried at the opposite end of the storage hold from the access door.  Then I 
made my way into the station.  I circled the entire building, only to find the 
Avis office was right where I had entered.  There was a lot of paperwork, and 
the guy repeatedly tried to get me to take an SUV instead of the sedan I’d 
booked.  Eventually he did give me the keys to a Kia Optima, essentially a 
newer version of the car I own.  He had to explain where I needed to go to 
find the cars, which turned out to be right next to where our bus had parked.  
Fortunately the bus had since departed, so it was easy to get out of the lot. 
 
 While theoretically the models were the same, there were a lot of 
differences between my car and the rented Kia.   To start with, my car has a  

 
Kia Optima in Avis lot 

push-button starter (something I thought was weird when I bought it, but which I’ve gotten used to), while the rental had a traditional 

ignition key.  It also had various features I’d never use (like a back-up camera) and some I’d rather disable (like a lane detection system 

that beeps every time you come too close to the white line at the side of the road).  I’ve dealt with such features on our newer school 

vehicles, so they weren’t surprising.  They do strike me as unnecessary, though.  By the way, the car was blue, and what really made it 

stand out in New England was that it had Florida plates. 

 

 I had carefully looked at online maps before the trip so I could figure out how to get out of downtown New Haven.  Unfortunately 

right after I’d turned out of the station I found the ramp that would lead to Interstate 95 was closed.  There was an arrow with a detour 

pointing left, though once I’d made that turn (onto U.S. 1), the detour was never signed again.  I drove about five miles west through a 

quite run-down neighborhood before finally finding an alternate way onto I-95. 

 



 Interstate 95 (also signed as the Jewish Veterans Memorial Highway) is definitely not the pride and joy of Connecticut.  In some 

ways that makes sense, since the road basically leads traffic through and away from the state.  At New Haven the southbound destination 

is New York City (which is only about eighty miles away), and northbound it’s signed for New London (which has only 30,000 people) and 

Providence.  While it’s populated all along it, a large part of the traffic is heading beyond the state lines.  Even in New Haven, I-95 is the 

secondary local interstate.  Probably because of that, the Connecticut DOT treats most of the highway as a rural interstate.  It’s just four 

lanes most of the time, and never more than six even on the most urban stretches.  Many of the interchanges are archaic, with 20-mph 

exits and extremely short entrance ramps.  What’s more, the signs are overgrown with kudzu, so it’s often hard to make them out. 

 

 I-95 moves a ton of traffic, at least as much as Interstate 80 in Iowa.  The one good thing is that there’s comparatively little truck 

traffic through Connecticut.  I think beyond the New York metro area, the trucks are basically local traffic only.  Another good thing is that 

pretty much everyone drives at or under the speed limit—which is 65 on most of the route, but gets down as low as 50 in both New Haven 

and New London. 

 

 Before this trip I’d looked into just about every budget or midrange hotel in eastern Connecticut, and it was interesting to pass 

the signs for all the hotels I’d researched.  I-95 is only 112 miles long in Connecticut, so none of those hotels is all that far from the others. 

 

 Connecticut numbers their exits sequentially, though until you’re well east of New Haven the numbers are also pretty close to 

the miles.  Further east, though, they’re off.  I needed to take Exit 90 this afternoon, and that happened to be at mile 101.  I exited onto 

Connecticut highway 27, which seems to mostly be known as Greenmanville Road (when I first saw it, I thought it was Germanville, but 

the first part is “green man”, like a space alien.)  This leads to Connecticut’s biggest tourist town, Mystic. 

 

 I had lunch just off the exit at a place called the Mystic Diner.  The place was enormous, with seating for well over a hundred.  It 

was almost full when I arrived, and I ended up being seated at the counter.  Perhaps needless to say, shortly after I had a less than 

desirable seat, the tables and booths began to empty out. 

 

 Mystic Diner is not a place I’d recommend others eat.  It’s only really good factor was its convenience to the freeway.  The place 

was a bit on the dirty side, the service was indifferent at best, and the food was mediocre and expensive.  I had French onion soup and 

a ham and cheese omelette.  Neither was bad, but I’ve had better food for less elsewhere. 

  
Scenes from Mystic Seaport 

 



 I drove about half a mile south and turned into one of two enormous parking lots that serve eastern Connecticut’s second biggest 

attraction (after the Foxwoods Casino), Mystic Seaport.  I was honestly a bit surprised that the parking was free.  It was a fair walk from 

the entrance, but for a cost of $0, I’ll take it. 

 

 I’d bought a ticket for Mystic Seaport online, and—just as for the attractions in Springfield—I had to exchange it for a wristband 

at the entrance.  I spent about three hours wandering around the place.  While far from my favorite tourist attraction, it was interesting, 

and I felt it actually was worth its $25 admission fee.  The tourist attraction (which is privately run) is located on the site of what was once 

one of the biggest shipbuilding yards in America.  Over time the area has been repurposed into an enormous indoor—outdoor museum 

of all things nautical.  It’s kind of like Living History Farms, but for the ocean instead of the land. 

 

 While it’s far from my favorite of all tourist attractions, I did like Mystic Seaport.  My favorite part was probably a detailed museum 

that told the history of whaling (which is more associated with southern Massachusetts, rather than Connecticut).  It’s both fascinating, 

and a bit sad.  The intricate displays on how boats are built were quite a bit less interesting, though. 

 

 I also liked an indoor exhibit they had about boats that told stories.  My favorite of those was President Franklin Roosevelt’s 

personal yacht, together with the wheelchair he used at its helm.  That really is a fascinating piece of history. 

 

 The biggest part of the museum is a town made up of buildings that have been relocated to the site.  It’s pretty much the same 

thing you’d see at Od Threshers or Living History Farms (even approximately the same era as the Midwestern pioneer towns), but it’s 

larger than either of those.  Each building is different in how it is presented.  Some just have signage explaining what it is.  A few don’t 

even have that; instead you’re supposed to scan a QR code on your cell phone to get the information.  Most are in some way a ttended, 

though.  None is actual living history.  I liked the ones that had guides who were familiar with the crafts they were illustrating, but who just 

explained things well.  I cared much less for some that had old geezers who basically wanted to reminisce about the good old days. 

 

 One thing I particularly enjoyed in the town was the Plymouth Cordage Company, a factory where they explained the rope-

making process.  They had included this because ropes are a vital part of boating, and the many steps involved in producing ropes was 

fascinating.  The place also stood out, because I knew exactly where it came from.  Years ago, on the first train trip Margaret and I made, 

we spent a day in Plymouth, Massachusetts.  The train station there was located in the Cordage Park complex (which mostly housed a 

Walmart), so-named because it was built on the site of the old rope-making plant. 

 

 Mystic Seaport is also an active harbor, and it was interesting to see the contrast between the historic ships they’ve docked as 

exhibits and the new ships (mostly pleasure yachts) that were docked there.  I’m about as into boating as guns, so I can’t say I was thrilled 

with all this.  It was fun to see the contrast, though. 

 

 I made my way back to the parking lot and on a whim headed east again (or by sign directions “north”) on I-95.  I drove east 

about ten miles into Rhode Island.  I just snapped a picture at the border (where they had signs announcing they’ll be changing their exit 

numbers effective July 31) and got off at Exit 1 (which probably will still be Exit 1 in August, though it could be downgraded to Exit 0).  I’ve 

been to the Ocean State twice before, and I’ll be there twice again later on this trip.  What was interesting for me, though,  was that this 

little deviation made Rhode Island the forty-ninth state I’ve driven a car in.  The only state where I haven’t driven is Oregon, and given 

that they’ve got pretty good public transportation there, most likely my string will stay at 49 states. 

 
Welcome to Rhode Island 

 

 I was only in Little Rhody for less than ten minutes, all of it in the town of Ashaway.  My intent had been to stay just a bit longer, 

but I made a wrong turn and quite quickly ended up back in Connecticut.  When I got back to Exit 90, I went back south on Greenmanville 

Road, which leads into downtown Mystic.  (I should point out here that technically there is no Mystic; what people think of as Mystic 

actually straddles the border between two different towns, Groton and Stonington.)  I just drove through downtown Mystic on U.S. 1, but  



that alone took nearly twenty minutes.  The traffic is bumper to bumper, and 
pedestrians go wherever they please, whether there’s a crosswalk or not.  
Books describe Mystic as quaint and picturesque.  It looks kind of like Galena, 
Illinois—except that Mystic is built mostly of wood, while Galena is largely 
brick.  The businesses are exclusively tourist-oriented.  In addition to endless 
gift shops and restaurants, they have offer bungee jumping for the 
adventurous and spas with crystal treatments for the gullible.  Everything is 
extremely expensive.  For instance, the gas stations in Mystic charge about 
40¢ a gallon more than the ones in New Haven (which at the moment are 
just a bit cheaper than gas stations in Iowa). 
 
 I took the first side road west of Mystic (state highway 614, which 
goes by the name Mystic Road) and headed back to I-95.  I drove back west 
about thirteen miles to Exit 81 and took a very awkward exit that led to my 
home for the night, the Rodeway Inn—Waterford.  There was no one here 
when I got to the check-in desk, but I dialed 0 on a phone, and before long a 
little old Asian man came trotting in.  I’d prepaid for this room a few months  

 
U.S. 1 – Mystic, Connecticut 

back, since it was dramatically cheaper than almost anything else I could book anywhere remotely near Mystic.  I paid $58 a night, so I 

really wasn’t expecting much.  I was actually given a very pleasant room.  While the hotel probably dates from the ‘50s, it appears to have 

been updated fairly recently.  The room is enormous, and it offers a nice view of the interstate while being far enough away that noise 

isn’t an issue.  Everything is clean and in working order, and the air conditioning works quite well.  It’s definitely worth what I’m paying, 

though probably not the $175 walk-in price they’re currently advertising. 

 

 When researching for this trip, I’d looked at a number of restaurants where I might have dinner.  The only thing within walking 

distance of the Rodeway in was a McDonalds, so most of the things I looked at were about a fifteen-minute drive away.  I really didn’t feel 

like getting on the interstate again tonight, though, so I instead drove about five miles on side streets to a Panera.  I got a Pick 2 there, 

and as a bonus I just ate half of it, so the other half will be my breakfast tomorrow.  (There’s a sign here saying that they’re not allowed 

to serve breakfast due to COVID, though my bet is that even before the pandemic there wasn’t anything great on their buffet.) 

 

 My main accomplishment tonight was working on this travelogue.  Hopefully I’ll get a good night’s sleep, because I’m planning 

to pack in a lot the next couple of days. 

 

 I watched the evening news on NBC Connecticut.  The big story was that there had been major storms early this evening in the 

middle third of the state.  There were power outages just twenty miles west of my hotel in Waterford, but here we only got a few drips.s  

The weather forecast is for near record heat tomorrow, though the good news is that it will come with less humidity. 

 

 
 I slept in just a tad later today, but I still just lounged around the hotel for about an hour and a half.  The highlight of the early 

morning was probably breakfasting on the Greek salad I’d gotten at Panera yesterday. 

 

 Right at 8am I left.  The office was locked, so I just left the key in my room.  Then I battled the traffic heading westward on I-95.  

I drove west to mile 54, where there’s a service plaza that dates to when this was a toll road.  (It’s free these days.)  It’s important to return 

rental cars with a full tank of gas (the contract said otherwise I’d be charged $9.85 a gallon), so I topped off at the Mobil  station.  The 

price ($4.599) was a bit higher than some other places I’d seen, but it was easy to get in and out of—something that would not necessarily 

be true at other stations. 

 

 When I got to New Haven, on a whim I decided to make a small detour to the campus of Yale University.  I can’t say it was worth 

going out of the way for.  Basically it looks like an urban university.  The old part reminded me of Columbia, and the newer part could 

have been in Iowa City.  It is interesting that the old part of Yale is built of stone, unlike Harvard, which is brick. 

 

 I made my way past the New Haven town green (this is New England, after all), where—as you might expect in a college town—

people were setting up a protest.  I have no idea what their issue of concern was.  Then I made my way back to Union Station.  I pulled 

into the exact same space where I’d gotten the car yesterday, though I just pulled straight in, instead of backing in like I’d gotten it.  A 

different south Asian man came to check the mileage and fuel level and inspect the vehicle.  I think he wanted to charge me for a couple 

of scratches that were already there when I picked it up, but in the end he didn’t. 

 

 I went back to the Avis desk to return the key.  I had to wait a while to do that, because the man was on the phone with someone 

who was making a reservation.  It surprised me a bit that in the internet age people would call to book a car rental, but apparently that 

does happen.  Once the man was available, completing the paperwork and turning in the key was easy. 

 



 I had about an hour and a half to kill at Union Station, but the time went surprisingly quickly.  I got some coffee at one of two 

Dunkin’ Donuts stands in the station, and I picked up a copy of the New Haven Register at a newsstand.  I also went outdoors for a bit, 

where I noticed that they’d once again backed the car I’d rented into a space.  Mostly I just sat around and did some people watching, 

though. 

 

 While not on the scale of Chicago or New York, New Haven does have a fairly busy station.  In addition to Amtrak trains, the 

station serves MetroNorth commuter trains to New York City, Shore Line East trains that serve that head as far east as New London, and 

long distance buses from both Greyhound and the Peter Pan company.  The schedule board showed about four departures an hour 

throughout the morning.  With a single exception (a train to Boston that was leaving later than mine), everything was running on time. 

 

 There appear to be dedicated platforms that serve trains to different destinations, and the departure boards showed those hours 

before the train would be arriving.  So, at about 10:15 I made my way through the tunnel and out to platform #4, from which train 2152 

was due to depart.  Not long after I was out there they called that train for boarding, though it would still be quite a while before it actually 

arrived.  I entertained myself watching two commuter trains and a southbound Amtrak bound for Norfolk, Virginia depart while I waited. 

 

 
My train, the northbound Acela Express, arrived at 10:35am, exactly five minutes 

before it was due to leave.  All seating on the Acela is reserved, and my seat was in car #1 at 
the far rear of the train.  I dropped my main suitcase on a rack by the door and made my way to 
seat #4-F, a front-facing singleton seat in a 1—2 configuration. 
 
 By booking months in advance, I was able to get a decent price on the Acela’s first-
class service.  First class definitely isn’t worth its standard price (which can be over $300 for 
this trip), but for less than half that it was a nice upgrade.  For me the biggest perk was having 
a seat without a neighbor, but there are a lot of other nice touches, too.  There’s a dedicated 
first-class car attendant, and she gave good service without being intrusive.  First class also 
includes a full meal and unlimited drinks, including alcoholic beverages.  I got coffee on boarding 
(lukewarm, but not bad tasting), and the attendant told me that when I was ready I could order 
from either the breakfast or lunch menus.   
 

Shortly after 11:00 I ordered lunch.  I chose Korean chicken bulgogi, a nice stir-fry 
served with lemongrass rice.  The meal also came with a hot croissant and a cup of chocolate 
mousse.  There was butter on the side and also a packet of salt that said it was from the Kalahari 
Desert.  While actually a bit smaller than the dining car meal I had on the Lake Shore Limited, 
this came across as much nicer.  I’m sure it was also prepared ahead and re-heated,  but this 
time they served my lunch on china  dishes with real silverware.  I also ordered a rum and Diet  

Coke, which was served pre-mixed in a nice cocktail glass.  The presentation just made things seem more elegant. 

 

I was also presented with a bottle of Fiji water, which I’ve seen for sale at ridiculous prices in stores.  I have no idea what’s 

supposed to be so special about it, aside from the fact that it actually is imported from the South Pacific.  It tasted just like any other water. 

 

The Acela is Amtrak’s fastest train, and the only thing we have in America that resembles high-speed rail.  While it doesn’t 

approach the speeds trains do in Europe and Asia, it’s notably faster than regular Amtrak trains.  The speed app on my phone showed 

we were routinely running between 120 and 130 mph, though we did slow down to about 85 on some tight curves.  Interestingly, as a 

passenger, it didn’t really feel like we were going all that fast.  If anything the ride was smoother than on trains in the M idwest. 

 

Three things help the Acela to go quickly.  Most importantly, it runs exclusively on tracks owned by Amtrak, so it doesn’t get 

slowed down by freight trains.  Second, the whole line is electrified, and electric trains can go faster than diesel locomotives.  Finally, the 

Acela makes very few stops.  Our first stop after New Haven was an hour and twenty minutes later in Providence.  From there it was just 

a short hop on to the Boston suburbs.  

 

 We got into Boston’s South Station right on time at 12:45pm.  I made a long hike from the platforms through the main part of the 

station and down to the subway.  I paused at a bank of vending machines to buy a Charlie card (Boston’s tap-and-go card for transit 

fares), and I just missed a train while I was going down the escalator.  The line I was taking has two branches, and of course the first to 

arrive was for the wrong branch.  I had to wait about fifteen minutes before a train bound to Braintree showed up. 

 

 Boston’s rapid transit system, the “T”, has been in the news a lot this year, though not for good reasons.  Just this week one of 

their trains caught on fire, and hundreds of passengers had to evacuate from a bridge.  Earlier in the year the roof of a tunnel collapsed 

during construction on a parking ramp above it.  They’ve also had lots of delays and maintenance issues, supposedly due to staffing 

shortages.  Boston has America’s first subway, but they don’t seem to be doing much to modernize it. 

 

 I could tell this when I watched the trains go buy and then finally boarded a red line train today.  Two trains, including the one I 

boarded had cars on them that were entirely shut off; they were dark, and the doors weren’t open.  The cars that were available weren’t 

in goof shape.  They use two kinds of cars on the red line in Boston:  old and ancient.  The first date to the 1990s, and they don’t seem 

to have been maintained very well.  They’re filthy on the outside, and the interiors are covered with scratch graffiti.  Many  of the lights 

flicker, and the doors don’t seem to open and close right.  The ancient cars are between fifty and sixty years old.  They very much look 



their age, though they actually look cleaner, since their surfaces are of materials that don’t lend themselves to scratching up.  They have 

even more door and light issues, though.  Both kinds of trains just chug slowly along, seeming like anything but rapid transit. 

 

 I had an uneventful ride south to North Quincy station, a suburban station 
built in an open-air trench and surrounded by parking ramps.  I exited the station and 
walked exactly two blocks to my destination, a brand new hotel that combines a 
Holiday Inn Express and a Staybridge Suites in the same building.  Those two brands 
are franchised by the same company, so it’s not as odd as it might seem.  The front 
door at this place is locked twenty-four hours a day (which seems more than a bit 
excessive to me), but eventually I located a doorbell, and the guy at the desk buzzed 
me in.  It was still three hours before their official check-in time, but the clerk found a 
room for me with no problem.  I was a bit annoyed that they charged an automatic 
$150 damage deposit, but presumably that will be removed at check-out. 
 
 Holiday Inn Express is probably the best hotel chain I’ve stayed at, and their 
Quincy location certainly fit with that trend.  The room was large (particularly by urban 
standards), and everything was spotless and working correctly.  My main complaint 
would be that it’s poorly let, which is kind of unusual for a new hotel. 

 
On the platform at North Quincy station 

Quincy, Massachusetts 
 

 For now I just dumped my stuff in the room and then set out again.  I had another fairly long wait for a train, during which I 

pondered one of the advertising posters in the station.  It was soliciting subjects for a medical study on “face blindness”, which can 

apparently be a symptom of Alzheimer’s disease.  The poster showed pictures of supposedly famous people, and it said that potential 

participants in the study would be those who could not recognize the people who appeared in the advertisement.  Of the seven faces, I 

could only recognize two, which happened to be Barack Obama and Oprah Winfrey.  I’m pretty sure I don’t have Alzheimer’s; I just don’t 

keep up with pop culture enough to recognize the rich and allegedly famous. 

 

 This time I rode just three stops south to Quincy Adams station, which is at the south end of the historic town that’s now one of 

Boston’s biggest suburbs.  Leaving that station was quite a challenge, due to a huge construction project there.  The station is basically 

a big park-and-ride.  It’s built under an enormous ramp, with surface parking surrounding it.  Maps clearly show that there’s an exit to a 

neighborhood street, but the only exit from the main part of the station led to the parking lot.  From there I could see no pedestrian exit, 

just ramps that led to a freeway.  Eventually I saw an orange construction sign that noted that access to Independence Avenue was via 

a staircase in the parking ramp.  I walked up 94 steps to level six of the ramp.  That level was mostly under construction, but there was a 

path lined with orange mesh that led to the exit I was looking for.   

 

 The stretch of Independence Avenue near the station is lined with boxy wood houses from early in the 20th Century.  Most of 

these were built as duplexes, and some of those have been subdivided into four or six units.  The smallest apartments rent for about 

$2000 a month, and true single-family homes (usually converted by merging a duplex) sell for close to a million dollars.  Similar homes 

would be $100,000 or possibly even less back in Algona.   
 

 After a few blocks the street switches to a rather 
tacky business strip from the 1960s.  Quite out of place 
with its neighbors was my first destination today, one of 
several properties in Quincy that is part of the Adams 
National Historic Park.  Mixed in among the car repair 
shops and pizza parlors is the house where John Adams 
was born and the addition (considered a separate house) 
where John Quincy Adams was born.  You can only see 
the interior on a guided tour, and due to COVID those are 
limited to no more than six people per hour, so I just 
wandered around the outside and snapped a few pictures. 
 

 I walked about a mile to my next destination, 
which was about 250 years newer than the Adams 
birthplace.  It was historic in its own way, though.  I went to 
the first location of Dunkin’ Donuts.  The chain actually 
started as  a food truck,  serving factory workers and long- 
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shoremen.  A year later they built a permanent building on Southern Artery in Quincy, and they’ve been selling coffee and doughnuts 

there ever since.  The building has been renovated numerous times since it was built in 1950, and today it looks in no way historic.  They 

do have a few exhibits on the history of the place, though. 

 

 I walked past Quincy High School (whose teams go by the name Presidents) and made my way into downtown Quincy.  Two 

large historic churches tower over the town green.  One is Bethany Congregational Church, part of the UCC denomination I belong to.  

Much more famous is the Unitarian Universalist United First Parish Church, which carries the nickname Church of the Presidents since it 

was the entire Adams family were members there.  Both John and John Quincy Adams are interred in the church’s crypt.  Though also 

part of the historic site, this is still an active church.  I had planned to go inside the place, but unfortunately they were holding a wedding 

there on Friday afternoon. 



 
LEFT:  Display of logos over time  

at the original Dunkin Donuts location 
RIGHT:  United First Parish Church 

Quincy, Massachusetts  
 

 A statue on the town green honors another of Quincy’s most famous early residents, John Hancock.  The town is currently 

preparing to celebrate its 400th anniversary, and it would be fascinating to find what the Founding Fathers would think of the place today. 

 

 North of downtown Quincy is an urban renewal project called Freedom Park that beautifies the side of the trench through which 

the subway runs.  There are statues of the early residents there as well, plus memorials to veterans of every war in our country’s history.  

I was intrigued to see one monument specifically dedicated to those who died in the Battle of the Ardennes Forest during World War I.  

That seemed oddly specific, and it made me wonder how many soldiers from Quincy fought in that battle. 

 

 North of Freedom Park is Peacefield, a grand country estate that was built by John Adams and was where John Quincy Adams 

grew up.  Like their birthplace, it can only be visited with a formal tour, but it was interesting to see the exterior and grounds. 

 

 I made my way back to Quincy Center station and rode the ‘T’ back up to North Quincy.  I’d noticed on a bank thermometer that 

the temperature this afternoon had risen to 97 degrees, and I was drenched in sweat when I got back to the hotel.  I showered to clean 

up, and I dried out my sweat-soaked clothes with an iron. 

 

 Around 5:45 I walked back to the ‘T’ station and caught a northbound train.  I rode to Park Street, which was the first underground 

station in America.  The red line platforms are actually much newer, but I transferred to the green line, which is well over 100 years old.  

I boarded an extremely crowded green line train.  I overheard another passenger remarking that it reminded him of the buses in India.  It 

wasn’t quite as bad as that, but there was definitely no room for social distancing. 

 

 The reason the train was so crowded is that pretty much everybody—including me—was headed to see the Red Sox at Fenway 

Park.  They don’t seem to add extra trains on game days in Boston, so everyone just crams on to what’s available. 

 

 I exited the train at Kenmore Square station and followed a mob of people toward the ballpark.  There were enormous lines at 

every gate, probably lengthened by their process of manually scanning tickets for admission.  There was no indication on the tickets of 

which gate should be used for entry, and I ended up choosing the absolute worst possible gate.  I entered near right field, and my seat, 

while my seat was in left field.  There is no connection through the outfield, so I had to circle the entire concourse to get to my section. 

 

 Signs at Fenway proclaim the place “America’s most loved ballpark”.  I know lots of Cubs fans who would beg to differ with that 

statement, and I wouldn’t even rank it among the top five ballparks I’ve been to.  Like Wrigley Field in Chicago, Fenway’s age makes it 

very cramped.  The seats were built for an era when fans were smaller than they are today, and the concourses are too small to handle 

the crowds.  Oddly, there’s not that much of a sense of history at Fenway, though.  Wrigley is full of brick and ivy.  On the outside Fenway 

is concrete and steel, and inside it’s just a sea of green plastic.  It is more intimate than newer parks, but it’s still big enough that you can’t 

really see the game up close.  The park also feels very enclosed, without the views of the skyline or harbor I’d expected there might be. 

 

 This was a Friday night in summer and the first game after the all-star break, so unsurprisingly the park was absolutely packed.  

Fenway Park has one of the smallest capacities in baseball.  It seats about 37,500 people, and it wouldn’t surprise me if it was officially 

a sell-out for this game.  Certainly all the remotely affordable seats were full, and the “good” seats are usually part of season tickets, so 

they’re “sold” even if they’re empty.  I was packed between a college-age couple on a date and two twenty-something girls whose purpose 



for attending the game seemed to be admiring the player’s rear ends.  In front of me was a mother and her son, two high school kids, and 

a gay couple on a date. 

  
LEFT:  Usher spraying water at a fan 

RIGHT:  Changing the out of town scores on the “green monster” 

Fenway Park – Boston 

 

 Something I couldn’t help but notice was that this was just about the whitest crowd I’ve ever seen at a baseball game.  Boston 

is overall very white, though its many colleges do provide some diversity—particularly with a lot of Asian students.  I don’t think I saw any 

Asians at all at this game, and other than concession workers I saw less than half a dozen black people in the park.  I saw a few more 

Hispanic fans, but I’d bet 98% or more of the crowd was white. 

 

 I only watched about three innings of the game from the stands.  At that point I went to buy a drink, but it was so crowded that I 

ended up watching two more full innings on TV before I got to the front of the line.  My plan was to get a souvenir cup of diet Coke, but 

the pop I paid $5.75 for ended up just coming in a regular cup—oh well! 

 

 My nephew Tim probably liked the outcome of this game.  The Red Sox were playing the Toronto Blue Jays.  Tim’s a Blue Jays 

fan, and his team ended up winning 28 – 5.  I saw only the first quarter of Toronto’s runs, and none of Boston’s.  I did see an inside-the-

park grand slam home run, though it probably would better be scored an error on the Red Sox centerfielder.  Neither team really seemed 

to play very well. 

 

 I got goofed up on my directions when leaving the park, and I ended up at a different ‘T’ station (one actually called Fenway, 

though it’s further from the park than Kenmore).  I soon boarded a train, but that train went out of service after just one stop.  I transferred 

to a different green line train, rode to Park Street, and then had an uneventful ride on the red line back to North Quincy.  Back at the hotel 

I watched a bit of TV, but soon called it a night. 

 

 
 

 I was wide awake at 5:45 this morning.  Breakfast wouldn’t start until 7:00, so I spent some time getting caught up on this 

travelogue.  Like all Holiday Inn Express locations, this one had a very nice breakfast spread.  I enjoyed crispy bacon, scrambled eggs, 

hash browns, and a muffin with honey.  There were also many kinds of fruit, pastries, waffles, and yogurt available. 

 

 While I had allotted plenty of extra time, I had surprisingly good luck catching the ‘T’ this morning.  There was just a three-minute 

wait before a northbound train at North Quincy.  

 

Across from me on the red line was a woman who was wearing a shirt with the logo of the Cape Verdean Association of Boston.  

She was visiting with another man who was carrying an enormous bag filled with returnable bottles and cans.  I quickly gathered from 

their conversation that both were homeless.  The man was staying in a shelter, while the woman had been given temporary housing in 

two different hotels.  I’ve stayed at places in the Twin Cities that housed homeless people on similar arrangements.  The woman said that 

she felt the Ramada was more posh than the Best Western, but she actually preferred the Best Western because “I had a nice view of 

the swamp there”. 

 



I rode north to Downtown Crossing, which, as the name implies, is an interchange station in the heart of Boston.  I made an easy 

connection there to the orange line and rode three stations further north to North Station.  My exit from the station led me outdoors, and 

I had a bit of trouble figuring out exactly where I needed to go to transfer to a commuter train.  North Station is located beneath the Boston 

Garden arena, so it’s a bit buried.  Eventually I made my way back inside and found where I needed to go. 

 
They were doing major renovations at North Station, so the place looked 

more than a bit forlorn.  I had a bit of time to kill, so I bought a Fresca and some 
postcards at a newsstand and entertained myself watching a pigeon that had 
somehow found its way in from the platform area.   
 
 Something rather annoying at North Station is that they don’t announce track 
numbers until right before departure.  There were MBTA commuter trains on two 
different tracks, but it wasn’t until five minutes out that I knew which one was which.  
There’s a good chance that regular commuters know that their train always leaves 
from a certain platform, but they could stand to make things more user-friendly for 
visitors. 
 
 A full-length commuter train was waiting on platform 4.  They had all but one 
car blocked shut, though, so we had to walk all the way forward on the platform to 
enter the open car.  Once we had boarded, there was about a five-minute delay while 
we waited for a drawbridge just outside the station to open. 
 
 I had a window seat, but (as I always try to do) I made a point of keeping the 
aisle seat open in case someone needed to sit there.  I mention that because the train 
had a 3—2 configuration, and a couple of people had sat on the “3” side and positioned 
themselves so that no one could take no one else could possibly sit there.  No one 
ended up sitting next to me, but the train did become full enough that only a couple of 
seats were available. 

 
Pigeon at North Station – Boston 

 

 Before long the conductor came around to collect tickets.  I had purchased a weekend pass on my phone, since the one-way 

fare to my destination (Concord) was just 50¢ less than the unlimited pass.  (Metra in Chicago has a similar deal, which is why if I explore 

the suburbs, it’s almost always on a weekend.)  In addition to checking the pass, the conductor also asked me (and all the other 

passengers) where we were going to.  Most of the stations on the Fitchburg line are technically flag stops, so they need advanced 

notification to stop there.  As it turned out we’d stop at literally every stop, and people both got on and off at each one. 

 

 The most interesting part of this trip came just before I got off.  The train tracks passed right next to Walden Pond, known as the 

retreat of Henry David Thoreau.  While it seems a bit clogged with algae and water lilies, it does seem like a pleasant place. 

 

 After about forty-five minute we arrived at Concord station, which happens to be located on Thoreau Street.  The commuter rail 

stop is just an open platform that’s next to a historic train station that is now used as an antique store.  While most of those who exited 

went to an adjacent park-and-ride, I followed the sidewalk into town. 

 
Typical home in central Concord, Massachusetts 

 I spent about half an hour walking through 
Concord, which is a lovely old town that has morphed into 
a wealthy suburb.  Most of central Concord is quite old.  In 
the South they’d say it was “antebellum”, since almost 
everything dates to the early 19th Century.  There are a few 
things that go back even further, including an inn (bed and 
breakfast) that proudly states that it was built in 1716.  
Everything is beautifully kept, and mature trees made for 
cool walking even on a hot day. 
 

 The lovely town was a bonus, but my real reason 
for coming here was true history.  This is the Concord, as 
in the Battle of Lexington and Concord at the start of the 
American Revolution.  (Lexington is about five miles away, 
at the other end of Walden Pond.  My ultimate destination 
this morning was part of Minuteman National Historic Site.  
The focus of the park is the Old North Bridge (which has 
been reconstructed multiple times, but is faithful to its 18th 
Century appearance), where “the shot heard ‘round the 
world” was fired.  The native growth of the battlefield has 
been preserved, and there’s a nice visitors center that 
discusses the history of before, during, and after that fate- 

ful day.  I found out, for instance, that the reason most of Concord dates from the early 18th Century is that the British burned most of the 

town later in the war. 

 

 There’s also a lovely garden planted by the Daughters of the American Revolution, and there are markers scattered both on the 

park service grounds  and throughout town that mark the approximate burial spots of both British and American soldiers.   There are two  



other buildings on the park service grounds.  One 
is an old farmhouse that was occupied by freed 
slaves where they interpret the rather 
complicated history of African Americans in 
Massachusetts.  The other is a building called the 
Old Manse, a house from the 1700s that was the 
home of several writers, most notably Ralph 
Waldo Emerson and Nathaniel Hawthorne.   
 
 After seeing the historic site, I took a 
slightly different route back through Concord.  I 
mostly walked through a residential area that was 
relatively new, but built to look old.  They don’t 
appear to have regulations that require that look, 
but I think a lot of people just like the appearance 
colonial style homes. 
 
 I stopped briefly at a Walgreen’s in 
Concord where I bought a few snacks (string 
cheese, a bag of chips, and diet root beer) that 
would be my lunch today.  On a whim I also 
picked up a T-shirt honoring the teams from the 
local high school, the Concord—Carlisle Patriots.  
Their mascot has the classic tricorn hat.  It made 
an amusing souvenir. 
 
 I made my way back to the station and 
ate my snacks on the platform.  The digital 
information sign warned that there could be 
delays due to extreme heat.  It was already 94 
out, and the predicted high would be 98.  
Fortunately my train did arrive on time. 

 
 Going eastbound they had a couple of  
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cars open, and they’d open up more as we got closer to Boston.  There were a lot of Red Sox fans on this train, and some of them were 

rather rowdy.  Aside from that, the most noteworthy thing was that when we got to the Brandeis University stop, someone was waiting on 

the outbound platform to board the inbound train.  They did let her cross to the middle and board from the wrong side, but she got a 

thorough scolding. 

 

 We got back to North Station slightly early, and I ended up with nearly an hour to kill before I’d take another train.  I used the 

restroom and also got coffee at a Dunkin’ Donuts stand.  Then I just did a bit of people watching, though no one was particularly 

noteworthy. 

 

 At 2:30pm I boarded a train on the Lowell line.  This train made far fewer stops than the one I was on earlier today, but again I 

was on it for about forty-five minutes.  I went clear to the end of the line at Lowell. 

 
View from Canal Walk – Lowell, Massachusetts 

 
 The Lowell station is a hugely overbuilt complex 
that’s mostly an enormous parking ramp.  I exited, made 
my way to Thorndike Street, and had an on to a major 
highway that had serious construction and wasn’t very 
pedestrian-friendly.  Eventually I followed signs for “Canal 
Walk”, which was a bit more pleasant.  It was still a hot and 
sweaty walk, though, and about the only other people I saw 
were homeless men who filled many of the benches lining 
the walkway.  For a place its size (100,000) Lowell seems 
to have an incredible number of homeless people, and no 
one here seems to be very well off. 
 

 My destination was another park service property, this time Lowell National Historic Site.  The site was originally a very urban 

state park, but President Carter designated it a national historic site in the ‘70s.  It occupies several different buildings in central Lowell 

and tells the story of the rise and decline of American industry.  Lowell was a purpose-built mill town.  For about a hundred years it 

produced more cloth and garments than anywhere else in the world.  They channeled water from the Merrimack River into canals so the 

waterpower could be used for nearly a dozen different mills.  Thousands of women ran the looms, working in what today we would call 

sweatshop conditions.  Most lived in company-owned boarding houses and had their lives very closely regulated.  The majority seemed 

to like their jobs, though, mostly because it paid better than almost any other job a woman could get in the 19th Century. 

 



 In its heyday Lowell prided itself on being a model industrial town.  They used clean waterpower, and the town design 

incorporated lots of green space.  This was in contrast to the dark, polluted mill towns in England.  The town thrived and grew until it 

reached its peak population shortly after World War I.  Then, one by one, the fabric and garment manufacturers started moving away, 

first to the southern states and later abroad.  Lowell began its decline earlier than most rust belt towns.  By the 1950s the last of the mills 

had closed and people were rapidly moving away.  Lowell somewhat re-invented itself in the ‘70s, when Wang Computers opened its 

headquarters there.  It was the high-tech renaissance that prompted creation of the national historic site.  Since then Wang went bankrupt, 

though, and Lowell has been struggling again. 

 

 The main visitors center at Lowell National Historic Site 
wasn’t much; it took no more than ten minutes for me to see all that 
was there.  I did learn one interesting thing there, though.  That was 
that novelist Jack Kerouac had grown up in Lowell, though he left 
for more urban lifestyle as soon as he could. 

 
The other buildings that make up the historic site were 

much more interesting than the visitors center.  Most fascinating 
was the Boott Mill, which preserves the lines of looms just as they 
were when the place shut down.  They keep some of them operative 
to produce samples of cloth that they sell as souvenirs.  It was fun 
to see them work. 

 
Instead of taking the canal walk back to the station I 

followed Google Maps’ instructions and took a series of streets that 
led through downtown Lowell and a residential area.  This gave me 
an idea of just how bleak things are in this post-industrial town.  
Almost everything in the downtown area is abandoned.  There are 
a few ma ‘n’ pa shops on the first floors of grand buildings, but it’s 
clear that there’s nothing on the upper floors.  A couple of the mill  

 
Looms at the Boott Mill 

Lowell National Historic Site 
buildings that weren’t taken over by the park service house a community college, one serves as mini-storage, and some others are just 

decaying.  South of downtown I walked past block after block of public housing.  Most of the units didn’t have air conditioning, which must 

have made things truly miserable on this furnace of a day. 

 
On an empty MBTA commuter train 

 
Fortunately the train station was air conditioned, and I was glad to 

relax there a bit while waiting for my train.  They also had a vending machine 
where I bought a Diet Pepsi, which re-hydrated me after I’d sweated a gallon 
walking around Lowell. 
 
 On the train ride back to Boston I read through a letter that my 
brother John had sent by e-mail.  Both he and Janet are now officially COVID-
free, and they had very few symptoms even when they were positive.  It 
would appear that even if vaccination doesn’t fully prevent COVID, it does 
limit the symptoms. 
 
 We got back to North Station right on time at 6:15pm.  This time my 
connections on the ‘T’ were not great, and it took a full hour to get back to 
North Quincy.  I showered and refreshed myself a bit, and then I went out for 
dinner.  I ate right next to the hotel at the Quincy location of a local chain 
called 99.  Apparently they got their name from the street address of their first  

location.  Today they have restaurants all over New England, serving “pub grub” in a sports bar atmosphere. 

 

 The restaurant wasn’t at all busy, and they seemed to have a lot of staff who were standing around doing nothing.  One of those 

was my waitress, who I honestly considered not tipping at all.  It was ten minutes before she came to take my order, she only came back 

once to check on things, and I had to flag her down to get the check.  Neither she nor anyone else ever did bus the dishes from a nearby 

table.  That stood out, because the couple that had been sitting there left cocktails on the table that were half full.  I checked the menu 

and found that those cocktails cost $10.99 each.  If I paid that much, I’d definitely want to drink every drop. 

 

 While the service was atrocious, the food at 99 was actually quite good.  I ordered French onion soup, which was far more tasty 

than what I’d had at the diner the other day.  I also got what they called a Vermont cheddar burger.  In addition to bacon and real cheddar 

cheese, it featured a jam of caramelized onions and maple syrup that really was amazing.  In lieu of fries I had a dish of coleslaw, and it 

had a nice zesty flavor.  The restaurant also gives out free popcorn in the way a Mexican restaurant might serve chips.  I munched on a 

bit of that while I was waiting around for the waitress. 

 

 I made my way back to the hotel and just watched a bit of TV.  I fell asleep while the evening news (11:00 in the Eastern time 

zone) was on. 

 



 
 

 Again I was up six-ish.  After showering and brushing my teeth I packed up my bags again.  I went down to breakfast shortly 

before 7am.  I was the first person through the line when they opened at 7:02.  I wolfed down some eggs, sausage, and hash browns.  

Then I checked out and was out of the hotel at 7:10. 

 

 I had made a point of allowing a lot of time for ‘T’ connections this morning, and I was very glad I did.  When I got to North Quincy 

station, the digital sign said the next Alewife-bound train would be arriving in 12 minutes.  However, it continued to say 12 minutes for 

another five minutes, and it took twenty more minutes before the train finally did arrive.  Once it came, we went very, very slowly northward.  

It took ten full minutes to get to the next stop, JFK—UMass.  We then waited by the platform there for another ten minutes before setting 

off again.  The driver made a vague announcement about “traffic ahead”.  I’m not sure what traffic that would be, since there was obviously 

a big buffer between us and any previous train.  We made lengthy, but somewhat shorter stops at the next three stations.  Only after 

South Station (when I had just one more stop to go) did the train seem to move normally. 

 

 I again transferred to the orange line at Downtown Crossing.  While there was a nine-minute wait for a train, the ride from there 

up to North Station was quick and uneventful.  The whole trip from the hotel to North Station took nearly an hour and a half, when 

yesterday morning it took about half an hour. 

 

 Because of the issues on the ‘T’, I had only a short wait at North Station before my Amtrak train would leave.  Since Amtrak 

trains look different from the MBTA commuter trains, it was obvious which platform we’d be on.  I was one of the first people to board, 

and since the business class car ended up being entirely full (indeed, it turned over with new passengers more than once in a two and a 

half hour journey), I was very glad of that.  I again had a singleton seat in a 1—2 configuration. 

 

 The train I was on this morning was the Downeaster.  Like the Illinois trains, this is a state-supported route.  Most of the money 

for it comes from the Maine Department of Transportation, but they also receive funds from Massachusetts and New Hampshire.  They 

run five round-trips a day between Boston and Brunswick, Mane.  This morning I would be going about three-fourths of the way to the 

destination. 

 

 They do business class well on this train.  Like in Illinois, business occupies half of the café car, and upgraded customers are 

allowed fee non-alcoholic drinks.  The difference was that before we even set off the café attendant came around and took drink orders 

from all the passengers, so we didn’t even have to leave our seats to get the perk. 

 

 We set off right on time at 8:50am.  The first part of the ride paralleled my route to Lowell yesterday.  Amtrak uses a different 

track in this stretch, though, and it’s obviously not in good shape.  We bumped and jostled our way up to the first stop at Haverhill.  It 

intrigued me that both we and the southbound Downeaster arrived in Haverhill at the exact same time. 

 

 The route is pretty much all developed through the Boston suburbs, which extend right up to the New Hampshire border.  From 

there I saw thick forest, broken up by true small towns.  This train stops about every fifteen minutes.  The stops are less frequent than on 

commuter trains, but closer together than any other Amtrak train I’ve been on.  Even the stops going from Princeton to Chicago are further 

apart. 

 

 While I generally think of Maine as a wilderness area, this is definitely not one of Amtrak’s more scenic routes.  There are a 

couple of views of rough coastline and of the heavily developed tourist area at Old Orchard Beach.  Mostly, though, I just saw lots and 

lots of trees. 

 

 We got into Portland about five minutes early, at 11:15.  Portland Transit Center is primarily a bus station for Concord Coach 

Lines, though it is also by far the biggest train station on the Downeaster route.  I crossed a freeway entrance ramp and a couple of 

parking lots to get to the place I’d be staying tonight, the Clarion—Airport.  This was another concrete slab from the ‘60s.  It has a rather 

grand lobby, but I’d find the rooms were quite spartan.  I went to the desk and asked, noting that it was clearly far before check-in time, if 

I could store my bags and come back later.  The woman in charge was very accommodating, and the bags were locked in a room that 

appeared to mostly house computer printers.  Baggage stowed, I set out to explore Portland. 

 

 While the Clarion—Airport is very convenient to the train station, it’s actually not particularly close to what they call the Portland 

Jetport, which I think I remember being one of the places where the 9/11 terrorists departed that terrible morning.  What it’s mostly close 

to is the Portland medical district.  There are two large hospitals not far away, and the hotel actually shares a parking lot with several 

specialty clinics.  A lot of homeless people seem to frequent the area, but they weren’t particularly bothersome. 

 

 I set out walking and soon crossed under Interstate 295.  Just after that I had a brief wait while I waited for my train and then the 

southbound Downeaster to clear a crossing.  Beyond that I passed through a decaying mostly residential area the chamber of commerce 

calls the arts district.  The area features lots of enormous wooden Victorian homes, almost all of which have been subdivided into either 



two or four units.  Sprinkled among them are huge brick apartment complexes that probably once served as warehouses or factories.  

The neighborhood seems quite ethnically diverse, with signs in English, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, and Vietnamese.  Portuguese is a 

surprisingly common language throughout New England.  A lot of the immigrants who contributed to the area’s seafaring tradition were 

from Portugal. 

 
 After abut a two-mile walk I reached downtown Portland, which 
looks a lot like Dubuque.  It was immediately clear the city gets a lot of 
tourists, though I honestly don’t know what draws them here.  The Old Port 
is—well—an old port.  It is where lobster boats still dock, but basically it’s a 
grimy industrial area.  Otherwise downtown is mostly filled with former 
commercial buildings that are now almost exclusively apartments.  I saw 
many of the landmarks you’re supposed to see (for instance Monument 
Square and a big statue of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.  None of it rally 
seemed to justify going around in an open-air tour bus, but hundreds of 
people did appear to be doing that. 

 
 Portland did seem remarkably similar to its namesake on the West 
Coast.  While the Maine city is much smaller than the one in Oregon, they 
both are very young, very liberal places.  Just like in the Pacific Northwest, 
Portland, Maine also had a huge number of cannabis dispensaries, and they 
seemed to be doing quite a business at midday on a Sunday.  The pot joints 
had clever names like The Wellness Connection and Organic Green Spa.  It 
wasn’t hard to figure out what they were, though. 

 
 While the temperature was only in the 80s, I think the humidity was 
about  the same as  the  temperature.  Once again  I  got thoroughly soaked 
walking, and I felt rather dehydrated.  I stopped at a CVS store, where I picked 
up what they called organic citrus water.  It was oddly bitter, but it was 
refreshing. 
 
  Something that stood out in Portland was that I saw at least half a 
dozen cars with LSU stickers on them.  I wondered at first if this might be 
some local school, but they were indeed for Louisiana State University, alma 
mater of the NFL star that I’m in no way related to, Joe Burrow.  There aren’t 
many places that are further away from Baton Rouge than Maine (though 
Oregon might fit the bill), and while lobsters are like oversized crawfish, 
there’s not much other similarity between here and Cajun country. 
 
 After wandering around Portland for about two hours, I had lunch at 
a place called D’Angelo’s, which is a New England chain similar to Jimmy 
John’s.  They make a big deal about the T that the meat on their sandwiches 
is freshly grilled.  I had what they called the small chicken Vermonter.  The 
name comes from its featuring Vermont cheddar cheese, but the sandwich 
also included grilled chicken, bacon, lettuce, tomato, and honey mustard. 
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Sign for cannabis dispensary 

 Interestingly, D’Angelo’s was part of a retail complex built on what used to be Portland’s train station.  The mainline tracks are 

right behind the shopping center.  The new station is on a spur track, so they have to deviate to get there and then back out of the station.  

I’m not sure why they chose to move it there. 

 

 I made my way back to the new station, only to find the train would be about fifteen minutes late.  I did a bit of reading and also 

filled time making notes for this travelogue in the Google Keep app on my phone.  Around 2:30 the next northbound train showed up. 

 

 I’d booked a coach ticket for the short hop from Portland up to the end of the line at Brunswick.  While coach doesn’t come with 

free drinks, they’ve recently renovated the seats in coach, so it was actually more comfortable than the business class seat I’d been in 

earlier today.  What’s more, since the vast majority of people leave the train at Portland, there I had both seats on one side of the aisle to 

myself. 

 

 The Downeaster train definitely isn’t the Acela.  On the first part of this leg we crawled through industrial areas of Portland.  I 

turned on the speed app on my phone to find that we were going a whopping 15mph.  Even when we got up to full speed in the rural 

areas, we topped out at about 45mph.  The tracks are bad in Maine, and there are at-grade crossings everywhere. 

 

 There’s only one intermediate stop between Portland and Brunswick.  That’s in Freeport, where L.L. Bean has its headquarters 

and runs an enormous outlet store.  I didn’t stop there, but apparently the outlet store is one of the top tourist attractions in Maine. 

 

 From Freeport it was just twelve minutes on to Brunswick.  The track ends abruptly right at the edge of a major highway.  There’s 

a big supermarket (Hannaford’s) on one side of the tracks and the old station (which now houses Edible Arrangements and a Miracle Ear 



dealer) on the other.  Next to the old station is an apartment complex with businesses on the bottom floor.  One of those is the Brunswick 

city welcome center, which effectively serves as the modern-day station. 

 

 
First Parish Church – UCC 

Brunswick, Maine 

 The main street in Brunswick is Maine Street (spelled like 
the state), and I spent the next couple of hours exploring what was 
on or near there.  The first place I saw was the main historic 
attraction in Brunswick, another place called First Parish Church.  
Though this church was founded in 1717, its assertively Gothic 
wood frame building is about the age of my home church, dating to 
the mid 1800s.  It is best known as the place where Harriet Beecher 
Stowe worshipped and where she supposedly had a vision that 
inspired her to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  It’s still an active part of 
the United Church of Christ, and it appears to be even more liberal 
than the denomination as a whole. 
 
 First Parish Church also acts as the campus chapel for 
Bowdoin (pronounced BO-dun) College, which is located just south 
of the church.  Bowdoin is one of the oldest colleges in America, 
dating to when Maine was still part of Massachusetts.  It is 
prestigious and expensive.  Students have to have at least a 30 ACT 
or 1300 SAT to apply, and they admit only 9% of their applicants.  
Undergraduate tuition for this coming year is $56,350.  I have no 
idea how they justify charging that much, but then I personally felt I 
got a perfectly good education for about 2% of that price.  Bowdoin 
does, of course, have a beautifully manicured campus, and there’s 

also a lovely park nearby that was full of freshly scrubbed kids in designer clothes who were preparing for some protest.   

 

 Brunswick gets a lot of tourists, but it doesn’t seem as popular as Portland—even though to me Brunswick seemed to have more 

to offer.  The downtown area reminded me a lot of Decorah, minus the Norwegian identity of the Iowa town.  It’s nicely renovated brick 

buildings housing local stores that cater to a hippy-ish clientele.  (As in Portland, there was plenty of legalized cannabis in Brunswick.)  

The side streets have boxy wood-frame houses from the early 20th Century.  It’s a pretty town, and while the people weren’t overly friendly, 

they were pleasant enough., 

 

 I went to a gift shop called Cool as a Moose.  As the name implies, they were heavy on outdoor-oriented stuff.  It was interesting 

to look around, though.  I made a small purchase there, and weirdly my change included old silver certificates.  I don’t know if those are 

worth anything more than other dollar bills, but it would be interesting to check it out. 

 
Androscoggin Swing Bridge 

Brunswick, Maine 

 

I also stopped for a snack at Gelato Fiasco, which appears to be the single most popular 
business in town.  I sampled a tiny taste of blood orange gelato, but I ended up buying a cup of 
their blueberry crisp flavor.  That seemed appropriate, given that Mane is known for its berries.  
The gelato is basically vanilla ice cream with blueberry crisp crumbled up inside it.  It really was 
delicious. 
 

 Next I made my way to Le Petit Pont (“the little bridge” in French), a small pedestrian 
bridge over the Androscoggin River that was originally used by French Canadian workers who 
worried in Brunswick but lived on the north side of the river in what is now the town of Topsham.  
They call this a swinging bridge, though I honestly didn’t notice much movement in it.  It was kind 
of fun to walk across the river, and I also followed a trail along the north bank for a while. 
 

 I stopped briefly at a 7-Eleven, where I picked up a packaged salad and some baby bell 
cheese that would be my dinner tonight.  Unfortunately the salad didn’t come with a fork, so I 
ended up eating it with the miniature red spoon that had come with my gelato. That was awkward, 
but I did make it work.  For dessert I had a Maine classic, a whoopie pie.  This is a sandwich made 
of two circular pieces of chocolate cake with marshmallow fluff in the middle.  Oddly, that was 
under my carb limit for dinner.  I ate my supper while waiting for the southbound train, and I also 
did a bit of reading in my kindle. 

 

 The train was about five minutes late arriving, which was kind of strange given that it originates in Brunswick.  Even stranger 

was that we backed up all the way to Portland.  They actually have engines on both ends of this train, so presumably the engineer thinks 

he’s going forward.  The way the seats are arranged in the coaches, though, we were facing the wrong way for the whole trip. 

 

 It’s a bit awkward that the biggest stop on this train is right in the middle of the trip.  They try to shoo people off as quickly as 

possible so they can replace them with those getting on.  In the process of leaving so quickly, I ended up leaving my sweat-soaked 

baseball cap on the seat next to where I was sitting.  I liked that cap because it represented the Ogden Raptors, the first team my former 

student Brad Nelson played for.  Oh, well! 

 

 The process of checking in and claiming my luggage at the Clarion was surprisingly complicated, and it was not made any easier 

by the fact that the man who checked me in was new at his job and had limited English skills.  His supervisor had to help him out on 



multiple occasions.  Even though this was a free night with a point redemption, they had to run a credit card in case there were incidental 

expenses.  They also wanted to look at my driver’s license, and the guy spent a long time clarifying that the address on the driver’s license 

(which would also be the address in the online reservation I’d made) was in fact where I actually lived.  I’m not sure why they’d care at all 

about my address. 

 

 Making the check-in take even longer was a very drunk woman who claimed that her key did not work in her room.  The manager 

clearly had dealt with this woman before.  He asked her what room she was in, and she responded 503.  The manager noted that her 

room was actually 305, and he said he’d be happy to go up there with her and check the key.  She argued for quite a while about which 

room was hers, but eventually she did disappear. 

 

 I’d walked many miles (probably about ten in all) today, and my feet were very tired when I got back to the hotel.  Predictab ly 

my room (328) was as far from the elevator as possible.  That did mean, however, that I was also quite a ways from the drunk woman.  I 

was totally exhausted, so even though it was still relatively early I just got ice and collapsed for the night. 

 

 
 

 I was up before six this morning and quickly got showered and packed up.  While I was packing I listened to Paul’s weekly letter.  

He always sends those as Microsoft Word attachments, which allows me to use the “read aloud” feature to listen in the background while 

I’m doing something else. 

 

While I booked my hotel room with points, had I paid cash the Clarion would have cost me a minimum of $210, depending on 

the rate I booked.  It most decidedly wasn’t worth that, though for some reason everything in Portland seems ridiculously overpriced.  

Lodging prices are higher in Maine than they are in Boston or New York City, which makes no sense to me.  Then again, one of the most 

expensive places for hotels in the Midwest is Des Moines. 

 

 Like most “nicer” hotels, breakfast wasn’t free at the Clarion.  It was also pretty minimal.  I chose not to pay $2.50 for a cup of 

coffee and $3 for the same frozen pastry they have on the buffet at every cheap hotel.  They had no hot options at all.  I walked about a 

block away to a place called Tony’s Donuts.  While I didn’t have a doughnut, I did have a delicious turnover filled with homemade raspberry 

jam that was fresh out of the oven.  Together with coffee that was only $4.25.   

 

 After finishing the coffee in my room I gathered up my stuff and made my way down to the desk.  Fortunately checking out was 

much easier than checking in.  The clerk confirmed that it was a point redemption and I had no balance, and then I was on my way.  

Theoretically I could have taken the hotel’s shuttle to the train station, but it was really easier to just walk.  It’s only about two minutes 

away, with a paved sidewalk the whole way.  There were a couple stray shopping carts along the way, but I negotiated around them 

easily. 

 

 They were boarding a bus to Boston when I arrived at the Portland Transportation Center.  I bet the buses actually take less 

time to get to Boston than the trains do, since they’d just be following the interstate the whole way.  From my point of view, though, trains 

are more comfortable and easier to deal with. 

 

 We departed about five minutes late, at 8:03am.  After the trip yesterday I was a bit worried that I might be facing backwards all 

the way to Boston.  We pulled out of Portland facing forward and continued facing forward, though, and we continued forward for the rest 

of the trip.  I was in business class again today, so I claimed free coffee and orange juice.  I also got a bacon breakfast sandwich.  While 

straight out of the microwave, it was actually quite tasty.  I spent the bulk of the trip working on this travelogue.  That was a little bit tricky, 

since the only singleton seat available was at the very front of the car, so there was no tray table in back of the seat in front.  I balanced 

the computer on my knees and made due, though. 

 

There’s honestly not much to see between Portland and Boston.  I remarked in my notes that it looks like Canada, which is to 

say it’s a rocky landscape full of trees.  Of course Maine should look like Canada, since it’s surrounded on three sides by Quebec and 

New Brunswick. 

 

 It surprised me when someone boarded in business class at Haverhill (pronounced HAV-rul), which is only half an hour from 

Boston.  You can go between those two stations on commuter trains, which would be way cheaper than business class on Amtrak.  Oddly, 

the guy who boarded there didn’t even claim his free drinks. 

 

 We had a short delay right before arriving at North Station while we waited for that same drawbridge that had been an issue on 

Saturday.  When we reached the platform, a ton of passengers rushed out, presumably trying to make tight connections.  I was not in a 

great hurry, since my second Amtrak train of the day wouldn’t be leaving until 2pm.  It was, however, leaving from South Stat ion rather 

than North Station, and I had to take the subway to get from one to the other.   

 



I boarded the green line at North Station.  This is a strange line that’s basically old-fashioned streetcars that run in a tunnel 

downtown.   The trains are new, but they have old “flipper” doors, and steps up into the cars.  I have no idea how that meets  Americans 

with Disabilities requirements, and it was a bit awkward to board with luggage. 

 

I transferred to the red line at Park Street and rode two stops down to South Station.  It took a while to figure out how to get from 

the subway to the main part of the train station, but eventually I did.  Since I would be in first class again this afternoon, I had access to 

Boston’s Metropolitan Lounge.  They have a weird set-up where you have to be buzzed into the lounge.  Then you check in at their desk 

by showing your first class ticket.  I was able to store my bags in the lounge and go out exploring. 

 
I spent about an hour and a half wandering around downtown Boston.  While I saw a few of 

the historic sites (like the old state house and the King’s Chapel burying ground), I didn’t consciously 
seek out anything.  I’ve walked the Freedom Trail before (twice, actually), so I didn’t feel the need to 
see all the historic stuff today.  Mostly I just wandered around rather aimlessly to see what I could 
see. 
 

The first thing I saw was a strange little landmark that’s outside the Boston Children’s 
Museum, just a block down from South Station.  It’s an ice cream stand housed in an enormous 
concrete tower built to look like an old-fashioned milk bottle.  It was built as advertising for a local 
brand of milk, but it’s apparently become quite the local landmark. 

 
 While Boston is anything but a beautiful city, I was quite impressed with the many green 
spaces there are downtown.  The most famous, of course, is Boston Common, but there are 
numerous little pocket parks scattered all around.  It was lunchtime while I was walking around, and 
those parks were getting heavy use.  Probably the nicest park in downtown Boston is the Rose 
Kennedy Greenway, which is actually the top of the “big dig” tunnel that carries interstates 90 and 93.  
Considering it replaced an elevated expressway, it had to be a vast improvement. 

 
Hood Milk Bottle – Boston 

 

 My only real stop on this walk was at the Boston Macy’s (once known as Filene’s), which is right above the Downtown Crossing 

subway station.  I browsed for quite a while there and ended up buying a nice dress shirt that was on clearance, discounted from $70 to 

$12.  I almost always buy clothing as souvenirs from my travels, and that and the Concord T-shirt will be my souvenirs for this trip. 

 
Park Street Congregational Church 

Boston, Massachusetts 

 
 It was precisely noon when I reached Boston Common, and I paused for quite a 
while to listen to a concert on the carillon of Park Street Congregational Church right next to 
the park.  It was fun to hear old hymns like “I Love to Tell the Story” and “Lead On, O King 
Eternal” on bells. 
 
 Another interesting thing I encountered was the Boston Harbor Walk, which is this 
city’s answer to the riverwalks you find all over the country.  I strolled around for a while and 
had the closest views of the Atlantic I’ll likely get on this trip. 
 
 I made my way back to South Station and reclaimed my bags.  It’s kind of weird that 
the lounge attendant serves drinks here, rather than having a self-serve set-up.  Even 
weirder, when it was time for the train to board, she came around to each of the passengers 
individually (and calling each one by name) to tell us what track we should head to. 
 
 When I made my way to platform 6, there was an Amtrak employee there who was 
essentially a bouncer, seeing to it that only people ticketed in first class boarded before the 
general call.  Early boarding actually isn’t all that big of a perk on the Acela, since all the 
seats are reserved.  It was good to get settled in quickly, though. 
 
 My seat on this train (16-F) was in the last row of the car, back by the kitchen station 
where the car attendants worked.  It was fascinating to overhear their conversation.  Much 
of it centered on the fact that they’d screwed up the catering for this train, something that one 

of the attendants lamented happens every single Monday.  At the time I boarded they had gotten literally no food, either for first class or 

for the café car.  They made a call to the train supervisor to explain the situation.  It was quickly resolved (which surprised me, since the 

supervisor is apparently based in New York), though it did mean we had a five-minute delay in leaving Boston.  Once we’d set off the 

attendants realized there were still problems, though.  Apparently a number of lounge items hadn’t been provided, there hadn’t been 

given croissants or dinner rolls for first class, the crackers that normally accompany a cheese plate were all crumbled, and the paperwork 

that normally documents the food delivery was not there.  The attendants and the conductor discussed this in quite colorful language, 

after which the conductor made a very sweet announcement over the intercom apologizing for any inconveniences. 

 

 Much of the discussion was also work-related.  With two car attendants, one of them (a plump white woman) took orders for 

food and drinks and directly served the passengers.  The other (a young black woman) primarily plated up the food and mixed the drinks.  

Both would circulate through the car to bus dishes and deal with passenger requests.  The two used a sort of diner-speak when they 

discussed people’s orders, with shorthand for each entrée.  The system worked quite well, and they did seem to serve all the passengers 

efficiently. 

 



 Much of the rest of their discussion focused on a new job one of the attendants had applied for.  While we were en route 

southward she actually received an e-mail saying that she’d gotten the job.  She’ll apparently now be a ticket agent in Washington, D.C.  

That honestly strikes me as a step down from being a first-class car attendant (where many of the passengers tip handsomely), but I’m 

glad she got the job she wanted. 

 

 It was immediately clear that many of the passengers on this train knew each other, and the attendants were also familiar with 

a number of the passengers.  I assume most of the riders are business people who travel frequently between the various East Coast 

cities.  I got the feeling I was the only actual tourist in first class, and except for booking many months ahead of time, there’s no way I 

could have afforded it either. 

 

 The attendants were concerned that the late catering would mean a delay in service.  Apparently they heat up all the meals at 

the start of the journey, and it takes about twenty minutes to do that.  To fill that time they did a drink service.  I again had a rum and Diet 

Coke, and without my asking, I was given a second as soon as the first was empty.  A woman across the aisle from me tried to order a 

virgin margarita, but the attendant apologized that the margaritas all came pre-mixed.  I tried to imagine what a virgin margarita would 

be—limeade I suppose. 

 

 For lunch I had a pasta dish described on the menu as “baked spinach ricotta rotolo with a Parmesan, mozzarella, and artichoke 

filling, smothered in San Marzano pomodoro sauce”.  It wasn’t bad, though honestly the Korean chicken was quite a bit better.   The 

attendants had improvised on bread by cutting up slices of naan that would normally accompany a curry dish.  There was also the same 

chocolate mousse I’d had before.  The catering had also sent none of the cloth dinner napkins that are normally used in first class, but 

the attendants made due with copious numbers of paper cocktail napkins.  Even with the substitutions, everything was impeccably 

presented. 

 
 The ride was quick and uneventful.  We made two quick stops in the Boston suburbs 
(Back Bay and Route 128) and then breezed down to Providence.  From there it’s 90 minutes 
to New Haven, during which we reached nearly 150mph.  We sped along the coast so fast 
that I couldn’t have snapped decent pictures if Id wanted to.  It was a cloudy day, and it was 
clear looking out that they’d had a lot of rain earlier. 

 
Connecticut coast from the Acela 

 
 The weather cleared up past New Haven.  This is essentially the start of the New 
York metro area. We slowed down a bit from there on, but we were still on the express tracks 
as we passed dozens of Metro North commuter stations.  The only one of those we stopped 
at was Stamford.  When we reached New Rochelle the attendants came around with a hot 
towel service.  I think I had that once on a plane before, but this was definitely the first time I’d 
encountered it on a train. 
 
 The approach into New York City starts by passing literally miles of public housing 
towers in the Bronx.  Then it crosses into Queens to approach the city center from the east.  
There were lovely views of the Manhattan skyline just before we dipped underground to cross  

 
Screenshot of phone app 

under the East River and arrive at Penn Station.  We arrived in New York right on time at 5:45pm. 

 
Moynihan Train Hall – New York 

 
 A year and a half ago Amtrak moved from its old facilities in the cramped 
space beneath Madison Square Garden to a new facility next door in what used to be 
the NYC central post office.  The place is called Moynihan Train Hall, named after the 
longtime New York senator.  It really is a gorgeous space, far more pleasant than the 
old Penn Station.  Everything is kept immaculate, and the glass ceiling fills the place 
with light.  The place has been criticized for not having seating for casual visitors, 
which was intentional to discourage loiterers and panhandlers.  There is plenty of 
seating for ticketed passengers and for people who patronize the many restaurants in 
the station. 



 I had a reservation at the Cambria Hotel—Chelsea, which is three blocks south and 1½ blocks east of Moynihan train hall.  While 

not far at all, in bustling Manhattan it was about a ten-minute walk.  Whenever I’ve been in New York before I’ve only been able to afford 

to stay in Queens or Brooklyn.  I saw a great deal on this particular hotel, though ($149, which is about half of what Manhattan hotels 

usually go for these days), and I snapped it up as soon as I saw it.   As a bonus, Cambria is a Choice Hotels property, so with their current 

promotion I’ll earn back some of points I spent in Portland. 

 

 There was a short delay at check-in, since apparently they were still doing housekeeping at 6pm.  As an apology for the delay, 

the desk clerk upgraded me.  I ended up in a balcony suite on the top floor (Room 1804).  Normally New York hotel rooms are tiny, but 

this suite was enormous.  I had a full living room with a couch, chairs, a desk, a coffee table, incidental tables, a refrigerator, a microwave, 

and a safe; a bedroom with a king-size bed, an armoire, a dresser, end tables, and another safe; two sinks; and a bathroom with an 

enormous shower.  I’m sure there are thousands of New Yorkers whose apartments are smaller than this suite.  There were only two 

things I didn’t care for.  The lighting was a bit too subdued (which was odd for a very modern hotel), and almost every surface was made 

of a cheap material—indeed the finishes seemed more in line with a Motel 6 than an upscale hotel.  It was definitely a nice place to spend 

the night, though. 

 

 After settling into my room I went out to do a bit of exploring.  I walked half a block west to the subway station at 7th Avenue and 

28th Street.  There I spent $6.50 for a Metrocard that would give me exactly two rides.  More than a decade after every other large city in 

America, New York if finally transitioning to a smart card fare system they call OMNY.  The fatal flaw in the changeover is that OMNY 

cards can’t be purchased in subway stations.  You’re instead supposed to buy them at drugstores or convenience stores.  I had stopped 

at a Walgreens at Moynihan Train Hall, but they had none in stock.  So, the old-fashioned flimsy plastic Metrocard (which now carries a 

higher fare) was the only option I had. 

 
 At one time or another I’ve seen most of the big attractions in New York, so 
today I sought out a couple of things I hadn’t seen before.   First I took the 1-train north 
to Times Square.  I just transferred there to the 7-train, which I rode west to the Hudson 
Yards complex at the end of the line.  Just across the street from the station is an 
enormous bronze and glass art installation called the Vessel.  It was built with the 
intent of being a tourist attraction, something they could charge people to climb and 
see the view.  Unfortunately it’s been closed indefinitely because multiple people 
committed suicide by flinging themselves over the waist-high glass barriers around the 
walkway.  I’m not alone in thinking they could solve this problem by just changing 
barriers to full-length glass.  Apparently the artist refused to make that change, though.  
So for now the thing is just an enormous white elephant. 

 
 After seeing the Vessel, I walked about a mile down the High Line, New 
York’s answer to the elevated park converted from railroad tracks.  I’ve hiked the High 
Line a couple of times before.  It’s a bit too crowded, but still quite enjoyable.  I exited 
at 14th Street and made my way to my next destination, Little Island.  This is an artificial 
island in the Hudson River built on what were once ship piers.  They’ve converted what 
was once a bleak industrial area into a very nice little park.  I even overheard part of a 
country music concert someone was doing while I walked by. 
 
 I walked back through the Meatpacking District, a gentrified but still rough-
looking area on the west side of Lower Manhattan.  I stopped at a little pizza place 
there called Rosetta’s.  I didn’t buy pizza, though.  I happened to see through their 
window that they had nice-looking packaged salads, and I picked up one of those for 
my dinner.  The enormous mixture combined almost every vegetable you could 
imagine on top of greens, and it was well worth the $6.50 price tag. 
 
 I went back to the subway at 8th Avenue and took the L train one stop east.  
I backtracked underground to transfer to the 1-train, which I rode back north to 28th 
Street.  When I got back to the hotel I spent much of the evening adding pictures to 
this travelogue. 
 
 I watched the 11 o’clock news on the local CBS station, also tuning over to 
NBC on occasion.  I found that news in New York is very much a tabloid affair.  Every 
story seemed to be fear-mongering.  The lead on both stations was a fight that broke 
out between police officers (one male and one female) and two kids who had jumped 
the turnstile at a subway station in Harlem.   The main difference in the coverage was  

 
ABOVE:  The Vessel – New York 

BELOW:  On the High Line 

 
that one station felt that the officers were to blame by chasing after the kids, while the other station felt the kids were to blame for assaulting 

police officers.  The video footage showed that the kids clearly had jumped the turnstiles, though I suppose it is debatable how officers 

should respond to a relatively minor crime.  The other big story was a robbery in a church in Brooklyn that happened while the church 

service was taking place. 

 

 I turned off the TV when the sports came on and fell asleep quickly.  While I hadn’t exerted myself nearly as much as I did the 

two previous days, this was still a long and tiring day. 

 



 
 
 Once again I was up before six, though today in particular there was no rush 
whatsoever to start the day.  After showering, I spent a while preparing a “recycled” sermon for 
our church’s radio broadcast.  Normally we put the previous week’s sermon on the radio, but of 
course I was not there this past week.  So I looked up the equivalent week in the church year 
from three years ago, when the lectionary readings were the same.  On those rare occasions I 
do that, I always have to check to make sure there aren’t references in the sermon that will date 
it.  Fortunately there weren’t in this one, and while it wasn’t a particularly good sermon, it would 
do.  I compacted the file size from what was in the archive on our website and then e-mailed it 
to the radio station.  So we should be good to go next weekend. 
 
 I checked out around 7:30 and made my way back to Moynihan Train Hall.  
(Amusingly, I got an auto-generated text from the hotel after I’d checked out asking if there was 
anything they could do to help me enjoy my stay—it’s a bit late at that point.)  One big change 
with Amtrak’s move into the new facility is the upgrade of their Metropolitan Lounge.  I had been 
to their old Penn Station lounge with Margaret several years ago, and it would be a compliment 
to describe that place as shabby.  The new lounge really is the crown jewel in their network.  
While it’s not as large as what they have in Chicago, it’s furnished beautifully, and an army of 
janitors keeps it absolutely spotless.  What’s more they serve real food, not just snacks.  I 
probably should have stopped there on arrival yesterday,  since  I  could have gotten the same   

salad I had for dinner at no charge.  This morning I enjoyed a complimentary breakfast sandwich and a yogurt parfait, plus delicious 

coffee and iced tea. 

 

 A large area of the lounge is on a balcony that overlooks the main train hall.  I had about a two-hour wait before my train would 

be boarding, and I spent most of it on that balcony.  Mostly I got caught up on this travelogue, but I also enjoyed just looking out and 

people-watching. 

 

 At about 9:45 the “bouncer” they have guarding the entrance to the lounge announced that passengers on train 2153 should 

make their way to track #12.  I soon found out that the switch to Moynihan hasn’t really helped with the boarding process in New York.  It 

continues to be very chaotic.  Three different trains were leaving at the same time, and a mass of humanity was trying to get to the 

escalators to go down to the platforms.  There were theoretically different lines for each platform, but really it was just one big crush of 

people.  Various employees were barking to keep things as orderly as possibly, but they really needed some tape mazes and clear 

directions as to which line was which. 

 

 While I was waiting to go downstairs a police officer with went through the crowd with a dog, which was presumably sniffing for 

explosives.  He sniffed every passenger’s bag, and fortunately he didn’t react to mine in any way. 

 

 I made my way down to the platform and soon boarded the first-class car.  I was in seat 4-F again today, which for this trip was 

on the northwest side of the train.  There’s nothing particularly scenic about this trip (mostly the suburbs of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 

and Maryland), so it didn’t really matter which side I was on. 

 

 

 Before we left New York the car attendant passed out 
menus, and he took orders before we’d gotten through the 
tunnel to Newark.  It was 10:00 when we left, and this time I 
chose to have one of the breakfast options.  I ordered a Denver 
omelet (larger than, but the same quality as what they put on 
the breakfast buffet at midrange hotels).  It was accompanied 
by a strange side dish that featured chunks of white, blue, and 
sweet potatoes, plus cherry tomatoes.  There was also a roll on 
the side, and I got coffee and orange juice.  This was easily the 
worst of the Acela meals, but it still wasn’t too bad. 
 
 We whizzed across New Jersey at about 130mph.  
Mostly we went too fast to even read the names of the 
commuter rail stations we passed.  I did recognize Jersey 
Avenue station in New Brunswick, where we boarded NJ 
Transit when I took the quiz bowl team to New York years ago.  
Most of New Jersey was literally a blur, though.  In fact, when I 
checked the map app on my phone I found we were already in   

Pennsylvania when I hadn’t even realized we’d gone through Trenton or crossed the Delaware River.  Looking out to see SEPTA 

commuter trains confirmed we were in metro Philadelphia.  We got into 30th Street Station in Philadelphia just after 11am. 

 



 In the train yard in Philadelphia they had several brand new Acela trainsets, which will go into service later this year.  The current 

Acela cars have been going since 1999.  They’re in remarkably good shape, but they have begun to show their age.  The new trains look 

slightly less streamlined than the old ones, but supposedly they’ll go even faster.  They’re painted in a bright red, white, and blue color 

scheme, and they’re supposed to be going into service later this year.  They’re already implementing similar looking trains on the 

Midwestern routes, though I haven’t had a chance to ride one of them yet.  Perhaps before too long I will. 

 

 The air conditioning in the car I’m in today is quite effective; indeed, it’s more than a bit chilly.  I wore shorts today, and I really 

wish I’d chosen long pants instead.  It’s only about an hour and a half from Philly down to Washington, though, so that shouldn’t be too 

bad. 

 

 The first-class service on this particular train seems a bit lacking.  After clearing away the tray with my omelet, the two attendants 

have pretty much ignored me, and they seem to be doing the same with the other passengers.  There was no offer to refill coffee or get 

any other drinks, nor anything else for that matter.  One of the attendants is sitting in a passenger scrolling through his cell phone, while 

the other appears to be eating lunch in the back.  Perhaps I was spoiled by good attendants on the other two trains, but these two really 

don’t seem to be working very hard. 

 

 When we were stopped at Wilmington, I managed to flag one of the attendants down so I could get a complimentary rum and 

Diet Coke.  Wilmington’s Amtrak station is named the Joseph R. Biden Transit Center, and it occurred to me that when he commuted to 

Washington as a senator, our current President probably did travel in first class on the Acela.  He may have even sat in the very seat I 

was in on this train. 

 
Susquehanna River near Aberdeen, Maryland 

 

 The one really pretty part of this trip 
came when we slowed down to cross the 
Susquehanna River between Perryville and 
Aberdeen, Maryland.  This is the head of what 
becomes Chesapeake Bay, and the scenery 
really is quite stunning. 
 
 I went to the restroom as we neared 
Baltimore.  I’d finished my drink, but the ice 
was still in it.  When I came back to take my 
seat we hit a bump, and the ice from the glass 
spilled into my lap, making it look like I’d wet 
my pants.  It looked and felt ridiculous, and I 
could only hope it would dry before I got off the 
train. 
 

 

 

 While I’d be staying in Baltimore this evening, I was actually taking the Acela to Washington.  
That’s because at the time I booked it, it was quite a bit cheaper to go all the way to D.C. than to get 
off in Baltimore.  Apparently they price train rides the same way as flights. 
 
 We got into Washington Union Station right on time at 12:48pm.  Fortunately my shorts had 
dried, so it was not particularly embarrassing to make my way to the Club Acela, which is sort of the 
cheaper cousin of the Metropolitan Lounges in other cities.  The D.C. lounge is smaller and more 
cramped, and its furnishings are getting a bit thread bare.  They provide free luggage storage, though, 
and that was my real purpose for going there. 
 
 I left my bags and went out for a late lunch.  First I wanted to find the Union Station streetcar 
stop.  That was easier said than done.  While it’s easy to get to the D.C. Metro, which is right 
underneath the grand railway station, the streetcar stop is very much an afterthought.  It’s located on 
a bridge over the tracks behind the station.  The access is either from side streets (which is what I did, 
and it involved several blocks of walking) or through a parking ramp.  I did eventually find the thing, 
and luckily I got there just as a streetcar was due to depart. 
 

 The D.C. Streetcar is honestly a pretty worthless mode of transportation.  It was originally planned to provide good transportation 

to underserved neighborhoods, but as those neighborhoods gentrified, the new “NIMBY” residents vetoed the plan.  Today a single short 

line runs through slowly gentrifying area in northeast Washington that is already served by numerous bus lines. 

 

The single advantage of the streetcar is that it’s free.  That was the reason I took it, but it also makes it attractive to Washington’s 

many homeless people.  It’s ridiculously slow, it comes infrequently at best, and both the published schedules and the digita l signs that 

theoretically tell when the next car will come are entirely wrong.  Fortunately I had plenty of time to kill. 

 

 I rode the car three stops west and then walked a couple blocks to my lunch destination.  I went to one of two locations of a very 

famous D.C. restaurant, Ben’s Chili Bowl.  You may recall seeing pictures of President Obama eating at its downtown location, and the 

place has served numerous black celebrities going back to the jazz age.  While I went to their newer location on H Street, the food was 

the same, and it appeared the atmosphere was actually nicer.   



 

 Ben’s most famous menu item is the half smoke, which is their variation on a chili dog, 
but they sell just about anything you could think of that might include chili.  I had their salad 
bowl, which is basically an overpriced version of Wendy’s taco salad.  It was quite good, though.  
I also had some coleslaw, which was excellent. 
 
 I made my way to 13th and H Street and crossed to a station that served streetcars 
headed the opposite way.  The digital sign said a car would come in 7 minutes, and it counted 
down 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1, and “due”.  No streetcar was anywhere nearby.  I checked their website, 
where theoretically I could track where the cars were.  It said it would be another four minutes 
before a car came.  In fact I waited nine more minutes, for a total of fifteen.  I got off one stop 
shy of Union Station, since it was easier to get to the actual station from there than it was from 
the stop called Union Station.  It was spting rain as I walked back, but not enough that I really 
got wet at all.  That was fortunate, since the forecast had been for rather heavy rain. 
 
 I paused briefly at the MARC commuter train boarding area to buy a  ticket to get back 

to Baltimore.  That cost $9.50, while I would have paid $25 more to take the Acela to Baltimore than Washington.  The difference more 

than paid for my lunch.  There are actually two lines that go between D.C. and Baltimore.  I bought a ticket for the Camden line, which 

connects directly with the local light rail system and will make it easier to get to my hotel. 

 

 After buying the ticket I went back to the Club Acela.  Mostly I got caught up on this travelogue, but I also watched them board 

a couple of trains.  D.C. is just about the most efficient place I know of when it comes to boarding sleeper and first-class passengers.  

The tracks are right beside the lounge, and an employee walks people out the back door and straight to the appropriate track.  It was 

much less chaotic than in New York. 

 

 Around 3:15 I left the lounge and went out to the main part of the station.  That’s much more chaotic, but still reasonably 

organized—more so than Chicago, for instance.  I had about an hour before my commuter train would leave, and I spent that time reading 

in my Kindle.  Numerous other trains from Amtrak, MARC, and Virginia Rail Express all left, and eventually it was time for me to board. 

 

 MARC (Maryland Area Regional Commuter) uses two platforms and four tracks at Union Station in Washington, and all the 

MARC trains that leave Union Station originate there.  It was nearing rush hour, so lots of different trains were leaving in rapid succession, 

more than could fit on just four tracks.  To make things work, they doubled up trains one behind another.  I had to walk clear to the front 

of a very long platform to board my train to Camden station in Baltimore. 

 

 The ride up to Baltimore was honestly kind of boring.  Except in D.C. and Baltimore themselves, it’s basically just run-on suburban 

development the whole way.  There’s lots and lots of identical homes on cul de sacs, lots and lots of identical apartment buildings, and 

lots and lots of strip malls and office parks.  This part of Maryland makes New Jersey look rural. 

 

 We got into Baltimore right at 5:15pm.  The station is right next to Camden Yards, and the area was already buzzing with people 

getting ready for a home game tonight.  I must say I like Camden Yards quite a bit better than Fenway Park.  It has just the right 

combination of old and new. 

 

 I bought a ticket for the Baltimore light rail and took a seat on a bench to wait.  The digital read-out here was also wrong, but this 

time that was a good thing.  The sign said there would be an 18-minute wait for the next northbound train, when in fact one came in less 

than five minutes.  I assume the previous train was late, but it worked out all right for me. 

 

 I rode two stops north to the Baltimore Arena stop.  My hotel was two blocks east and one block south of there.  Honestly it was 

a rather creepy walk.  Baltimore has far more than its rightful share of marginal people, and I felt very self-conscious as a comparatively 

wealthy tourist dragging a suitcase past beggars, obviously homeless people, and young men who just seemed to be hanging around 

with too much time on their hands.  I felt even more conspicuous because the sidewalks here have a rough surface, and the wheels of 

my suitcase were very loud as they moved along.  The good thing was that those three blocks had a lot of foot traffic.  The Charles Center 

subway station was between me and the hotel, and at rush hour in addition to all the people I’ve already mentioned there were also tons 

of people just heading home from work. 

 

 I got to the Delta Hotel—Inner Harbor and made my way inside.  It surprised me a little bit that suburban Boston their front door 

was secured around the clock, but in this rather rough neighborhood in Baltimore the door was wide open.  That stood out because when 

I went inside there was no one at the desk.  There was also no bell nor a house phone.  I waited a few minutes and eventually looked up 

the reservation on my cell phone and called that number.  The desk phone rang repeatedly, but no one came.  Eventually the call went 

to voice mail. 

 

 After about seven minutes a young man came to the desk.  Apparently there had been an issue with housekeeping, and he was 

checking on that.  He apologized that the king room I’d reserved was not available and asked if I’d be willing to take a double queen 

instead.  I actually prefer smaller beds, but that room type was more expensive when I booked it.  So the change was fine with me.  He 

went through the check-in formalities fairly quickly and then gave me extremely complicated directions on how to get to the room. 

 



 The directions were complicated because this hotel appears to have been pieced together from several pre-existing buildings.  

Different elevators lead to different parts of the hotel, and rooms that are theoretically on the same floor have short flights of stairs between 

them to connect where the different buildings come together.  That’s often true in urban hotels, so it wasn’t a problem. 

 

 While the room itself smelled a bit too much of disinfectant (that I can smell that is perhaps a sign that I didn’t catch COVID from 

my visit with John and Janet), it’s really quite a nice room.  While quite a bit smaller than the suite I had at the Cambria in New York, this 

room has the nice finishes that the Cambria didn’t.  There’s real wood, marble—real wood, glass, and marble instead of plastic substitutes.  

The view is of an alley, but I’ll at least give Baltimore credit for having alleys rather than just dumping trash on the sidewalks like they do 

in New York.  More than anything I was here because Baltimore has much cheaper hotels than Washington.  I could afford a nice place 

here for less than I’d expect to pay in the Midwest. 

 

 After settling in to my room it was time for dinner.  My original plan had been to eat at a Vietnamese restaurant that was in the 

same building as the hotel, but apparently they’ve gone out of business.  So I decided to do what I foreshadowed at the start of this 

travelogue and head to Nando’s.  They actually have two downtown locations, one of which was just a couple blocks the other s ide of the 

light rail station.  All those people who were there when I walked to the hotel were still there, but at least now I wasn’t dragging around 

luggage. 

 

 This particular Nando’s is located right at the border between the seedy area to the east and a much nicer neighborhood to the 

west.  A block away there’s a 7-Eleven with beggars blocking the door.  The area by Nando’s, though, looks clean and trendy.  There’s a 

major hospital just to the west, and the area near it is filled with brand new apartments catering to young professionals.  I wish my hotel 

was in that direction instead of where it is. 

 

 Like the one I went to in Chicago, this Nando’s preferred that customers order online.  (Apparently they made the change during 

COVID.)  Here, though, the hostess was pleasant and patient in explaining exactly how to do that.  I placed my order successfully and 

soon had a tasty meal.  I had my second salad of the day—this time a tasty mix of spicy chicken, grilled haloumi cheese, cherry tomatoes, 

and roasted corn atop upscale greens.  I also had the same Diet ginger ale I’d had in Chicago. 

 

 I made my way back to the hotel and settled in for the night.  Given the neighborhood, I really didn’t want to be out too late, so I 

just watched some TV and worked a bit more on the travelogue. 

 

 
 

 While I won’t pretend this was the greatest day ever, in the end everything turned out all right. 

 

 I realized shortly after getting up that I’d left my electric shaver back at the hotel in New York.  That’s kind of understandable, 

given how big the room was and that it had multiple sinks.  I always use old cheap shavers when I travel, so losing it was no big loss.  It 

would, however, have to be replaced, and in the meantime I’d have to deal with the scruffy look that I really don’t care for much. 

 

 The rate I’d paid at the Baltimore hotel was supposed to include breakfast.  I’d purposely selected that rate, since it was only a 

couple dollars more than the rate without breakfast.  When I went to the hotel’s restaurant (which has an Edgar Allen Poe theme), they 

had never heard of such a rate and said I could either bill things to my room or pay up front.  I went to the desk to inquire what was up, 

and it turns out that the “included” breakfast consists of either a muffin or a cup of yogurt (not both) and a bottle of juice.  I suppose it was 

worth what I paid, but it really did seem chintzy. 

 

 I also had a message on my cell phone that was from the hotel I’d intended to stay at in Princeton, Illinois at the end of this trip.  

Apparently their roof was damaged in a storm, and they are temporarily closed.  So I’d need to make other plans for that night. 

 

 I checked a bag with the hotel’s left luggage service and then walked over to the subway station to buy a day pass for Baltimore’s 

transit system.  At $4.60, they’re certainly cheap enough.  I probably could have ridden all day without paying, though.  The light rail is 

proof of payment, and no one seems to ever check tickets.  I figured I’d need to scan the pass on the buses, but all three times I rode 

buses, I was just waved aboard.  I know some other cities did away with bus fares during COVID; perhaps that was the case in Baltimore, 

too. 

 

 Just as I left the subway station I realized I didn’t have my cell phone with me.  I’d had no contact with anyone else, so I must 

have left it in my room.  I went back to the hotel and spoke again with the girl at the desk who I’d just visited with to check my bags.  She 

was a bit annoyed, but she did program another key so I could go back up to the room.  Fortunately my phone was on the end table.  I 

put it in the closed pocket of my cargo pants and then set out for the day. 

 

 First off, I wanted to find some place where I could buy another shaver.  Most large cities have Target stores downtown these 

days, but Baltimore is the exception to that.  There’s actually almost no business in downtown Baltimore, likely because pretty much no 



one who isn’t homeless lives there.  Most other cities have figured out that the way to regenerate downtown is to build apartments there.  

For some reason Baltimore hasn’t followed suit. 

 

 I did locate a Walgreen’s not far from the hotel, and I followed Google Maps’ directions to get there.  Unfortunately when I found 

the place, there were firetrucks and ambulances parked on the street, and police officers weren’t allowing anyone into the store.  Next I 

tried a CVS that was clear at the other end of downtown.  I made my way past a line of beggars at their door and on into the store.  They 

didn’t sell electric shavers at all, and even the cheap disposable razors they had were locked up.  I can’t imagine disposable razors being 

a frequently shoplifted item, but perhaps then just about everything was locked up in this store. 

 

 I gave up on the shaver for now and went out to do some sightseeing.  I caught a bus called “Banner”, whose line name comes 

from the fact that it leads to Ft. McHenry where “The Star-Spangled Banner” was composed.  Even though Baltimore is largely built on a 

grid, the bus lines meander all over the place.  We wound all through downtown and then ended up in a much nicer area south of there 

full of brand new condo towers and beautifully refurbished old rowhouses.  This is the sort of stuff they should have built downtown, but 

for whatever reason they put it in a separate neighborhood and left the center to decay.  While I’m not really sure where we went, we did 

eventually end up vaguely near Ft. McHenry. 

 

 The place I was visiting was officially called the Ft. McHenry National Historic Shrine.  I’ve only been to one other place besides 

a church that was called a shrine, the Alamo.  My feelings toward Ft. McHenry were honestly pretty similar to what I had in San Antonio.  

I just didn’t get what was supposed to be “shrine-like” about either place.  They are historic sites, but there’s nothing about them that 

makes me feel reverent or even particularly patriotic.  At Ft. McHenry they didn’t even do a particularly good job of telling the history of 

the place.  I paid $15 to see the place, and honestly that struck me as about ten bucks too much. 

 
Design of the 15-striped flag that flew over Ft. McHenry 

 
 Basically Ft, McHenry is an old fort, or rather a 
reconstruction on the site of where the original old fort once 
stood.  It happens to be star-shaped, which is sort of 
amusing given its connection with the flag.  It guarded 
Baltimore harbor for many years, but basically only one 
significant battle was fought there, the one during the War 
of 1812 when Francs Scott Key happened to be a civilian 
aboard a nearby ship.  His lengthy poem was set to the 
tune of an old British drinking song, and the rest is history.  
I’ve honestly never cared a lot for “The Star-Spangled 
Banner”.  I’d much rather have “America, the Beautiful” as 
our national anthem, and indeed when I’m at sports events 
where the anthem is played instrumentally, the words of 
“To Anacreon in Heaven” (whose tune our anthem 
borrowed) always go through my mind.  Many other 
countries have nice anthems.  I find “O Canada” beautiful  

and stirring, and I’ve recently become familiar with “God Defend New Zealand”, which is a stately old hymn.  I wish we could have an 

anthem like those. 

 

 
Enormous flag pole with a drooping 

modern American Flag inside Ft. McHenry 

 Perhaps it’s my dislike of “The Star-Spangled Banner” that caused 
me to dislike Ft. McHenry.  There’s honestly not much to see there at any 
rate.  Basically it’s a pleasant city park that happens to have a reconstructed 
fort and a visitors’ center with little more than an inspirational film.  I spent a 
little over an hour there, and I definitely saw everything.  It’s really a “been 
there, done that” kind of place, though. 
 
 As I left Ft. McHenry I saw one of those radar signs that designed 
to make cars slow down.  There were no cars on Fort Boulevard as I left, but 
the radar apparently focused in on me.  The sign said, “Your speed is 3”.  I 
certainly got a laugh out of that, and since I was in a 25mph speed zone, I 
guess I didn’t need to worry about getting a ticket. 
 
 A bus left the layover at the end of the line just before I got there.  
There are actually two buses that serve this route.  Both run hourly, though, 
and they arrive at the fort just a few minutes apart.  I could tell from the rear 
that I’d missed the last one, so it would be about a fifty-minute wait until 
another bus showed.  I started walking north through the nice neighborhood 
I described earlier.  It took about an hour until I boarded another Banner bus, 
so perhaps I walked three miles.  I did enjoy the morning walk. 
 
 I got off vaguely near Camden Yards and transferred to the light rail.  
I rode north to the Mt. Vernon stop, which is vaguely near a public square of  

that name.  It was also right next to my next destination, the Maryland Center for History and Culture.  I enjoyed this museum far more 

than Ft. McHenry.  It’s an enormous place that has an eclectic mix of exhibits that all are at least tangentially related to Maryland History.  

The least interesting was an enormous collection of furniture from the 18th and 19th Centuries, and probably the most interesting showed 



what it was like to be a black person in Maryland at every stage of history—from the first slaves on tobacco plantations through the Civil 

War and the civil rights movement, and on to today.  They briefly addressed other “minority” groups, but primarily the exhibit dealt with 

blacks.  That’s as it should be.  Blacks make more than a third of Maryland’s population, and they’re the majority in a number of cities 

including Baltimore and Annapolis.  A lot of blacks have also moved to the D.C suburbs, as Washington itself has gentrified and gotten 

much more white.  There appear to be comparatively few Hispanics in Maryland.  If anything Asians seem to be the largest immigrant 

group. 

 

 Other exhibits covered things that have been manufactured in Maryland (in the past, basically everything; today mostly foodstuffs 

and pharmaceuticals), famous Marylanders (about the only one I’d heard of was Cal Ripken), and symbols of the state (from the unique 

flag to blue crabs).  There was also an exhibit on what became of all the grand old movie palaces in cities throughout the state.  I’d seen 

one of those, the Hippodrome, on my way to Nando’s last night.  It’s the place where Broadway touring companies perform in Baltimore. 

 
 I spent longer at the history museum than I had at Ft. McHenry, and it was definitely the highlight of 
Baltimore for me.  After I left, I went over to Mt, Vernon Square, which is the location of Baltimore’s Washington 
Monument.  The classical tribute in Baltimore is both older and larger than the obelisk in the nation’s capital.  There’s 
a bronze statue of Lafayette in front of the thing. 
 

RIGHT:  Baltimore’s Washington Monument 
 
 I walked back through downtown Baltimore to the area near the hotel.  I decided to have lunch at a Subway.  
The place was mostly empty when I entered, but I must have started a trend.  There was a line clear back to the 
door when I left. 
 
 I got my bag and went to the bus stop right in front of the hotel.  I caught a bus called “Green” (buses 
named after colors have frequent service in Baltimore) and was again just waved on board when I tried to scan my 
pass.  I rode north about two miles to Baltimore’s Penn Station.  They used to have light rail service to Penn Station, 
but apparently it was discontinued during COVID and never restored.  So now my only choices for getting there 
were to take a bus or walk. 

 
 The bus let off right next to the station.  They’re apparently restoring the station’s exterior at the moment, 
because the whole thing was covered in scaffolding, and I felt like I was walking through a tunnel as I made my way 
to the entrance.  I’d originally booked a train that wouldn’t be leaving for about 2½, but I went to the counter and 
was able to easily change that to one that would depart in just half an hour.  

 

 While small, Penn Station in Baltimore is really rather nice.  It has a lovely glass ceiling, and the old wood waiting benches are 

nice as well.  The place still serves quite a lot of trains, too.  Between the Acelas, the slower Northeast Corridor trains, long-distance 

trains along the East Coast, and commuter trains to D.C. and to suburbs almost on the Delaware border, they put through about ten trains 

an hour in the middle of the day—and a lot more at rush hour. 

 

 I was amused while I waited to see a couple getting off at Baltimore who were towing far too much luggage.  They each were 

carrying four different things.  Each had big golf bag and a large suitcase, and each was also toting two different carry-ons.  While I’m 

pretty sure they have elevators in Baltimore, these guys had lugged all that stuff up a long staircase, and they were now struggling with 

it as they tried to find the cab stand.  Why anyone would need that much luggage, I have no clue.   

 

 My new train was scheduled at 1:23pm, though it was actually four minutes late.  I’d purposely chosen not to pay for first class 

for the short hop down to Washington, but I was able to look at the seating plan in the Amtrak app and choose a seat that would be by 

myself.  It appeared pretty much everyone in the car had done the same.  It was just over half full, but I think every single row was 

occupied.  If I can afford it, I’d definitely travel Acela first class again.  I don’t know that I’d go out of my way to book Acela business class.  

Business class on Acela is essentially coach.  Except for the ability to do seat selection, there are no perks whatsoever—not even the 

free coffee and juice you get on short-haul trains in business class.  The business class cars are also very well worn, and with new 

trainsets on order, I doubt they’ll ever be restoring these.  The fake leather is starting to peel on the seats, and the plastic by the light 

switches has worn away so that t’s white instead of gray.  The seat spacing was also pretty cramped.  Really the coach cars on the 

Downeaster struck me as superior to Acela business class.  It was certainly no problem for my half-hour ride, but I don’t think I’d want to 

be in Acela business class all the way from Boston to Washington. 

 

 Leaving Baltimore early meant I’d have a long layover at Union Station in Washington, but there are worse places to kill time.  I 

couldn’t use the Acela Lounge this time, but I could explore everything else in the station. Union Station is basically a big shopping mall 

(in fact more than once we’d take the kids to eat there on quiz bowl trips), so there was plenty to explore. 

 

 The first place I went was a Walgreens that’s down in the basement of Union Station.  They sold shavers, and I was able to find 

a cheap one that would work fine.  I also got a prepared salad that I’d take with me for my dinner tonight.  I supplemented the lunch I’d 

gotten earlier by picking up some fries and coffee at McDonalds.  They had this set up as “card only”, but their machine had all kinds of 

issues processing my credit card.  First it would say “can’t process chip card”, and then when I’d swipe it, it would say “chip card detected 

– please insert”.  When I couldn’t get the thing to work, the clerk tried.  She also failed multiple times, but finally—after about ten tries—it 

finally went through.  The good thing was that with the delay I didn’t have to wait for my fries.  I also bought a treat, an Auntie Anne’s 



cinnamon sugar pretzel.  I definitely had more carbs than I should have this afternoon, though when I checked my blood sugar it wasn’t 

unusually high.   

 

 I alternated between reading in my Kindle and wandering around the station, window shopping.  There are a number of places 

at Union Station that went out of business during COVID, but there’s still a pretty nice mix of shops and restaurants.  It was enough to 

entertain me, anyway. 

 

 My train was scheduled to leave at 4:25pm.  They didn’t call boarding until 4:17, so there was a pretty big rush at that point.  

Once again the signs said “board far”, meaning we’d have to walk clear to the front of a very long platform.   I went about two cars into 

the Brunswick train and drug my bag into an area of the weird tri-level car that was level with the platform and intended for handicapped 

riders.  The train pulled out right on time.  In fact, it started moving before they had even closed the doors. 

 

As it turned out, I should have walked even more forward than I did.  While I was on the correct train, almost every stop (including 

those in the close-in D.C. suburbs) had short platforms where you could exit only from the first one or two cars.  As the train emptied out, 

I drug my luggage forward.  That was kind of a pain, since every car still had two sets of steps I had to maneuver.  I did make it up to a 

place where I could get out, though. 

 

 Again this was a pretty boring trip on MARC.  The most noteworthy thing this time was the recorded stop announcements.  

Instead of saying “The next stop is …” followed by the name of the station, the wording here was “This train stops at …” wherever.  There’s 

actually some sense to phrasing it that way, because this particular route has a bunch of different variations that skip stops in different 

places.  I’d checked the schedule carefully to make sure I was on a train that would take me to Harpers Ferry, but without advance 

planning it might not have stopped there. 

 

 Harpers Ferry (and, by the way, there is no apostrophe in the official name of the town, even though it was named after a ferry 

run by a guy called Harper) has a rather awkward station.  Westbound trains arrive on the side away from the station building.  To get to 

the station and the actual town you have to walk down a long flight of stairs, cross under the tracks, and then walk up two flights of stairs.  

The station is actually located in what they call Lower Town.  To get to the place I was staying in Upper Town, I had to ascend an incredibly 

long flight of narrow stairs.  I stopped counting when I got to sixty steps, because I paused there to let an elderly couple pass me.  I was 

reminded of a comment my sister Margaret once made after all her travels around Europe.  She said that if someone can’t carry their 

suitcase a mile, they’ve packed too much.  I didn’t have to carry mine that car, but up all those steps was more than enough. 

 

 I was staying at a place called the Town’s Inn, which is basically a bed and breakfast, though the breakfast is at additional cost.  

The place is run by two old ladies who I half expected to serve me elderberry wine.  It’s housed in two stone buildings that date from the 

1700s.  It’s lovely on the outside, but honestly not all that practical on the inside.  Just to get to the reception required going up two more 

flights of stairs, and then there was a particularly narrow curved staircase that finally led up to my room. 

 
Needlepoint sampler in the Mountain View—West 

Room at the Town’s Inn – Harpers Ferry, WV 

 
 I had booked their cheapest room, which I knew would be spartan 
and would have a shared bath.  What they don’t make clear on their 
website is that the shared bath is on another floor.  There was also no sink 
in the room.  Basically there’s no plumbing way upstairs.  It also surprised 
me a bit that they had no television.  They actually had a very good internet 
connection, though, so TV wasn’t really ncesssary. 
 
 My room had two single beds in it.  (They cater to hikers on the 
Appalachian Trail, and this set-up is very popular with them.)  The furniture 
was mismatched and of different eras, probably having come from a thrift 
store.  Besides the beds there was a large chest of draws, an end table, a 
fairly large refrigerator with a microwave and coffee maker on top (but 
again no water in the room to make the coffee), and a wooden TV tray.  
What was conspicuously absent was a chair.  To use my computer I could 
either lay in bed with the computer on my chest or place the computer on 
the TV tray and sit in bed.  Neither worked very well.   
 

The walls had three different needlepoint samplers plus painted-
over nails where other things had obviously hung in the past.  The beds 
had colored sheets (I chose the brown ones) and nice quilts with matching 
quilted pillow covers. 

 
If this lodging establishment were anywhere other than in rural 

West Virginia, I doubt it would have met the fire code.  There were 
extension cords absolutely everywhere.  I think there were two outlets in 
the room, and all those appliances, plus two table lamps and an air 
conditioner all had o be plugged in.  It was not particularly reassuring that 
in the corner was a can with a label that said “EZ Fire Spray”.  Fortunately 
I didn’t have to use it, and it’s probably a good thing that the walls are 
stone. 



I ate my salad and spent the evening watching YouTube videos and taking a number of online quizzes from a website I’d come 

across while planning the trip to New Zealand that will hopefully happen next year (knock on wood).  I actually stayed up fairly late, but I 

did manage to get a decent night’s sleep. 

 

 
 

 I was, however, up a bit earlier than I’d planned to be.  That’s because Thursday is apparently trash day in Harpers Ferry, and 

at 5am the garbage trucks came by to clean out everyone’s dumpsters.  There’s also a lot of trains in Harpers Ferry, and once  the 

dustmen had awakened me, all I could hear was train whistles.  Around 5:30 I decided I might as well get up.  I listened to the news on 

internet radio and made a few notes for this travelogue.  I also cancelled the now worthless reservation in Princeton and replaced it with 

a hotel in nearby Peru, Illinois, where I’d stayed many years ago.  Then a little after six I went downstairs to the bathroom. 

 

 The bathroom assigned to the two Mountain View Rooms is very small.  It includes a very cramped toilet, one of the tiniest sinks 

I’ve ever seen, and a small shower, all in a footprint that’s not much bigger than a bathtub.  I used all three parts of the facility, trying to 

be as quick and as tidy as possible.  Apparently the water at the Town’s Inn is not potable, so they’d provided bottles of water.  I used a 

sip of one of those to rinse after brushing my teeth and kept it to drink later after I’d been hiking around.  This water had been purchased 

at Aldi, and it amused me that it tasted exactly the same as the Fiji water on the Acela. 

 

I then went back up to my room and re-packed my luggage.  My goal was to get everything to fit into just my big bag.  I’d taken 

that bag and also a small backpack.  As I almost always do when I travel, though, I’d packed clothes that were on their last legs and 

thrown out many of them.  So there was more space in the big bag now.  I managed to get my computer and the mostly empty book bag 

in there, and while it took a bit of effort, everything closed.  That would make it a bit easier to haul things back to the station later in the 

day. 

 

 While the lady in charge really, really wanted to cook me breakfast, I just forked over three bucks for a muffin and made 

arrangements to leave my bag.  Then I set off on a full day of exploration. 

 

 I first walked two miles west on the main drag, which is called High Street in the old part of Harpers Ferry but Washington Street 

in the more modern part of town and also in the adjacent town of Bolivar.  My sense of direction was forever screwed up in Harpers Ferry.  

My sense was that I was walking due east, but it really was northwest.  Most of the area I went through looked a lot like the older part of 

Mt, Pleasant, where I grew up.  It’s large single-family homes built of either brick or wood, and all with big porches in front.  The porches 

are a southern thing, and it’s one of the ways Mt. P. (which was near the Missouri border) mixed the South with the Midwest. 

 
Peace cranes for Ukraine 

Bolivar, West Virginia 

 
 I paused to read a few historic signs along the way.  I saw 
Schoolhouse Ridge (a key part of the Battle of Harpers Ferry), the 
house that served as Stonewall Jackson’s headquarters, and an 
Episcopal Church that served as a hospital to both sides in the Civil 
War.  These days the Episcopalians were sponsoring an 
anonymous food cupboard, where people could leave canned 
goods for those in need to take.  Another interesting site I saw was 
a women’s club that was making paper cranes in blue and yellow 
and selling them to support relief for Ukraine. 

 
 Something I couldn’t help but notice was that Harpers 
Ferry (and Bolivar, for that matter) was more liberal than what I’d 
expect in West Virginia.  There were a surprising number of gay 
pride flags all over town, plus some Black Lives Matter signs and 
even a sign supporting Joe Biden in 2024 (and I saw no Trump 
signs).  There were also some new age shops that added a bit of a 
hippie feel to the town. 
 
 I  stopped to  have a  real breakfast  at  a  place in  Bolivar  

called the Country Café.  I had their country ham platter, which came with two eggs, toast, and home fries.  The potatoes had been so 

heavily seasoned with paprika I wondered if I wasn’t in a Hungarian restaurant.  It reminded me of when I worked at the Iris in high school.  

Whenever something would go wrong with an order, we disguised what was ugly with paprika.  I will say the home fries didn’t taste all 

that bad. 

 

 I also ordered coffee and grapefruit juice, and that jacked the price up.  They charge $3.50 for all beverages, so seven extra 

bucks on my order.  The grapefruit juice was good (it may have even been fresh squeezed), but the coffee was nasty. 

 



The main entrance to Harpers Ferry National Historic Park is just a little ways west of the Country Café, though it’s not particularly 

pedestrian friendly.  I had to cross a four-lane highway to get there.  There was a stop light there, but no pedestrian signal.  The entrance 

to the park is set up with a booth to take money from cars.  I walked up there, and the lady in the booth tried to charge me the car rate of 

$20.  I reminded her that their sign said that walk-ins were $10.  She seemed a bit confused, but she did let me in at that rate. 

 

 There are signs all over Harpers Ferry proclaiming the park service property “a trash-free park”.  The signs don’t mean “don’t 

litter”.  Instead, they make a big deal about the fact that the NPS has removed all their trash cans, so visitors are supposed to haul all 

their garbage away from the park.  That of course leads to more litter, and it also makes the park service seem cheap.  If the Town’s Inn 

can pay their garbage bill, I’d think the federal government could. 

 

 Another way that Harpers Ferry came across as more liberal than I’d expected was that they required masks at all indoor 

locations on the park service property—even in the restrooms.  Whether this has been true for a couple of years now or whether it was 

just re-instated after the recent rise in COVID cases, I don’t know, but honestly I figured that if there was anywhere that wouldn’t requite 

masks it would be West Virginia.  Everywhere else I visited they either said masks were encouraged (but not required) or that those 

vaccinated didn’t need to wear masks.  In Harpers Ferry, though, they had people checking to make sure masks were being worn. 

 
On a trail overlooking the Shenandoah River 

Harpers Ferry National Historic Park 

 
 At first I thought it had been a mistake to walk out 
to the park entrance, because I soon found that the visitor’s 
center there had almost nothing in it.  For most people this 
entrance serves as a convenient place to park, get a 
brochure, and then catch a shuttle bus to avoid parking in 
the congested town center.  Aside from brochures, there 
were restrooms and a couple of signs at the visitor’s 
center, but nothing more. 
 
 I’d soon find out, though, that there are some nice 
trails near the visitor’s center, trails that most visitors to 
Harpers Ferry completely miss.  I hiked out to a place that 
seems to be called both the Chambers farm and the 
Murphy farm.  Under either name, it’s where the first part 
of the Battle of Harpers Ferry took place.  They have some 
signs that do a good job of explaining the whole battle and 
the strategy the North used to essentially sacrifice Harpers 
Ferry so they could devote more resources to other battles 
like Antietam, which is just east of here. 
 
 Also near the visitors center is the foundation and 
original location of the fort where John Brown organized  

his raid on the Harpers Ferry armory.  This fort was reconstructed many times in a number of different locations (among them at the 

world’s fair in Chicago).  Today there’s a separate foundation in the lower town of Harpers Ferry, but it really was west of Bolivar originally. 

 

 Something I really hadn’t expected to see at Harpers Ferry was wildlife, but there was a surprising amount along the trail.  I saw 

two different deer quite close, and neither seemed scared at all.  There were also lots of birds and little animals scurrying along the forest 

floor.  On top of that, there were tons and tons of butterflies.  It was a nice bonus to see it all. 

 

 The trails at Harpers Ferry reminded me a lot of Effigy Mounds in Iowa.  While it’s true mountains in West Virginia rather than 

river bluffs, the geography and the forest look very similar.  Perhaps there’s a reason the Iowa town nearest to Effigy Mounds is called 

Harpers Ferry. 
 

 I also hiked a trail back to town.  The first half of that trail 
was correctly described by the park service as “strenuous”.  It’s 
mostly made of steps carved out of the stone mountains.  I was very 
glad I was going downhill rather than up.  The second half mostly 
paralleled a highway right next to the C & O Canal.  That was much 
easier hiking. 
 

 Almost the entire lower town in Harpers Ferry is now 
owned by the park service.  The buildings they occupied were 
previously a variety of businesses that closed after repeated floods 
in the late 1800s.  They have different exhibits set up in each 
building.  Some are specific to what the building originally was, while 
others just tell different aspects of the history of the place.  There 
are also foundations of old buildings that are no longer there.  Most 
important among those was the armory, which was similar to but 
smaller than the one in Springfield. 
 
 Harpers Ferry is also the headquarters of the famous 
Appalachian  Trail.  It’s  located almost  at  the center  of  the route, 

 
Appalachian Trail sign 



which runs from Maine to Georgia.  I walked across the bridge to Maryland, so now I can say I’ve hiked a tiny part of the trail, not even 

one of its nearly 3,000 miles.  I honestly preferred the hiking I did earlier today in the park.  I was basically by myself on those trails, while 

the Appalachian Trail seemed very crowded. 

 

 I had lunch at a place called the Coach House, which despite the name isn’t an old-fashioned garage.  While the service was 

slow, that was really a good thing, since it gave me time to relax in their air conditioning.  I had a Greek salad with chicken.  It was 

presented almost like a Cobb salad, with everything carefully arranged rather than mixed.  It was pretty good, though. 

 

 I overheard the waitress chatting with some other customers.  She is a teacher in the local school system, and she pointed out 

that lots of locals hold tourist-oriented jobs to earn extra money in summer.  The school year in Harpers Ferry is almost the same as what 

we have at Garrigan, from late August to mid May. 

 

 My next stop was at St. Peter’s Church, which was built by Irish immigrants in the 1830s but highly modified in the 1890s.  

Because of that it looks quite different than it did in pictures from the Civil War.  It’s still a handsome church, though, and an interesting 

piece of local folklore is that during the war the church alternated between flying U.S. and confederate flags, depending on who whish 

soldiers were likely to see them.  They gave aid to both sides, and many feel that’s why the place is still standing. 

 

 St. Peters is near the top of a steep hill.  Even higher up is Jefferson Rock, from which the early President is said to have 

surveyed the confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac Rivers.  It’s honestly easier to see the confluence from lower town, but I’m 

sure Jefferson looked noble up in the heights. 

 

 I took the park service shuttle back to the visitor’s center, where I basically just used their restroom.  Then I set out walking back 

to town on Washington Street, retracing the path I’d hiked at the start of the day.  I stopped at a 7-Eleven in Bolivar, where I picked up an 

ice cream sandwich and then at a bank to use their ATM, since the cash I’d budgeted was not quite enough to get me through the trip.  

Had I stuck exclusively to fast food I might have made it, but almost any sit-down meal these days is in the $20 range. 

 

 I could tell I was in the South as I walked back.  It had been partly cloudy all day long, but out of nowhere it began to rain.  It 

started with a few drops, and then great sheets of rain poured down.  I managed to hide underneath big trees for the worst of it, so I didn’t 

get entirely drenched.  This was exactly what happened when I was at grad school in Mississippi or when I’d take kids on quiz bowl trips 

to New Orleans.  There’s always a big downpour in the middle of the afternoon.  Then, as quick as it started, everything clears off again.  

It happened that way on the Gulf Coast, and that’s also what happened today in West Virginia. 

 

 I certainly can’t complain about a little rain, though.  Except for a couple of sprinkles in Washington, this was the only rain I 

encountered during the day on the entire trip.  It rained overnight several times, but there was nothing that disrupted by sightseeing.  The 

only real issue with the weather was heat.  In every city I visited the local power companies had issued peak alerts because of near record 

temperatures that made everyone run their air conditioning full blast.  I was dripping with sweat almost every afternoon (today included), 

but of course I didn’t let that stop me from exploring. 

 

 I went through all the rest of the park exhibits.  Then my last stop was at a candy store.  They specialize in what they call 

“historical” candies.  In some cases that mans homemade confections that might have been made in the 18 th and 19th Centuries (or in 

some cases even earlier).  They also broaden “historical” to refer to candies people my age remember from childhood that can be hard 

to find these days.  It’s been years since I’d seen candy cigarettes, for example.  I didn’t buy those, but I did pick up some a pack of four 

of those wax pop bottles full of sugar water.   I also got some gumdrops and a package of some fussy homemade candies that were 

apparently popular in Scotland in the 1700s.  I haven’t tried them yet, but hopefully they’ll be tasty. 

 

 I went back to the Town’s Inn, where one of the old ladies thought I was there to check in.  I pointed out that I’d checked out in 

the morning and was just there to retrieve a bag.  The other lady confirmed that, but I still had to take five minutes to say goodbye and 

refuse any further assistance.   

 

 Instead of luging my bag down the Potomac Staircase, I decided to take the long way around and wheel my suitcase on the 

sidewalk down to the bottom of the hill.  That was about three blocks, instead of one, but it meant I didn’t have to negotiate the stairs. 

 

 Harpers Ferry station is maintained (albeit poorly) by the National Park Service.  It was built by the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad 

and apparently is typical of the small-town stations they built across the East.  The exterior is painted in red and brown, which were 

apparently the B & O colors.  Today the station mostly serves as a museum.  There are restrooms and a small waiting area inside, but 

they lock the building up about half an hour before the westbound trains arrive.  There’s also a periodic high-pitched beep from their 

security system that makes it annoying to stay in there any length of time. 

 

 I did most of my waiting outdoors.  While it was 90 degrees and about 90% humidity, there was at least a pretty steady breeze.  

There’s exactly one bench on the eastbound platform and none on the westbound side.  There were about a dozen passengers wait ing 

to board, so almost everyone just had to make due.  I mostly sat on a set of wood steps that had a chain over them saying that wherever 

they led to was private property belonging to the CSX railroad. 

 



 While I was waiting a European couple happened up and asked me a couple of questions.  They first wanted to know whether 

payment was required to park in the lot.  The answer is yes.  Except for a small part that is reserved for commuters with permits, the 

parking lot is run by the NPS, and the you have to pay the park entrance fee to park there.  There are signs all over the parking lot that 

state that and suggest it be paid through a phone app.  I saw rangers checking license plates, so presumably there would be a penalty if 

the fees were not paid.  The couple’s follow-up question was whether they had to pay the park fee to visit the historic buildings in Harpers 

Ferry.  While technically the answer there is also yes, I honestly told them that there would be no one checking on payment other than in 

the parking lot.  Really there’s no way they could unless they implement wristbands or some similar tracking system.   The only thing the 

park service employees cared about in the historic buildings was that visitors were wearing face masks.  The woman clarified, “So we 

could park a kilometer or two away and just walk?”  I responded in the affirmative.  There are plenty of places to park in Bolivar, and I’m 

sure a lot of tourists do that.  I’m also pretty sure that most of the Appalachian Trail hikers never pay a dime to visit Harpers Ferry. 

 

 None of us who were waiting was entirely certain we were in the right place, since there’s no signage at all marking this as an 

active Amtrak station.  There is a digital sign on the platform that gives the status of MARC trains, but nothing at all that makes any 

reference to Amtrak.  There’s not even a location marker on the platform that says “Harpers Ferry”. 

 

 It occurred to me as I looked at the status sign for the commuter trains that my feeling that Harpers Ferry was more liberal than 

my expectation was likely because it’s not really representative of West Virginia.  It’s technically located in the Washington, D.C. metro 

area (which is, of course, why the MARC trains serve it), so it probably has more in common with the nation’s capital than it  does with 

Charleston, Beckley, Wheeling, or any of the little towns buried in the “hollers”.  The state of Virginia has become much bluer as the area 

around Washington has mushroomed in population.  I think the same thing is probably happening in West Virginia’s eastern panhandle. 

 

 I suspected that since I’d arrived on MARC on the far platform, that was probably where Amtrak would arrive as well.  I wasn’t 

certain of that, though, since there are many places (Princeton and Mt. Pleasant, for instance) where they’ll try to switch to the near 

platform if they can.  When I heard whistles coming through the tunnel under the mountain outside of town, I kept my eyes peeled, and I 

soon spotted that it was indeed on the far platform.  So I made a dash down the stairs and up the other side, which allowed me to board 

easily.  None of the other passengers had the sense to think which side they should be on, and we had a long delay before leaving 

Harpers Ferry so they could get everyone over to the correct platform to board.  The train was 18 minutes late getting into Harpers Ferry, 

but we were 25 minutes late by the time we left.  The good news is that we’d stay down by about that same amount throughout the trip. 

 

 I was in a sleeper car again for the ride back to Chicago, but this time I was in a type of room I’d never even seen before.  When 

I booked things months ago, the cost of a standard roomette seemed ridiculously expensive.  I went through all their different room types, 

though, and I found that the cheapest option on this train was actually the family bedroom.  So, that’s what I booked. 

 

 The family bedroom is located at the back of the bottom level on a Superliner sleeping car.  It’s designated Room 15, and it 

spans the entire width of the back of the car.  Its main feature is an enormous couch that could easily seat four adults.  When set up as 

a couch, it’s nearly as wide as the standard roomette beds, so it was easy enough to lie down on it in the day configuration.  There’s also 

a chair that faces backwards towards the couch on one side.  The space between the couch and the chair there is so narrow that only a 

small child could use the chair, even though aside from leg room it’s as big as any seat on a train.  I put my suitcase on that chair 

throughout the trip.  The room also features two pull-out tables, a surprisingly large but rather useless closet, and a ledge where you can 

store stuff.  Since it spans the width of the car, there are windows on both sides.  The door is at the front center of the room, and it’s a full 

door rather than the window and curtain they have in roomettes.  The room is designed to sleep two adults and two children, and it was 

enormous for a single passenger.   

  

 While the room was big, it seemed in no way 
luxurious.  This particular car was well worn and 
probably well past being due for retirement.  It was 
basically the opposite of the brand new sleeper car I had 
on the Lake Shore Limited. 
 

 The food was also the weakest on this train of 
all the trains I was on this summer.  The menu was 
identical to what they had going out to Albany, but it just 
didn’t seem as nice.  On this train you’re basically 
required to eat in your room.  Tonight I had the car 
attendant bring me my food, though I could have gone  Looking both directions in the family bedroom on the Capitol Limited 

 

 

to the lounge car to get it myself.  There is no separate dining car, and there’s no seating in the lounge.  (They’ve 
actually converted the car by moving the food service upstairs so that the bottom level can be used for bicycle 
storage, since apparently bikes are very popular on this route.  I chose baked ziti with meatballs for dinner.  It 
was served with the plastic wrap still attached to the dish it had been heated in.  It tasted all right (though nothing 
special), but it looked atrocious.  It was accompanied by a very skimpy salad, for which they’d given me both 
Italian and ranch dressing.  There was also a roll and the same butter cake I’d had on the trip to Albany.  I also 
enjoyed my complimentary rum and Diet Coke. 

 
 The tracks through the Appalachians seem pretty rough.  There was a lot of bouncing as we made our 
way through the West Virginia and Maryland panhandles.  We were about twenty minutes late at both Martins- 

burg and Cumberland, and lots of people got on and off at both those stops. 



 

 The attendant converted the couch into a bed around 9:30, shortly before we got into Connellsville, Pennsylvania.  It was fully 

dark by then, so I couldn’t enjoy the landscape of the Keystone State.  I chose to call the destination for today’s header “Pittsburgh” 

because we’d get in there around midnight.  I was fully asleep by then, though, so I don’t remember that stop at all. 

 

 
 

 I did, however, wake up when we stopped at Cleveland in the wee hours.  I used that as an opportunity to use the restroom, 

which I was surprised to find was still spotless.  I went back to bed, but was again awakened when we stopped in Toledo.  I dozed off, 

but then was fully awake before we got to the Indiana line. 

 

 I took a shower this morning.  Surprisingly few sleeper passengers bother to use the showers on Amtrak.  Since it’s available, 

though, I figure I might as well use it.  This one had better temperature than on the train heading east.  I did, however, have to keep 

pressing a button, since it would dispense water for only about ten seconds at a time. 

 

 This morning I went to the lounge.  I got French toast, which again was served with its plastic wrapper in place.  The bacon that 

accompanied it was fatty and soggy, making this easily the worst meal of the trip.  The lounge did not have coffee, supposedly due to a 

“mechanical problem”.  Fortunately the sleeper attendant did have a pot brewing, so I was able to get a cup.  The attendant made up my 

room in the day configuration when I got back from breakfast, and mostly I’ve been working on the travelogue as we’ve been making our 

way across Indiana toward Chicago. 

 

 Like all Superliner trains, the Capital Limited (train #29) does not have wi-fi available.  That almost makes sense in the western 

mountains, but in the East and Midwest there’s really no excuse for that these days.  There was good cell service almost everywhere, so 

I was able to use data on my cell phone if I wanted to.  I suppose that if I were more tech-smart, I could have set up a link to access the 

internet on my computer via the cell phone.  I don’t know how to do that, though. 

 

 They’d clearly had quite a bit of rain in the Midwest—too much, I’d bet.  The ditches beside the tracks were nearly full.  At least 

things weren’t as bad as the flooding I’d read about in Kentucky this week, where both homes and lives were lost. 

 

 Before long we were in the bleak industrial wasteland of northwest Indiana.  I don’t think places like Michigan City, Gary, and 

Hammond have ever been nice cities, and they’re downright ugly these days.  There’s always train congestion in this area, too.  We 

slowed down multiple times in Indiana to let freight trains pass. 

 

 We arrived at Union Station at 9:22am, about forty-five minutes late.  We’d been less than half an hour late until we got to 

Indiana, but there always seem to be delays in the Hoosier state.  I made my way into the station, but when I got to the Metropolitan 

Lounge, nobody was at the desk.  I waited a few minutes, and eventually a guy who had presumably been escorting passengers to a 

train returned and checked me in. 

 

 I dropped my bags and spent a while in the lounge, mostly inserting more pictures into this travelogue.  I also enjoyed a bit of 

free coffee.  Then around 10:40 I made my way to the north boarding area of Union Station. 

 

 The last little Amtrak journey I’d be making on this trip would be a quick trip up to Milwaukee.  I paid for this with Amtrak Guest 

Rewards points.  These are slow to accumulate, and most trips cost a fortune in points.  However I found a promotion that offered the 

round-trip to Milwaukee for the minimum possible amount.  I also looked up the cancellation rules and found that I could cancel up until 

the scheduled time of departure, which meant that if my train into Chicago was seriously late, I could easily get the points for the side-trip 

refunded.  As it turned out I had plenty of time to make the connection. 

 

 
 Apparently the Hiawatha, the train between Chicago and Milwaukee, is the most popular 
Amtrak route outside the Northeast Corridor, beating the routes that connect the big cities in 
California.  (The poster, by the way, comes not from Amtrak but from the Milwaukee Road that 
preceded it.  As far as I can tell, Amtrak has never advertised the Hiawatha.)  They run seven round-
trips a day on the Hiawatha, and today’s 11:00 trip to Wisconsin was nearly full.  The boarding room 
was packed, and when they opened the door to the platform, there was a mad rush outside.  The 
Hiawatha is an all coach train, and it’s all open seating, so everyone was jockeying to get the seat of 
their seating preference.  I did manage to get a window seat, and no one sat next to me on this trip.  
Unfortunately, as had been the case on the Downeaster, I sat backwards all the way up to Milwaukee.  
I’d find out later that some of the cars have forward-facing seats, while others have backwards seats.  
The train has engines at both ends, so they just switch to the opposite direction when they get to the 
terminal.  It’s only about an hour and a half between the two cities, so sitting backwards wasn’t all that 
big of a deal. 

 
 



 Two of my fellow passengers on this trip were memorable.  Across 
the aisle from me was a young man in drag.  I’m not sure what pronouns this 
person may have preferred, but he or she had shoulder-length blue-tinted 
hair, wore a blue minidress with men’s boxer briefs showing below it, donned 
women’s wedge shoes, carried a large handbag, and sported a big cowboy 
hat that either gender might wear.  The person also had hairy legs and five 
o’clock shadow.  It definitely was something to look at. 
 
 The other passenger who stood out sat directly in front of me.  He 
was an Asian boy who I think may have been autistic.  He commented on 
absolutely everything that happened during the trip, and his mother patiently 
listened and attempted to calm him down. 
 
 While I was checking the status of this train, I happened to notice 
an alert that didn’t affect me, but which would affect thousands of other 
people.  Apparently a building in downtown Albany (which Amtrak stressed 
was privately owned and not their responsibility) was in the process of 
collapsing, and it was teetering over the tracks.  (I’m pretty sure I’ve seen that 
building.  In previous travelogues I’ve commented on the abandoned 
structures in Albany.)  Because of this collapse, Amtrak was forced to 
suspend operations on the Lake Shore Limited and on all the Empire Service 
routes west of Albany.   Passengers  scheduled  on  the  Lake  Shore who 
were headed to New York or Boston would be re-routed onto other trains (like 
the Capitol Limited I’d just been on) to the East Coast and then onto the 
Northeast Regional services.  This would be on a space available basis, 
though,  and not a lot of extra space  was available  on  the alternate routes.   
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What’s more, there would be no service at all to most of upstate New York until the problem with the building in Albany was fixed.  On 

previous trips Margaret and I got off in Schenectady, Buffalo, and Rochester, and none of those trips would be possible at present. 

 

 For about half its length (basically up to the Illinois/Wisconsin border) the Hiawatha runs on Metra tracks.  Throughout that 

stretch it’s all upscale suburban development.  Amtrak avoids most of the Metra stops, with its only pause in Illinois being Glenview.  At 

the border Metra turns to serve downtown Kenosha, its one Wisconsin stop.  The Hiawatha continues straight, though.  It completely 

avoids Kenosha and Racine, instead running through a very rural area with its only stop at the town of Sturtevant.  It stops again at the 

Milwaukee airport and finally in downtown Milwaukee. 

 

 We got into Milwaukee about twelve minutes late.  The conductor was very apologetic, but really that’s not much of a delay.  I 

had about two hours to explore the city.  I’ve been to Milwaukee twice before, so I made a point to see different things than I had on those 

trips.   

 

 First I checked out Milwaukee’s new streetcar system.  They’re one of those cities that felt that adding a streetcar would somehow 

make them “world class”.  I will give Milwaukee credit that people do seem to actually use their streetcar.  That definitely puts them ahead 

of Kansas City and Oklahoma City.  Like the trains in those cities, though, Milwaukee’s HOP is slow and inconvenient.  I rode exactly two 

stops before getting off, and I could have gotten there significantly faster on foot.  Much of the slowness was just waiting for the car in the 

first place.  They have signs that theoretically show “real time” countdowns of when the cars will arrive, supposedly using GPS technology.  

At the stop by the train station, the minutes counted down from 9 to 1.  Then it paused at 1 for four full minutes, before re-setting to 7 

again.  About three minutes later a car finally showed up.  Then there was a bit of a wait while they changed operators before we finally 

set off. 

 

 I got off in at the stop called Old Third Ward, which is Milwaukee’s version of that gentrifying warehouse district you can f ind in 

pretty much every city.  I had lunch there (a gourmet burger) and then spent some time on the city’s Riverwalk.  I watched a lift bridge go 

up and down (which may have been the reason for the streetcar delay) and then made my way through downtown and back to the station.  

Something I will say about Milwaukee is that their downtown has improved quite a bit since I was there last.  At that point it was a lot like 

how I described downtown Baltimore.  It’s far from being Chicago or New York, but today it could challenge Minneapolis. 

 

 I took some pictures of downtown Milwaukee, but somehow they seem to have been deleted from the SD card in my camera.  I 

don’t know what happened, but you’ll have to use your imagination to visualize a gentrified neighborhood and a lift bridge. 

 

 Something that hasn’t really improved is the Milwaukee Intermodal Depot, which serves as both a train and intercity bus station.  

It looks like an unfortunate ‘70s urban renewal project, and it definitely has more the feeling of a bus station than a train  depot.  There’s 

far too little seating, and it’s loud and dirty. 

 

 I saw a fascinating advertising sign in the station.  There was a big ad sponsored by the chamber of commerce that promoted 

the Milwaukee Holiday Lights Festival.  Not only did that seem out of place in July, but when I read it closer, the dates for the festival were 

November 19, 2020 to January 1, 2021.  Apparently they haven’t sold any new advertising in the past year and a half. 

 



 I noticed a couple of people beginning to queue by the train gate about twenty minutes before the train to Chicago was scheduled 

to leave.  I went and joined them in line, and I’m very glad I did.  The train to Milwaukee had been busy, but the train to Chicago had 

literally every seat sold out.  When I thought about it, that made sense.  This weekend Chicago was hosting the big music festival 

Lollapalooza, and college kids from all over the country were coming to the city to party.  The two people who ended up on the aisle in 

my row were among them.  They were young women who I thought at first were Hispanic.  The one next to me checked her hotel 

reservation on the phone during the trip, though, and her last name was Singh—so presumably she was south Asian.  Both were 

Wisconsin natives.  One was in law school in Georgia, and the other was studying environmental science in Florida.  They were cramming 

into a hotel room with several other friends who were coming to Chicago by bus and plane.  Looking around the car, there were lots of 

other people in similar positions. 

 

 The incoming train arrived while a very slow-moving freight train was on the track closest to the station.  Because of that Amtrak 

got stuck on the furthest of four tracks.  That complicated the process of emptying out the train and then boarding all the southbound 

passengers, since everyone had to go up one escalator, across a skywalk, and then down another escalator. 

 

 One of the cars on the Hiawatha is designated the “quiet car”, and that was the one I first headed for.  However, when I saw it 

was all backwards seating, I instead moved to the general seating car right behind it.  The train was nearly full when we left downtown 

Milwaukee, and according the conductor we picked up 41 passengers at Milwaukee Airport and another 15 at Sturtevant.  It was a very 

busy train. 

 

 We made good time in Wisconsin, but once we entered Illinois we got stuck behind a Metra train that made all the local stops.  

There are three tracks through here, but in the afternoon the express track is only used for northbound trains.  So we went at the same 

speed as Metra, like it or not.  We ended up arriving in Chicago about half an hour late at 4:46pm. 

 

 There was more indication of the Lollapalooza crowds as I made my way from the north end of Union Station to the Metropolitan 

Lounge.  I passed the public restrooms by the Metra ticket counter, and there was a line of young people there that was easily fifty deep.  

The lounge was also packed, though not with Lollapalooza people.  Instead most of the people there had been booked in sleeping cars 

but were having trouble getting to their destination.  I already mentioned the issues with the Lake Shore Limited.  In addition to that the 

incoming Empire Builder was running seven hours late, which had delayed the departure of the outbound train.  Compounding the 

problems, the hotels where Amtrak would normally put people whose trains were cancelled were full of concert-goers.  I was very glad 

that none of those problems directly affected me. 

 

 They called the Illinois Zephyr for boarding and announced we were on track 17.  I and about half a dozen other people who 

were in the lounge made our way in that direction.  On the south concourse the Amtrak tracks are separated from the Metra gates by one 

of those belt barriers like you see making a maze at airport security.  Normally an Amtrak employee checks people’s tickets there and 

lets them through if their train is actually boarding.  There were no Amtrak officials anywhere nearby, though.  We waited a while, but 

eventually I just detached the tape from its stand and we all made our way to the platform.  No one corrected us, and I’m not sure we 

ever would have made it on board if I hadn’t done that. 

 

 While this was actually a pretty empty train, business class was almost full when we left and sold out past Naperville.  Most 

noteworthy among my fellow passengers this time was an elderly south Asian couple with an enormous amount of luggage, all of which 

had airline processing tags on them.  I think I saw the two of them drag on nine different pieces of luggage, including one enormous bag 

that was far bigger than the mine and weighed enough that the man struggled to move it.  I don’t know why they had so many bags.  It 

made me wonder if they weren’t moving from India to rural Illinois. 

 

 I claimed my free beverages (non-alcoholic on the Illinois trains) and I was planning to have dinner on the train.  The menu they 

displayed in the café included chicken street tacos, which sounded good to me.  Unfortunately those were out of stock, so I waited until I 

got to the hotel to eat. 

 

 We were just four minutes late getting into Princeton, and I was pleased to find that the storm that had damaged the Econolodge 

didn’t seem to do anything to my car.  I did have to wait a bit to leave, because the eastbound train arrived right after ours left, and the 

crossing was blocked until it departed. 

 

 I drove 17 miles east from Princeton to the town of Peru.  I stopped at a Wendy’s there and picked up a taco salad (which was 

probably in my mind after having something similar in D.C.).  Then I made my way to the Quality Inn.  This was actually a different hotel 

than I thought I’d booked.  I have stayed here before, and there’s nothing wrong with the place.  It’s definitely nothing special, though, 

and it stood out at registration that this was the first form I specifically initialed a form that said there would be a surcharge if I smoked 

marijuana in my room.  A lot of forms say they’ll charge for smoking in general, but this one specifically mentioned pot. 

 

 I ate my taco salad, watched a bit of TV, and got caught up on this travelogue.  It occurred to me as I wrapped that up that it was 

actually quite late in the Eastern Time Zone, so there was probably a good reason I was tired. 

 



 
 

 As seems to be a theme on this trip, I was up at six this morning.  The morning showed the hotel at its worst.  The shower was 

horrible.  The tub itself had very low water pressure, and the showerhead reduced it even further, rendering it one of the most useless 

showers I’ve seen anywhere.  The breakfast buffet was also not much.  It was one of those places where the premier offering was do-it-

yourself waffles, and there was almost nothing beyond that.  I just grabbed some coffee and checked out. 

 

 I drove about fifty miles and had a real breakfast at Hardee’s in Geneseo.  Then I continued west on Interstate 80.  As I drove I 

thought of an online game I’ve played quite a bit recently, Geoguesser.  The game places you somewhere (either in the world or in the 

U.S.) on the street view of Google Maps, and the goal is to figure out where you are.  There are variations on the game.  Sometimes the 

exact location is required, while other times the goal is to figure out what state you are in.  I mention that, because it was clear on this 

rather dull stretch of four-lane highway that I was in Illinois rather than Iowa.  One thing that gave that away is that the old steel overpasses 

are painted blue in Illinois, while in Iowa they’re green.  (Newer overpasses are just concrete in both states.)  They also a lways give the 

names of the cross roads on the overpasses in Illinois.  At diamond interchanges, the ramps in Iowa run mostly straight, with just a slight 

curve.  In Illinois they always have major curves on what should be the simplest of interchanges.  It is weird how little things like that differ 

from state to state. 

 

Before long I made it to the Quad Cities.  I took I-280 around the cities, forgetting that there is currently major construction on 

the Mississippi River Bridge there.  I hate navigating between cement barriers, but I did make it into Iowa safely. 

 

 Traffic seemed lighter than usual on Interstate 80 between Davenport and Iowa City, and I made it through there with no problem.  

There’s major construction at the 80/380 interchange, but turning from 80 west to 380 north is the one action that seems pretty 

straightforward.  I-380 was very busy, but it’s always that way. 

 

 I drove through Cedar Rapids on I-380.  While it’s honestly a horrible road, I’ve always liked the route through Cedar Rapids.  

That’s probably because it was built just shortly after I learned how to drive.  The whole thing is elevated, and I find it fun to feel like I’m 

soaring above everything. 

 

 I exited at Blairs Ferry Road in Cedar Rapids.  (The word “ferry” is likely to appear more in this travelogue than any other I’ve 

written.)  I picked up a few things at the Walmart there and was reminded of articles I’d read on vacation about the Walton family losing 

billions of dollars with the recent drop in Walmart stock.  It actually seems strange to me that Walmart stock should be dropping in 

inflationary times.  I’d think people would be shopping there more as prices go up, since most of the other true discount stores have gone 

out of business.  That’s pretty much why I was there today.  I can’t buy stuff like dish soap and vitamins at K-Mart anymore, and I knew 

they’d be cheaper at Walmart than at Hy-Vee.  I also bought gas in Cedar Rapids.  The price was $3.599.  That was cheaper than anything 

I’d seen in months, and quite a bit cheaper than anywhere else in eastern Iowa. 

 

 Something that stood out as I drove was that there were tons of disabled vehicles.  I think I counted seventeen different cars 

and trucks today that were either at the side of the road with their blinkers on or that had been abandoned and had those red flags and 

stickers on them.  I always wonder what happened when I see vehicles like that, particularly relatively new cars that look like they’re in 

good condition. 

 

 They’re re-paving Avenue of the Saints by Plainfield, and there was a very long stretch that had been coned off so they could 

paint new center stripes.  It must have been very windy when they were painting them, because there was a big shadow of lighter white 

spray beside each of the white lines.  It will be interesting to see what that looks like when they declare it done. 

 

 My other stop on the way home was in Mason City.  I decided to have those street tacos I couldn’t get on the train yesterday, so 

I had lunch at Taco John’s.  For a fast food chain based in Cheyenne, they have surprisingly authentic and tasty chicken street tacos.  I 

also stopped at Aldi, where I picked up a bunch of stuff for breakfasts and lunches once school starts.  That is only a few weeks away 

now.  I also noticed a sale on frozen blueberries, so I picked up a ton of those.  That’s one fruit I can enjoy as a treat without affecting my 

blood sugar. 

 

 There was more construction on highway 18 between Britt and Wesley.  I have no idea what they’re doing, but they seem to 

have taken a rough road and made it even rougher.  There was also about a two-mile stretch of pilot car, which created a long delay.  

With the stops and the construction, it was pushing 2:30 when I finally got home. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 I very much enjoyed this trip.  I’ve liked traveling by train ever since my first Amtrak trip (also out east) with Margaret twenty-two 

years ago.  A lot went wrong on that trip, but fortunately almost everything went as planned this time around.  I saw things in fourteen 

different states and the District of Columbia, and I enjoyed discovering history from many different eras. 

 

 While I was driving home, some of the “FAQs” I often end my travelogues with went through my head, so I suppose I’ll try to 

finish with those. 

 

What was your favorite place? 

 

 Overall, probably Harpers Ferry.  While I can’t say the history there did a lot for me (I’ve just never been a war buff), I really 

enjoyed hiking around in what has to be one of the most beautiful places in America.  John Denver was not wrong when he referred to 

West Virginia (and in particular the Shenandoah Valley) as “almost heaven”. 

 

 Of the different historic sites I visited, my favorite there was Lowell.  Though I’m not very mechanically oriented myself, I did 

inherit my father’s love of mechanical things.  Watching the looms work and learning what life was like in the days of the industrial 

revolution really was fascinating.  It was also fun to hike along the canals, in spite of all the homeless people there. 

 

 For just interesting places to bum around, I’d pick Brunswick, Maine.  There isn’t anything particularly special about it and 

certainly nothing that a tourist should go out of their way for, but it really was a fun place to visit.  The people were friendly, the town is 

well kept, and the scenery is pretty.  I also had some very good gelato there. 

 

 I also really liked Concord, Massachusetts.  It’s historic and also very beautiful, and again the setting it’s in is beautiful. 

 

What was your least favorite place? 

 

 I’m definitely going with Fenway Park here.  I really, really wanted to like the place.  I’m a baseball fan, and it’s definitely the 

most historic park still standing.  It’s been remodeled in odd and unfortunate ways, though, and it’s just ugly and uncomfortable.  The fans 

at Fenway were either arrogant or clueless, and I honestly felt my ticket was a waste of money. 

 

 Some people may be surprised that I didn’t put Baltimore here, since I wrote at length about how rough and seedy that city is .  

While it is rough, there’s also a reason it has the nickname “charm city”.  They do have some gorgeous architecture (though much of it 

needs to be restored), and the people—even most of the impoverished ones—were mostly pleasant. 

 

What was your favorite (and least favorite) train? 

 

 For views, the Lake Shore Limited takes the top prize.  The ride through upstate New York is just spectacular.  On the other 

hand the views on the Downeaster were kind of disappointing.  I saw almost no coastline, and the forest was honestly pretty boring. 

 

 As for the experience, first class on the Acela was excellent, though I’m not sure it’s really worth the cost (Booking way in 

advance it’s about double the price of a standard ticket; closer to departure it’s more like three times the cost.)  The reason that it’s so 

expensive is that they’re paying two employees who are dedicated to one specific car.  I’m very glad to have done first class in the Acela 

on this trip.  I might pay for it again, but I doubt it. 

 

 The worst experience was certainly on the substitute buses.  When I bought Amtrak tickets, I was expecting to travel by train.  I 

do understand that track work is necessary (and that most of the time it’s the freight railroad rather than Amtrak that decides when that 

will happen), but traveling by bus is never ideal.  Of the actual trains, my least favorite was probably the Hiawatha between Chicago to 

Milwaukee.  There are no amenities at all on that train (no café or lounge car, for example), and both directions it was very crowded. 

 

What was your favorite (and least favorite) train station? 

 

 As for the stations, the new Moynihan Train Hall in New York really is spectacular, and the Metropolitan Lounge there is the 

model for every other lounge to follow.  That said, all the old big city train stations are nice:  the Union Stations in Chicago and Washington, 

South Station in Boston, and even Penn Station in Baltimore were all built to look and feel grand, and a hundred years on they still do.  

What keeps those stations alive isn’t Amtrak; it’s the commuter railroads that bring hundreds of thousands of people into the cities each 

day.  Without the commuter lines they’d just be big empty shells.  St. Louis, Kansas City, and St. Paul all have empty old stations like 

those, and they just don’t have the life of a train station that’s active all day long. 

 

 The worst station on this trip was probably North Station in Boston.  That’s because it’s not really a train station; it’s just the 

basement of the Boston Garden arena.  The old Penn Station in New York (which is beneath Madison Square Garden) was quite similar.  

Putting a train station in that setting makes it seem cramped and confusing rather than grand.  I also didn’t much care for the station in 



Harpers Ferry.  It may be historic, but it’s not really very practical.  At the very least they should put signs on the platforms indicating 

where trains in each direction will stop. 

 

How did COVID affect things? 
 
 I wore a mask whenever I was with other people on public 
transportation.  So I didn’t wear a mask when I was in my own room on a sleeping 
car, but I did when I was in a seat on a train or bus.  That’s not required in most 
places these days (though it was a requirement in both Baltimore and D.C.), but 
it just seems sensible until things really have settled down.  On city buses, 
subways, and the like almost all the passengers did wear masks, while on Amtrak 
very few did.  In most cases it is reasonably easy to social distance on a big train, 
but I still think it’s better safe than sorry. 
 
 The only indoor setting I encountered where masks were required was 
Harpers Ferry.  I did wear a mask in most train stations and other confined 
spaces, but very few other people did.  In general I didn’t wear a mask outdoors, 
but some places (especially New York and Baltimore) a lot of people did have 
masks on while walking down the street. 
 
 There were a few things that were closed or had to have special 
arrangements to visit because of COVID, and pretty much every hotel was doing 
reduced maid service—though I suspect that’s as much for cost savings as 
health reasons.  Aside from that the biggest effect of COVID was staff reductions, 
particularly in some transit systems.  Boston in particular kept making 
announcements that their reduced service schedule was because of COVID-
related staffing problems.  Whether that’s actually true or not, I don’t know, but it 
certainly could be part of the issue. 
  

On the Hiawatha train 
Will you travel by train again? 

 

 Yes.  Actually, I’m planning to take Amtrak out to New York at Christmas, when I’ll hopefully be seeing the holiday show at Radio 

City Music Hall.  (I was planning to fly out there and see that a couple years back, but the pandemic got in the way.)  While I’ve taken 

most of Amtrak’s trains at this point, there are a few I’d still like to do.  For instance, I’d like to take the Silver Star down to Florida and the 

Crescent from New York to New Orleans via Appalachia.  I’m also planning to incorporate train travel into my big trip to New Zealand a 

year from now.  Then at some point when I’m either rich and famous or long retired (because it would be way more expensive than this 

trip was) I’d like to take the famous Canadian train from Toronto to Vancouver. 

 

 I find train travel relaxing.  It’s fun to just look out the window and watch the world pass by.  I did a lot of that on this trip, and I 

hope to do more of it in the future. 

 

 


