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A SLICE OF AMERICA: 1989 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

It was nearly a quarter-century since I’d last driven across the United 

States, when Rita and I took our three children, Gina, Tony and Glen, to 

Massachusetts in our brand-new, 1965 Chrysler Newport. Of necessity it was to be 

a fast round-trip (constrained by my allotted vacation time) but we managed to 

see a number of interesting and historic things along the way; such as Mt. 

Rushmore and the Corn Palace in South Dakota, the New York World’s Fair and 

Niagara Falls. In New England we visited my mother (then in her seventies), 

brothers and sisters in the Connecticut River Valley. 

Over the years (including three transcontinental-highway crossings prior to 

1965) I had visited most of the northern United States, but had not been in 

those states south of the Mason-Dixon Line except for Maryland, Virginia and 

Georgia. I never had a desire to go south, figuring there was little of interest 

there for me to see. 

But then something occurred to change my mind. I read the Messer Letters, a 

compilation of the letters exchanged by my great-grandparents, Timothy B. and 

Susan Messer, during the Civil War.* Timothy spent nearly the whole of the war 

in the Union Army, most of the time in Maryland and Virginia, and was mortally 

wounded at the last battle of Petersburg. His words, simple and straightforward, 

stirred a new interest within me. I then read everything I could lay my hands on 

related to the War Between the States. 

The more I read and studied, the more the idea of touring the South seemed 

like a good plan. I could see some of the battlegrounds; perhaps even locate a 

few of the places where my great-grandfather had been. 

Further, a renewed acquaintance with an "old" Navy buddy, Doyle Munson, 

brought about an invitation to visit him and his wife, Willa Fay, at their home 

in Montgomery, Alabama. Of course Rita, always anxious to take a trip, was 

enthusiastic about the idea, so the die was cast. 

We planned to go in the autumn of 1988, when the weather was likely to be 

amenable; that is, cool and dry, if there was no hurricane in progress. We 

shopped around for a new (newer) car to replace the aging Plymouth Volare, and 

purchased a used 1988 Ford Crown Victoria, one of the "last of the standard 

touring cars." But then our niece, Nancy, elected to become Mrs. Michael 

Cunningham that season, so we postponed our trip in order to see her happily 

married. 

Actually the postponement was beneficial, since it allowed more time to read 

and study the geography and history of the country, and to plan a tentative 

route. Rita joined the AAA-Club, primarily to obtain the necessary maps and 

information books; a niece, Judy Zamboni, offered to audit the mail and water 

the plants; Robert Smith volunteered to mow the lawns; our neighbor, Maureen 

Macrander, insisted on feeding and caring for the two cats during our absence. 

Without such good friends and relatives the trip would not have been possible, 

for we expected to be gone from six- to eight-weeks. 

 

 

*The Civil War Letters of Timothy B. Messer, Tenth Vermont Volunteers, Edward 

C. Phelps, Ed., E.A Hall & Co. Inc., Greenfield, Ma. 1986 
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GREAT BASIN AND SOUTHWEST: 

 

On a typically sunny day, the 4th of April, after weeks of thoughtful 

preparation, armed with a suitcase full of maps and paraphernalia and a couple 

of bags apiece for clothing, Rita and I began our automobile tour. If all went 

well we would cross the southern United States, visit the Gulf and Atlantic 

Coasts, traverse the Appalachian Mountains, see as many historic sites along the 

way as practicable, and eventually reach New England, the land of my youth. 

We headed east on US-50, the recently-dubbed "Loneliest Road in America" 

(obviously by someone who had never travelled on US-6, farther south), across 

central Nevada and into Utah. It was a good start. By the time Old Sol sank from 

the sky and twilight advanced over the desert we had covered nearly 500 miles of 

highway. In the sleepy town of Delta we checked into the Killpack Motel and 

walked to the nearby Delta Restaurant for dinner. (It was the same eatery where 

I had lunched in the early 'sixties, when in that town on telephone-company 

business.) 

In the morning I began what was to become almost a daily ritual; wash the car 

windows, check the oil and tires, and vacuum the interior (the latter with a 12-

volt machine). Before leaving town we ate a light breakfast from the supplies in 

our small ice-chest, and bought gas at a nearby station. I then steered away to 

the southeast, past dozens of farms and acres of squared-off fields in the flat-

land, to the mountains. We paused in the agri-village of Scipio, a pretty little 

town situated in a narrow valley surrounded on three sides by steep hills, when 

an "Antiques" sign caught Rita's attention. There were indeed some very 

interesting and unique items within the old square two-story building. But it 

was, after all, too early in the tour to start buying up such things. We pushed 

on. 

Capitol Reef National Park, in central Utah, is as colorful a place as one 

can imagine; sparse, dark-green cedars in contrast to bright red bluffs and 

canyons. It was there that we first unlimbered our cameras for the inevitable 

tourist photos. Farther down the road, a quiet two-lane highway that we had 

virtually to ourselves, we came to a couple of picnic tables across from the red 

and muddy Fremont River. There we ate our lunch in the shade of a budding 

cottonwood tree beneath a great sandstone canyon-wall. 

Studying the map Rita noted that, by taking a detour, we could cross the 

Colorado River's Lake Powell on a ferry. That seemed like a fun thing to do, but 

we had to hurry as the last crossing, according to the sign at the turn-off, was 

at 3:00 PM. If we missed the departure we'd have to back-track fifty miles for 

there were no accommodations at the Bullfrog Marina. We arrived at the dock with 

fifteen minutes to spare, enough time for a look-around at the many boats on 

shore or lying at rest at their moorings; sailboats, motorboats, fishing boats 

and houseboats - the latter seemingly in predominance. Besides our car, one 

other sedan, a pickup and a delivery truck were boarded for the crossing, which 

was completed in thirty-five minutes. 

Back on land once more (at Hall's Landing) we traveled on another almost-

deserted highway (SR-276) to the Natural Bridges Monument. The visitor center 

closed just as we entered the gate, but the loop drive was open and the scenic 

sandstone rims and carved arches in the canyons were resplendent in the late 

afternoon sunlight. Back on the highway I became slightly apprehensive, lest our 

fuel run out before we could find a service station in that remote corner of the 

state. So I drove to the closest town, Blanding, to fill the tank. It was not a 
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particularly interesting place so we decided to go along to Bluff, where we 

hoped to find a vacancy in its one-and-only motel. 

It was a good decision. Bluff, Utah, a community of some 200 souls, lies in 

the San Juan River Valley between high bluffs (hence the name) that rise on both 

sides. Our hostel for the night, the Recapture Lodge, was more than we’d hoped 

for. Run by an amicable, young-middle-aged couple, we were made to feel at home 

in every instance. Rita and I crossed the highway to dine at a cafe - decorated 

in knotty-pine and Southwest Indian art - that was apparently run by local 

Indians. The servers were unhurried, polite, and quiet; the food simple and 

good. After dinner I retired to the room and studied the maps and tour books 

(that became a nightly routine) while Rita attended an informal slide-show 

presented by the geologist-owner. 

The weather held good. Temperatures hovered around the 45-degree mark in the 

early morning, and warmed to the low-70s by afternoon. Our route took us still 

farther south, into the northeast corner of Arizona near Mexican Water, through 

Teec Nos Pos (both places on the Navajo Indian Reservation) and over to the Four 

Corners Monument, reached by way of US-160 in New Mexico. It was our first visit 

to the latter state. At the juncture of Utah, Colorado, New Mexico and Arizona - 

delineated by patinaed brass borderlines and state seals imbedded in a large, 

square concrete pad - we snapped photos and visited the forty-odd stalls where 

the Indians market their wares; that is, Rita visited them and made a few 

purchases while I was mildly entertained by a couple of "bucks" working with a 

truck-and-chain to remove an obsolete fire hearth from the parking area. 

Characteristically, they worked at a pace not likely to result in heat 

exhaustion or heart failure, and the job was still in progress when we left. 
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Now we entered the state of Colorado, perhaps my favorite of all the United 

States. There was the San Juan River again; a small Indian village, Towaco, and 

then Cortez, a sizable little city in the southwestern corner of the state. We 

ate our "big meal" at midday, in a Golden Corral restaurant, before proceeding 

to the Mesa Verde National Park. I had read about the Mesa Verde archeological 

explorations of a century ago and, with Rita and Glen, had seen many of the 

artifacts in the Denver Museum. Now I was anxious to match my perceptions of the 

habitat with a first-hand view of the site. 

The mesa itself is larger than I had anticipated, and much higher in 

elevation. The roadway - that had recently suffered a landslide - climbs steeply 

to a tableland that slopes away slightly to the south. As instructed by the 

gate-keeper, we went past the closed visitor center toward the headquarters 

location at Spruce Tree House. What a beautiful drive! Through a cedar-and-pine 

forest reminiscent of those in Nevada. And then, in the light of early 

afternoon, a bobcat bounded across the road in front of our car not more than a 

hundred yards away. Naturally I stopped, hoping for a snapshot, but he was 

quickly out of sight.  Alternatively, as a joke for our friend Robert who once 

"captured" some cat-tracks in the snow in a similar circumstance, I took a 

picture of one of the footprints in the dirt. 

For an hour we toured a loop road that circled the rim, and looked down upon 

the cliff dwellings below. Then we returned to the center, viewed a slide show, 

joined a walking tour of the Spruce Tree Ruin, and made a second driving tour. 

The ruins, abandoned in the 13th century, probably because of a shortage of 

food-and-water, have been well restored and preserved, and gave us rather a good 

idea of the way the ancient Anasazi Indians must have lived. 

By now it was quite late in the afternoon and time to head back to the main 

highway. But on the way I couldn't resist taking a side trip, and a short hike, 

to the top of windy Park Point (at 8,571' above-sea-level) where we obtained a 

spectacular, panoramic view of the flat, forested, canyon-cut mesas to the 

south; the red, rugged escarpments to the west; and the towering, sun-lit, snow-

clad mountains (the Rockies) to the northeast. I hated to leave the place. 

The road through Durango to Pagosa Springs was in high forest country, where 

residual north-sidehill snowpacks reflected the twilight. Dozens of deer browsed 

on tender shoots beside the highway, and three separate elk-herds grazed beyond 

the shoulders. None of the animals were apparently concerned by our passage 

through their environment. It was dark in Pagosa Springs. We checked in at 

Harvey's Motel, ate a light supper at the Aspen (or Alpine) Restaurant nearby, 

and retired for the night. 

I shivered when I stepped out-of-doors in the morning, and immediately 

learned why. The floor of the slope behind the motel, under a grove of budded 

quaking aspens and below a dark line of conifers on the hill beyond, was 

carpeted with old cold snow. And our blue Ford was glazed with a sheet of new 

white frost. Hot coffee and doughnuts tasted exceptionally good that morning. 

We turned to the south on US-84, once again toward New Mexico; and at the 

junction with US-64 turned east over a recently-opened pass through the Carson 

National Forest. Up on top the snow-banks alongside the road were four- to six-

feet deep - eight, in places. There, on a snow-covered meadow with veins of 

snowmelt coursing toward its low point, a hungry coyote minced along on tiptoes 

in search of a morsel of food. On the downhill side of the mountain we sighted 

his cousin, bracing to pounce upon a squirrel or mouse, just a few feet beyond a 

creek to the right of the highway. I braked the Ford to a quick stop and 

attached a telephoto lens to my camera while the anxious predator, unmindful of 

our presence as the sound of nearby running water muffled the noise of the 

engine, never wavered from his enterprise. But at the crucial moment, as I was 

focusing the lens, a passing driver (one of four or five cars on that whole 

fifty-mile stretch of road) either peeved because I had not pulled completely 

off the pavement or purposely bent on spoiling my fun, honked a loud horn and 
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scared the subject away, thus ruining my chance for a good photo and the 

coyote's opportunity for a meal. 

Ah well, that's life. We took our own meal a few minutes later, at a rest 

stop on the western rim of the impressive Rio Grande Canyon. After lunch Rita 

walked across the 650-foot-high arched bridge and I drove over to pick her up on 

the opposite side. 

A visit to the 900-year-old Taos Pueblo, presumably still inhabited by the 

descendents of the original occupants, would satisfy anyone's curiosity about 

true southwest-desert living. Its thick, sand-colored adobe walls are well 

suited to the environment. The present dwellers, though, while retaining many 

traditional lifestyles, are relatively well-off in comparison to their 

forefathers; at peace with, and earning a good living (I suspect) from the 

"white eyes." For a five-dollar-bill-per-carload you may wander through the 

village, which is bisected by a clear flowing stream, their water supply; see 

the dark-skinned children and numerous "Indian dogs" at play; taste the fried 

bread, cooked over cedar-fueled fires; chat with the "merchants" and buy from 

their many attractive artifacts and souvenirs. You may not take photographs, 

however, unless you fork over another "fiver." 

They were friendly people, patiently responding to questions that they must 

have answered thousands of times before. It must be an uncomfortable way to 

live, I thought, as I stood on the log-and-plank bridge over the stream in the 

center of the compound, with so many people traipsing through your yard every 

day.  

The new Taos, a couple of miles away, is a modern city in old-style garb. 

Practically all of the buildings, private, public, residential, historic and 

contemporary, are of Pueblo design, plaster on adobe or a facsimile thereof. I 

found a comfortable bench in the modern central plaza, where I relaxed and 

visualized the comings-and-goings of the explorers, settlers and soldiers of the 

earlier centuries. Rita, meanwhile, attended the surrounding shops. 

We located the restored property of Kit Carson, a man who was a hero in the 

days of great individual-accomplishment (in contrast to the many depraved non-

persons worshipped by multitudes of kids today) and perused the rooms and 

interesting artifacts therein. 

Arriving in Santa Fe in time to vie with the Friday-afternoon traffic we 

cruised up and down Cerillo Street a couple of times, then settled for a room at 

the Warren Motel - by far the best, most commodious room yet on our trip, with 

even a small refrigerator and a microwave oven in place. After a brief respite 

we went to a large mall, the Villa Linda, that included a "fast food circle" 

(the first I'd seen) and ate a light supper while watching the kids go up-and-

down on the horses of a replicated Bavarian carousel. At a grocery store up the 

street we picked up some drinks and yogurt for the larder, and returned to the 

motel. When I went to the car, to get my briefcase from the trunk, I noted a 

drunken (or drugged) bunch of young people unloading beer and other goods from a 

decrepit van, parked, to my chagrin, much too close to our Ford. So I moved it 

(the Ford) to a less well-lighted but not as crowded part of the lot, and 

worried the rest of the night that it might be broken into or damaged in some 

way. Even though it was well insured, I didn't want that kind of a problem. As 

is often the case my concern was without merit, and I was able to enjoy the 

motel’s complimentary breakfast in a room behind the office in the morning; good 

doughnuts, Styrofoam-flavored coffee. 

The main plaza in the center of Santa Fe is surrounded on three sides by 

tourist shops; the fourth is occupied by the historic Governors' Palace, the 

seat of Spanish rule and home of the governors from the early 1600s. A couple of 

blocks away there stands the beautiful Cathedral of St. Francis of Assisi. To 

the south, across the Santa Fe River, is the "oldest church," the Mission of San 

Miguel of Santa Fe, and next to it the "oldest house" in the United States. I 

made a mental note of those "oldest" claims; I wanted to see if they'd hold up 
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against those in other parts of the country. (We found that there is usually a 

key descriptor associated with the oldest whatever; such as oldest "wooden," 

oldest "still operating," oldest "mission" (as opposed to church) and so on.) 

Conveniently located diagonally across the street from the church, on the old 

Santa Fe Trail, was an indoor-outdoor cafe, a welcome invitation to hungry or 

thirsty tourists like ourselves. We selected one of the white wrought-iron, 

umbrella-shaded tables on the patio. Service was slow, even though the place was 

not the least crowded, but we didn't mind because of the pleasant atmosphere and 

friendly people. 

Our appetites satiated, we went south on US-285 to I-40 East, a freeway. I 

made some mental calculations. Up to that time we had traveled 1,400-miles, only 

fifty of them on interstate highways. That's the way to travel, if you have the 

time. But now we needed to hurry a bit. We could easily return to the Southwest, 

I rationalized, but might never again drive to the Deep South. We had best save 

our time for that part of the country. On I-40 we cruised along at 65-plus-mph, 

putting an additional ten miles behind us every hour. (My self-imposed rule, 

designed to alleviate the inconvenience of a speeding ticket, is: "Never drive 

more than 5-mph faster than the posted speed.") 

At Santa Rosa I stopped at a gas-station on the right bank of the Pecos 

River, the name reminding me of a favorite novel of years gone by (Zane Grey's 

"West of the Pecos") that depicted a much different world than this one. It was 

nonstop from there - through Tucumcari to the flat land of Texas. Near Amarillo 

the unique monument to the automobile of the 1950s - or a cenotaph to Texas 

affluence - ten Cadillacs sticking out of a field, tail-fins up, all in a row 

like dominoes at a falling angle - came into view on the right, much too 

suddenly to stop for a picture. We whizzed on through the sprawling city and 

made it all the way across the panhandle to Shamrock, Texas, by sundown.  

Shamrock is located near Oklahoma, at the intersection of I-40 and US-83; as 

is the Western Motel, from which the sound of gear-jamming trucks can be heard 

throughout the night. The restaurant off the lobby, though, served fine food. I 

had pork chops, beans, baked potato (with real butter), salad and a desert; Rita 

opted for a steak dinner et al. Our Texas-speaking waitress was nice and 

efficient, if just a wee bit hard to understand. We couldn't help overhearing 

the conversations of some of the natives, "older" couples, out for their 

Saturday night dinner and relaxation. A tall, raw-boned, leathery faced guy 

under a comfortable-looking Stetson (all the men wore Stetsons) lamented the 

fact that his favorite saddle-horse busted a leg in a cattle guard and he had to 

"shute 'im." His graying wife shook her head and clucked in sympathy. Another 

rancher bragged that eighty percent of his spring calves were males. Rather a 

high number, I thought. (Do Texans really brag?) 

"Good thing he's not a dairy farmer," Rita opined. 

We called for more coffee, just so we could tarry and listen. They went on 

about the good-old days, one couple remembering a trip to Florida, to Miami 

Beach, where they were amused by the sight of so many Jews flaked-out on the 

sand, each with a patch on his nose to guard against the burning sun. It was 

refreshing, to me, to find a place where speech is still free, where one can use 

natural phraseology without fear of it being misinterpreted as bias. When at 

last it was time to leave I left a generous tip and paid the bill, a lowly 

$10.50. Not bad, for two fine dinners and "entertainment." 

Sunday morning. After the previous night's meal, coffee and snacks in the 

room were quite sufficient to start the day, and we were on the road by eight 

o'clock. Continuing east we entered the state of Oklahoma, and went as far as 

the languid town of Erick before turning south through the flat farmland; where 

the next field looked just like the last. It was there that we first saw an 

"Adopt-a-Highway" sign. Some states had a program (then in common use in the 

South) to enlist the aid of individuals or groups to keep the bi-ways clean, 
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each responsible for a two-mile stretch. The plan seemed to be working well. 

Those were some of the neatest highways in the United States. 

At the outskirts of Hollis I stopped to buy gas, and then proceeded to the 

center of town. I knew it was the center because of the street intersection, but 

at nine-thirty in the morning there was not a soul in sight. We guessed that 

everyone was either asleep or attending church somewhere. 

Rita had expressed a desire to visit San Antonio, so after an hour in 

Oklahoma we headed south on US-83. There seemed to be an abundance of rivers and 

creeks in that part of Texas, most of them containing very little water but with 

long names. We had already crossed over the "Salt Fork of the Red River," and 

"Buck Creek," now we came to the main tributary to the Red River (that forms the 

southern boundary of the state of Oklahoma), the "Prairie Dog Town Fork of the 

Red River." It was a tiny trickling stream meandered along its wide shallow bed 

in the reddish earth, but there was strong evidence that, at times, the 

P.D.T.F.R.R. could mount a raging torrent. There were others: the "North Pease" 

and the "Middle Pease" (we somehow missed the South Pease), the "South Fork of 

the Wichita," the "Brazos" and the "Clear Fork of the Brazos" to mention the 

more significant of them. 

Somewhere in this area we saw our one-and-only roadrunner - running, as one 

might expect, across the road. At lunchtime I spotted a table alongside the 

highway and pulled off onto a parking area. While setting the ice-chest on one 

of the benches, I absent-mindedly noted a stile over the "bob-wire" fence along 

the right-of-way. Suddenly it came to me, its purpose. There was no outhouse at 

this remote site and the stile provided a barb-less means of getting to the 

other side if nature should happen to call, which it did. 

Before even opening the food chest we decided that, while the temperature was 

comfortable, the wind was much too strong in that brushy, undulating land. So we 

went down the road to Aspermont and an indoor restaurant. The Dairy Queen was 

idle when we entered and put in our simple orders, but we had barely taken seats 

when the place was invaded by after-church goers. They were all in their Sunday 

best, some of the older ladies decked out in fancy dresses and hats, one of them 

also sporting a long brown cheroot in a silver-and-ebony holder. I wanted to 

monitor their conversations (eavesdrop) but the babble of voices prevented my 

doing so. No doubt they talked of the old days, before so many nearby towns and 

farms had become depressed and/or deserted. 

I knew the big cities in Texas had suffered a setback, but didn't expect to 

see so many empty farmhouses and boarded-up buildings, some falling down or 

overgrown with vines. Omnipresent turkey-vultures circled overhead, adding to 

the picture of abandonment. Happily, it was not a totally bleak tableau; many 

farms were still in business raising cattle, horses, sheep or goats. Lots of 

goats, I might add. 

Back near Amarillo we had come upon a puzzling sign that read: "FM 809." 

Thinking it an advisory to tune to a radio station, Rita began to search for 

that frequency, before we realized that there is no such number. Now we saw 

other, similar signs, with different numbers but always accompanied by the 

letters "F.M." or "FM," and concluded that it was some sort of route 

designation. We were deep in the heart of Texas before Rita read that the 

initials stood for "Farm-to-Market." (A minor dissimilarity in the country's 

predominantly uniform highway systems.) 

The terrain was more rolling than yesterday's, with patches of scrubby trees 

or high brush, the first resembling some kind of oak and the latter a mesquite. 

In the north, purple lilacs bloomed in the farmyards but the trees were devoid 

of leaves. Farther south, the trees were leafed-out and clumps of yellow-and-

blue flowers that looked like lupine decorated the highway. Rita read that it 

was the blue-bonnet, the state flower. Cream-colored yucca blooms dotted the 

wild lands and pastures. 
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Some four-hundred miles from Shamrock, still fairly early in the evening, we 

elected to stop at Fredericksburg, an hour's drive from San Antonio. The city of 

Fredericksburg was founded by German immigrants, as one might guess, in the 

middle of the last century. The Save-Inn Motel on East Main Street was 

conveniently located at the edge of the historic city center, and next to a 

Golden Corral restaurant. So we ate a big meal and, for exercise, walked the 

streets and admired the old buildings - including the birthplace of Admiral 

Nimitz - that were built to last in the German tradition. 

Right from the start one of my main concerns was that we'd encounter hot 

weather in Texas, a real possibility when nearing the Gulf of Mexico. Rita minds 

the heat, especially when accompanied by high humidity, but so far we'd been 

lucky; the temperature seldom exceeded 70-degrees. And the sky had been blue or 

light-gray, with no precipitation. Now, as we mingled with the late-commuter 

traffic (on I-10) entering the city of "San Antone" from the west, there was a 

definite promise of rain in the offing. 

According to the AAA-book, a million people reside in San Antonio. And yet, 

in spite of the high-rise skyline, the city didn't appear that large, perhaps 

because of the hilly terrain. The street approach to the city center was a 

nightmare; narrow, winding, dirty, poorly designated, congested, and worst of 

all, under construction. (San Antonio was in the middle of a three-year 

reconstruction project designed to improve those conditions. And none too soon, 

I'd say.) In the confusion, and without the sun as a guide, I lost my sense of 

direction and nearly circled the downtown section before stopping to obtain 

directions to the Alamo. I had not gone far out of the way, after all, and in a 

matter of minutes parked the car in a lot a couple of blocks from the site. It 

was ten-o'clock, and beginning to rain. 

The Alamo (actually the Mission San Antonio de Valero), together with a large 

granite monument to the gallant men who died there, stands on a small piece of 

land surrounded by the modern city. On seeing the Alamo "live", my appreciation 

for the storied heroics was strengthened. 

From the second floor of a Burger King across the street we looked out on the 

historic place, and enjoyed a light lunch before finding our way along cobbled 

paths and through concrete tunnels to the river-walk, an urban-renewal project 

that turned out to be both beautiful and a boon to the city's tourist industry. 

Sharing the umbrella against a drizzling rain, we walked under decorative trees 

and past flowering gardens beside the waterway, then boarded a "barge" that 

plied the canal and river while the handler-guide showered us with a mixture of 

history, legend and wit. This guide, a tall, extroverted young man named Walker, 

was strong in all three categories, and made our ride informative, interesting 

and humorous. Unfortunately (for those to follow) he would be quitting the job 

of tour-guide the following day, to become a waiter in a fancy restaurant. 

For ten-dollars-each we boarded a mini-bus for a land tour; first to the Fort 

Sam Houston complex, headquarters of the U.S. Eighth Army and once home to 

Eisenhower. Some special event was to take place that day, so our bus was denied 

access to one part of the fort. The second stop was a fiasco. Having described a 

mansion in glowing detail and off-loading us at the site, in the rain, our 

driver was reminded (by a tourist) that the place was closed to the public on 

Mondays. 

"Oh, is this Monday?" his eyebrows lifted, "We'll have to go. Everybody back 

on the bus." 

On the way to a Japanese garden he drove through the "Niners" section of the 

city, so-called because the area, populated by Yuppies, has a zip-code ending in 

"09." Just the kind of information I always wanted to buy. The garden - that 

included fish ponds, multi-level walkways, and a gazebo made of river-worn rocks 

- was built by a Japanese family. But when it was inaugurated, in December of 

1941, it was named a "Chinese Garden," for reasons that seemed logical at the 

time, and the wrong was only recently righted. Our final stop was downtown, at a 
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museum of circus memorabilia that neither Rita nor I was particularly interested 

in. Definitely not a great tour. This one, unfortunately, consumed time that we 

could have better spent in some other way. But how does one predict which tour 

is worth his time and money? Departing the city of San Antonio at 4:00pm, I 

quickly found I-10, set the cruise-control at 69-mph, and watched the scenery go 

by; mile after mile of green grass, bluebonnet and red clover lined byways, more 

trees than I ever thought to see in Texas, and an occasional farm, ranch or 

town. There was only one big city in our way; Houston, which slipped past the 

car windows like the background of a wide-screen movie. Following a plan that 

had worked well so far (of staying overnight in the smaller towns) we left the 

freeway and cut north to the city of Liberty, to look for a motel that was 

listed in the AAA-book. In the dark I drove right past the place without 

recognizing it, and had to back-track. No wonder I’d missed it. There was no 

name on the dim sign out front. However, the address matched that in the book so 

we investigated further. The motel had been a Travelodge but recently changed 

ownership and was now called the "Inn at Liberty." 

Inside, a bullet-proof glass separated us from the office personnel, a factor 

that, for more reasons than one, made conversation with the clerk on duty (who 

happened to be black) a little difficult. There were plenty of rooms available 

and we vacillated between choosing one in the front, next to the highway, or in 

the rear. When told that a railroad ran by the back we settled for one on a 

central courtyard. And then, because of the late hour, we were content to eat 

our supper in the room. I studied a map, wrote up my journal and, like a clever 

magician, “turned into a bed." Sleep was not easy to come by that night. I 

worried about the car (again!) that I had to leave parked in front by the 

street, and was awakened every two hours by the passing of an earth-jarring 

freight train. When we left Liberty in the morning it was with no reluctance 

whatsoever. 

"Are they supposed to be so salty?" Rita inquired of the waitress in the 

Waffle House on the outskirts of Beaumont, Texas. It was her first taste of 

southern grits. 

"Oh, are they too salty?" she responded. How would Rita know? Anyway, the 

waitress informed the cook and presumably the next customer's grits were edible. 

I had a tasty waffle. 
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LOVER MISSISSIPPI VALLEY: 

 

 Sometime in the 1700s (for reasons that I forget) the French-Acadians were 

expelled from Nova Scotia by the British. A majority of them settled in the 

south of Louisiana, around present Lafayette, and the name "Acadian" was 

corrupted to "Cajun." 

It was at Lafayette that we turned south onto scenic US-90, to pass through 

the Cajun farm-and-bayou country on our way to New Orleans; unfortunately, 

because of our scheduled appointment with the Munsons on the fifteenth, rather 

faster than either of us liked. We came to two sizeable communities in the vast 

delta area; Morgan City, known for its jumbo-shrimp and offshore-drilling 

industries; and Houma, the place to go for hunting and fishing or wildlife 

watching. 

The locale was almost exactly as I had pictured it; smallish homes and shacks 

on pilings with floors only two- or three-feet higher than the surface of the 

black, sinister-looking bayous beside which they stood; sweeping, moss-covered 

Cyprus trees, their images turned upside down on glassy pools; acres and acres 

of marsh grass and canebrakes, cover for who-knows-what kinds of creatures. I 

had not, however, expected to see so many 'possums, armadillos and nutrias (a 

giant rat-like creature once prized for its fur) lying dead beside the highway, 

like jackrabbits in the West. 

There was a collection of artifacts and "stuffed" fauna at the visitor center 

in Houma, Louisiana. And while I was reading about the indigenous animals and 

birds, Rita asked the lady behind the desk, "What happens when it rains? The 

homes are so close to water level on the bayous." 

Her answer made sense, if you thought about it. 

"The water doesn't rise much in a rainstorm because there's no runoff (no 

high ground).... Except in a hurricane...then the winds sweep the tidewaters up 

on the land," she explained in a beautiful southern accent. "Only then do folks 

head for the high ground." Any reasonable elevation might be hard to find around 

there, short of a hundred-miles or so. 

Another question, put to the Chamber of Commerce people next door, was where 

to find a Laundromat. But even with verbal directions and a rough map I had 

difficulty finding the place. Houma, according to the information in the AAA-

book, is sometimes likened to the city of Venice. It is laced with waterways and 

bayous, spanned by some 52 bridges, all conspiring to confuse the traveling 

stranger. The streets were busy one-way affairs, and the sign in front of the 

Laundromat (of modern design) was undecipherable at a glance. I missed seeing it 

the first time by, had a devil-of-a-time getting across the bridges and back 

around, and still couldn't find the place. Finally, at a MacDonald's restaurant, 

we obtained cold drinks and new instructions, and located the obscure washing-

place a short distance away but on the left, the bayou side, of the street. 

When traveling, doing the laundry seems a terrible waste of time. Not only 

that, it is something you just about have to do yourself, for to hire it done 

when you're really on the move is even more of a hindrance to your plans. So you 

bite-the-bullet, try to find a clean place (hopefully with contemporary reading 

material on hand) and spend a couple of precious hours at one of the trip's most 

boring pursuits. This time the job precluded our really seeing the Cajun 

Country. 

We had called ahead and reserved a room for two nights in New Orleans, at the 

Holiday Inn Chateau Le Moyne on Dauphine Street, located at the edge of the 

famous French Quarter. Now, in the middle of the afternoon of the llth of April, 

we crossed the turbulent Mississippi River, just west of the city, on the Huey 

P. Long Bridge. As usual I experienced trouble catching the proper turnoff, but 

eventually found Dauphine Street - a one-way alley-sized corridor - and the 

hotel. Rita attended to the check-in procedures; I saw to the unloading of the 
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bags; and a valet parked the car in a lot across the way. (I hate having to 

entrust my car to a stranger but sometimes one has no choice in the matter.) 

The spacious, high-ceilinged Victorian room on the second floor was neat. But 

when Rita parted the heavy window-drapes to check the view, she looked at an 

outside wall and a set of stairs leading upward to infinity. Not exactly what 

she had hoped for. We rested a while before "dressing" for dinner, then 

descended to the hotel's comfortable dining room and lingered over the "steak 

and wine" dinner special. Our ever attentive waiter volunteered advice, on where 

to go and what to see in the city, and marked a map for us to use as a guide. 

Following his instructions we found the famous Bourbon Street a block away, 

and strolled along with the other tourists past the neon-lighted houses of 

entertainment, each with its hawker inviting one-and-all to visit his particular 

establishment. Dozens of bars, snack food joints and souvenir shops (including 

those that sell sleazy, porno-stuff) occupied the intervening lairs. From some 

of the open doorways good Dixieland music spilled forth. From others came hard-

core noises in the mega-decibel range. There were all sorts of young men and 

women around, in a variety of dress and demeanor, and the usual drunks. You 

could easily tell the tourists from the regulars. We stayed near the center of 

the blocked-off streets and attempted to appear casual, hopefully immune to the 

weird goings-on. My earlier suspicion - that almost any sort of behavior is 

condoned in the French Quarter - was confirmed by the sights and sounds around 

me. And it took very little imagination to picture the Mardi Gras: all this 

multiplied by a factor of ten-thousand. 

"It takes all kinds to make a world," the saying goes. 

In the morning we had breakfast in the biggest cafeteria I'd ever seen; took 

a sixty-cent bus tour of the central-city area; and walked through the Quarter 

(that appeared quite different in the daylight) to the river front. At Jackson 

Square a group of black musicians, performing on well-polished but beaten-up 

instruments - tuba, trombone, trumpet, clarinet, saxophone - played Dixieland 

the way it should be performed, without the detriment of electronic devices. 

 Walking the streets and the relatively new river-walk we acted the part of 

proper tourists: taking snapshots; drinking bitter black coffee and tasting 

beignets (fried bread?); browsing the curio-shops; studying the people in the 

streets; watching the ships pass on the river. That evening we dined on the 

second floor of the Jackson Brewery (that now houses a collection of shops and 

eating places) then sipped cocktails in a quiet lounge on the fourth floor, both 

places overlooking Old Man River. All this time it rained, and was still 

drizzling when we walked the eight blocks to our hotel. I noticed, as we crossed 

Bourbon Street, that there was a lot less noise and activity than on the 

previous night. I also noted, gratefully, that the wrought-iron balconies 

jutting out over the sidewalks in addition to being ornate offered protection 

against the falling rain. 

An event that took place when we were checking out of the hotel served to 

amplify my growing disregard for city service-workers. I had been assured, by 

the clerk at the front desk, that I could leave the car on the hotel lot until 

afternoon, when we expected to conclude a cruise on the river. So I asked the 

bellman to take our luggage directly to the car on the lot. My first clue that 

something was wrong was when he became surly. The second was when, after I had 

already over-tipped the guy, he mumbled something to the lot attendant (out of 

earshot) on his way out. 

"What's the problem?" I inquired of the attendant. 

"He want'd you t'drive d'car to d'curb, das all," came the reply. 

I was still puzzled. Many was the time I had hauled that many bags when a 

bellhop as a kid, three times as far and without a cart. But I'd let it go at 

that. I did mention that I was leaving the car till mid-afternoon. 

"Oh no," he said. "Y'cain't leave d'car 'thout you pay an extra day." 

"But I was told at the desk I could," I replied, losing patience. 
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He shrugged. I sensed that it might be okay if I'd come up with an extra 

greenback, but I was not inclined to be thus badgered. And while the thought of 

having to hunt for a place to park near the wharf was not a pleasant one, I 

nevertheless instructed him to bring out the car. And then, at the gate, when I 

handed him what I considered an obligatory tip, his attitude changed. He almost 

begged me to leave it. He'd personally take care of it, he said. No problem. 

Thoroughly disgusted by then I climbed in behind the wheel and, with Rita 

wondering what was going on, drove away. 

The most interesting aspect of our visit to New Orleans was, for me, our 

cruise on the Cajun Queen, the river-boat that took us a short way down the 

Mississippi, through the Algiers Lock onto the Bayou Barataria, up the Harvey 

Canal-and-Lock to the river above the city, and back to the wharf. 

The main stream was swift and muddy, transporting tree trunks, limbs, and all 

sorts of flotsam down to the sea. We passed a giant freighter headed up-river 

against the current (as ships have done for centuries); marveled at the large 

numbers of people and amounts of property protected by the city's system of 

levees; witnessed the seemingly endless array of towers and pipes and tanks that 

marked the gargantuan petroleum and sugar refineries. Along the canal the 

vegetation was lush and green; and the homes, safely nestled behind sturdy sea 

walls and pumping stations, were blessed with healthy looking flower and 

vegetable gardens. On the bayou there were no protective dikes, the cottages 

sitting a mere yard above sea level. All of it was nice to see but I would not 

care to live in that hot, turbid environment, that abounds with biting insects, 

snakes and reptilian creatures, not to mention the annual possibility of a 

devastating hurricane. Give me the desert any day. 

The Harvey Canal was bracketed by miles of marine associated industry: boats, 

ships, barges and oil-rigs on the water and on the land, under construction or 

repair, or simply awaiting consignment to the scrap-heap. A ship at sea is 

usually a tidy entity. But the shore-related part of the business most often 

appears dirty, rusty, disorganized, and always "stinking." This canal was no 

exception. Having said all that, there is an indefinable something about sea-

related occupations that attracts people to its bosom. And a damned good thing, 

too, for our whole society depends upon them. 

Before leaving the city, hoping to get a photograph of one of its unique, 

above-ground burial places, I asked a tour guide the way to a nearby cemetery. 

Her advice was "Don't go, even in the daylight. Because," she explained, "a 

dangerous element of our 'society' has taken over there." Time to get out of New 

Orleans. 

Just for the novelty of it, we took the twenty-four-mile causeway across Lake 

Ponchartrain on our way to Natchez, Mississippi. At Natchez we checked in at a 

relatively new Days Inn Motel, had a fine meal in the diner next door, and 

relaxed for the evening. I, for one, was glad to be away from the City-on-the-

Delta. 

Natchez, a city of about 23,000 people, was worth more of our time than we 

could spare. Perhaps next trip. Under misty rain clouds we took in the "Grand 

Village of the Natchez Indians," that includes several mounds and a museum of 

artifacts removed in a 1930s archeological dig. We crossed over the Mississippi 

(more by accident than design) and back, wended our way slowly through the old 

town and turned to the north again. Vicksburg was our true destination that day. 

We chose the Natchez Trace rather than US-61 as far as Port Gibson. Once an 

Indian trace, or path, later a main road to the new nation's capital, the trail 

is now a route (about 500-miles long) of scenic beauty, two lanes wide through 

the thick forest, its broad grassy shoulders pocked with patches of deep red, 

wild clover blooms. Once again we found ourselves virtually alone, as commercial 

vehicles are forbidden on the Trace and few other tourists were about at that 

time of the year. 
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A rocking chair on a wide veranda overlooking the wide Mississippi River. An 

invitation to a moment of reflection at Vicksburg, Mississippi. We could hardly 

believe the opulence of this place, a Visitor Information Center that more 

resembled an antebellum mansion than a public service unit. Moreover, the folks 

in attendance were unusually friendly, meting out brochures, advice, and coffee 

with a smile. 

It was necessary to make a decision on which of the many mansions and 

historic places of interest to see in Vicksburg. The Tomil Manor and the Cedar 

Grove Mansion won our attention. The first, run by a talkative old lady who told 

us more about herself than I cared to know, featured some once elegant, stained 

glass windows, the largest of which was badly in need of repair. The second 

mansion contained fine period furnishings, many of them originals. I was more 

interested in the cannon ball lodged in the front-room wall since the Civil War 

days, and a gaping hole in the floor made by a second Union missile. Both 

mansions were bed-and-breakfast houses; accommodations at the latter, for two, 

cost from $75 to $115/day. 

By now it was early afternoon and time to head for the Vicksburg National 

Military Park. We began our tour at the northwest end, where an ironclad gunboat 

- the U.S.S. Cairo, sunk by the Confederates in the Civil War and raised in 1962 

- now rests in a state of restoration/preservation. A nearby museum houses an 

outstanding collection of artifacts from the vessel, from the time of its 

demise. 

A self-guided tour of the battlefield consists of driving over sixteen miles 

of paved roadway that winds through woods and clearings, past vestiges of old 

redoubts and earthworks, houses and other features of the Confederate and Union 

lines of battle. I was pleasantly surprised, to find the park so large and 

clean, and was truly amazed by the plethora of granite, marble and bronze 

monuments dedicated to specific battles, corps, companies, individuals and so 

on, enough to rival those of Europe I should think. All was calm and peaceful 

this day, in the blue-gray light of late afternoon. 

Leaving the park we crossed the Big River to Louisiana, and traveled up the 

west bank through a small town with the unusual appellation, Transylvania. The 

name, and a likeness of a vampire-bat, was painted large on the side of the 

town's water-tank. Rita got a snapshot. In a twinkling of an eye we were in the 

state of Arkansas. Like Oklahoma, it was "slightly" out of our way. (Both were 

states that we had never before visited.) As it happened we were within its 

borders less than an hour, in the rain, pausing just long enough to set foot on 

the soil and for Rita to buy a couple of candy bars at a roadside market. 

Re-entering the state of Mississippi, we signed-in at another Days Inn Motel, 

in Greenville. The desk clerk recommended the River Restaurant, three miles down 

the road, for dinner. And still it rained, not hard but enough to warrant the 

use of an umbrella from the car to the entry-way. There was no river nearby, as 

one should expect, but plenty of river-food on the menu. Rita sampled and 

enjoyed the catfish filets. She also liked a green tomato dish and, on our way 

out, requested the recipe. The cashier proudly asserted that it was the owner's 

own concoction, and directed Rita to where she was seated doing some paperwork. 

But that woman claimed she purchased the stuff daily from a local source, so of 

course Rita went away empty-handed. 

Saturday, April 15, the date we were due in Montgomery. Traveling 

southeasterly on secondary roads we passed numerous catfish farms and dairy 

farms, as well as bible-belt churches. Woodlots occasionally interrupted the 

landscape. Old folks (and some not so old) in rockers waved from the porches of 

humble homes as we passed, and we signaled in return. At Jackson we hit I-20 and 

followed it east to US-80. Curiously, for political reasons I supposed, most of 

the latter highway, from the Alabama border to Montgomery, was as yet undivided. 

It was an interesting drive, through the kind of country to which we were fast 

becoming accustomed. 
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But not all was rosy in the southland. While we were afforded but short 

glimpses there were disturbing scenes along the way, possibly examples of a more 

widespread problem than I had realized. We saw rundown stores, service stations 

and other buildings, many of them empty with smashed or boarded-up windows; 

faded, rusting signs complemented by unpainted, corroding vehicles littered the 

streets. There was little traffic in those small towns, and what there was was 

slow-moving. Perhaps ninety-percent of the people we saw were black. Some 

individuals, of both sexes, languished on store steps and street curbs, 

cigarettes dangling from their mouths, fists curled around aluminum cans, the 

youngest of them balancing black-and-chrome boxes on their shoulders from which 

came horrible, ear shattering sounds. 

Without stopping I drove on to Montgomery, to the east side of the city where 

I exited the freeway, found a coin-phone and called the Munsons. They were 

patiently (or impatiently) awaiting our call, and in a matter of minutes met and 

escorted us to their home. We had completed the first leg of our tour. 
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GULF AND SOUTH-ATLANTIC: 

 

 I first met Doyle Munson at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, where we served together on 

the Naval Air Station and became good friends. After I left the base, in 1947, 

we lost track of each other. When Doyle received his discharge from the Navy he 

remained in the East while I, on the contrary, emigrated to the West, to his 

native state of Nevada. Almost forty years elapsed before I learned of his 

whereabouts and re-established communications. A short time later, when he and 

his lovely wife Willa Fay were in the Reno area, they stayed with us in Sparks. 

It was then that we were invited to visit them in Montgomery if we were ever in 

the vicinity, and now, in the comfort of their home, Doyle and I sat and talked 

of the good-old days in Cuba, while Willa Fay and Rita talked about - whatever 

it is that women talk about. 

Our weekend with the Munsons was a highlight of the trip. Not only were we 

given a reprieve from the daily motel and restaurant routine, but were also 

treated to a true southern hospitality. In the quiet hours of Sunday morning, 

Willa Fay (a native Alabaman) took Rita to a Catholic mass, and Doyle showed me 

his work place where, for many years, he has held the position of electrical 

engineer with the firm Sherlock, Smith and Adams. After lunch the four of us 

made an impromptu tour of Montgomery, that historic city on the banks of the 

Alabama River, once a flourishing cotton-trading center and, for a very brief 

time, the capital of the Confederacy. 

That evening their daughter, Cheryl, her husband and two boys (Bryan Meek, 

Allen and Austin) came to dinner, a best-china-and-silverware affair. With 

Cheryl's help in the kitchen Willa Fay prepared fondue-steak, potatoes au 

gratin, green beans, salad and a dessert. It was a delightful get together. I 

felt as if we'd known them all our lives. 

But all good things must end; in this case with our departure on Monday 

morning. An hour or so down the road I stopped in a nondescript town to wash the 

car, and Rita investigated a nearby stand where boiled peanuts (a provincial 

alternative to the roasted variety) were sold. She said she watched as the 

skinny old man lit a gas burner under a washtub and brought a solution of dirty 

water and salt containing raw peanuts in the shell, to a boil. (That spectacle 

alone would be enough to reduce my interest in the product.) When they were 

"cooked" she bought a sack-full. Those goobers were dark colored, slimy, hard to 

shell and, in my opinion, totally unpalatable. After yielding a sample or two, 

the remainder of Rita's purchase lay in the paper bag until moldy. So much for 

that experiment. 

We veered off of US-231 toward Enterprise, Alabama, to see a monument to the 

boll weevil. Sure enough, right there in the center of the city, in the middle 

of the main street intersection, stood an outsized stone lady holding a giant, 

bronze boll weevil above her head. It seems that long ago the weevils ruined the 

local cotton yield, forcing the growers to switch to other, diverse crops - such 

as peanuts - with profitable results. The statue, perhaps erected with tongue-

in-cheek, was to express their appreciation to the tiny beetle. 

Someone had suggested that Panama City, Florida, possesses the prettiest 

shoreline on the Gulf Coast. I hadn't planned to access the Gulf quite that far 

west, but for Rita, who loves to visit the ocean, that became our next goal. 

 Whoever had made the statement was quite right, for we found the white sand, 

green-blue water and azure sky truly a picture-postcard scene, such as one might 

expect to see in the West Indies. We also learned that a few weeks earlier, 

during "spring break," the beaches were overrun with wild, carefree students. 

But it was not the least bit crowded that day. We picnicked at a table on a 

bluff above the beach, and then walked to the end of a long pier where a couple 

of guys were "fishing but not catching." The only negative aspect of the place 

was the unconscionably dirty public buildings and restrooms. 
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It was way too early in the day to rent a room, so I drove slowly along the 

coastline toward the east, to put a few miles behind us before establishing a 

beachhead for the night. I should have stayed at Panama City. The farther we 

went the fewer motels we saw, and the beautiful shoreline gave way to a muddy 

tidewater and sundry marine industries. Finally, as a last resort, I turned to 

the north and Tallahassee, where we were sure to find a variety of 

accommodations. Our first choice, picked more or less at random, was an Econo- 

Lodge, one of a nationwide chain of (usually) reputable motels. Everything 

seemed promising at first. The desk-clerk asked, "Y'all together?" 

"Yeah, all two of us." Rita responded before recognizing the southern 

colloquialism. No one laughed but I thought it worth a chuckle. 

From then on nothing was humorous. Our assigned room was really dirty. Among 

other things the wash basin shelf, that hung loose on the wall, looked as if it 

were swabbed with an old floor mop. Usually willing to accept less than 

perfection in a room, this was too much even for me. Without doubt it was the 

crummiest motel room I’d ever seen. 

"We can't stay here," I said. "This place is a mess." 

Rita, who entered first, had already reached that conclusion. Tired and 

irritable I went to the office and "explained" the situation, and was handed the 

key to a different room. The management should have earned a good grade for 

consistency, for the second room was a carbon copy of the first. Assuming they 

were all alike, the place should have been closed and padlocked. 

"Let's go," Rita said emphatically. In total agreement I returned the luggage 

to the car while she went to the desk and made the clerk tear up our 

registration ticket. We found a Super-8 Motel, on the north side of the city, 

where the rooms were somewhat cleaner (none of the rooms in the Gulf States were 

really clean) and less expensive. My observations of the capital city of Florida 

were, admittedly, rather casual. And my opinion, that Tallahassee is a filthy 

place, is probably biased. 

Our route was through the flat, sometimes wooded, often swampy, regions of 

northern interior Florida. It was not dreadfully hot (not over 84-degrees) but 

the air was humid under hazy skies. On I-10 we crossed Stephen Foster's Suwannee 

River - cleverly denoted by a sign that included a musical staff and a few notes 

from his song - and cut south on I-75 to Ocala. There were quite a few farms, 

cattle ranches and towns along the way, and extensive pine forests. Farther down 

the peninsula, along scenic US-27, the forests gave way to citrus groves. 

 Thinking the area south of the Walt Disney EPCOT Center might be less crowded 

than Orlando (ho-ho), we made the un-pronounceable city of Kissimmee (Kiss-sim-

mee) our destination. There were plenty of motels there (some 1,700 of them we 

learned), but most of the bargain-rated ones were already filled when we 

arrived. We'd had rather good luck with Days Inn Motels, so chose one of four on 

the Bronson Memorial Highway, about fifteen miles from the EPCOT gate. The 

Friendly Restaurant (a popular eastern chain) a block away turned out to be a 

poor choice for supper, but we survived. 

Once again it was laundry time, so our evening's entertainment consisted of 

two hours in a confined, hot and humid facility at the Days Inn across the 

street. It was not a total loss, though; I struck up an interesting conversation 

with a young man from Ware, Massachusetts. 

I'll not elaborate on our visit to EPCOT. Suffice to say that we found much 

of interest there, enough to keep us busy from opening time till after eleven 

that night, including a lot of walking, standing and waiting in line. Wouldn't 

you know, it was vacation week for many of the schools in the Northeast, so in 

addition to throngs of ORFs (Old Retired Folks) there were hordes of kids to 

contend with. EPCOT (Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow) was not at 

all what Rita and I had envisioned. Aimed at juveniles and gift-shoppers, it is 

more a Disneyland than a scientific exhibit, more an entertainment center and 

marketplace than a source of meaningful information. In hindsight I wonder why I 
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imagined it otherwise. After all, it was designed to make money, not as an 

institution of learning. 

But, lest I sound like a complete curmudgeon, there were many redeeming 

qualities about the site, perhaps the most memorable of which was the grand 

laser light/fireworks show at the end of the day. It was an exciting display of 

loud bomb-bursts, colorful light-shafts and brilliant rocket-trails, all 

contributing to illuminate the building facades and - as if they were a part of 

the set - the heavy, black cumulonimbus clouds overhead. The show, seen by tens-

of-thousands of attentive watchers, was mirrored on the smooth manmade lake that 

dominates the interior of EPCOT Center. 

Our plan was to visit the Space Center at Cape Canaveral, then proceed up the 

coast. Since she didn't get to stay at the beach on the Gulf, Rita wanted to try 

for a motel on the Atlantic. Because the name "Daytona Beach" was a familiar 

one, and that city was right on our way, we called ahead and reserved a room at 

a Days Inn, making sure it was situated on the ocean. (This was the second time 

we made reservations.) 

Consulting the map of Florida, we found that the quickest way to the Cape was 

via the Bee Line Expressway, a toll highway from Orlando that, according to the 

"good book," would cost no more than $1.75. Fair enough. Were it not for the 

toll gates it might have been a fast route, but as it was, every time I got the 

car up to speed there was another money-hungry coin chute to be fed. (I think 

there were six of them). With each stop I became more disgusted, and at last, 

having already shelled out $1.85 in small coins, asked an attendant the number 

of remaining gates. The answer was "one." Its chute took but one thin dime, 

hardly enough to pay the girl's wages. 

The only method of seeing the points-of-interest at the NASA Space Center is 

by bus-tour. So when we arrived, at 10:00 AM, I immediately joined one of about 

twenty lines of people waiting to buy tickets. That was fifty minutes of pure 

tedium. Then there was an eighty-minute wait for our assigned bus, during which 

time we stood in another line for something to eat, looked at the informative 

exhibits, and waited in line again for the boarding process. 

However, the tour proved to be worth the inconvenience. It began with our 

crossing a level, grassy marshland interrupted by ditches, shrubs and a few 

trees; and a wildlife habitat, home to a variety of animals, reptiles and birds, 

including alligators and bald eagles. The first stop was at a nondescript 

building containing vintage space-vehicles and hardware. The next attraction was 

the colossal vehicle-assembly building; so large and so tall, we were told, that 

rain clouds often form within. One of two shuttle movers - that resembled a big 

flat-shelled turtle and travels at the same rate of speed - stood at ease behind 

a high chain-link fence; and a humongous, four-stage rocket lay on its side, to 

be photographed by millions of film-buyers. We were taken far out onto the cape, 

to a point within a mile of two sky-scraping launch pads, one of them with the 

shuttle Atlantis (scheduled to be launched the following week) in position. Back 

at the Spaceport Center we picked up some food snacks and found a table under a 

canopy out of the rain, which was now spattering down from a sub-tropical 

thunderstorm. 

I noticed a kid in a mechanized wheelchair (its controls no doubt a byproduct 

of space-age technology) racing through the crowd like a hot-rodder in a bumper-

car arena. Pointing him out to Rita I remarked, "It's a wonder he doesn't hit 

someone." Here was yet another modern vehicle that probably needs some sort of 

operating regulation. 

Not fifteen minutes later, as we were walking toward the front exit of the 

main building, Rita was struck from behind by that same reckless driver. Neither 

the errant kid nor his (apparent) mother offered any kind of visual or verbal 

apology. Fortunately, Rita was not injured. 

Driving north from the Cape, near Titusville, we turned onto an old and 

narrow, paved and pot-holed side road that led to the Black Point Wildlife Area. 
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 The wildlife drive itself was a dirt road, that threaded between muddy pools, 

swamps and reeds. There were the usual water-birds, feeding in the shallows or 

flying low in search of better pickin's, and a few hawks and songbirds, not 

nearly as many as I would have thought. Except for the drooping cypress trees it 

was reminiscent of the marshes at Stillwater, Nevada. 

Rita bet that she'd spot an alligator (some of the people on the Space Center 

bus had seen one) and I pooh-poohed the idea. She won. There, in the bend of a 

bayou or canal (whichever), the animated suitcase-with-legs floated silently 

among the water weeds. We stopped to take his picture. A half-mile farther on a 

smaller, valise-sized fellow crossed the road, slid smoothly into the black 

water and disappeared. 

It was growing late and, with a couple of exceptions, we were alone on the 

seven-mile drive. Suddenly the car's low-fuel-level lamp lit. Considering the 

remoteness of the area I became moderately concerned. I'd think nothing of being 

stranded at Stillwater, but had no desire to have to go for gas or spend a night 

in this unfamiliar place, even though I knew we were not far from a population 

center. Anyway, by then we were near the end of the drive. 

I bought ten-gallons of expensive fuel at the first gas station we came to, 

and proceeded up the coast on US-1. We found an endless line of hotels and 

motels in Daytona Beach, but not the one we were looking for. Indeed, we were 

through that city and into Ormond Beach before coming to the Days Inn "of our 

choice." It was on the beach, and our second floor room did look out over the 

Atlantic Ocean. Beyond that (except for those in Tallahassee that we had 

rejected) it was the least-tidy room we'd seen, and one of the most expensive. 

 There was no balcony or lanai (all of the adjacent properties had them), the 

picture window was etched with sea spray, and the furniture, particularly the 

table lamp, looked as if it had come through a hurricane. We should have gone 

elsewhere but the hour was late and I was too tired. Instead, we left the motel 

and filled the evening with cocktails and dinner at a restaurant down the 

street, called The Barnacles, that served two of Rita's favorites - prime rib 

and wine. She had the rib and I a tasty steak-and-potato dinner. Meanwhile, much 

to my disappointment at not being able to see it, a dandy thunderstorm raged 

outside. 

Despite our surroundings I slept well that night. And in the morning, an 

overcast sky and a cool onshore wind provided relief from the humid heat of the 

previous days. Wearing jackets we walked a mile up the beach and back, then 

packed our bags, checked out and headed north. 

St. Augustine, the oldest city in the United States, is one of the places 

that, we agreed, is worth re-visiting should the occasion arise. Definitely 

tourist oriented, there is much of interest to see and one can almost ignore the 

crowds. In the historic original city, randomly oriented buildings, overgrown 

with ivy, huddle together as in (I imagine) a 17th century village of Spain. A 

standout feature is the predominant use of a unique material, called "coquina," 

in the construction of walls and fences. A soft rock composed of sea shells, it 

is quarried locally and used in block form or as a natural concrete. Rock and 

gravel are as scarce as hen's teeth in Florida. 

We saw the oldest wooden schoolhouse; the oldest mission, the Nombre de Dios; 

and the oldest masonry fort in the United States, the Castillo de San Marcos. 

Almost everything in St. Augustine carries the "oldest" descriptor. Rita snapped 

a photo of me standing beside the Zero Milestone, which marks the start of the 

Spanish Mission Trail, the first transcontinental highway, the western terminus 

of which was in San Diego. 

It was 6:00 PM when we left the city and found a room, a few miles away, at 

the Red Carpet Inn near the I-95 freeway interchange. We settled in then 

patronized the nearest restaurant, the Good-Bees, where I enjoyed a dish of 

macaroni-and-cheese that I ordered from the "under twelve" menu, after coaxing 

the sweet young waitress into overlooking my apparent age. 
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Savannah, Georgia, is reputed to be one of the most beautiful cities in the 

South, a "must visit" city, we had been advised. Perhaps, in the right 

circumstance, maybe on a weekday, it would come up to its reputation. I was 

disappointed. Having concluded a brief walk along the nicely restored 

riverfront, we thought of having a picnic in the grassy, tree shaded park on the 

bluff, but were quickly dissuaded by the presence of several scroungy looking 

derelicts clinging to the only benches. Our next plan was to take an audio-

cassette guided-tour of the antebellum mansions, and hit a snag right off. As 

there were no machines available at the visitor center we were forced to find 

the Hilton Hotel and wait - while a gift shop clerk spent a half-hour verifying 

the credit card of a customer ahead of us - to rent one. 

The idea was to drive, in cadence with verbal information from the audio-

cassette, to the dozens of city-squares, each consisting of grass, trees and 

statues surrounded by old mansions. I immediately encountered road blocks, in 

the form of temporary barricades in place for some weekend event or other, and 

was so busy making detours that most of the sights went by un-noticed. We 

completed most of the tour, returned the cassette, and then quit the city for 

Fort Pulaski near the mouth of the Savannah River. 

Architecturally speaking, Fort Pulaski is probably the most beautiful fort I 

have ever had the pleasure of seeing. Its fine brick arches would be appropriate 

to the interior of a palace. It was one of the last such forts to be 

constructed, as the advent of more powerful artillery (and the rifling of cannon 

barrels) made brick- and stone-masonry fortifications obsolete. Thanks to 

interested historians and patriots, Fort Pulaski is in great shape. 

It was much too late, when we were done with the fort, to travel all the way 

to Charleston that evening. So we registered at a cheap motel at the I-95 

interchange near Hardeeville. It came replete with dirty carpet and walls, leaky 

faucets and a defective television set. After dinner, rather than waste the 

twilight, we went to Hilton Head Island and walked the tranquil beach. 

But we might have known better than to choose a motel next to a Bingo Parlor. 

Throughout the night my ears rang with the annoying sounds of door-slamming and 

shouting, and of drunks running up and down the stairways. 

In the morning I drove Rita to a tiny church in the equally tiny village of 

Hardeeville. She concluded that the only people in attendance were tourists like 

her. Afterward, for a change-of-pace, we had breakfast at a Denny’s Restaurant. 

So it was late-morning when we left the motel and took the busy freeway north. 

At Point South we turned east on US-17 to Charleston; easily found the marina; 

occupied the last available parking space; purchased tickets and rode the ferry 

to Fort Sumter, which is situated about three miles out in the bay. 

So this was where the Civil War began, where the first shots were fired in 

April of 1861. Built on a man-made island, the construction of the fort was 

begun in 1829 and completed in 1860; in time to take an important place in the 

history of the United States. In the war that followed the walls were virtually 

reduced to rubble and partially rebuilt. Later (toward the end of the century, 

as I recall) a large concrete bunker was added in the middle of the courtyard, 

for the mounting and protection of modern arms such as the new, rifled cannons. 

Incongruous as the addition appeared, black and ugly in contrast to the earlier 

brick masonry, I suppose it should be preserved along with the original works. 

Back in the city I attempted to drive through the old mansion section, only 

to be thwarted, as at Savannah, by temporary barricades and one-way (the wrong 

way) signs; placed, we supposed, to control the heavy Sunday traffic. I managed 

to find the old Battery Point and a place to park, so we spent a few minutes 

under the stately oaks. But only a few minutes. The heat had become oppressive. 

We agreed that the homes and mansions in Charleston were neater in appearance 

than those in Savannah, and, in spite of the brevity of our stay (or perhaps 

because of it), Rita put Charleston on her list of places to which she'd like to 

return. 
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We'd been in the south a couple of weeks now, and still had not toured a real 

plantation. Boone Hall, nine miles northeast of Charleston, would fill the bill. 

It took an inordinate amount of time to get there. A truck stalled on the big 

bridge over the Cooper River caused stop-and-go traffic, and lots of car-engines 

overheated from excessive idling with air-conditioners running. 

Boone Hall Plantation - with its impressive ancillary outbuildings, brick 

slave quarters, formal gardens and a quarter-mile, tree-lined drive leading to 

the grand mansion house - was originally occupied in the 17th century. For many 

years a producer of cotton, the plantation survived the ravages of the Civil 

War, then the owner turned to raising peanuts, pecans and other crops. Allowed 

to deteriorate during the depression years, the main house was repaired and 

restored to its former elegance in 1935. It was said that Boone Hall is still a 

working plantation. If so, its biggest source of income must be tourism. 

We arrived in time to wait for the last tour of the day. I used the time to 

wander through the gardens and under the giant, spreading oak trees. Rita 

relaxed on the veranda. It was the season for pesky insects and the attendant 

was well prepared, obligingly spraying the exposed arms and legs of waiting 

tourists with "Avon Skin-So-Soft." We were told that photographs of the long 

beautiful driveway were used in the movie "Gone With the Wind," although none of 

the scenes were actually filmed at the plantation. The location was used, 

however, when shooting the television series "North and South." Movies and 

television shows notwithstanding, we found the place to be extraordinarily 

beautiful in a Southern-romantic sort of way. 

An hour after leaving the nineteenth century we arrived at Orangeburg, in 

south-central South Carolina, on our way to Atlanta, Georgia. A bit skeptical 

about the town at first, we found it to be a pretty good place to stay. As a 

matter of reality our room, at the Best Western Motel on US-301, turned out to 

be among the best on our trip. Both Rita and I felt inclined toward fine dining 

that night, learned of a steak house just up the road, and changed for the 

occasion. Alas, Quincy's Steak House was a cafeteria-style restaurant, not 

unlike a Sizzler or Golden Corral; a very nice place and clean, just not what we 

had anticipated. I settled for a big salad and a large baked potato and was more 

than satisfied. I forget what Rita had, except that she liked the rolls so well 

she obtained a bag and took the extras with her. 

It seemed to be a busy night at the restaurant. A lot of well-dressed black 

folks - young girls in long dresses and boys in dark suits, perhaps having 

attended a baccalaureate - came in while we were there. I was favorably 

impressed by their behavior. They were animated but courteous, and not the least 

bit rowdy or obnoxious; which is more than can be said of the kids in many other 

parts of the country. 

While map-reading that evening I noted that our route would take us right 

through the town of Elko (its name the same as that of the northern Nevada 

city), so I wrote a few cards to friends and relatives with the intention of 

posting them there. 

We arrived at the sleepy town in mid-morning, and found the small post office 

on the main highway adjacent to a diminutive town hall. I went inside to buy 

stamps and to post the cards, and was soon engaged in conversation with the 

congenial postmaster. I said that I had lived in Elko, Nevada, and the man 

volunteered to tell me - and Rita, when she came in to see what was taking so 

long - all about his town. 

Like Nevada's Elko, its reason for being came about from the building of a 

railroad; in this case, the first long railroad in the U.S. that connected 

Charleston with Augusta, Georgia. Then the most significant community along the 

line, it is presently a static town of about 600 people (with half-again that 

number of blacks living outside the town limits). But the spread of suburbia 

from Augusta will likely change all that in the near future. It is the same 

story all over the country; giant corporations gobbling up quiet farmlands and 
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rural towns, replacing them with rooftops, concrete and pavement. Before leaving 

I asked the postmaster for an "ELKO, S.C." stamp-cancellation. He was happy to 

comply, and added his name, "Gene Nix," to the paper. 

At Augusta we crossed the Savannah River and found the I-20 freeway, by 

executing a left-turn from a wrong lane, which we would take all the way to 

Atlanta. I was in the middle of thinking about the problems we might have, 

trying to locate a suitable motel in that busy city, when a radio announcer came 

up with the not-surprising news that Atlanta had earned the distinction of being 

the "Second worst crime city in the U.S." Right behind the District of Columbia. 

 We hadn't planned to visit the city center anyway, but I decided to drive 

through so Rita could see it for what it was, and so that I could compare it 

with what I remembered from my company-sponsored trips in the 1970s. To say that 

it had "grown" would be an understatement of fact. Even in mid-afternoon the 

multi-lane highways were filled with cars and trucks, all of them moving well in 

excess of the speed limit. 

It is definitely the custom, we found, in cities all across the United 

States, to drive at speeds ten- to fifteen-mph above the speed limit. Only on 

rural highways, where high speed is not nearly as dangerous but speeders are 

more easily apprehended, is the law apt to be enforced. 

Circling back to the east, Rita and I simultaneously came up with the idea of 

going straight to our destination, Georgia's Stone Mountain Memorial Park, on 

the chance that, it being Monday, there might be a place for us at the Inn. If a 

room were not available there, the only accommodations in the park, we'd have to 

back-track sixteen miles to one of the many motels along the Atlanta belt-way. 

It was one of the best gambles we ever took, although it didn't seem so at 

first blush. The main gate was open and I drove straight to the Inn. There were 

plenty of vacant rooms. Except for a group of telephone people attending a 

business conference, and a handful of tourists, the Inn was empty. But the 

quoted price for an overnight ($92.00 plus tax) seemed a bit steep for our 

purse. Our shared look of genuine disappointment must have struck a spark in the 

heart of the desk clerk, or he really wanted to fill another room that evening, 

for as we turned away he said, "Wait just a minute," and disappeared into a back 

office. In a few minutes he returned with good news. 

"You're just in time for our Spring Fling. We've got a room for $62.50 

including a breakfast buffet in the morning. How's that sound?" With no more 

hesitation than the time it took to breathe a sigh of relief we accepted the 

offer. 

It was a luxurious room, with two large beds, a table, a large divan and 

overstuffed chairs, and enough space left over for a dance-floor. Near the 

entryway was a spacious dressing room/closet, and a commodious bathroom (pun 

intended). A sliding-glass door opened onto a veranda, where one could sit and 

rock and enjoy the central tree-shaded courtyard. The spring flowers were in 

bloom, and a small population of squirrels and song birds provided 

entertainment. The only fault of the room, that I observed, was a broken lock on 

the glass door that provided no security at all. We quickly dismissed it as a 

minor problem, though, since the park gates would be secured at midnight. 

Rita fed the resident squirrel, which came to the doorway immediately on our 

entering the room, and I fell into a mini-nap. We then walked through the 

adjacent "plantation," a collection of old southern houses, among them the 

proverbial "brick outhouse." Near closing time the lady guide, who wished to 

leave early for personal reasons, rushed us through the last of the buildings. 

We should have insisted on rain-checks and returned the following day at our 

leisure, but didn't think of it at the time. 

Back at the Inn, we took our evening meal in the second-floor dining room at 

a small table with linen cloth and napkins, next to a high window looking out on 

the Stone Mountain. The memorial carving on the face of the monolith, of Lee, 

Davis and Jackson, is a fine tribute to the principle heroes of the Confederacy; 
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the figures so large, it is said, that a Greyhound bus could fit on the rump of 

General Lee's horse. 

At dusk, after dessert and coffee, we crossed an expansive lawn area for a 

closer look at the bas-relief figures. They took on an eerie glow above the 

floodlights and appeared for all the world like ghosts of the past. A pathway 

led us to the unfortunately-silent Carillon by the lake, and then it was dark 

and we called it quits. 

In the morning - after a good night's sleep in the silence of the park, and 

after savoring the complimentary buffet breakfast - we boarded a cable-car and 

ascended to the very top of the granite rock that stands, as bare and as smooth 

as a gigantic loaf of bread, eight-hundred feet above the surrounding forested 

territory; it is reportedly the second-largest such exposed monolith in the 

world, the first being in Australia. It was light-jacket weather up there, and 

so comfortable we spent some time strolling and sitting on the rock-with-a-view, 

one of the few places in the East where one can see over the treetops. Off to 

the west, barely discernible through the inevitable haze, was the tall-building 

skyline of Atlanta, but fifteen miles distant. 

Returning to base we found a tree-shaded table on a rocky "island" in the 

center of a large, paved, parking lot and had lunch. But before leaving the park 

we boarded a train (that needed better maintenance) and rode completely around 

the mountain; which, in my opinion, is one of the most interesting and unique 

natural features east of the Mississippi River. 

From the park, traveling in a northeasterly direction, we passed from one 

secondary highway to another, through forests that became thicker the farther we 

went. And the mountains were closer; I could feel them in my bones. Rita noticed 

a sign for a wine-tasting parlor and we stopped, interested in seeing how it's 

done in the South. The place was new and opulent in design, but we had missed 

the tour and didn't care to cool our heels for an hour waiting for the next one. 

In the late afternoon we came near Tallulah Falls, and took a side road in a 

futile effort to see them in a deep, tree-lined gorge. In the slumbering village 

(of the same name) we considered taking a room, but opted to go along to 

Clayton, twelve miles up the road, with the hope of finding a Laundromat. 

A neat little motel near the edge of town, with a sea-associated name, "The 

Commodores Motor Inn," and run by an East Indian or Pakistani couple, was 

exactly to our liking. And there was a Laundromat uptown. Rita tended the 

machines and I walked a block to an unusually clean main street, bordered by 

flowering trees and shrubs and plants, its old buildings (unlike those in many 

small towns these days) still in service. At dinner we shared a "southern-cured" 

ham steak. Whatever happened to the savory, old-fashioned, sugar-cured hams? 

This one was so salty neither of us enjoyed the meal. Next morning, as I was 

putting our luggage in the trunk of the car, a smiling motel-owner came by and 

greeted me with a heavily-accented "Good morning." He'd had the place seven-and-

a-half years, he said, and we were the first people from the state of Nevada 

ever to stop there. (As a matter of fact we had not seen another Nevada-licensed 

car since leaving our home state.) 

For a long time, I guess since entering the deep south, both Rita and I were 

puzzled by the sight of an unknown vine that grew in profusion alongside the 

roadways. At first I thought it was a wild grapevine, but it was too gray and 

thick for that. We saw more and more of the stuff, on the fences, hanging from 

trees like cobwebs, and totally enveloping an abandoned barn. And then, almost 

by chance, Rita found the answer in the AAA-book. It was "kudzu vine." 

Imported from Japan years ago, for a decorative purpose, it was found to be a 

preventative to soil erosion and was planted along steep highway banks. The cows 

seemed to like it so its cultivation was encouraged. Alas, as so often happens 

when man decides to transplant flora or fauna, the plan went awry. The silly 

vine has grown and spread rapidly throughout the South and East, becoming, so it 

would seem, a nuisance rather than a benefit to mankind.  
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LOWER APPALACHIAN AND PIEDMONT: 
 

North Carolina. Another state to chalk up on our list of "new states 

visited," the fourteenth this trip. (A little trivia there.) I drove to the town 

of Cherokee, near the gateway to the Great Smoky Mountain National Park. The 

town itself, its major industry obviously tourism, seemed to be totally 

inhabited and run by Indians; a fact that made a lot of sense it being located 

on the reservation. I was favorably impressed by the people of Cherokee, who, in 

marked contrast with those of many other Indian nations, appeared ambitious and 

well organized. We found the artifacts in the Museum of Cherokee History (on US-

441) to be extremely well displayed, aptly depicting the life styles of, and the 

hardware used by, generations of evolving Cherokees. But our time of perusal was 

shortened when a noisy pack of school kids invaded the area. Ostensibly there to 

learn, they were more interested in horseplay than history. 

The boundary between the states of Tennessee and North Carolina follows 

generally along the crest of the Appalachian Range, as does the southern end of 

the Appalachian Trail, longitudinally bisecting the Great Smoky Mountain 

National Park. The park, established in 1934 and one of the premier wooded areas 

in the United States, is certainly devoid of roadways. We travelled the Newfound 

Gap Road that essentially cuts from southeast to northwest through the middle of 

the park. Closed to commercial traffic, the road was a pleasure to drive, 

winding through forests of spruce and fir, rhododendron and dogwood. Never had I 

seen so much dogwood - the wild, white variety. We ate our lunch in a picnic 

ground, deserted except for a park workman, at a table under one of those sweet-

smelling flowering trees. 

Near the top of the pass we took a short side route to Clingman's Dome, the 

highest point in Tennessee. At 4,440' above-sea-level, Clingman's Dome is but 

40-feet lower than Mt. Mitchell in North Carolina, the highest peak east of the 

Mississippi. The apex of the Dome, a half-mile beyond the parking lot, is 

reached by means of a wide, paved pathway. And a fancy concrete observation 

tower, with a long, circling ramp to accommodate wheelchairists, provides a 

panoramic view of the Smokies. The mountains were certainly well-named. On that 

day, a relatively clear one, the visibility was only fifteen- to twenty-miles. A 

large number of coniferous trees near the top of the mountain had succumbed to 

the ravages of a beetle, giving the appearance of their having been recently 

burned. (Mother Nature does her own pruning.) 

Gatlinburg, a small but bustling town in eastern Tennessee, guarded the 

northwest gateway to the park. I stopped in a non-parking space while Rita got 

some ice-cream in a small shop. At the edge of town a wooded drive led to a 

historic farm, the "Ogle Place." (Imagine living with the name Noah Ogle.) It 

was typical, I supposed, of an Appalachian "hillbilly" farm in the late 

nineteenth century. We guided ourselves on a tour of the "attraction," that 

consisted of a farmhouse and barn made of logs; an airy corn-crib of willow 

branches; last year's garden-weeds; a few blooming fruit-trees; the remains of a 

small, water-powered grinding mill; and some quiet, unimproved trails in the 

woods. The whole place was nestled in a hollow, so close to nature we had 

trouble finding our way around. 

On the path we met a friendly couple, from upper Michigan, with a similar 

problem. Together we found the right path. They were knowledgeable of the flora 

of the region, and later waited by the trail to point out a tiny indigenous 

orchid that we would otherwise have missed entirely. 

 We elected to skip through Gatlinburg and make Pigeon Forge, a town whose 

name was made familiar by singer Dolly Parton, our destination. Ten miles 

farther up the road, Pigeon Forge must once have been a peaceful little town, 

its occupants whittling out a meager subsistence from mountain crafts. Now it is 

the quintessential tourist town. Everything - I mean everything - is geared to 

that industry. The main thoroughfare extends for a mile or more, opposite-flows 
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of traffic separated by a wide median segmented by cross-streets and cross-

overs. Along the outsides is a wide variety of motels, restaurants, fast-food 

joints, "museums," arcades and amusement parks, including (as I recall) a water 

slide. How incongruous. All that stuff in the midst of the wild, mountainous 

countryside. 

There were literally thousands of motel rooms in the town; fortunately, for 

us, most of them vacant that weekend. Following custom I drove up, down, and up 

the road again, shopping for the most suitable-looking motel, finally settling 

for the Billmar Motor Inn. Our room was modern, clean, spacious and air-

conditioned (the outside temperature was in the upper-eighties) and included 

pool privileges. It rented for $20.00/day plus tax. When Rita signed in she was 

told that the same room rented for three times that amount the previous week, 

because there was some kind of "event" in town. (One must enjoy good fortune and 

good timing to avoid the events feather-merchants dream up to attract tourist 

dollars if he is to get a room at reasonable cost.) Before dark I took Rita "up 

the holler" to see Dollywood, a theme park due to open for the season the 

following weekend. It was very quiet there. 

Before leaving Sparks, some three weeks before, we learned that our next-door 

neighbors, Bill and Bernice Behrens, planned to visit their son and his family 

in Knoxville, Tennessee, toward the end of April. They had invited us to "stop 

by and see them" if we were in the area at that time. So, when back at Stone 

Mountain it appeared that we should be in Tennessee about then, we’d telephoned 

and arranged for a "meet" and asked them to kindly bring our mail along. 

Now, at 10:30 in the morning, we arrived in that city, telephoned their son's 

home, obtained directions for finding the place (a new home about ten miles to 

the west) and drove on over. Our good neighbors were on hand with a welcome, and 

"delivered" our mail. We met Bill Junior, his wife Barbara and their very pretty 

twin-daughters; were treated to lunch and invited to stay over. But the young 

couple was busily preparing for a trip abroad so we thankfully declined the 

offer, knowing they had enough to do without entertaining pop-in guests. 

A far cry from when the first white men followed an Indian path through the 

Cumberland Gap, our passage over today's highway, US-25E, which touches the 

western tip of Virginia before dropping sharply into Kentucky, was effortless. 

(Future travelers will have an even easier time of it, when a highway tunnel 

through the mountain is completed.) Fifteen minutes before closing time we found 

the Visitor Information Center, absorbed a little of the local history, and 

learned the way to The Pinnacle, a lookout situated on a rocky bluff above the 

gap, a short distance from the end of a steep, winding, low-gear road. On the 

way up Rita noticed a swath of recently-downed trees, and a sign that 

proclaimed, "Tornado Path." 

"You said they don't have tornados in the mountains," she scolded. 

"Well, they don't, normally," I replied with conviction. "This must have been 

a fluke." 

Later, while standing in a sprinkle of rain at the Pinnacle Lookout, we met a 

young bicyclist from Middlesboro, Kentucky, a small city within sight of the 

gap. A friendly fellow, he volunteered to answer the numerous questions put to 

him by Rita and me, and by a pair of ladies who had come up at the same time. 

(We had snapped reciprocal tourist-photos with them while posing at the 

Virginia/Kentucky boundary line on the trail.) 

"It's true," he said. "It was a tornado all right and we were pretty scared. 

It's the first tornado in these parts in forty years." 

I chuckled to myself, content with the knowledge that I was right about its 

being unusual. 

The view was fantastic. To the northeast spread the undulating, unbroken 

forest-land of Virginia. To the south, in Tennessee, were more forests and 

farms, and the village of Cumberland Gap almost directly below. To the northwest 
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we looked into the similarly-wooded state of Kentucky, where a shaft of sunlight 

illuminated the last vestiges of a late afternoon rain squall. 

Middlesboro, Kentucky. (I was beginning to appreciate the wide variety of 

suffixes in the names of towns in the East; such as -boro, -burg, -town, -ville, 

-ton, etc., each a clue to the nationality of the community's founding fathers.) 

Middlesboro, apparently surviving in spite of tourism not because of it, 

appeared the antithesis of Gatlinburg or Pigeon Forge. After turning thumbs-down 

on a cheap, dingy little room in a nondescript motel, we signed-in at a Best 

Western, "dined" in its quiet cafeteria, and took an after-dinner walk on the 

city's main street - accompanied by the melodic tunes of evening songbirds at 

first, and the high-pitched squeaking of low-flying bats at last. 

I gave the car a much needed bath in Middlesboro, even though I figured it 

might cause a storm. It did. But not immediately. Back through the gap we went, 

to the village that we'd seen from the overlook the night before. At the edge of 

the woods a relic of the last century, an iron furnace, captured our attention 

for a while, then we slowly toured the streets of town. There was no motel, no 

restaurant, no sign of industry. In fact there was hardly anyone around, a half-

dozen people at most. The old houses just seemed to sit there in repose, 

hoarding whatever stories were locked in their bricks and beams, tales of an 

earlier time and way of life. (Present-day inhabitants most likely commute to 

work in a nearby city.) 

One of the luxuries of an un-structured itinerary is that it allows you to 

meander, to visit people and places at will. On our way to the Blue Ridge 

Parkway, that I planned to intersect near Boone, North Carolina, we paused at 

Elizabethton, Tennessee, and had lunch with Sharon Walker, sister to Mary 

(McOmber) a friend of ours in Sparks. We had never previously met Sharon, but 

spent a pleasant hour with her. A transplanted Westerner she apparently likes 

the South. "The folks around here have a practical approach to life," she said. 

“They ask, 'How much does it cost?” before buying...and say, “I'll pray for you 

when you're in trouble." 

Soon it commenced to rain, as predicted, and continued to do so the rest of 

the day while we traveled the Parkway. It would have been nice to see it in the 

sunshine. But even in the mist and rain the sky-level drive on the backbone of 

the eastern mountain range was beautiful; with hills rolling away to the left 

and right, some covered with fields of green grass, some wooded with budding 

trees and scatterings of dogwood, and occasionally a farmhouse clinging to the 

slope at the end of a muddy road. Unconcerned, cottontail rabbits munched on new 

clover at the edge of the pavement and fat woodchucks, or groundhogs, ambled 

away as we passed. They all took cover when the clouds opened up and down 

poured. I searched in vain for a view point from which to watch the lightning. 

Why is there never a turnout when it's needed? 

Not far into the state of Virginia we came to a ranger station. I parked the 

car in front and braved the deluge to seek information and, incidentally, to 

make use of the toilet. Not so. The rain-coated rangers had just locked the 

doors and were anxious to get on home. In answer to my insistent query, however, 

one of them pointed to a narrow road leading down into the woods. "Use the one 

in the picnic area," he said, ducking into the sanctuary of his pickup truck. I 

drove into the deep dark forest and there, taking turns with the umbrella, Rita 

and I each made the dash from car-to-outhouse-and-back without getting seriously 

wet. Nor did I waste any time in getting out of that place and onto the parkway 

once more. 

The heavy rain never let up and it seemed propitious for us to leave the 

scenic highway and head for a town, if for no other reason than to buy gas. 

(There are no such services available on the parkway.) State Route-8 led to 

Christiansburg, Virginia, 32-miles to the north, and there we found gasoline, 

food and lodging. We were, as the saying goes, "out of the woods" at last. The 
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Econo-Lodge in Christiansburg was clean and comfortable, in contrast to 

Tallahassee's, and a Waffle House just a few yards away served a welcome meal. 

Now that we were in Virginia I was anxious to get to Petersburg, where my 

mother's grandfather was wounded in the Civil War. But first, since we had been 

to the site of that war's beginning at Fort Sumter, it would be appropriate to 

visit the place where it virtually ended, at Appomattox Court House. We got a 

late start in the morning, took a slow route through the outskirts of Roanoke, 

arrived in Appomattox at lunchtime and ate in the crummiest Dairy Queen yet, 

then went to the National Park a couple of miles away. 

In its abbreviated form Appomattox Court House (the name of the old town) 

appears now as it must have in the 1860s; an assemblage of store and office 

buildings, large and small homes, a stable and a jailhouse. Picket-fences and 

split-rail enclosures delineate the property lines. The buildings - some of them 

reconstructed from original plans and materials - and other features at the site 

helped us to imagine the historic scenes. 

For example, I could feel the tension at the "triangle," a large polygon-

shaped enclosure at one edge of town. It was there that the soldiers in gray 

were obliged to march up and stack their firearms after four long years of 

fighting for a cause that, they believed, was worth dying for; the right of a 

State to make and keep its own laws, including those pertaining to slavery. 

Now it rained in earnest. Rita and I, having left the umbrella in the car, 

were forced to hurry to the nearest building, the jail-house, to avoid getting 

thoroughly soaked. 

There is much to see in the park, but the most significant feature is the 

McLean House. There, in the parlor, on the 9th of April, 1865, a most humble 

General Lee surrendered his army to General Grant and his staff; in effect, 

marking the end of the war. 

One-hundred miles to the east I drove directly to the Best Western Motel on 

Washington Street in Petersburg. The weather improved and we walked to the 

Blandford Church, its original walls dating from the early 1700s. The brick 

building, abandoned in the early 1800s, was used by the Confederate Army as a 

field hospital. When restored after the war, fifteen stained-glass windows were 

installed as memorials to the soldiers of the Confederate States, each bearing 

the signature of the designer, Louis C. Tiffany; so our elderly guide was proud 

to point out. The cemetery was even older than the church, some of the 

gravestones having been planted in the seventeenth century. It was a sad sign of 

our disrespectful times, that scores of those ancient memorials had only 

recently been broken and desecrated. 

Because of the weather we dined that evening at a Pancake House near the 

motel. Not unusually, the waitresses were predominantly (if not all) blacks. 

Also, as usual, our efforts to be friendly, to elicit a smile or comment from 

any of them, were futile. I sensed that reticence was a common attitude among 

black service-workers in the South. They were not discourteous, were usually 

quite efficient, just non-communicative. The obvious explanation for their 

behavior, I supposed, was that we were "white" and therefore "prejudiced" so 

they should maintain their distance. 

But I didn't particularly like that explanation. After all, hadn't my great-

grandfather died for their (the Negroes') cause? Right or wrong, that's the way 

it was. And my up-bringing didn't include bias against Negroes, or people of 

other nationalities. Any individual not deserving of my respect — whether black, 

white, yellow or red - must have earned that distinction through his own 

actions. So why was it that so many of the blacks we met south of the Mason-

Dixon Line appeared taciturn (if I may use that description for other than an 

old Vermonter)? 

After puzzling this conundrum for several days I thought of a possible 

solution; it must be a trait inherited, or learned, from their ancestors, who 

lived in slavery and were no doubt taught that it was "improper" to talk to 
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white-folks outside of the line of duty, much less laugh or joke with them. But 

who knows? Perhaps the attitude that I considered less-than-congenial, had 

nothing whatever to do with anything so complex as ethnic background. 

Sunday. Dawn broke foggy and overcast. The museum and visitor center at the 

Petersburg Battlefield National Park, four miles east of the city, had just 

opened when we arrived. The usual kinds of artifacts were on display, and we 

obtained the necessary information to allow us to tour the battlefield by car. A 

four-mile drive, we stopped at most of the markers and monuments, sometimes 

getting out in the soft rain for a closer look-around. Of special interest to 

me, of course, was the area around Fort Stedman, the site of my great-

grandfather's last fighting days. 

Perhaps I should explain that, in the Civil War at least, the term "fort" did 

not always imply what we usually picture in our minds; a many-sided stone or 

brick enclosure surrounded by a moat. While there were several of those types in 

use, more often than not the forts were constructed of logs and earth, mounted 

with wheeled cannons, protected from the enemy's shells by overhead 

"bombproofs," and from his infantry by revetments, ditches and sharpened stakes 

(abatis). Such a fort, strategically placed in front of Petersburg by the Union 

army, was Stedman. 

In the early morning mists I envisioned the sights and sounds and smells of 

that last big battle on the second of April, 1865: hordes of men arrayed in 

opposing battle lines; the incessant cracking of small arms; the deep thunder of 

cannons and mortars; the shouting of orders and wailing of wounded; the acrid 

stench of gunpowder, smoke and putrefying flesh. Haunting questions must have 

preyed upon every man's mind. Who might be next to die? Who would be maimed? 

Who, by the grace of God, would be allowed to live? Somewhere nearby (according 

to the record) Timothy Messer received his message-of-death on that fateful day. 

A rebel bullet in the abdomen. 

Four or five artillery pieces, mantled in rich green patina, stood idle under 

a half-dozen stately oak trees that had grown up in the center of the old fort. 

Bending down I picked up a small stone and studied it. Had it been a witness to 

the strife? I wondered. And how did Fate make the determination that here - 

after his enduring two-and-a-half years of bone-wearying marches and miserable 

encampments, after surviving months of terrible, debilitating sicknesses - here, 

in this particular corner of Virginia, was where Timothy should spend his last 

days on Earth. 

At length we left Fort Stedman and continued our tour of the battlefield, 

that included several other forts, earthworks and gun emplacements, replicas of 

a Sutler's and a soldiers' cabin, and the "Crater," the site of the Union Army's 

unsuccessful attempt to breach the Confederate lines by means of an underground 

mine. Not nearly as large as the park at Vicksburg, nor with anywhere near as 

many monuments, the Petersburg Battlefield Park was nonetheless impressive. 

From the park I drove to the northeast on SR-36, a highway that follows 

closely the route of the wartime road, and railroad, that linked Petersburg with 

City Point, General Grant's headquarters and supply depot (in the present city 

of Hopewell, Virginia). It was there, on a bank of the Appomattox River some 

nine miles from the battleground, that the wounded men were hospitalized. And it 

was there, on the 7th of April, ironically just two days before Lee surrendered, 

that Timothy died. With the aid of a concise map (furnished Niece Abbie Hatton, 

who had been there) we located the City Point National Cemetery, and within 

minutes I stood before a simple, solid, white military marker with the 

inscription: “808 T.B.MESSER VT.” 

At long last I was able to pay my respects to him whose blood I share. He 

who, along with a multitude of others, died to preserve the union of this great 

country-of-states. 
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The City Point Unit of the Petersburg Battlefield Park is situated on a high 

bluff at the confluence of the Appomattox and James Rivers; where General Grant 

had established his headquarters in the last year of the war. And it was from 

there that he conducted the final stages of that war, including the siege and 

battle of Petersburg. The busy seaport and depot served an army of over one-

hundred-thousand men and tens-of-thousands of horses. It is mind-boggling to 

think about the job of feeding and caring for that many men and horses. But for 

all its wartime activity there is little of old City Point remaining; a few 

acres of grass and weeds, the Appomattox Manor, and a replica of Grant's tiny 

cabin. It was interesting to learn that the General, in keeping with his 

conservative nature, occupied a simple cabin rather than the ostentatious 

mansion house. 

It was well past noon and we hoped to lunch in the park. But there were no 

tables and a sign read, among other no-nos, "NO PICNICKING." A ranger told us 

where to find a table up the street. It was located on a small city lot in a 

residential neighborhood near some trees that literally obscured the remnant 

earthworks of Fort Abbott (the name I read on a bronze plaque behind the 

bushes), one of ten such fortifications that guarded the perimeter of City 

Point. It was a pleasant place and shady. No sooner had we begun to eat than a 

family consisting of a black man, white woman and "dark" boy of about six, 

occupied the other table. The couple remained at a distance, but the youngster 

marched over, self-assuredly held out his hand, introduced himself and chatted 

awhile. They all disappeared before we finished our lunch, but most certainly 

returned after we left, to add our empty soft-drink cans to their collection. 
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COLONIAL AMERICA: 

 

 Putting the Civil War era behind us for a while, we would take a look at a 

part of the country important for its earlier historical contributions, much of 

it now included in the Colonial National Historic Park on the peninsula between 

the James and York Rivers. I intended to drive around the James River tidewater 

on I-295 and SR-5, but never found that section of interstate shown on the map. 

In fact it was not yet in existence. So we went all the way to Richmond and back 

down I-64, a route considerably out of the way. As a consequence of that faux 

pax we didn't reach Jamestown until nearly closing time. We were in time to 

observe the glass-works in operation, the modern-day artisans producing fine 

replicas of seventeenth century bottles and glassware. Rita made a purchase. We 

then walked about the site of the first English settlement in the United States, 

and took a gander at the artifacts gleaned from the locale. (Could it be that we 

had become jaded after visiting so many museums?) There was the brick church, a 

"first", and comely statues of Pocahontas and Captain John Smith. Jamestown, as 

every school-kid knows, was short-lived. Driving around the scrubby-treed, boggy 

island I could see why. It was a poor choice of real estate. According to 

historians there was not even a source of potable water on the property. 

Evening fell and we hurried toward old Williamsburg. Rita and I had 

previously determined to forego a tour of that city, but there would be a lot of 

rooms from which to choose. Without much deliberation we gravitated to the 

Capitol Motel in the northeast part of the city, and registered. It was an 

unusual room, not in the main unit but behind the office, and may once have been 

the owner's quarters. Everything that was said in the office could be easily 

overheard in our room, and no doubt the opposite was also true. We quickly 

unpacked and went for a drive to the other side of town - taking some un-planned 

detours on the way - to an eatery, the Country Store, where an assemblage of 

ORFs sat in a line on the long front porch, rocking and watching the passing 

parade. Rita put our name in for a table and we browsed the conglomeration of 

handicrafts and souvenirs until called. Dinner was great. I had a salad and a 

"rosin baked" potato, the second potato thus prepared I've ever eaten, the first 

being at a place outside Atlanta, Aunt Fanny's Kitchen. (It is a method whereby 

potatoes are individually wrapped in thick paper and cooked in a vat of hot 

rosin instead of in an oven. Contrary to what one might expect, there is 

absolutely no hint of the flavor of pitch in the final product.) 

According to my records we had come 6,000-miles and the Ford was due for an 

oil-change. So, in the morning, I left Rita at the motel and looked for a place 

to have it done. It was an exercise in futility. All of the service stations 

were "backed up" because it was May-the-first and Virginia's vehicle inspections 

were due. I decided to put off the job rather than waste any more of our 

precious time. 

It was raining again by the time we arrived at the Yorktown Battlefield 

National Park. In the dry and comfortable visitor center we looked over the 

memorabilia, and viewed an informative film depicting the surrender of General 

Cornwallis' troops (the old boy did not attend the ceremony himself) to George 

Washington. We did tour the battlefield, in the continuing rainstorm that put an 

effective damper on any idea of getting out of the car. The rain may have 

shortened our stay at the park but it was not enough to deter us from lunch in 

the quaint and historical village of Yorktown. Under the bluff, below the tall 

Victory Monument, on the right bank of the wide York River ("right" and "left" 

banks are determined while facing downstream) we came upon a small pub that 

advertised "food and spirits." Entering, I spun the rainwater from the umbrella 

and looked around. What a strange little place. (We would soon find the service 

to be extremely slow.) Several booths with extra-high benches and backs lined 

the outer walls, a half-dozen tall pizza-sized tables and stools occupied the 
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remainder of the space. We chose a booth by a window, but moved to a table when 

Rita found that, while seated, not only was she out-of-touch with the floor but 

also was prone to sliding off the slippery leather cushion. A waitress 

eventually took note of our presence. Rita ordered soup and I a salad, and since 

it was, after all, a "pub," I asked for a short beer. To my amazement, and 

restrained amusement, they had small beers but sold them only in pairs. That 

seemed a bit incongruous. If I wanted but a small quantity of beer why on earth 

must I buy more than the equivalent of a regular one? Oh well, "When in 

Rome...." I went for the pair, one each for Rita and me, proving that their 

cockeyed marketing plan was a success at my expense. 

Through the window one could see the York River and Gloucester Point, on a 

clear day. Today, with the rain and fog, only the near end of the Coleman 

Memorial Bridge was visible. After lunch we "came to that bridge and crossed 

it," proceeded up US-17 along the Rappahannock River to Fredericksburg and 

entered I-95, the busy freeway leading to Washington, District of Columbia. 

 

 

 
 

 

I remembered the weird network of roadways in and around the nation's 

capitol, and wished to avoid any more of the traffic than was necessary, par-

ticularly as it was still quite rainy. So we planned to stay somewhere in Falls 

Church or Arlington, and utilize the public transportation system to the city. I 

merged onto I-495 North, with Rita's navigational help, and I-66 East. We passed 

up an Econo-Lodge in West Arlington, in a really-ratty-looking neighborhood, and 
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continued east looking for a motel on Arlington Boulevard. But then, before I 

could find a way to avoid it, we crossed the Potomac River and found ourselves 

in the District of Columbia. What a beginning! 

I turned the car around on a side street, re-crossed the bridge and, with 

some difficulty, got to Arlington Boulevard and found the Quality Inn-Iwo Jima 

Motel. But we were not yet home-free. Situated on a frontage road, the place was 

extremely difficult to access and required a back-track from the nearest exit. 

To make matters worse, the building was in a state of construction and the main 

entrance was partly obscured. I was ready to leave when Rita spied the front 

door, so I parked the car and we went in. Then, after all of that, we were 

informed by the East Indian clerk that a room was available for two nights only. 

We decided to register anyway, and take a chance that a room would become vacant 

on the third day. 

Now things were beginning to look up. The elevator deposited us in a clean, 

new hallway on the second floor. Instead of with a key, the door was unlocked 

using a modern coded card. Then our luck ran out again. The room was already 

occupied! Fortunately, no one was present when I walked in or I might have been 

really embarrassed. Back to the desk. The clerks fussed and apologized, and gave 

assurance that our newly-assigned room was indeed empty. It was. In fact it was 

a fine room, with modern furnishings and even a view. By craning my neck I could 

see past a row of apartment buildings all the way to the Washington Monument. 

P.S. It rained all evening. 

One might believe, after reading the many slick books and brochures on the 

subject, that touring in the United States is nothing if not simple and 

organized. Well, I'm not in the pay of any agency or chamber-of-commerce, and 

I'm here to tell you that that is not the case. One encounters some rather 

inefficient tourist-related operations, and not a few surprises. Such was the 

case when Rita and I arrived in the heart of the District of Columbia. We had 

walked the four blocks from the motel to Rosslyn Station; taken a fumbling do-

it-yourself lesson in "How to Travel the Metro-Rail System;" ridden in comfort 

to the Metro Center Station; now went searching for the "official" Washington 

Visitor Information Center. 

Inconceivable as it may seem, that place is quite literally hidden from the 

very public it is supposed to serve. The street address was easy to find, that 

of the famous Willard Hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue. But then we were stumped. 

After circling for a while, like guinea pigs in a laboratory experiment, I asked 

a hotel doorman if he knew of the center; whereupon we were directed to climb a 

flight of broad granite steps to a doorway off a plateau at the top. The only 

evidence of the center's existence was a small sign on the glass door that, 

because of its angle and distance, was invisible from the steps or sidewalk 

below. The employees in the tiny office were congenial but my suggestion, that 

it might be helpful if there were a sign at the street and directions from the 

Metro Station, was acknowledged with a shrug. I got the message, though; if 

people could find their way to the center it would become terribly busy. 

For the next couple of days we were destined to do a lot of walking and 

standing, beginning with our visit to the Washington Monument. The time, from 

when we joined the line of people outside the monument till we arrived at the 

observation floor (via elevator) was forty minutes. (That line would grow much 

longer as the day wore on, at times completely encircling the base.) However, 

the air was fresh and clean, after the rains, and the view from the top to every 

point of the compass was outstanding! 

With one exception: As I gazed from the port toward our nation's capitol a 

feeling of disappointment crept over me. The once-beautiful two miles of verdant 

lawn was in a terrible state of deterioration, literally ruined, in my opinion, 

by a relatively few misguided individuals with the belief that the Mall may be 

"regarded as their own to use as they please." It is one thing to walk on the 

grass, but in recent years our Mall has been utilized for picnicking, dog 
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walking, ball playing, Frisbee throwing, camping, protesting and almost every 

other pursuit known to man including (no doubt) the act of drug trafficking. The 

Washington Mall was envisioned as a pleasant contrast and complement to the 

surrounding granite and marble edifices and memorials, an integral part of the 

city's immaculate design. It does belong to all of us, the citizens of these 

United States. And I, as one of the owners, deeply resent the fact that an 

infinitely small number of people is allowed to ruin it. (I estimated that 

approximately half the lawn was either in disrepair or in the process of being 

re-sodded at the time of our visit.) 

From the giant obelisk we went to one of several Smithsonian Institution 

units, the Arts and Industries Building. We lunched in the Associates' Dining 

Room (a cafeteria) across the Mall, and spent the remainder of the day in the 

Natural History and American History Museums. At last the Metro-Rail shuttled us 

back under the river to our Arlington address, where wine and snacks and 

relaxation were the order of the evening. 

On the second morning, by now "seasoned" rail commuters, we de-trained at the 

Capitol South Station and walked to the office of Barbara Vukanovitch, Nevada's 

Representative to Congress. The lady herself, who returned to her office while 

we were there, gave us a few minutes of her time and a pair of tickets entitling 

us to visit the Senate Chamber. The House was not then in session. At her 

suggestion we walked through the pedestrian subway to the Capitol, thus avoiding 

street-level traffic. It seemed an awfully long way and was not particularly 

interesting. Its concrete walls and ceilings, its water and sewer pipes, its 

communications and power-conduits were reminiscent of the basement in a large 

hotel. A small, rattling cubicle elevated us to another floor and we made our 

way, with the advice of a guard, to the Capitol Rotunda where we hoped to have 

the benefit of a guided tour. 

What a joke. There must have been two-hundred people under the Capitol dome, 

plus half-a-dozen tour guides and as many guards, all talking at once. Closing 

my eyes in the din I recalled my first visit to this place, in 1946, when in my 

Navy uniform. At that time there were probably less than a dozen of us in the 

quiet sanctuary and we spoke in awesome whispers. Jerked back to the present by 

the push of the crowd I bent an ear toward our guide. I could see his lips 

moving but heard very little of what he had to say, and finally contented myself 

with pondering the storied murals adorning the high ceiling and walls. We were 

ushered to the so-called "crypt," below the rotunda, and the tour was abruptly 

terminated because of the large noisy crowd. It was disappointing for Rita, who 

was deprived of enjoying the splendor of it all. 

Before entering the Senate Gallery everyone was supposed to check their 

cameras and radios with a guard. I paid no attention to the signs as I was 

traveling "unencumbered." But one of the guards (there were thousands of them in 

and around the government buildings) noticed the black cord around my neck from 

which a small, 3-power telescope was suspended and conveniently tucked into my 

shirt-front. 

"Is that a radio?" he asked. 

With a quizzical "who me?" expression I aimed a thumb at my chest. 

"What's that around your neck there?" he pointed. 

Oh that, I thought, and showed him the 'scope. I was required to leave it at 

a check-stand before being admitted to the gallery. It was no problem, just 

another "sign of the times," another expensive operation like the metal 

detectors at air terminals, necessitated by the unlawful actions of a handful of 

jerks looking for notoriety and cheap publicity in the ever accommodating press. 

I am happy to report that in the Senate Chamber, at least, there was a high 

degree of decorum. Visitors came and went but quietly. It was likely one of the 

few public places in the city devoid of noisy kids. While seated there in the 

steep balcony, listening attentively to a silly debate relative to adding a tax 
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on gasoline to "pay off the National Debt," Nevada's Senator, Richard Bryan, 

entered the chamber and presided over the discussion. We soon took our leave. 

That afternoon, in addition to dodging the school-kids that came through in 

waves, we became deeply engrossed in the displays at the Smithsonian Air and 

Space Museum. Nearly everything in that marvelous repository attracted my 

attention, but especially the Wright brothers' first aero plane and Lindberg's 

Spirit of St. Louis. We had lunch there in the cafeteria, then traveled a'la 

tour train (tandem hitched, rubber tired, glass enclosed boxes with seats) 

around Capitol Hill, alongside the Mall, through Arlington National Cemetery 

(across the river) and back. Throughout the trip our black guide provided a 

running commentary on the sights, sometimes resorting to editorial remarks on 

ethnic causes. When most of the museums had closed and hundreds of kids were 

engorged by dozens of hungry buses, Rita noted that the Archives Building was 

still open to the public. So we entered to look upon our country's most 

important documents: The Declaration of Independence, The Constitution of the 

United States, and The Bill of Rights. The experience was both rewarding and 

disappointing. Rewarding in that those famous papers were ours to see, albeit in 

greatly subdued light, disappointing when a busload of tourists came up on our 

heels and we were allowed only a cursory glance at them. 

By then the hour was late, the commute traffic had thinned out, and we 

returned to our motel; or rather returned to our car at the motel, with hopes of 

getting another room for the night. But that was not to be, at least not there. 

All the rooms were still reserved, most of them for (you've probably guessed) 

busloads of school kids. Luck was with us, though, and we obtained a room at the 

Motel Fifty, just a block away; not as nice but less expensive and within 

walking distance of the restaurant at the Iwo Jima. 

Rita thought it would be nice to see the Capitol and the monuments around the 

Mall under the lights. I had already witnessed that scene, back in the 1970s 

when a fellow employee and I stayed at the Key Bridge Marriott, not far from our 

present location. We had rented a car and driven to a Bell System facility at 

Dranesville, Virginia. That evening, on the way back to the Marriott, we had 

missed several proper lanes and turns and saw quite a lot of Washington under 

the lights. I wasn't anxious to repeat that performance, but Rita prevailed and 

I found myself driving toward the Capitol after dark. 

Predictably, I missed the correct lane right off the bat - because of an 

innate desire on my part to avoid cutting in front of racing autos - and wound 

up headed south on the George Washington Memorial Parkway. Cursing to myself I 

took the first exit and turned onto the Pentagon parking lot to reconnoiter. 

 Back in gear I tried again, this time making it across the river only to be 

detoured by a temporary barricade (that I should have ignored) and ended up at 

the Pentagon parking lot again. Undaunted, I attempted a different approach, a 

different bridge, and came around to (right on!) the Pentagon parking lot. Now I 

was determined to reach our destination if it took all night. Returning to our 

starting point, not an easy task in itself, I took my initially planned route, 

US-50, to Constitution Avenue. But this time I continued well past the turnoff 

at the Washington Monument lest I be thwarted again. We successfully completed a 

tour of Capitol Hill and the Mall, not in the direction originally intended, but 

around it nonetheless.  

(Based on this and previous experiences I now have complete confidence in the 

security of our nation's capitol; no enemy can ever penetrate its confusing 

labyrinth of streets and highways.) 

Twenty miles south of Arlington, on the right bank of the Potomac River, lies 

the former estate of George Washington, now Mount Vernon National Park. It was 

the next historic site on our nebulous itinerary. The Memorial Parkway was 

dressed in spring finery, a bright display of expansive lawns, ornamentals, and 

hosts of flowering plants whose colors were enhanced by the early morning dew. 
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Our arrival at the park coincided with opening time, a circumstance that 

permitted our entering ahead of the bus tourists. 

The tour was most rewarding; from the architecturally clean manor house on 

the brow of the high bluff above the broad river (with its long, inviting 

veranda) to the out-buildings, tomb, flower gardens, and the repository for 

George and Martha's personal effects. And it was quite apparent that Mount 

Vernon, unlike the Mall in Washington, received the kind of care befitting its 

importance. Considering the millions of annual visitors (this would be a slow 

day, the ranger said, with only 5,000-people expected) there were few signs of 

wear and tear. 

Leaving Mount Vernon we returned to Alexandria, where we had stopped on the 

way down to buy gas, and Rita was able to get her glasses repaired in a shop on 

the main street. We also found the AAA-office and obtained additional maps and 

books. The pace seemed slower in Alexandria, the people friendlier, and we sort 

of wished we had stayed there instead of in Arlington. 

Now it was time to circumnavigate the metropolis and find the up-stream 

country of the Potomac. It should be a piece-of-cake. I'd take the Capital 

Beltway through Virginia and cross the river near Great Falls. But I entered the 

freeway from the wrong lane and was headed east, in the counter-clockwise rather 

than the clockwise direction I had intended. Disgusted with myself for not being 

more alert to the vagaries of freeway-driving, I kept on going, more than half-

way around the city (through Maryland) before "escaping from orbit" north of the 

city. 

We were totally surprised, on leaving the freeway, by the suddenness with 

which we were plunged into an apparent wilderness. In a matter of minutes the 

transition was made from secondary to tertiary...to un-numbered...and even to 

un-paved roadways. This was the region where Timothy Messer had trained and 

served a good deal of his tour in the Army of the Potomac; in such places as 

Great Falls, Rockville, Seneca, Frederick, Poolesville and Whites Ferry. An 

occasional opening revealed a farm, a green pasture or a new-plowed field, but 

there were far more trees than anything else to be seen. Without knowing it we 

passed right by the tiny village of Seneca, thinking it merely a random group of 

buildings. A "Wildlife Access" sign caught my attention and I turned onto a 

dusty road that led to the edge of the Potomac River, which was running high and 

carrying its annual quota of silt, branches and debris downstream. A deep defile 

running parallel to the river, the long-since abandoned Chesapeake-and-Ohio 

Canal, now grown up to trees and brush but still easily identifiable, was half-

filled with muddy water, an efficient breeding habitat for bloodthirsty 

mosquitoes. Without hesitation my plan for a picnic on the tree-canopied bank of 

the Potomac was cancelled; we would wait and have lunch in town. 

Under increasingly cloudy skies I drove through the forest in search of 

Poolesville, and was, for all practical purposes, lost. I once prided myself on 

the ability to maintain a true sense of direction but now each fork in the road 

was a puzzle and I could only guess at its solution. A high water-tower appeared 

above the treetops in the distance and I steered toward it, certain of finding a 

town nestled at its base. Instead, I hove-to at the guarded gate of a government 

agricultural-research station. 

"I'll bet you don't see many Nevada cars out here," I quipped to the man-

with-the-badge. 

"You're right," he responded without a smile. "What do you want?” 

"We've been looking for Poolesville but can't find it for the trees," I said, 

still trying to make light of my navigational ineptitude. 

"Hah," he loosened up a bit. "You're not far off. It's four miles over that 

way." With an appropriate gesture he described where. 

(That evening, while re-reading one of Timothy's letters, written on the 2nd 

of July, 1863, from the same locality, I came across the following words: "We 

haven’t seen any of the rebbel army yet & found we were on the rong road then we 
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turned and went on the right one." Even an army could become lost in the woods 

of Maryland.) 

Two o'clock. Way past lunchtime. The forest gave way to a few houses and, at 

last, to a community center. Black, block letters near the top of a small-but-

impressive building dispelled any doubt that we had finally arrived. 

"POOLESVILLE," I read, "1854". 

Poolesville was typical of old towns in the East. Along the main street was 

the original "business district," primarily composed of separate two- and three-

story clapboard sided buildings with recessed doorways and plate-glass windows. 

Conservative signs and "shingles" advertised the businesses and professions 

carried on within. The residential section straddled the center, old frame 

houses progressively giving way to newer, similarly constructed ones, eventually 

reaching the woods. Few streets beyond the main one were paved. 

We came to a gas station/hamburger stand/variety store and I stopped, but we 

agreed to look for the one restaurant listed in the book, the Meadowlark Inn. We 

found it a few blocks farther down the road, and entered just prior to afternoon 

closing time. The Victorian dining room possessed an elegant ambiance, even 

though monopolized by a large group of retired school teachers at the time. 

 Perhaps it was a consequence of that party that the service was poor, as well 

as some of the food. (Never before had I been served cooked carrots that were 

impossible to cut with a sharp knife.) A German-speaking gentleman, seated with 

two women at a nearby table, was apparently a local resident entertaining 

friends or relatives from the old country. He expressed his disappointment in an 

aside to me, in English. 

"It is always the way," he said with a heavy accent. "When you really want to 

impress someone that's when things go wrong. This is usually a very good place 

to eat." 

Having satiated our appetites Rita browsed in the little store next door, and 

then we reversed our direction of travel and proceeded to White's Ferry on the 

Potomac. The ferry - a small cable-guided flatboat or barge - carries people and 

vehicles to-and-from the opposite shore near Leesburg, Virginia, in much the 

same way it was done in Civil War times. We were about fifteen minutes a-

waiting, five in crossing. At Leesburg we stopped only long enough to buy a few 

groceries (running late again) then followed winding SR-9 over the Shenandoah 

Mountain into West Virginia. The rusty iron bridge spanning the bank full 

Shenandoah River was so narrow the traffic was forced to go one way at a time, 

controlled by a signal light at either end. 

"Didn't you see the red light?" Rita asked in coincidence with my braking to 

a sudden stop. I wished I had seen it sooner. Luckily the driver of the car 

behind us, who was much too close, was also able to stop in time. 

Taking note of the Northgate Motel at the eastern edge of Charles Towne 

(another town where Timothy had been) we scouted Harpers Ferry, six miles to the 

northeast, but returned to the Northgate because of its proximity to a 

Laundromat. Now it began to rain. 

As it was still pouring down rain in the morning we decided to eat at the 

motel, a complimentary breakfast of coffee, juice and doughnuts. We were just in 

time for some "local color." A couple of clerks were busy behind the desk, and 

another woman had just come in from an office off the lobby. One of the clerks, 

a matronly woman in a state of mild agitation, slammed down the phone and began 

complaining. 

Some time earlier, the story unfolded, a rude city-fellow had caused her to 

"lose her cool." The man had telephoned to reserve several rooms for the weekend 

and, when told that there were no accommodations in the area at the time, became 

irate and commenced to swear at her, adding that they were all a "bunch of 

country hicks." 

That was when she lost her temper and responded (in language that we were led 

to believe was un-characteristic of her) with an expression that obliquely 
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referred to his lineage in an unfavorable way. That exchange took place sometime 

earlier. This last conversation was with another man, a member of the same club 

as the first, whom she mistook for the original caller. She proceeded to give 

him "what for" until it became clear that this was indeed a different fellow; 

after which she apologized but not without adding the sage advice that if they 

thought the folks in Charles Towne were hicks they'd better look for rooms 

elsewhere, like in Frederick. Some kind of festival was scheduled to take place 

in Charles Towne that weekend. 

Harpers Ferry appeared as I had imagined it should, still very much the same, 

compared with old photographs, as in the mid-1800s. And I was glad for the rain. 

It was typical weather for that country. Low clouds skidded over the hilltops 

above the raging, flotsam-filled confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac 

Rivers; shining wet bridge-iron stood silent atop dripping, granite piers; 

ankle-deep puddles formed on dirt pathways and cobbled streets. All helped to 

recreate a scene from earlier times. Even so, it was probably good weather 

compared to that which Timothy and his fellow soldiers encountered in 1863, when 

they marched from Frederick to the Maryland Heights (just across the river from 

where I now stood) and literally clung to the steep, slippery sidehill for 

several days and nights. 

In and out of the rain we wandered, through the several historic streets and 

buildings. We climbed the Appalachian Trail to Jefferson Rock; a couple-of-

hundred yards above the village where Thomas is said to have stood and admired 

the "stupendous view" in 1783. It hasn't changed much, I thought, it's still a 

stupendous view. We lunched at a tiny cafe in the private sector of town, eating 

hot soup and sandwiches at an oilcloth covered table on the second story deck 

above the street, while rainwater dripped from the eaves beside us. 

At an antique store I found some authentic minié-balls from the Civil War 

era, and bought four of them at $2.00-each. It galled me to have to patronize 

the shop's operators, a pair of sibilant homosexuals who were having a "domestic 

quarrel" even as we were present. But those were the first real bullets I had 

seen outside a museum, and the only ones for sale. (Homosexuals aside, Harpers 

Ferry was a remarkably interesting place to visit.) 

From Harpers Ferry we crossed over the two rivers, first to Virginia and then 

to Maryland. The rain eased off a bit and cloud-filtered sunshine highlighted 

our surroundings. I had not planned to stop at the Antietam National Battlefield 

Park, at Sharpsburg, but since it was right on our way we took the time to check 

in at the visitor center and drive the five- or six-mile tour. It was well 

worthwhile even though Timothy had not been at Antietam.  

Nor had he been at Gettysburg, our next destination and last battlefield to 

see. We utilized the freeway system, I-70 and I-81, to Chambersburg, 

Pennsylvania, then cut across on US-30 to Gettysburg. For the next half-hour the 

rain came down by the buckets-full and a fog closed in at pea-soup thickness. 

Furthermore, it was commute time. What a mess. We went on through the city of 

Gettysburg, checking the motel signs against the listings in the AAA-book along 

the way. In the center of that time-honored city, where traffic from a half-

dozen routes mingled, I took another lesson in traffic-circle driving. 

After crossing and re-crossing the town we finally found an Econo Lodge on 

the old Baltimore Pike, virtually in the middle of everything we wished to see. 

Rita inspected a room, turned it down as unsatisfactory, then accepted another 

and I soon had all the bags transported from the car to the room through the 

rain. For some reason (that slips my mind) we turned our backs on the adjacent 

restaurant and drove to the west side of town, through the traffic-circle again, 

to a place called "General Lee's Family Restaurant." It was situated at the site 

of the old boy's headquarters in 1863. There, sheltered from the storm, in a 

room whose walls were adorned with flamboyant oil paintings and rusty 

Confederate artifacts, we enjoyed a hot meal at last. 
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Rain-gutters ran full throughout the night, but with the dawn came a blue 

sky, a perfect day for visiting the park. As purported, the Gettysburg Park is 

the most impressive of them all, surpassing the others (with the possible 

exception of Vicksburg) in scenic beauty, scale, monuments and historic battle 

statistics. A large part of the original battleground, that literally 

encompassed the town, was set aside after the war. And the battle-involved 

states caused great monuments to be erected to commemorate the heroic, fighting 

men of both sides of the line. It was difficult to conceive, in the clear light 

of this rain-fresh day, of the wild, frightful, smoky, bloody confusion that 

reigned in that first week of July, some 125 years before. 

It would have taken a couple of days just to see everything; a much longer 

time of study to comprehend the logistics, strategies and events of the battle. 

We were content to visit the museum and the dynamic display of the battle's 

progression, and to drive to the various points of interest; allowing enough 

time at each site to obtain a fair perspective of, and nominal appreciation for, 

its importance. We concluded the day at the Cyclorama, standing in the center of 
Phillippoteaux's "Pickett's Charge," a 360-degree painting depicting the last 

great event in the Battle of Gettysburg. 

The time was fast nearing when we should think seriously of heading for my 

sister's place in Massachusetts, where we hoped to lay low for a few days and 

visit with family and friends up and down the Connecticut River Valley. But 

first we would turn to the southeast, and New Jersey, where two of Rita's 

school-mates (Rosalie and Nancy) resided. 

The small towns in southern Pennsylvania and northern Maryland were, for the 

most part, devoid of any sign of a motel, restaurant or souvenir shop. In the 

upper Chesapeake Bay area, near Edgewood, we signed-in at a Best Western Motel 

just as a thunderstorm of gigantic proportions unloaded a torrential downpour. 

We used the car to cross the busy street, to avoid getting soaked, and waited in 

the vestibule at Denny’s along with several other people, for supper. We later 

learned, via a televised news report, that the storm had caused some flooding in 

parts of central and western Maryland. We must have missed the worst of it, 

catching the northern edge at Gettysburg and the tail at Edgewood. Lucky again. 

The new day, a Sunday, dawned clear and pleasant. Rita attended mass in the 

little town of Abingdon. On the way there, while searching the provincial 

countryside for the church, Reynard-the-quick crossed our path. A beautiful, 

red-furred fellow he was, with the customary white-tipped bushy tail. 

For some time I had been curious about Bainbridge, Maryland, the Naval 

Training Center where I attended "boot camp" back in 1945, and wondered what had 

become of it. No longer on the map, I assumed it had been decommissioned. 

Nevertheless, I wanted to locate it, if possible after all those years away, and 

set about to do so. If I could find Perryville, where we used to get on and off 

the trains, and Port Deposit, just outside the base, both very small towns in 

the 'forties, the gate should be somewhere in between. 

In Perryville, I couldn't even locate the old train station. But I found a 

street that went under the freeway and up an incline to the northwest, the 

general direction of the training center. At the top of the hill we came to a 

crossroad and a sign that read "BAINBRIDGE RD." Aha! Letting instinct do the 

guiding I turned to the left, proceeded along a narrow paved road over hill and 

down dale through the woods and, within two or three miles, there it was, the 

"Formidable" Main Gate. (We never got as far as Port Deposit.) 

I didn't remember the drive-way as being so steep, but recognized the 

administration building on the knoll, framed by the once-impressive arched 

gateway. I stopped by the guard shack, noting a rough sign overhead that said 

something about a youth rehabilitation center, and a very small sign on the 

stone fence to the right that denoted "Property U.S. Navy." The property may 

have still belonged to the government but there was none of the old, pristine 

look of the Navy in evidence. 
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"Is it possible to drive through the old base?" I inquired of the guard, who 

in no way resembled the cocky marines of yore. "I went to boot camp here in the 

'forties." 

The guard evinced a sad smile and shook his head “No.”  

"It's restricted up there," he said. "Besides, if you were here in boot camp 

you wouldn't want to see it now. What they haven't set fire to they've wrecked." 

He was undoubtedly right. It would be a depressing sight. I thanked the man 

and drove away, my curiosity about Bainbridge satisfied for all time. 

Having read about the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal (built in the early 1800s 

to cut off about 300-miles of travel around the peninsula by boat) we took a 

side trip to Chesapeake City and the C&D Canal Museum. There, in the old stone 

pump house, in addition to photographs and a working model of the early locks, 

was the original monstrous-yet-ornate cast iron machinery that once lifted water 

from the bay to the lock. In this century the canal had been widened and 

deepened, eliminating the need for locks, but the old wheel still stands intact 

as a reminder of one of America's marvelous accomplishments in the machine age. 

 Back on the north side of the C&D I drove slowly alongside the canal, on a 

dirt road, as a freighter was making a transit in the opposite direction. A mile 

farther on, rather than ford a muddy pool of water, I took a convenient exit to 

the highway. Enough of dirt roads. 

From the Delaware-New Jersey High Bridge it was but a short distance to 

Bridgeton, home to Rosalie and Al Gallner. They had only just returned from a 

well-earned vacation in Florida. The Gallners operate a Public Accounting 

business and "go south when income-tax time is over." We had gotten in touch 

with them just that morning, but they welcomed us warmly, treated us to dinner 

at a local restaurant, graciously listened to stories of our travels and put us 

up for the night. 

In the morning, while at breakfast in their cozy kitchen and before Al left 

for his office, we asked about a route, some back way off the turnpike, that we 

could travel through central New Jersey to the north.  

"Oh, we never go that way," Rosalie said. "Just go over to the Garden State 

and north." 

However, we convinced them that we liked to see the rural areas and so, 

advising us that it would be very time consuming, they told us how to get 

through Vineland onto SR-54, US-206 and so on. Saying our farewells, we left. 

They were certainly right about Vineland. It was a sprawling admixture of 

city neighborhoods, suburbs and quasi-farms covering an area the size of 

Baltimore. Once through it, though, we found ourselves in pleasant farm-and-

forest country, all of it as flat as a griddle. We paused for refreshment at a 

singular cafe at a remote cross-road that served a fine lunch and great french-

fries, then hit the road again. We did use the Golden State Parkway (another 

toll-way) for a while, but exited at Red Bank. 

Red Bank was something else again. We had to pass through it to get to 

Fairhaven and the Drakes' home. After exploring several of its less than 

aesthetic streets we found a phone. Rita called Nancy* for directions, and we 

soon came to their very nice neighborhood. Nancy greeted us in the front yard 

and a few minutes later Bob arrived, whereupon we retired to the patio for tea 

and conversation. I had never met Bob (or if I had I didn't remember it) but we 

found many subjects of mutual interest about which to talk. Nancy prepared a 

tasty chicken dinner, and afterward she and Rita perused her well organized 

photo albums and memorabilia.  

Before retiring to their guest room, we got to see their wild-but-uninhibited 

raccoons when they arrived at the back door for their nightly handout. 

The following day we walked in a nearby wood, so quiet and natural it seemed 

much farther from Manhattan than the actual twenty miles it was, as the crow 

flies. We also went to "Nancy's beach" at Sea Bright, just south of Sandy Hook. 

Thus Rita got to see the Atlantic Ocean once more. 
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The morning gone, we accepted Nancy's invitation to lunch then tore ourselves  

 

* Nancy's father, Milton S. Badt, had been a prominent Nevada Judge. Her 

mother, Gertrude, had been a girl scout leader when Rita, Nancy and Rosalie were 

young girls in Elko. 

away to the highway, this time with a detailed map that Bob drew for me, which 

even included the signal lights in color. Travel on the Parkway was better than 

I had anticipated and we made good time through Newark to New York. 

I had it in mind to see the Palisades, in the Hudson River Valley above New 

York City, perhaps even spending the night somewhere along the way. So we left 

the wide highway at Nyack in favor of "scenic,” according to the book, US-9W. 

 The book lied. While it may have been a scenic route in the 1800s, it was now 

anything but beautiful. The roadsides were a clutter of sick automobiles, cheap 

shacks, litter and refuse; the pavement was narrow and broken, much of it under 

re-construction. At least someone in the area had a good sense of humor, though. 

While being held up in a line of cars by a flagman, we saw a sign off to the 

side of the muddy, torn-up roadway, coincidentally in front of a church, that 

read: "IN THE ROADBLOCKS OF LIFE DO YOU TURN TO JESUS?" 

Consulting her map Rita found a way to the east bank of the Hudson, so we 

crossed over to Poughkeepsie. It might have been commute time, or simply a 

normal pattern of traffic, but whatever the cause we found a milling mass of 

bumper-to-bumper, door-by-door automobiles at the east end of the bridge - and 

the un-yielding drivers the most discourteous (in my opinion) anywhere in the 

country. After waiting well past my turn to enter the lane on my right I took 

advantage of an opening, jumped on the throttle and nosed the Ford into the gap. 

 This maneuver prompted the driver coming up from behind to lay on his horn. 

If he had time to blow, he had time to slow, I thought to myself. And of course 

that was the case. Perhaps I had been on the road too long. Conditions improved 

farther north and the traffic congestion eased. We followed routes US-9, SR-9G 

and SR-9H (very strange numberings) as far as Hudson, and then stopped for gas, 

snacks and coffee. 

Anxious to reach my sister Dorothy's place and wind down, I gave up the idea 

of staying in the valley. But I purposely waited to call ahead, hoping to 

prevent her going out and buying special groceries for us. Now, it was 6:00 PM, 

I phoned, gave our location and asked if she had a room for the night. She was 

surprised, and no doubt "put out" because I had not checked in sooner, but she 

and Elly were looking forward to seeing us, she said.  

"We'll be there in two hours," I ended the conversation. 

We hit the New York State Thruway a few miles west of Massachusetts, which 

became the Boston Turnpike at the border; crossed the Berkshire Hills, noting 

that spring was just arriving there; turned up the familiar Connecticut River 

Valley north of Springfield; entered the driveway on South East Street, in 

Amherst, at exactly 8:00 PM. No one home!  

Dorothy, immediately after our phone conversation, had done exactly what I 

hoped she would not do; made a trip to the store for food. Elly, not believing 

my estimated time of arrival, was on an errand for the church. They both 

returned in a few minutes, however, and the four of us celebrated a happy 

reunion over wine, doughnuts and coffee. 
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NEW ENGLAND INTERLUDE: 
 

  From the 9th of May to the 26th, Rita and I enjoyed the hospitality of family 

and friends in New England, making Dot (Dorothy) and Elly (Elmer) Russell's home 

our "base" as it were. It was really good having such a home-away-from-home, 

especially as the weather was inclement much of the time. We saw rain on ten of 

the sixteen days we were in and around the Connecticut River Valley, every kind 

of rain from drizzle to downpour. At least it was never really hot. 

It was a pleasure having our car with us. Whenever we had flown to the East 

it was necessary to rent or borrow transportation, or prevail upon others for 

rides. Now we could buzz up and down the valley at will. And this time I had 

another agenda, to locate some of my school friends and teachers. Except for the 

occasion of our class reunion in 1965 (our twentieth, when over half the 

graduating class of eleven attended) I had been in contact with only two 

classmates since leaving my hometown of Northfield (Massachusetts) in 1948. One 

was Neil Churchill, of Bernardston, when we got together in the East and once 

when he came to Nevada, and with whom I corresponded on a regular basis; and Rua 

(Jones) Bickford, when I've stopped in at her cafe in Northfield. 

 

 
 

Rita and I accepted Neil and his wife Suke's invitation to spend a night at 

their home, and ended up staying three. (Their place is just a couple of miles 

from where I was born on Buckle Hill.) Neil has retired, from the Electric 

Company, but Suke, whose given name is Norma, is still a wage-earner at the 

popular Four Leaf Clover Restaurant in Bernardston. Before leaving for work on 
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the day we arrived, Suke prepared my favorite dish, macaroni-and-cheese, that 

Neil popped into the oven before dinner. 

On her day off, Neil drove the four of us to her father's hunting camp in the 

Green Mountains of Vermont, a forest cabin not far from the Stratton Mountain 

ski resort. Tiny songbirds whistled their courting tunes, bright wildflowers 

poked through last year's leafy mats, and thickets opened new green buds 

virtually before our eyes. Although she professed to be "not the outdoors type," 

Suke appeared to enjoy the outing. While Neil cooked hamburgers on a gas-grill 

she broke out a salad and other "goodies," and we picnicked at a weathered table 

by the cabin in the stippled shade of an oak tree. Except for the fact that here 

the trees were very different, we could have been in a "quakie-lined" canyon in 

faraway Nevada. It was a pleasant day, topped off with dinner back in 

Massachusetts, at Bill's Restaurant in Greenfield. 

In the morning, Neil and I crossed the Connecticut River to Northfield, where 

he and I had attended school together, to call on Helen Thompson, our former 

teacher and senior-class advisor. With a young grandson shyly looking on we 

helped her unfold some lawn chairs and place them in the shade of the garage, 

where we relaxed and talked about remembered people and events till lunchtime. 

It was a thrill to see Mrs. Thompson, who appeared as healthy and energetic as 

ever. I sensed that she enjoyed our company, and it was with great reluctance 

that Neil and I took our leave and moved on down to the town center, to Rua's 

Cafe for a sandwich and an opportunity to talk with our senior class president. 

Afterward, Neil drove slowly around the town re-acquainting me with some of 

our old haunts. We swapped stories and discussed the changes of the past 44-

years,; which, except for the unfortunate razing of the grand old Northfield 

Hotel and Chateau, were remarkably few when compared to those in many other 

parts of the U.S. We found former classmate Carl Stone and his wife, Gloria, at 

home. I had not previously met Gloria, a very likeable woman, and hadn't seen 

Carl since he’d left for the Army in 1944. Yet I easily recognized him, still 

the same curly-haired, affable guy I once knew. 

Two of our teachers, George and Esther Leonard, just happened to be in the 

yard when we came near their house. Neil was no stranger to them (he and George 

often meet on the golf course) but I was obviously a figure from the past and 

they were both surprised at seeing me. We stayed but a few minutes, exchanging 

how-have-you-beens? and what-have-you-been-doings?, and left them to the banal 

occupation we had interrupted, that of removing a nest of tent-caterpillars from 

a shrub. 

Rita and I enjoyed our stay with the Churchills but we had many other places 

to go and people to see. We bid them farewell, with an open invitation to visit 

us in Nevada. 

One evening we dined with old friends, Charles and Priscilla Lawrence (who 

still live in Northfield) at the Putney Inn in Vermont. Priscilla had worked at 

The Northfield Hotel when Charlie was in the Army in the 1940s. It was she who 

helped me to obtain my first official job, as a bellhop at the hotel; and it was 

she who had been rather a mentor to us "working kids" during the war-years. 

Later, when Charlie returned to civilian life, he and "Pris" (as we 

affectionately called her) went to work in Greenfield, at the Western 

Massachusetts Electric Company. She is still employed there,* although, like 

most evolving businesses, the company now wears a new corporate name. 

We had not seen the Lawrences for many years, and the Putney Inn - that 

boasts of separate, quiet, dining areas and period furnishings - provided the 

perfect atmosphere for eating and reminiscing. We must have been there for three 

hours or so, long enough that a classical New England thunderstorm, that had 

splashed, flashed and rumbled outside when we entered, dissipated before we 

departed. 

Less than two years had elapsed since Rita and I were last in the East, when 

we attended the annual Phelps Reunion with our three children and their western 
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cousin, Nancy. As a consequence of having so recently seen a large part of the 

family, this trip our visitations would be limited to, primarily, my seven 

eastern brothers and sisters and their spouses. (Another sister, Ruth, and a 

brother, Raymond, reside in the West.) With the exception of one brother, 

Robert, all of my siblings are older than me and retired. But not in the modern 

sense of the word. Most are still engaged in some kind of work. 

There are literally dozens of ways to travel from point-A to point-B in New 

England. This time Dot and Elly showed us a different way to go from Amherst to 

Springfield, to John and Gladys' home. John, the eldest in our family, teaches 

art in the area and, in his "spare" time, researches the Phelps-family 

genealogy, having compiled literally volumes of information on that subject. 

The six of us went to lunch, and then took a side trip to Bondsville to see 

John and Gladys’ son Joel and family. We then returned to their place off the Old 

Boston Post Road, on Laurelton Street, in Springfield. In spite of the city 

address, theirs is almost a country setting, under a hill and across the street 

from a quiet woods through which winds a babbling brook. 

We spent the afternoon reminiscing; engaged in a generous supper that Gladys 

prepared; and headed back toward Amherst with Elly telling me "where to go" in 

the maze of rural roadways. 

In the Pioneer Valley, north of Amherst, Rita and I drove through bottomlands 

that I remembered as a patchwork of corn, cucumber and tobacco fields. Now much 

of the land was covered with modern homes and high-rises, housing for students 

and faculty at the burgeoning University of Massachusetts. And only one or two 

tobacco-farms remained, the need for their product dwindling with changing 

customs. 

(The over-three-hundred years of tobacco-smoking were, in my opinion, far 

less detrimental to our society than the recent widespread use of marijuana, 

cocaine and other mind-altering drugs.) 

Crossing the Connecticut River we passed near Old Deerfield - site of the 

well-known Indian massacres of the 1600s - through Greenfield to Bernardston 

where my brother Dick and Audrey have resided "forever" in a beautiful, old, 

two-story frame house on South Street. 

 

*At the time of this writing. 

Dick had retired several years ago from Lunt's Silversmith Company, a 

venerable Greenfield firm, after a long career as a machinist. He was now 

content to manage and enjoy his several acres of forest lands in the hills above 

the town. Audrey, who suffered a stroke the previous year, was almost completely 

recovered. She fixed sandwiches and tea for us, and Dick recollected some 

"family incidents," from the era before I was born, that I had not previously 

heard. And when the shadows grew long outside, we took our leave. 

My younger brother Bob (Robert) built a house for himself and his wife Bette 

in Northfield, on land cleared from the woods a mile south of the town-center. 

It’s almost directly across SR-63 from a granite boulder on which is inscribed, 

"ON THIS PLAIN CAPT. RICHARD BEERS AND HIS MEN WERE SURPRISED BY INDIANS SEPT 4, 

1675." (It seems a mild epitaph. The men, who were on their way to defend the 

infant settlement, were not just surprised, the Captain and 21 of his 36 men 

were killed.) 

I parked in front of the garage and we had started for the door when Bob 

appeared from in back. After returning his greeting I casually added, "I came 

for my sign!" 

The subject "sign" was one that he had crafted two years before, to mark the 

year of our family reunion. Its message, deeply engraved on an eight-by-thirty-

inch board spelled out: 35TH ANNUAL PHELPS REUNION. At the end of that memorable 

day Bob had given the sign to me. But I, rather than try to pack it aboard an 

airplane, had left it behind and asked him, only partly tongue-in-cheek, to 

deliver it to Nevada. Now, without a word or a moment's hesitation, he 
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disappeared into his shop and returned with the signboard. So much for my plan 

to entice him to Nevada. 

Talking, we wandered into the back yard and he pointed out some recently 

felled pines. "Getting too big and crowding my oaks," he explained, "So I cut 

'em down one or two at a time." Rita asked what he was going to do with the 

surplus wood from the few good logs he obtained. "Junk wood," he called it. 

"Can't hardly give it away ... even for fire-wood." Some different from out West 

where pine is a popular wood-fuel. 

Bette soon returned from town, and we settled down to a hastily produced 

snack of crackers and peanut-butter, cheese, wine and coffee, and exchanged an 

hour's-worth of small talk and witticisms. Bob, an accomplished carpenter, 

cabinet-maker, electrician, auto-mechanic et cetera, and who was presently 

employed by the Electric Company at a job utilizing all of those talents, is a 

natural story-teller. Unlike so many jokesters, he has the ability to pique 

one's interest without resorting to off-color language. We had a great time. And 

then, after having eaten all that food, they took us across the border to 

Brattleboro, Vermont, for a hot meal at a place called "Jad's." Rita and I were 

late getting home that night. 

On Mother's Day, Elly took Dorothy, Rita and me to an early dinner and 

through the greening Berkshire Hills to see their daughter Darlene and Jack 

Borden. They were living on a spare-time "farm" in Williamsburg. Their two 

oldest boys raise prize winning cows and rabbits, in addition to sheep, chickens 

and pigs. We noted that spring was fast catching up with us again. 

Another time the four of us went to the "Hilltop Farm" in Warwick, just south 

of the New Hampshire border, home to my brother Charles and Florence. At this 

remote site, about twenty acres of forest and fields, small-farming became 

Charlie’s avocation when left the dairy business in the 1950s (I think) and went 

to work at the Irving Paper Mill. Since retiring from that company, in the mid-

1980s, the production of maple-syrup has been one of his main interests. 

Charlie led us through his "sugar bush" (the grove from which sap is 

collected to make syrup) for a peek at a rare pileated woodpecker nesting in the 

hollow of a tall birch snag. I tried for a photo of the shy bird, which was 

brightly plumed and as big as a crow, but I was clumsy and unsuccessful in the 

attempt. At least we got a glimpse of her when, apparently disturbed by our 

nearness, she flew from her lofty home.  

That evening, Florence provided a generous supper, Charlie presented a slide-

show of "covered bridges," of which there are plenty in the East, and when we 

were ready to leave for home he "forced" me to take a half-gallon of his special 

syrup along. 

In New Hampshire, I accompanied my brother Stanley, who "reads" the woods 

like a sharp lawyer reads the fine print of a contract, on a log-hauling job. It 

was like the old times when, as a youth in my early 'teens, I’d spent a part of 

my summer vacations on the farm with him and Elsie. A real, down-to-earth 

Yankee, he is now working at his fourth career; having been in the grocery, 

dairy, and farm-machinery businesses before "retiring" to that of logging. 

Rita and I stayed overnight at their home in Walpole. It’s an aging, white 

frame house on an old eight-acre sidehill farm now given over to trees - 

including the fruit bearing and Xmas varieties - and a garden of backbreaking 

proportions.  A Currier-and-Ives like home, it is not a place for the weak or 

lazy. 

At the entrance to the spacious kitchen, Stan's work shoes and boots were 

lined up by the big cast-iron range and a variety of hats, jackets and sweaters 

hung on hooks behind the door, all in organized fashion. Beyond that point, 

however, it was Elsie's domain; always clean and neat, often harboring the aroma 

of recently-baked bread or fresh-apple pies. 

A hot-air furnace in the cellar consumes copious amounts of wood in the 

wintertime (an appropriate fuel for a logger) all of which must be cut, split, 
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and stacked inside in the fall. A golf ball, if dropped on the dining-room 

floor, would wind up against the mop-board of the west wall. But neither Stan 

nor Elsie had time for such a frivolous pastime so there are no golf balls 

around and the most obvious clue that the fine old house has "taken to leaning" 

is the surface angle of water in a our drinking glasses on the table. Oh yes, 

and the trapezoidal-shaped doorways. 

Stan took us for a drive in the back country, and we learned that even the 

state of New Hampshire is becoming crowded, its steep, rocky, forested hills 

serving as a hiding place for a plethora of new homes. We stopped in to see Doug 

(youngest of their six children) who was at work constructing such a place in 

the woods above Alstead, hoping to have it completed by snow time. 

My sister Betty (who is next older than me) and Arthur Bolton entertained us 

at their comparatively new home in Greenfield. Betty (formally Elizabeth) is an 

accomplished musician who teaches and plays both piano and organ professionally. 

In fact, we had occasion to hear her "perform" at a Catholic Mass in Northfield. 

(It was my first time inside that church.) 

Because Rita had never been in the state of Rhode Island, it was targeted for 

a visit and we invited our hosts, Dot and Elly, to go along. To our great 

astonishment we learned that Elly, who was born in Enfield, Massachusetts, not 

forty-miles from that state’s border, had never been there either. 

"You must be kidding," I asserted. "How is it possible that you've lived so 

close and never been to Rhode Island?" 

His matter-of-fact answer was typically Yankee in character. "Never had a 

good reason to go," he said. 

"Well, we'll change that," Rita spoke up. "You're going with us." 

Traveling southeast from Amherst we entered the "smallest state," stopped for 

lunch at a unique little roadside bar-and-restaurant called "Georges," and 

continued halfway down Narragansett Bay to Goddard Memorial Park, near East 

Greenwich, before returning home through the northeast corner of Connecticut. In 

spite of our ruining his long-held record of absence, I think Elly was happy 

with our tour to Rhode Island. 

As for Rita and me, we had now visited (in our lifetimes) forty-eight of the 

fifty United States; thirty of them on this trip. We had also been seven weeks 

away from home with thousands of miles yet to travel. Not that I was anxious to 

go just yet but my conscience had begun to bother me for leaving our home and 

affairs in the hands of others for so long a time. I thought it prudent to head 

west, preferably before the Memorial Day weekend. 

Then Betty, ever the capable organizer, suggested a family "bon voyage" get 

together. I purposely appeared less than enthusiastic about the idea, 

considering it too much of an imposition on the family, but my reluctance was no 

deterrent and a firm date was set for a luncheon on the 25th of May. Thus our 

departure was delayed for two more days. 

In the interim, Rita, who had been good naturedly heckling Elly for not 

completing a concrete sidewalk that he'd been working on in front of their 

house, took to badgering him again. 

"I can't do it now," he explained. (As if he had to explain anything to her.) 

"I've got to stack all that firewood." 

He did have a big pile of wood up in back, some of which I had helped to saw 

into stove-length chunks. And it was a good distance from where it lay to the 

neat stack beyond the garden. 

"We'll help move the wood," Rita offered, including me in her plan, "Then 

you'll have no excuse." 

"You ever stacked wood?" Elly asked. 

"No ... but it can't be that hard." 

Before long we were all at work. While Dorothy dug in the garden, Elly and I 

pushed wheelbarrows-full of wood up the grade to Rita and she stacked it; 

miraculously without breaking any fingernails that were, from inactivity on the 



NEW ENGLAND INTERLUDE 

 

47 

 

trip, as long as a socialite's. The job done, Rita was admittedly tired. But she 

posed beside the pile for a picture. "To show what I did on vacation," she said. 

Finally, the day arrived for our mini-reunion at "Famous Bills” Restaurant in 

Greenfield. All of my eastern siblings and their spouses (except Bob, who had to 

work, and Bette) were present. There was a flurry of photo-flashing, lots of 

good food and conversation, and gifts for Rita and me. Afterward we went over to 

Betty and Art's place for cookies and farewells.  

On the following day we took leave of our hosts, Sister Dorothy and Elly, who 

had for two weeks generously shared their home with us. 

And there you have it. A brief look at New England. Not the Down East or 

Hyannis coastal areas, or liberal-leaning Boston, but the interior country of 

Calvin Coolidge, James Naismith and Norman Rockwell; the wonderful farms, the 

woodlands and the friendly towns of Pioneer Valley and the Berkshire Hills. 

 

  



WESRWARD BOUND, A NORTHERN ROUTE 

 

48 

 

WESTWARD BOUND, A NORTHERN ROUTE: 
 

 From the very start we had entertained the idea of making the return trip to 

Nevada across a part of Canada and through North Dakota (to pick up our 49th 

state). I called a AAA-office, asked what was required to gain entry to Canada 

(and return) and was told that we needed "proof of citizenship," such as a copy 

of a birth certificate or voter registration. We had no such papers with us and, 

somewhat discouraged, I noted in my journal "Guess our plan to cross the border 

is out." 

Nevertheless, we decided to shoot for Niagara Falls and try for a border 

crossing there. If it was a "go" we'd travel through Ontario north of Lakes 

Huron and Superior; if "no-go" then our route would be to the south of Lakes 

Erie and Michigan. Secretly, I hoped to go the northern route and avoid the 

congested mid-western states. 

We crossed the Berkshire Hills west of Greenfield on the Mohawk Trail (the 

route I followed when I first moved west); stopped briefly in beautiful 

Williamstown to see my niece, Abbie, but she was not at home; entered New York 

state and took a side trip to Grafton Lakes State Park (that I had never heard 

of) to use the restrooms. We dropped into the Hudson River Valley and had lunch 

at a "chicken place" in the cramped city of Troy, during a down pouring rain 

shower.  

It was destined to be a long day, with seldom a break from the rain as we 

motored along the New York Thruway, I-90, to Buffalo and turned off to Niagara 

Falls. After some shopping around, and the turning down from one East-Indian 

operated motel in an out-of-the-way area, we settled for the Driftwood Motel, 

about nine-miles east of the falls on US-62.  

A plain little restaurant close by, the Country Cafe, was crowded and noisy 

but served good food with broad smiles. We dined there that evening and went 

back for breakfast in the morning. 

Leaving the car near the Rainbow Bridge, we walked to the New York 

observation tower to observe the American Falls close-up. We then descended, via 

an elevator, to the lower level for a view from that interesting perspective. 

The river seemed to cascade from the low gray clouds themselves, back-lighted by 

a bright sun in a clear blue sky. The falls that day were more beautiful than I 

remembered, perhaps because of the large volume of springtime runoff overflowing 

the rims. 

At a little before noon we entered the slow-moving line of cars on the 

Rainbow Bridge, and at the Canadian end I lowered the car-window, stopped by the 

booth and awaited the border guard's inquiry. After having considered our entry 

a dubious proposition, the actual accomplishment was a cinch; simpler, as a 

matter of fact, than crossing the border into California. 

"What citizen are you a country of?" It was almost the routine question. 

Somewhat flustered, the young lady repeated the words in their proper order, 

and we each responded with a chuckle, "Nevada ... United States." 

A couple more questions, "What is your destination?" and "How long do you 

intend to stay?" I responded off the top of my head, "Toronto" and "A few days." 

With a wave she gave us a cheery "Enjoy your stay." 

Now all we had to worry about was getting back into our country. 

Twenty-five miles beyond Niagara Falls, along the QEW (Queen Elizabeth Way), 

we browsed through a complex of antique stores. I thought we might have a picnic 

there, at a table overlooking Lake Ontario, but a cold onshore wind convinced us 

to seek a sheltered area. A restaurant, about 300-meters away called the “Plain 

and Fancy,” afforded as good a view of the white-capped lake, through picture 

windows while seated in comfort at a linen-covered table.  

The room was almost empty. A group of French speaking, college age youths at 

the far side of the room downed pink wine and exchanged jokes (we assumed as 

they laughed a lot) and were apparently oblivious to the fact that the service 
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was extremely slow. Obviously short-handed, the waitresses literally ran from 

kitchen to dining room but we waited forever for our simple meal. 

 Rounding the west end of the lake in heavy traffic, at maximum speeds of 100 

kilometers-per-hour (62 mph), the QEW expanded to five lanes as we neared 

Toronto, the largest population center in Canada and the capitol of Ontario 

Province. To avoid the city center I kept moving to the left, in the general 

direction of north, and picked up PR-400 (Provincial Route-400) leading toward 

Georgian Bay.  

 

 
 

The ninety-mile stretch of country between Toronto and Barrie, where we 

exchanged American for Canadian dollars at the ratio of 1:1.18, was a 

kaleidoscope of farms and villages and woods on rolling plains. Forty-five miles 

farther north, near the eastern extremity of the bay, we left the divided 

highway for the Trans-Canada (PR-69). From that point on for the next 1,500-

miles, virtually all of the route would be two-lanes wide and in excellent 

repair. 

Comfortably seated in our Ford - as if in front row seats of a wide-screen 

theater - we watched the scenery roll by. The terrain was quite different from 

any I had ever seen. Not hilly, but neither was it flat. I searched for the 

waters of Georgian Bay, but the road was either too far inland or screened from 

the shore by trees and I rarely got a glimpse of it. The weather remained partly 

overcast, or partly sunny, the air was calm, and the temperature was around the 

60-degree mark. Best of all there was relatively little sign of human 

occupation. Now we were getting somewhere! 
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Toward evening we came to Pointe au Baril Station (pronounced point-a-barrel) 

and halted at a lodge by the bay to see about a room for the night. I guess I 

never really knew the true definition of the word "lodge;" I thought it was a 

"rustic hotel." But I would learn that a lodge (usually) consists of a central 

building - where one registers and sometimes dines or relaxes - with adjacent 

but separate cabins. We disturbed the proprietor of this lodge at his dinner (a 

bad thing to do) and asked the price of a room. His response was an invitation 

to leave but we neglected to do so. 

"If you have to know the price," he said condescendingly, "You might as well 

go down the road to Dirty Harry's Motel." (This was the only rude individual I 

encountered in Canada; probably a transplant from the "States.") 

Obviously we had come to the wrong place, and neither of us was inclined to 

want to stay. But we were curious about the cost of a cabin and repeated the 

question, still not receiving an answer. Instead, the man insisted on our 

climbing a long set of stairs to a cabin perched high above the bay on a tree-

fringed rock ledge. It was a fine-looking camp, for sportsmen bent on hunting or 

fishing, but not for the likes of us who merely wished a night of good sleep. 

(You even had to make-up your own bed.)  

Retracing our steps we were shown another cabin, in the ravine next to the 

road, learned its "overpriced" rate and left. We returned to the main highway 

and the only true motel in the vicinity; a small, plain, pink-sided building 

with the unimaginative name "Pointe au Baril Motel." If this was Dirty Harry's 

it was misnamed. The room was inexpensive ($30.00) but clean. And it was quiet, 

except for the occasional truck on the highway and a train on the railway. 

A half-mile down the road was the Chalet, a tiny eating place famous (we were 

told) for its good-tasting French fries. A rather heavy, especially congenial 

woman at the grill custom cooked for us, her only patrons at the time, and the 

fries lived up to their reputation. 

"Now what'11 we do?" Rita asked, descending the plank steps of the log cafe 

in the late evening sunlight. It was much too early, and bright, to turn in for 

the night. So we took a drive past the Sturgeon Bay Provincial Park where a 

handful of people were camped in tents and trailers, and to the marina on 

Bayfield Inlet, in time to catch the red rays of the setting sun bouncing off a 

score of cabin windows across the water. 

On our way back to the highway we were intrigued by a small sign that read 

"Naiscoot Lodge," and were compelled to investigate the narrow, winding dirt 

road leading through the dark woods to a clearing where the lodge was situated 

atop a ridge and to the side of a cluster of up-thrusting boulders. "Civilized" 

flower gardens and shrubs enhanced the otherwise wild area. Since the place was 

apparently unattended (except by some barking dogs) I turned the car around in 

the small parking area and started back the way we had come. But at that time a 

smiling face appeared above the shrubbery off the low side of the roadway, and 

its owner, a lady with a heavy sweater thrown over her shoulders and a streaming 

water-hose in her hand, called out to us. 

"Hallo there!" she shouted, brandishing the hose like a signal flag. "You 

want to see my lake? You turn around and drive down the road past the dogs and 

see it, and the cabins. When you come back I show you my lodge." With a wave she 

returned to her watering. (Judging by her accent, we decided she was a native of 

Germany or Eastern Europe.) 

The steep drive ended on a high bluff directly above a medium-sized lake, now 

magnificently golden-hued against a glowing sky. Three or four cars indicated 

that some of the cabins were occupied. We snapped our photos and went back to 

the lodge. The proprietress, who had finished gardening for the day, introduced 

herself, Susan Lutscher, and the two dogs, old Bob and a younger one whose name 

I forgot. We explained that we had already taken a room at a remote motel on the 

highway, and were merely "driving around and happened by." 



WESRWARD BOUND, A NORTHERN ROUTE 

 

51 

 

"Oh yes," she replied, motioning toward the doorway, "You don't have to 

explain, I understand." 

As one might expect the lodge interior was rustic in decor; that is, log 

beams and pine or cedar boards. A large, multi-windowed dining room at the rear 

overlooked the lake; several bedrooms (I supposed) straddled the hallway; a 

modest living room and contiguous kitchen area occupied the front of the 

building. Susan invited us to be seated in the living area, retreated behind a 

counter, ground the beans and brewed a pot-full of aromatic coffee, chattering 

all the while in answer to our questions. While keeping our cups filled she 

entertained us for an hour or more, talking about the lodge, her lodgers (a 

party of hunters left that day having bagged three bears) and life in that out-

of-the-way part of Canada. 

When her husband died a couple of years ago, she said, son Michael came to 

help with the business. Many of their patrons were "repeaters," fishermen and 

hunters from around Toronto or the States. Having met Susan Lutscher it was easy 

to see why they returned each year. I expressed an interest in a professional-

appearing photograph on the wall (taken by her late husband). Then Mike, who had 

joined us, fetched an album containing pictures of the lodge, lake and 

surrounding countryside, graphic illustrations of Canada's varietal climate 

including dramatic scenes of deep winter snows. Before leaving we bought a 

"Naiscoot Lodge" cap, in token appreciation for their kindness. 

On the way to our motel I mused, and Rita expressed aloud, "Now we know why 

we were directed to stop at Pointe au Baril ... so we could meet Susan and 

Michael." It was another of the few times in my life when I've been made to feel 

at home by total strangers. Fate is indeed a reliable partner. 

From Pointe au Baril north we found the country to be even more wild and less 

populous than before, probably characteristic of the whole vast Canadian Shield 

north of the Great Lakes. Our ribbon-of-asphalt traversed a succession of cuts, 

land-fills and bridges; black, granite ridges; interstitial swamps and ponds; 

dun-colored creeks and rivers. A thin layer of soil over the pre-Cambrian rock 

seemed barely to support the tangled, scrubby trees and brush, fir, cedar, 

spruce and low-lying juniper. 

Miles of swamps and bogs hosted masses of cattails, tules, water lilies and 

other kinds of aquatic plants. A majority of the ponds and creeks had been taken 

over by Mother Nature's "project developers," the "eager beavers," who made 

"improvements" in the form of enormous dams and houses. (And there are those who 

believe that man is the only animal to drastically modify the environment.) We 

saw very few beasts or birds, possibly because of the thick undergrowth, but I 

did spot a beaver while photographing a typical marsh area. 

The black and ominous-looking French River - a segment of the Trans-Canada 

route in the days of the fur-trading Voyageurs when the canoe was the means of 

transportation - flowed smoothly between steep, often sheer, rocky, forested 

banks. Extraordinary men were the Voyageurs. Not only for their prowess with the 

canoe but also for their fearless sojourns into the upper, westernmost reaches 

of the continent. With highly specialized skills they paddled and portaged in 

all kinds of weather, day after tedious day, month after long month, year after 

unending year, hauling trade-goods west to the Indians, returning with valuable 

furs for the elite of Europe, passing this very spot both ways. The hostile land 

was more than the average man could endure. Even the Indians were outdone by the 

short, sturdy French-Canadians when the going got tough. 

Sudbury. A pretty city of less than 100,000-people, thirty miles north of 

Georgian Bay. It was virtually unknown terrain, in the 1880s, until the builders 

of the Canadian-Pacific Railway saw the site as a convenient location for a 

construction camp. Some of the workers picked up samples of the curious yellow-

bronze rock, found the stuff to contain copper, and staked their claims. 

Ultimately, when the railway had become a working reality, it was learned that 

those black-patinaed ridges also enveloped the largest body of nickel ore on 
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Earth, the mining of which built the city now known as the "Nickel Capitol of 

the World." 

We were too early for Rita to attend church when we arrived, but by the time 

we had bought gas and looked around a bit the hour was right. The church was a 

modern structure, on a high bench overlooking the city. Afterward we lunched 

atop the Big Nickel Mine, at a table in the shadow of a nine-meter replica of a 

Canadian nickel (commemorating the creation of the Dominion of Canada in 1867) a 

mile or so from the mill and the world's tallest smokestack that towers some 

1,250-feet above the Canadian countryside. 

Back on the Trans-Canada Highway (now PR-17) we angled toward the North 

Channel of Lake Huron and followed it all the way to Sault Ste. Marie, passing 

through a dozen small communities on the way. In the city, after condoning the 

Sunday traffic a while, Rita suggested a stop at a Dairy Queen for some 

refreshments. In hindsight it was a bad idea; the serving girls were giggly, 

slow and inefficient, and the pause was anything but refreshing. You'd think we 

should have learned, by then, to stay away from a Dairy Queen. From Sault Ste. 

Marie the highway led to the north, along the shores of "Gitche Gumee," the 

"shining big-sea water" of Longfellow's epic poem. At long last we were afforded 

a splendid view of the shimmering silver lake. 

That night we found lodging near Wawa (the Ojibway name for the "wild 

goose"). It was another interesting community, of about 5,000 souls. To 

memorialize the completed paving of the Trans-Canada Highway in the 1960s, a 

giant statue of a Canadian goose, some 30-feet tall, was erected at the edge of 

town. We priced a room in Wawa but returned to a nice-looking place two miles 

back down the highway, the Parkway Motel, and by sundown we were eating a hearty 

meal at the Family Kitchen Restaurant. 

There was enough remaining daylight, after dinner, to see the local 

attraction; Scenic High Falls on the Magpie River. Sixty-feet high and twice as 

wide, roaring over a ledge and bouncing off a rock wall in the dense forest, it 

was said to be a particularly spectacular sight in the wintertime when frozen 

over. It was there that Rita and I took particular notice of the dun-colored 

character of the water, and decided that it must be caused by the presence of 

iron-oxides and/or decaying vegetation. The effect was especially noticeable in 

the falls and "white water" areas. 

The rain still drizzled in the morning when we went to town to buy gas. (The 

price of petrol varied little in Canada, amounting to about $2.00/gallon after 

converting liters-to-gallons and Canadian-to-American dollars.) Young's General 

Store, behind the gas-pumps, was the classic establishment, carrying the 

traditional wide-variety of goods. There were both antique and modern tools and 

utensils; canned, packaged and bulk foods; fresh produce, displayed on the open-

air front porch; hunting, fishing and trapping items; souvenirs, Indian crafts, 

hardware and more. While inspecting an "ancient" chain-saw I caught sight of 

something running across the floor and out (under) the front door. Curious, I 

watched. In a few minutes a striped squirrel returned by the same avenue and ran 

to the back of the store. The clerk, to whom the creature was in plainer view 

than to me, took no apparent notice of it, obviously accustomed to its comings-

and-goings.  

Leaving Wawa we continued in a northerly direction, slowly bearing to the 

west through the same kind of terrain as before. A big ugly bull-moose (as one 

can only be described) grazed contentedly by the side of the road. Rita would 

have gotten a good photo through the open window, except for an oncoming car 

that screeched to a stop and spooked the fellow. Our road came near to the lake 

again at Marathon, a community about the size of Wawa that apparently sprang 

from the wood-pulp industry. It being lunchtime we entered the town to look for 

a restaurant, and discovered one in a plain-looking block building near the 

docks. Marathon was definitely not a tourist town, at least as far as that 

restaurant was concerned; the lunch crowd consisted entirely of local men in 
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work clothes. Rita was the only woman in the place, beside the waitresses, a 

fact that, she sensed, may have inhibited their normal course of conversation. 

When paying our bill Rita mentioned that fact and the waitress, chuckling, 

admitted to the possibility. 

Before leaving town we drove through the residential section, noting that a 

majority of the houses were similarly constructed. Most likely company houses, 

they were square two-story affairs on relatively small foundations, no doubt 

designed to cope with the cold as efficiently as possible. I purchased a half-

dozen 44-cent stamps at the post office (one stamp serves for either a post-card 

or a letter) and Rita exchanged some American for Canadian dollars at a bank. 

As if it were possible, the scenery was even "grander" the farther west we 

travelled; the hills were higher and steeper, and the forests included more 

birch and aspen trees among the conifers. The weather, that had been misty since 

leaving Wawa, now turned to rain, increasing in volume as we entered the city of 

Thunder Bay on KH-17B (King's Highway-17B). Semi-protected under her umbrella at 

a coin phone, Rita called the AAA-office. We went to that address, at the 

opposite side of the city, picked up a much-needed tour-book and chose the 

Voyageur Motel back on the eastern edge of town. Consistent with what we had 

come to expect in Canada, the room was very clean and comfortable. 

Thunder Bay, a modern city of over 100,000 people, is the trans-shipping 

point for grain from the Central Provinces to the Great Lakes Waterway, and 

claims to have sufficient elevators (over two-dozen companies at lakeside) to 

store more than 100-million bushels of the stuff. Before Canada's westward 

expansion the bay-side community (known as "Fort William" until three decades 

ago) served in a similar capacity for a completely dissimilar industry. FUR. It 

was then a headquarters of the North West Company, rival to the enduring 

Hudson's Bay Company. 

As in Wawa, the twilight lingered long after sundown. So, on finishing a late 

meal at the four-table Chinese restaurant opposite the motel, Rita and I walked 

about in the fresh rain-washed air before returning to our room. 

But things were not so bright in the morning, figuratively speaking. I had 

been concerned about a "whining" noise under the hood of the car and suspected 

the alternator as being the cause. Now, while on my way to buy gas at a station 

across the street, the "battery" indicator-lamp lit. And when, back at the 

motel, I checked the alternator output with a voltmeter my suspicion was 

confirmed. Sure enough, there was no charging voltage. 

With a shrug I thought, what better place and time to have a breakdown than 

in a sizeable city, early on a fine morning, on a weekday. Not that I was happy 

about the problem, but it might have occurred in a far less convenient locality; 

such as almost anywhere in the last four-hundred miles of relatively unpopulated 

country we had crossed.  

I acquainted Rita with the news, consulted the Yellow-Pages of a local 

telephone book, called Intercity Ford (the agency shop in Thunder Bay), obtained 

directions for getting there and drove away, leaving Rita to fend for herself at 

the motel. I hoped the trouble was with the slip-ring brushes, a simple thing to 

fix, but of course the standard procedure was to remove the alternator, send it 

to a specialist for repair, then install a new unit. And that, I knew, would 

take some time. Dave, the service manager, who was very accommodating but who 

had a two-week backload of jobs, advised me to plan on the car being tied-up all 

day. Not happy with that prediction I pressed for an earlier commitment, to 

which he replied that he'd try but could promise nothing before four-thirty. 

I should have accepted his first advice. Instead, I clung to a mistaken 

belief that the job might be expedited, and determined to call periodically to 

check on its progress. In the meantime I accepted a ride back to the motel. With 

no easy way to get around to "see the sights" we took a city bus across town to 

the Intercity Mall. (I wanted to be near the Ford-shop should the car be 

"miraculously" repaired at an early time.) The mall was a carbon-copy of those 
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in the U.S. We did a round of window shopping and ate a light lunch. Rita 

decided to take a second "tour" while I parked on a convenient bench and 

observed the passing parade; and called the Ford Agency every two hours like 

clockwork. 

Finally, at 4:00 PM, having wasted the whole day, we walked the mile to the 

shop and found the car still being worked on. I wasn't pleased but the manager 

had been true to his word; it took all day and extra time to complete the 

repairs. I was thankful that we'd bought the "Extra Service Policy." It paid for 

all but $25.00 of the $200.00 bill. Everything finally taken care of we 

immediately headed out of town. If there was still a problem (always a 

possibility with modern, sophisticated machines) I wanted to know about it 

before too late an hour. 

Twenty-five kilometers west of Thunder Bay, Rita and I paused for a look at 

the Kakabeka Falls, on the Kaministiquia River. (How's that for a pair of 

tongue-twisters?) The water falls from a fairly level plateau to the bottom of a 

narrow gorge 128-feet below. The river was once a canoe route to Lake-of-the-

Woods, 200-miles to the northwest, but because of the tough portages around this 

and other falls and rapids, it was abandoned in favor of an easier one. 

We dined in a village near the falls, then motored under leaden, early-

evening skies through the ubiquitous ledge-and-lake country. Soft greens of 

young deciduous leaves gave relief to the hard, blue-black needles of spruce. An 

unfortunate moose was being hauled from the right-of-way by a crew with a tow-

truck, having been hit by a car and killed. Farther down the road a luckier, or 

wiser, relative stood belly-deep in a pond, rivulets of water straining from his 

lips each time he lifted his head. On a rise only slightly higher than the 

surrounding territory we came to the divide that, at 1,640' above-sea-level, 

separates the watersheds of the Atlantic and Arctic Oceans. 

Moving steadily onward we noted several isolated motels and lodges before 

arriving at the little community of Ignace, halfway between Thunder Bay and the 

next sizeable city of Kenora, on Lake-of-the-Woods. None were listed in the good 

book. But I remembered seeing a small sign back along the highway that read, 

"Lone Pine Motel 2 km Off Highway." And when I came to its mate in town I 

turned, without hesitation, in the direction indicated. 

"Shall we check it out?" I asked. 

"Why not?" Rita agreed. 

A paved road led away from a cluster of houses past a small picnic-and-

playground park by a lake to a graveled way through the woods. And there it was. 

A two-story motel building beyond a wide, well-cared-for garden of rocks and 

purple flox, the latter spelling "LONE * MOTEL." (The asterisk denotes the lone 

pine-tree growing between the words in the garden.) As I parked the Ford in the 

empty, graveled lot I couldn't help wondering what sort of place it was. But to 

stop at the Lone Pine Motel turned out to be one of the best decisions we ever 

made. It is just possibly the best built, best maintained, best situated motel 

in all of Canada. 

I found the fellow responsible for all this - a Canadian of medium build and 

graying hair by the name of Michael Szyszka - in a small office in an el off to 

one side of the main building. The rooms were reasonably priced and, with Rita's 

concurrence, I registered. During the ensuing conversation we learned that Mr. 

Szyszka had retired in 1969, from the railway company, and devoted all of his 

effort to this place. Not only was he responsible for the construction of the 

motel (with the help of his family) but for the furniture as well; the latter, 

of his own design and finished to perfection, of pine and cedar. They lived 

there the year round in a house next door, he said, but had only just opened the 

motel for the summer season. Noting a neat dining room off to the side of the 

lobby we inquired about meals, but were informed that there were no dining 

services. 
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Before leaving the office Rita just had to ask about the motel's "short 

doors" that we couldn't help noticing when we arrived, doors that none but a 

midget could walk through upright. With a chuckle the man explained, as he'd 

obviously done hundreds of times, that since the motel "fronted" on the lake 

(Agimac by name) he had decided to install a small, four-foot-high door in the 

back wall of each of the ground-level rooms. Opening onto the parking lot, the 

doorways would provide a convenient way for guests to transfer luggage, saving 

them the trouble of carrying it around to the front. It worked well, he said. 

Some people even used the entrances for quick-access in rainy weather. Others 

were known to have had their pictures taken standing beside them, and used the 

photos to convince their friends that the motel with the "shortest doors in the 

world" was run by midgets. 

We settled into our room on the second-deck, made fresh coffee, and then sat 

on the porch, that ran the full length of the building, to drink in the savory 

brew and the beauty of the waning daylight. Separating us from the shore of the 

medium sized lake, perhaps thirty-five feet away, were a lawn, a row of trees, 

picnic tables, chairs and braziers. How peaceful it was. Except for the high-

pitched whine of Canada's famous mosquitoes, there was no sound. To ward off the 

pesky devils, and coincidentally to enjoy an infrequent smoke, I lit my pipe. 

 Two men in a canoe, the dip of their paddles so smooth and silent it was like 

a dream, came round a point of land. Silhouetted against the pewter-gray lake, 

that mirrored the sky above a thin dark line of firs on the far shore, I was 

again reminded of the Voyageurs. 

In the morning we found ourselves in the position of wanting to stay but 

knowing we must leave. We were still 2,000-miles from home and already past our 

estimated date-of-return.  

For exercise we decided to take a walk in the woods. The result was a rapid 

two-mile hike motivated to speed by the ardent advances of hordes of mosquitoes 

and black flies. We photographed the motel and gardens, loaded the car, 

complimented the owners on their splendid accommodations and left. While driving 

through the woods past a half-dozen summer cottages by the lake, I wondered 

aloud, "What d'you suppose will become of the Lone Pine Motel, the object of so 

much imagination and hard work, when the old man is too weary to run it?" 

At Kenora, a fair-sized city on Lake-of-the-Woods, we took sufficient time to 

visit the museum and found the collections of memorabilia from the early days of 

the community (then called Rat Portage) well worth our while. There were many 

fine articles from the fur-trading industry, all new to me, furnishings of the 

first hardy white settlers and unique Indian artifacts. 

A nearby restaurant, where we lunched, provided a view of the bay, boats and 

float-planes - the latter a principle mode of transportation in road-scarce 

Canada - and "Husky the Muskie," a 40-foot replica of the area's favorite 

gamefish. 

Entering the province of Manitoba was like entering a new country. The 

pattern of ledges, lakes and forests gave way to farmlands and fields, and 

eventually to a totally flat prairie. The Trans-Canada Highway was now a freeway 

(designated PR-1) and I speeded-up to 100-km/hr. As on an ocean the horizon 

appeared close by; only here the "sea" was one of dark plowed earth and new 

green shoots of (I supposed) wheat.  

The highway made a sweeping curve to the south of Winnipeg. Off to our right 

the city thrust up from the plain like a surrealistic painting; tall buildings 

and granaries, set off by the low afternoon sun, against a black, ominous 

background of cumulonimbus. The Red River of the North, that has its beginnings 

in Minnesota and runs northward to the Hudson Bay, was as muddy as any we had 

yet seen on our tour; as was the snake-like Assiniboine River that we soon 

crossed and re-crossed several times on our way through Portage la Prairie to 

Brandon. On the outskirts of the latter city (second in size in the province) we 
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found good food and lodging; steak dinners at Aunt Sarah's and a comfortable 

room at the Roadway Inn. 

Brandon, like so many of the significant cities across western Canada, was 

sited by the railway company. Also like many others, it was located on virgin 

land; in this case just across the Assiniboine River from a fledgling town of 

land speculators. Thus was the money-grabbing effectively thwarted and the 

company at liberty to sell the land to help pay construction costs. 

 

 

 
 

 

June the first. Time to re-enter the United States. But first we went to an 

IGA Store on Victoria Street and replenished the supplies in our ice-chest (Rita 

picked up a few more "bilingual-labeled" products), stopped at a station for one 

more tank-full of expensive Canadian petrol, then turned onto PR-10 toward North 

Dakota, some 100-kilometers (60-miles) away.  

At the border we were too early in the season to see the famous Peace Garden 

flowers, they were being nurtured in a greenhouse pending warmer weather. As for 

our reentry, the guard merely asked if we had any goods to declare (we did not) 

and waved us on. Once again we were in the U.S. And for the first time, in the 

state of North Dakota. 

The ladies at the Dunseith Visitor-Center gave us a hearty welcome and 

explained, among other interesting things, why a monstrous green turtle stands 

in the town park. Constructed of automobile wheels (thousands of them) by a 

local car dealer, the iron replica represents the Turtle Mountains, a regional 
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geological feature that would pass for foothills in the far west. We were quite 

a while at the center, also a gift-shop, so when my stomach announced "lunch 

time" I asked where we might find a picnic table. All small towns have picnic 

tables, but Dunseith's were being repainted at the time. However, Bottineau, 

eighteen-miles due west, would have one, so we started off in that direction. 

 Just a short way down the road Rita remarked that Rugby, south of Dunseith, 

claimed to be the "Geographical Center of North America," and since it would 

never do to pass up an opportunity to stand in the middle of our continent, I 

made a left turn at the first intersection. My hunger grew steadily but 

fortunately, before I became totally famished, we came to the remote town  of 

Willow City, where we consumed a much delayed lunch at a table under one of 

several giant cottonwoods. 

In Rugby, I snapped a picture of the large stone-and-bronze monument marking 

the "geographical center," then drove on west, south, west, south and so on, on 

the territory's grid-iron pattern of highways through Minot, Stanley and New 

Town. We crossed a long, steel bridge spanning the Missouri River at impounded 

Lake Sakakawea, to Watford City.  

When he read the name on my charge card, the leathery-faced old man at the 

service station where I’d stopped for gas asked if I was related to John Phelps; 

to which I could answer, "Yes ... but not to one in North Dakota that I knew 

of." 

Suddenly we found ourselves in the famous Bad Lands, aptly named by the early 

explorers who had a devil-of-a-time traversing the up-and-down terrain. It was 

now late afternoon. At the northern gateway to the Theodore Roosevelt National 

Park, a young American-Indian ranger sold us a pass (good for both north and 

south sections) and explained the rules.  

Our tour of that half, the north half, was rather hurried but rewarding. 

Shining black ravens and red-tailed hawks circled overhead. Juniper, bitterbrush 

and sagebrush grew on dry, eroded, red earth hills. Deep arroyos marked water 

courses leading to lush green meadows. One dust-covered old buffalo (or bison) 

grazed contentedly in a low ravine; a pair of bronze-winged turkeys ran for 

cover in the wild bunch grass. Perhaps we should have lingered longer, but 

feeling pressed for time we zipped on down the road to the southern park, 70-

miles away; arriving in time, we hoped, to complete the 30-mile drive before 

dark. 

Middle level clouds softened the sunlight, and coincidentally sprinkled 

widespread drops of rain that dappled the windshield and raised puffs of dust by 

the roadside; ideal conditions for wildlife. In addition to the usual small 

animals we saw scores of deer and half-a-dozen buffalo on the slopes, the latter 

only half shed of their "moth eaten" winter coats. The big fellows were always 

alone, it seemed, at regular intervals along the route; placed there, Rita 

insisted, by the rangers for the benefit of picture taking tourists. 

The park contains a number of unique geological features, among them the 

"false scoria" (so named for its similarity to true volcanic scoria). These 

pockets of earth were turned red - according to the wise men who study such 

things - when lightning struck and set fire to underground veins of coal which 

then burned, sometimes for years. The resultant heat converted iron in the soil 

to oxides. There were also good examples of unburned coal veins. 

Exiting the park at dusk, it was quite dark by the time we reached the little 

town of Beach, North Dakota, near the Montana border - and raining hard. Of the 

three motels, we opted for the one located north of town, north of the I-94 

interchange. At first we were skeptical, it being dark, remote, and apparently 

unoccupied, but we found The Outpost (at $30) to be yet another fine place to 

stay. As for the restaurant across the way, it was the epitome of highway 

eateries. There were the knights-of-the-road (truck-drivers), the constabulary 

(local police and highway patrolmen), young guys and girls from town, a couple 
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of local families, Rita and me. The food was wholesome, the service was good, 

the waitresses anything but reticent. It was a fine place to end a busy day. 

Eastern Montana's environment was new to us; the land sometimes rolling, 

sometimes steep, sometimes flat. Hard-rock outcroppings seemed to hold the 

sidehills in place, like buttresses, or up-thrusts from the prairie seas like 

island oases. They were sanctuaries for the birds and mammals. In the distance, 

dark blue-green conifers gave the mountain skyline a crisp, saw-toothed edge. 

Small wonder that an early philosopher was inspired to coin the phrase, now 

familiar to everyone, "Big Sky Country." 

In the "wild" areas, lanky cowboys sat loose-in-the-saddle on slow going 

horses, pushing small herds of cows and calves from winter pasture to summer 

grazing lands. In the "cultivated" areas, farmers sat in glass enclosed, air 

conditioned tractor cabs, listening to radios or watching television while 

preparing the earth for spring planting. Good examples of both un-changed and 

changing methods in the West. From our twin-ribbon freeway along the course of 

the muddy Yellowstone River we could see it all. 

At Miles City we did the laundry, bought gas, oil and Kodak film, had a 

picnic lunch in the city park, and returned to the highway to travel through a 

series of magnificent thundershowers. Taking a turn to the south we arrived at 

the Custer Battlefield National Monument at mid-afternoon. (And you thought we 

were through visiting battlefield parks.) On the veranda at the Visitor Center, 

overlooking the cottonwood-lined Little Big Horn River, we listened to a lady-

ranger's version (favoring the Indians) of the U.S. Army's disastrous campaign 

of 1876.  

We saw Custer Hill, where a large memorial shaft carries the names of all the 

soldiers who died in the battle, and where half-a-hundred marble stones mark the 

locations where the Colonel and his retinue made their "last stood." Beyond, on 

a long treeless knoll, additional widely scattered slabs delineate the positions 

of other hapless fighters.  

The battlefield is now a pacific scene: In the foreground, an open grassy 

hillside with shallow ravines running off toward a meandering river in a 

sweeping meadow; in the distance, mystical purple-hued mountains ranging to the 

sky. 

Wishing to buy some authentic artifacts on the Crow Indian Reservation (that 

encompasses the surrounding area) Rita and I visited the Trading Post. And 

wouldn't you know; of its total inventory only one small showcase contained 

locally-crafted items. Back to the highway and on to the west. 

Taking the first freeway exit at Billings, I drove all the way through an old 

part of the city and got inextricably trapped by a maze of streets in a new 

section; within sight of our destination, the Motel-6, but with no way to "get 

there from here." Rita insisted (probably accurately) that had I followed her 

directions I'd have had no problem.  

Finally, after finding a way out of the trap and going east on the freeway 

again, I doubled back, took the correct exit and the motel was easy to access. 

After all of that I figured we were lucky to find a room, for while it was a 

large motel it was soon filled to capacity for the night. 

There are those who consider life itself an adventure. Certainly traveling by 

air is "an undertaking involving danger and unknown risks" and often the simple 

act of driving a car qualifies under the same definition. Our trip could be 

considered a "mini-adventure" in keeping with a second of Webster's definitions; 

"an exciting or remarkable experience." Or a series of them. For example; it was 

"exciting" to drive in New Orleans, "remarkable" that we survived unscathed. 

But the most exciting part of our journey, for me, occurred after leaving the 

Yellowstone River, near Billings, when we crossed over the Bear Tooth Pass, on 

US-212, to drop down into the northeastern gateway of Yellowstone National Park. 

The awesome views above Red Lodge alone, in the Rock River Canyon, were enough 

to spellbind the most seasoned traveler.  
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Our highway climbed rapidly, and with so many sharp switchbacks we lost count 

of them, passing from the rain-drenched valley into mountain-hugging clouds and 

onto a snow-swept plateau at nearly 11,000' above-sea-level. The road had been 

opened just a day or two before; a narrow defile cut through winter-packed 

drifts of snow up to fifteen-feet in depth. Somewhere in the misty region of the 

summit, while crawling along at a snail's pace, we came upon two big snow-

blowers parked in a turnout, their motors idling, and blinking clearance lights 

barely visible in the whiteout. I was reminded of the old days with the 

telephone company, of driving a Jeep or a snowcat in a blizzard to some remote 

mountaintop site to repair a defective piece of communications equipment. I felt 

the thrill of nostalgia creeping over me. 

Rita brought me back to reality, breaking the silence with, "I hope you don't 

have to put the chains on." (Feminists, please note the "you.") 

"No problem," I remarked with a chuckle, "I left them home to save space and 

weight." 

Fortunately, there was very little snow on the pavement; two or three inches 

of the wet stuff at most, in patches, just enough to be a little slick under the 

tires. Besides, we had encountered only four or five other vehicles (always the 

worst hazard to driving on snowy roads) including a brave motorcyclist parked on 

the north side.  

The snow continued falling as we descended, but there was no longer an 

accumulation on the road and I could foresee no detriment to our progress. And 

then suddenly, out of the mist, on the right at the 9,500' level there appeared 

a clearing and a lodge. The "Top of the World Store," truly an oasis of the 

mountains. I couldn't resist stopping and quickly nosed the Ford into the area 

and parked. 

Mounting a set of wide stone steps we crossed a porch and entered the warm 

confines of a log building. I immediately inquired about restrooms, and was told 

they were outside. So we retraced our steps and located them in an outhouse 

about fifty feet from the main entrance, barely visible beyond a trench through 

a pile of snow. 

The store didn't sell hot coffee, but we were invited to help ourselves from 

the pot of freshly-brewed Java on the counter. Hot cup in hand, I wandered 

through the narrow aisles between jam-packed shelves of camping and hiking 

equipment, Indian jewelry and artifacts, food staples, postcards and the 

inevitable souvenirs. Then we learned, via a radio monitor behind the counter, 

that the pass was temporarily closed behind us because one of the snow blowers 

had "plowed" into an automobile and blocked the way.  

Our timing was fortuitous. Had we lingered longer on the pass we would now be 

cooling our heels, literally, on the far side of the wreck. Perhaps for hours. 

We left the store, which was becoming crowded with motorists waiting to go up 

over the top, at 11:00 AM. Our descent was through snow-turning-to-rain to Cooke 

City, Montana, a village of gas-stations, gift-shops and restaurants, where we 

stopped for lunch in a "quaint" cafe, happy to be out of the weather. (In the 

restroom I could see daylight under the outside wall.) 

At Silver Gate, we paid the $10.00 park fee and learned that one of the 

interior roads, from West Thumb to Old Faithful, had been closed due to 

construction but that it should be open now, for the weekend. 

This, the northeast quadrant of the park, was especially pretty. True, there 

were many brown and black burned patches, but I noticed that green trees, brush 

and grass were in preponderance. The creeks ran bank-full and muddy, buffalo and 

elk grazed (or browsed, whichever) in abundant meadows, and ducks and geese by 

the pair searched for nesting grounds. The farther west we went the more 

automobiles we saw, slow moving or stopped completely, usually in the driving 

lane, the excited occupants shooting wildlife pictures despite the rain. There 

seemed to be more buffalo than other animals around, that species having taken 
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top billing over the brown and grizzly bears of the 1960s. (We saw nary a bear 

this trip; perhaps they were still in hibernation.) 

At Canyon Junction, Rita and I decided to try for a place to stay overnight 

in the park. We found a phone booth and made a call. Almost three dollars in 

coin and a half-hour later a cabin was reserved for us at the Old Faithful 

Lodge, the last such accommodation available that day, without a bathroom. At 

the same time we inquired and were told that, while the Craig Pass road had been 

closed earlier due to an accident on its snowy summit, it was now open. And so, 

confident that we were set for the rest of the day, we moseyed on down the road 

to West Thumb, side-tripping to various scenic points above the Grand Canyon of 

the Yellowstone River and Falls. 

At the highway junction near West Thumb, our complacency was shattered by a 

set of red barricades and a sign that read "CLOSED." The 17-mile route over the 

pass to Old Faithful Village was not open after all. Curses! At nearby Grant 

Village the rangers told us that the pass had not been open all day, nor was it 

likely to be passable that weekend. Another plan gone awry. With only one option 

remaining we backtracked to Canyon Junction, and circled around via Madison to 

Old Faithful, a distance of 80-miles more-or-less. The rainfall continued, 

unabated. The traffic was slower than ever. 

We put in at the Old Faithful Inn, and found that our reservation was at the 

Old Faithful Lodge, located to the southeast of the Inn. All of the park roads 

had been changed since we were last there, but we managed to find the way in the 

dark. Rita signed us in, then we hunted for our cabin (actually a half-cabin, 

number 211) at the edge of the complex. So close was it to the geyser we would 

hear it belching and gurgling in the night.  

A bed, a heater, a basin and hot-and-cold water constituted the room's 

amenities. The shower and toilet facility stood a hundred-yards away through the 

rain. In many ways this cabin-room was better, at $17/night, than some we’d seen 

in the South at more than three times that price. 

Under the umbrella, we walked the short distance to the lodge and dined in 

its cafeteria. There we could sit and watch the famous geyser through picture-

windows. We caught two of its timely eruptions that evening, against a cloudy 

sky. After a while we sauntered over to the Inn and back, still in the rain, 

browsed the gift shop, talked with some friendly strangers, sipped a couple of 

cocktails and retired to the cabin for the night. It had been an unusual day. 

My hundred-yard trek to the toilet in the cool-of-the-morning was under a 

changed sky; clear and bright, blue as sapphire. We took our breakfast in our 

cabin - sweet rolls, juice and coffee - then strolled around the back side of 

the big geyser along the clear Firehole River. I took photographs of the Inn.  

I remembered how impressed I was, on our last visit, by the unique design and 

techniques employed in the architecture and construction of that building (now a 

registered historic landmark). It is an enormous "log cabin," with a high, 

steep, gable roof, protruding dormers, and a large portico. The interior is open 

to the ridge, with a giant stone fireplace in the lobby on which hangs an 

outsized pendulum-clock, There are two "mezzanines" above. This time I looked 

the place over carefully, both inside and out, and came away with an even 

greater appreciation for its "Teddy Roosevelt Period" design. 

While I was busy taking pictures, Rita perceived that Old Faithful was about 

to erupt and called to me to join her, and dozens of other people with cameras, 

on the circular walkway. Sure enough, the old geezer faithfully fumed and fussed 

and shot up the highest, longest eruption yet (for us). I took far more frames 

than necessary, anxious to "catch him" at his photogenic best. (How many 

millions of pictures do you reckon have been taken of that famous national park 

feature?) 

Curious, we searched for signs of the old site (no longer in existence) where 

we’d camped with our trailer in 1961. But the campground had grown over with 

trees, or been covered by pavement for the parking area. Rita read in a park 
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brochure that "hard-sided" (trailer and RV) camping is now allowed in one 

location only; which seems a bit inconsistent with the idea of preserving the 

natural beauty of the park, since people with those units are much better 

equipped to carry off their wastes than are back-packers and tent-campers. 

Tearing ourselves away from the village we drove slowly north, through 

saturated meadows beside overflowing creeks past feeding animals and waterfowl, 

scores of steaming geysers, and an increasing number of tourists. This side of 

the park, the west side, apparently took the brunt of the big fire's destructive 

force. Not mere patches of trees were burned but whole mountain-and-valley 

forests, leaving behind acres and acres of charred spires sticking out of a coal 

black scorched earth.  

Overall, though, the Yellowstone National Park fire was not (in my opinion) 

as disastrous as some have claimed; not half as harmful to our environment, for 

example, as the covering of hundreds of square miles of rich farmland across the 

country with concrete, pavement and rooftops, as is being done at an alarming 

rate. Granted, the park will not be as aesthetically pleasing to humanoids, but 

other animals, particularly the herbivores, should benefit from an increase in 

grazing and browsing areas. 

It was almost midday when we exited the park at West Yellowstone, where we 

found our niece, Rosie Patnode, and had lunch. We had not seen her in over 

twenty years. Now she’s an attractive, talented young woman, and hardy, too, I'd 

say, to winter-over in that part of the country. She had just recently engraved 

(by the process of sand-blasting) an attractive design on the glass door of the 

cafe where we ate and visited for over an hour. 

Back on the road, after lunch, I suddenly felt like the proverbial horse 

"headed for the barn." It was virtually a straight shot from West Yellowstone to 

Sparks, and we could easily make it home in two days. But then Rita suggested 

another side trip, this time to Provo, Utah. We had learned that our friend and 

former neighbor, Nina Gull, had stopped at our home during our absence so we 

could now return the call. Besides, the territory between Pocatello and Salt 

Lake City (on I-15) would be new to us. 

Nina was her usual effervescent self. It was past suppertime when we arrived, 

so we went immediately to the restaurant of her choice, a cafeteria, and took on 

a sumptuous meal. We talked about our trip and her recent activities with such 

enthusiasm we hardly noticed the time, until, embarrassed by the cleanup crew, 

we were forced to leave. 

Nina turned her guest room over to us for the night. In the morning, as she 

was leaving for work, we took our leave and faced the west once more. 

From Provo we took the back roads south of the Oquirrh Mountains, and around 

through Tooele, Utah. Crossing the Great Salt Desert was like old times. The 

highway and flats were covered with water, albeit only an inch or two deep as we 

witnessed from the rest stop east of Wendover. Two kids, running around several 

yards offshore, barely got their ankles wet. 

A brief pause in Wendover at the Stateline Hotel, then we entered our home 

state of Nevada. In Elko, we accepted the invitation of John and Joan, Rita's 

brother and wife, to stay at their home overnight.  

We completed the last leg of our tour on June 6, arriving home at three 

o'clock in the afternoon of a typical blue sky day in the Truckee Meadows. As we 

came near our yard on Holman Way, I remarked, "Look at the place! The lawn's 

just been mowed and everything looks neat and in order. Maybe we should go on by 

and leave it for Robert and Judy and Maureen to care for." 

 
Instead, I drove the ford into the garage and, with great reluctance, 

turned the ignition key to off and sighed. Home again! 

 

Thus Rita and I ended another extremely enjoyable tour. 



 

 

  

 

 

POSTLUDE 

 

It was good to be home. We had had a grand tour and amassed a wealth of 

memories. But there is, after all, "no place like home." 

Of all the places we visited I was most favorably impressed with the inland 

areas; that is, away from the crowded and relatively dirty cities along the 

coasts and waterways. Coincidentally I found that, in general, the degree of 

congeniality among the strangers we encountered varied directly as the size of 

their communities (a fact that should surprise no one). They were most amicable 

in the small towns, least tolerable in the big cities. 

We encountered relatively little highway construction across the country, 

and, quite remarkably, were witness to no motor vehicle accidents. However, I 

considered the system of tolls on eastern highways a terrible nuisance, if not 

downright aggravating, and the quality of street and highway signage east of the 

Mississippi was often deficient. 

Ironically, the price of gasoline that averaged $1.30/gallon in the U.S. and 

$2.OO/gallon in Canada (adjusted to U.S. equivalents) rose to a high just when 

we were consuming it by the tank-fulls. But it was possible to conserve in other 

areas; for example, while we generally ate at least one meal a day in a 

restaurant, we often took breakfast and/or lunch from our small ice-chest, whose 

supply was replenished from a supermarket when necessary. As for room prices, by 

taking advantage of off-season and AAA-discount rates we managed an average of 

approximately $35/day. 

Wherever we travelled the weather was cooperative. Of course the almost daily 

rainfall of the eastern climate was unfamiliar to us, but there were few 

instances when our activities were curtailed because of it. Best of all, we 

missed the hottest temperatures and the worst storms. 

Driving a motor vehicle has always been my favorite avocation, and to visit 

as many as possible of the geographically, historically and contemporarily 

unique places of interest in northern North America, United States and Canada, 

had long been my ambition.  

I had previously travelled through much of the country, some of it before it 

became overcrowded, but this trip, albeit a long one, was the easiest and most 

rewarding of all. We had a fine automobile for the journey, one that was heavy 

and strong and that handled well in all kinds of situations. Furthermore, it was 

roomy and comfortable, important factors when one spends the better part of 

every day thus ensconced. All of which proved that great touring cars are still 

"Made in the USA." I would have hated making the trip in one of the many gut-

jarring, gutless, minuscule models on the market today. 

And so, our tour was accomplished under the best of conditions: good roads, 

good riding, good weather, good scenery, good friends, good times, good fortune 

and, most importantly, good health. 

For those of you fascinated by such things, or even the least bit interested, 

below are listed a few of our "trip statistics": 

 

Elapsed time, portal-to-portal: 9 weeks (or 64 days). 

Miles covered: 12,500 (equivalent to nearly half-way round the Earth). 

States & provinces visited: 31 states, 2 provinces. 

State, National & Provincial Parks & Historic Monuments visited: 

 Over 40, including 8 major battlefields. 

Motels/Hotels patronized: 36 (40 nights). 

Days (& nights) spent with friends and relatives: 23. 
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