
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


ASPHALT AND INK:

 


The Peculiar Adventures of
Traveler R.C.

By

Richard Cox

 


Smashwords Edition

 


 


Copyright 2009 Richard Cox

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase
it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should
return it to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy.

S

 



 


 


Preface and
Acknowledgments

 


I like to drive. I
really like to drive. All I need is any kind of half-assed
excuse.

 


For example, just
tell me there is a place in Kansas which has the ugliest pig in the
world, place me behind a steering wheel, and before you can say
“suey” I’ll be off for the pigpens of Kansas. If you tell me the
sunsets of Key West are the most spectacular sunsets in the western
hemisphere, pack my bag, gas up the Lexus, and point me toward
Florida.

 


In recent years I’ve
had plenty of time to travel throughout the United States. An
unexpected stroke (are there any other kind?), a little heart
attack and a couple of stents caused me to retire from my law
practice (it’s difficult to say who was more relieved by my
decision to retire, my clients or my adversaries). That left me
with a lot of time on my hands and, as I've told you, I like to
drive.

 


But there was a
problem. I am married to a lovely, patient, understanding woman who
has to work for a living. She is practical minded. She simply does
not understand this need to drive anywhere at any time for any
reason (or even for no reason). She tried to ride along with me on
a trip to New England and found my insistence on not stopping for
anything, including water, meals, bathrooms, etc., a bit
off-putting. Things reached a point finally where I drove alone
from my home in Glendale, California, to Atlanta or Key West or
Boston and picked up Alice who had flown to our destination. That
probably saved my marriage.

 


The problem with
driving across the country alone is that there is time to think,
too much time. This peculiar little book, frankly, is the result of
my having too much time on my hands.

 


In 2005 I began
recounting my experiences via daily e-mail prepared, for the most
part, on the road a day or two after the events I described. My
usual practice was to get up at 3 a.m., write until dawn, and then
hit the road. I found, as a former Los Angeles newspaperman, that
the words came relatively quickly and easily as I recalled the
places and events of the immediate past. That first year I sent out
a handful of e-mails. The number was to grow.

 


As a reformed
attorney I realized that my occasional (respectful, of course)
mentions of specific recipients of the e-mails could be construed
as libelous or, at a minimum, as an invasion of privacy.
Accordingly, I have made it a practice to refer to these fortunate
parties only by their initials. That way I can say that J.R. is a
drunk or that S.J. can’t get it up any longer with complete
impunity. That’s kind of fun.

 


The rule of
anonymity has been stretched to include the people I met as I
crossed America. Most of them. There are exceptions to this rule
which are left to the reader to find.

 


Some have suggested
that the following pages contain fabrications or, at least, shade
the truth. While it is true that there are some slight
exaggerations and that you can’t be expected to precisely remember
a conversation conducted a day or more in the past, these pages are
substantially correct.

 


That this book
exists is due to reader K.M. who in 2009 volunteered to produce a
book containing my writings for my future descendants. At first I
disregarded the idea because I believe that my descendants, if any,
will have more important things to do than to read through the
reminiscences of some old fart.

 


But along came
reader V.N., an indefatigable lady with a will like iron and the
resolution of a pit bull. V.N. has corrected the typos, regularized
the punctuation, laid out the pages, offered “criticisms” which are
greatly appreciated, chose the covers, and generally shepherded the
book into existence. Many thanks, V.N.

 


The title of the
book came from a contest I held with my readers. I offered one copy
of the book to the person who came up with the best title. The
second place entrant was to get two copies of the book. V.N., K.M.
and I were the judges.

 


To my
astonishment, K.H., my former mentor in politics who has since
chosen the darker path, and F.C., the teenage son of my brother,
tied for first, giving us what you find on the cover."Asphalt and
Ink: The Peculiar Adventures of Traveler R.C.” M.H., whose entry
was favored by judge K.M., came in third (I also preferred M.H.'s
title as it favorably compared my writing to Mark Twain's.
Unfortunately, cooler heads prevailed.)

 


I want to
acknowledge the help of daughter A.G. and brother M.C. in helping
me find some of the records of earlier trips. Alice has been
incredibly patient and supportive and has been willing to endure
being mischaracterized in these pages as a "shrew." And more thanks
than I have in me should go to a blues singer in New Orleans, a
toothless motel operator in Utah, a befuddled docent at The Old
Manse in Concord, the Smiths (not their real name, of course) and
all of the other unforgettable characters who made these drives
across America so memorable.

 


 


R.C.
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Impressions of Mecca and
Beyond

Across the
Deserts

 


For those of you who
asked for it, and for those who didn’t, here are a scattering of
impressions from the road:

 


Las Vegas . . .
Lived there for a year, my first year of high school. Thought about
driving through my old neighborhood but decided not to. The
memories of my living situation at the time were rather bitter.

 


Got caught in rush
hour traffic . . . In Las Vegas!!!

 


Went to a sophisticated “new” hotel where they had recreated
Parisian streets from the cobblestones to the blue Parisian
ski7es. I think the hotel’s name was “France,
France” or the “I’m French and You’re Nothing” and had
breakfast—a crepe called “Marcel” or “Maurice”
containing pepperoni and mushrooms. I know it was genuine because I
bought it from a girl wearing a black beret with a French accent.
(I wonder if everyone in France wears black berets. A country of
Monicas).

 


I was struck by how
I stood out from the crowd walking the Parisian streets of “France,
France.” Everyone appeared to be in their 20s, and very, very tall
and very, very thin. It made me feel, well, very, very short and
very, very fat. I had not understood before that I was born in an
era of short and fat people.

 


On to Mesquite,
Nevada, the state’s third largest city and whose average resident
is at least 85. Mingling in the casino with the gnarled bodies of
the residents (are they referred to as "Mosquitoes"?) I suddenly
felt young, thin and very, very tall. It felt very good to be in
Mesquite, especially when I won $39 on the Falcon-Vikings game.

 


I watched the
football game from a bar stool in front of a massive television and
during commercials my eyes wandered to the people who were
mechanically feeding a few slot machines nearby. I watched them
shout happily when they hit a small payoff and then sullenly put
their winnings back into their machines. I watched them for an hour
and none of them walked away with any winnings. They seemed more
mechanical than the machines. I decided not to play the
slots.

 




 


On
Tuesday I drove to Zion, took a two mile hike near the north end of
the canyon and was so struck by the beauty all around that I almost
cried. (Of course since my stroke I have been known to break down at hog-calling
contests.) I am not capable of describing the glories of Zion. But
you have to go away from the crowds, the chatty people, to realize
what makes Zion the kind of place that was made for
meditation.

 


City of Fillmore,
county of Millard, state of Utah. The Mormons named the place after
the American president they considered a true hero. I won’t say
anything about religions but Millard Fillmore? Hero?

 


I
had dinner—a New York steak—at a restaurant which had cattle grazing 20 yards away. It was
discomforting to take a bite and then look out the window into the
eyes of a cow. The rest of my meals this trip will consist of
things that can’t look back at me.

 


Old Faithful Proves
Unreliable

 


Drove on up Highway 15 through Salt Lake City, a sprawling
smog-blanketed city whose industries smokestack around much of the
eastern side of the Great Salt Lake (known by my daughter,
A.G., as “The Big
Stinky”). I stopped at Willard on the north east coast and went to
a public beach. Absolutely no one was there although it was nearly
mid-day. I was alone with this vast, shimmering body of water
stretching on forever and I felt very insignificant. For some
reason I thought of the hurricane victims. I don’t know
why.

 


After taking an
obligatory taste of the Big Stinky, it was on to Idaho, where a
slight feeling of oppression I had sensed in Utah was gone. I drove
up to Blackfoot, center of the Idaho potato industry and home to
the world’s highly respected Museum of the Potato (as far as I
know, it is the only one). I can’t begin to describe all of the
wonders that awaited me! Suffice it to say the rare photo they had
of Marilyn Monroe in a potato sack was enough to make me have a
baked potato for dinner.

 


I wrapped up my
third day of travel in a motel along the Snake River in Idaho
Falls. I put a strain on my leg by walking along the waterfalls but
I think it will be fine tomorrow.

 




 


My bad leg seems
unworkable this morning. I can drive all right but it is difficult
for me to walk at all. It was the workout I had yesterday at Zion.
I’m sure it will be fine tomorrow and be up to the challenges of
Yellowstone.

 


Up at 4:30, on
the road at 6:30, watching the sun rise over this fertile great
valley thinking about what it would be like to be a Mormon man with
five or six wives. (I know they’ve banned polygamy but if you drive
to some towns in Utah like Hildale you’ll find some interesting
family relationships.) If I were a Mormon and I had five or six
wives I’d quickly learn the meaning of Hell. (Note to self: In the
version you send to Alice, delete this line and replace it with “If
I were a Mormon and I had five or six wives and they were all like
Alice I would be in a true Paradise on Earth.”)

 


Stopped for
breakfast at a Cracker Barrel in Provo and had the Uncle Festus
Special which came with ham which I ate because the animal that had
stared the day before at me in Fillmore was a cow.

 




 


On
the fourth day I was up before dawn and quickly learned the limits
of my GPS system. I had just turned onto Highway 15 when the GPS
voice (I call her “Rapunzel”) ordered me to take the first exit.
Possessed by early morning sleepiness and feeling
churlish I failed
to follow her instructions and found that the next exit was 15
miles down the highway. If they could only replace the driver with
some automated device it would be a perfect world. And I would have
saved 30 minutes of my drive.

 


Yellowstone had
everything. I had just pulled in the west entrance when a large
dark object by the side of the road caught my eye. A bison,
unfettered. Had it broken out of a pen somewhere? Before I knew it
I was trapped in a sea of bisons (well, a small herd) that decided
to stomp along the roadway on their way to the next tuft of grass.
For 10 minutes I sat in my car and watched them snorting their way
around my car which was an obvious nuisance to them. I spent the
time looking at the faces of the other drivers marooned with me.
Everyone was smiling. I guess having nature face to face with you
tends to create a rare sense of gladness that brings a smile to
your face.

 


What can I say about
Yellowstone? Its magnificent lake that reminds us of how Tahoe
would be if prior generations had resisted developers. A waterfall
taller than Niagara. The sight of wading fishermen in the
Yellowstone River casting their lines over and over again while
diving birds are plucking fish from the water near them. The spot
where a cub scout was lost to a grizzly bear this year. The spot
where two people in kayaks drowned this spring when the waters were
too high and they were too drunk to stay alive.

 


And there’s the
geysers and bubbling, boiling mudpots. I joined a crowd of people
awaiting the scheduled eruption of Old Faithful which is supposed
to erupt every 90 minutes. (For obvious reasons, they have posted
signs around Old Faithful prohibiting my ex-wives from approaching
within 100 yards.) But it’s late. 91 minutes. 92 minutes. A few
spurts of water only a few feet high emerge. 93 minutes. Someone in
the crowd calls, “That’s the show, folks” and we all laugh. 94
minutes. 95 minutes. Someone in the crowd starts taking bets on
when it will happen. Then it erupts with a roar and we are all
awestruck by the tower of water hovering over us in the air.

 


Each of the sights
requires a walk of 1/4 to 1/2 mile so by the time I finish I can
hardly move my leg.

 


I drive to a motel
in Gardiner, Montana, and have a martini with a fellow who is
supposed to deal poker but as there is no one else in the place
except the barmaid he spends his time telling me of his
hair-raising adventures in Yellowstone. He has scars which I
declined to see.

 


The barmaid reveals
that her day job is as a river raft guide under contract with the
Crazy Mountain Ranch which is owned by a tobacco company. As part
of the settlement of the tobacco case the cigarette company agreed
to invest $5 million a year to support a ranch for smokers whose
health has become questionable. Invitees are contacted via the
internet and brought out to the ranch all expenses paid, plus
$1,500 in spending money and an endless supply of Marlboros.
They’re given Marlboro labeled merchandise.



As part of the
barmaid’s contract, she cannot discuss smoking with any visitor to
the ranch and she has found that some of the planned
activities—hiking, for one—don’t have many participants. There’s a
moral lesson in this somewhere but I’m not sure what it is.

 


 



Little Bighorn - a Tale of
Two Monuments

 


Some of you have
questioned the veracity of the story of the ranch where a tobacco
company provides four days of fun to ailing smokers. You said,
“it’s just a bit of barroom gossip” told by a barmaid to entice her
only customer to stay a while and buy another drink. Some of you
called me gullible. Some of you (Alice) questioned why I was
drinking martinis in the first place.

 


I did a quick check
on the internet this morning. There is a Crazy Mountain Ranch. It
is owned by the Phillip Morris Company. It does invite people,
without saying how it selects them, to come to the ranch all
expenses paid. I’m trying now to get an invitation. I believe that
pure truth is only spoken in barrooms. The difficulty lies in
separating it from the nonsense.

 


The days are
beginning to repeat themselves. Another breakfast at a Cracker
Barrel, this one in Billings, Montana. Another Uncle Festus
special. I’m beginning to miss home and a bowl of cottage cheese in
the morning.

 


My goal—to always be
on the road a few minutes before sunrise—leads me onto the desolate
highway between Gardiner and Livingston at the hour the school bus
was making pickups. It stopped to pick up kids. All traffic had to
halt. It stopped to pick up kids. All traffic had to halt. It
stopped . . . It added twenty or thirty minutes to the drive.

 


I went to Little
Bighorn, drove around the battlefield, saw where Custer went down
surrounded by a tight circle of his men, sat through a fine talk by
the ranger, and watched a film. I always had some questions in my
mind as to how far away Gen. Miles was from him and the precise
nature of the Indian onslaught. My questions were answered now that
I was on the battlefield.

 


I walked up to the
monument which serves as the headstone of the mass grave of the
200+ enlisted men and scouts and wondered at the existence of a
mind-set that allowed the men to be buried here while the officers
were all disinterred and buried in their family’s cemetery of
choice. No one asked the family of Private Jones where he should be
buried. They could not tell the remains of Private Jones from
Private Smith, they said at the time. But how could they
distinguish and identify the officers?

 


I guess none of it
really matters.

 


Walking down a small
hill from the monument I came to a depiction of Indians on
horseback surrounded by blocks of stone on which were carved the
words of various Indian participants in the battle. This was the
Indians’ monument, called “Peace through Unity” which was put up
only a few years ago.

 


Unlike the
monument for Custer and his men a few yards away, this Indian
monument designed to honor the people who refused to move onto the
reservation had few visitors. Unlike the hundreds of markers
denoting where white men fell, there were only two small markers
showing where Indians might have fallen. My eyes grew moist. Damn
stroke.

 




 


I
went on the road again, spending the night in Sheridan, Wyoming.
The next morning I guided my car around countless piles
of road kill (including a
large deer) to Spearfish, South Dakota, where I dined at the Cedar
House Restaurant. I was idly sipping my decaf and studying a series
of community ads on my drinking cup when I saw an ad and nearly
choked. It was an ad for the Edgewood Vista, a nursing home for
Alzheimer/dementia patients located at 540 Falcon Crest Drive,
Spearfish, S.D. The ad bore the home’s motto–“The home YOU always
wanted, the care YOU deserve.” (Emphasis added.)

 


Now I like my own
home, thank you, and I don’t think Edgewood Vista would provide me
with the “care” I deserve including freshly cooked pizza and an
occasional martini. Of course they might consider that I deserved
far different care, perhaps water and gruel. I told the startled
waitress I wanted the cup and after some conversation and the
movement of a few dollars from hand to hand, I walked out with
it.

 


After Yellowstone
and Zion, the Black Hills are pretty mild. They’re nice, they have
fewer trees than Yellowstone and more than Zion, and the town of
Deadwood is a collection of very old buildings and a few thousand
chubby tourists trying to look like Calamity Jane and Wild Bill
Hickok but succeeding only in looking like chubby tourists. (I
wonder what I look like.)

 


The Badlands had
miles of grotesque rock formations which reminded me of similar
formations I have seen on the Navajo Reservation in Arizona.

 


The world’s largest
drug store is located in Wall, S.D. Actually, it virtually is the
town of Wall, S.D. Started in the Depression, the store owners
conceived of the idea of serving free water to the migrants headed
to California. Today the store occupies a city block and features a
giant dinosaur that bellows every 12 minutes as well as other
touristy things that I loved. I had a vanilla malt at the soda bar
and set my watch by the bellowing.

 


Finally, I spent the
night in Murdo, SD, which claims a population of 612 but, judging
from the closed businesses and boarded up structures, has far fewer
residents. I went to the town’s only restaurant for dinner and
found the whole town there—five people with a median age of 90.

 


Tomorrow comes what
I expect will be a highlight of my trip. I visit the Spam Museum in
Austin, Minnesota!!!

 



SPAM, SPAM,
SPAM

 


On the road through
the vast heartland with its gentle rolling hills and hundreds of
miles of nothing but corn in the fields. I try a local radio
station instead of Sirius and there is a radio host whose talk is
right out of “Fargo.” (“You betcha.”)

 


I cross the Missouri
River at Oacoma, South Dakota, and find it very impressive. Humming
“Across the Wide Missouri,” I stop at a state run visitor center
devoted to the Lewis and Clark expedition which camped here both
going to the Pacific and coming back. The museum is darned good and
I feel that I’ve learned a few things before I leave. A guide there
tries to persuade me to stop in Mitchell, SD, to see the Corn
Palace, whatever that is. I’ve seen enough corn today so I quickly
drive past Mitchell, just as I do the “Tractor Museum” and the
vintage automobile museum (“See Elvis’ Personal Motorcycle”) and
the museum which contains all the props from the film “Dances with
Wolves.”

 


There is one site that makes me pause. I hesitate for a moment
as I drive past the childhood home of Laura Ingalls, author
of Little House on
the Prairie. Would
stopping there give me greater insight into her characters? Would
it help clarify those lingering questions I have as to the
sexuality of John Boy? But the hour grows late and I must get to
Austin, Minnesota, in time to see the Spam Museum and I’m not too
sure that John Boy was a character in Little House anyway. And so I press on, driving faster and
faster, ignoring speed limits, until I reach . . . THE SPAM
MUSEUM!!!

 


Close your eyes and
see yourself driving into the parking lot and parking in a spot
marked with a large painted blue and gold “SPAM.”

 


Walk inside and look
up and feel the breath leave your body. In front of you is a three
or four-story “Wall of Spam,” a wall made up entirely of blue and
gold cans of Spam.

 


Hear the blue and
gold clad “Spamettes,” four attractive gals with great harmony,
singing their own versions of “Mr. Spam Man” and “I Can’t Give You
Anything but Spam.”

 


See the recreations
of the actual radio broadcasts of the “Spam Show” featuring George
Burns and Gracie Allen.

 


See the toy train
which circles the entire building, only instead of railroad cars
you’re looking at an endless chain of moving Spam cans.

 


Watch videos of the
Monty Python sketch on Spam.

 


Try out the
countless items in the Spam Store. The Spam hats, Spam ties, Spam
shirts, Spam calendars, Spam paperweights, Spammy dolls, Spammy
stuffed animals, Spam drinking cups—the quantity and quality of the
merchandise makes one’s head spin!

 


Seeing all of this I
have to suppress a sob. Damn stroke!

 




 


The
next day I find the landscape changing from the nearly flat plains
to the steeper, wooded, limestone hills of Eastern Minnesota and
cross the Mississippi into Wisconsin at La Crosse. I stop at the
Wisconsin Visitor Center on French Island located
in the middle of
the slow moving big river and walk along the stream. The river is
bathed by an early morning fog rising from the water. It is
beautiful to see. It is wonderful to be here.

 


I drive through the
forested hills of Wisconsin and find a phenomenon I expect to
increase the farther east I drive. Traffic! For days I have enjoyed
driving as fast as I wanted for as long as I wanted. Now,
increasingly, I’ll find my freedom curtailed by hundreds of tractor
trailers and cars.

 


I cross the state
line south of Beloit, Illinois, the land of Lincoln and Mayor Daley
and Al Capone. I stop at an Illinois Visitor Center where signs
proudly proclaim that its restrooms were named “The Best Restrooms
in Illinois, 1999 and 2000." I wonder who judges restrooms in
Illinois and what criteria was used. Even more importantly, I wish
I knew where the best restrooms of 2005 are located because I only
want the best for myself.

 


Rockford, Illinois,
is not where you would expect to find a Japanese garden but it
features an extensive one dug out of the Illinois soil by an
American businessman who still lives on a hilltop looking down on
his creation. It is 12 acres in size, has waterfalls, lakes and
carefully manicured trees and lawns. Its gravel has been freshly
raked every morning by an army of gardeners.

 


I walk along the
shore of one of the lakes, contemplating the koi swimming about and
listening to the splashing water echoing from the rocks of a nearby
waterfall. It is truly an ideal place for meditating which I can do
because they try to schedule visitors so that each party is alone
for a time. But I slowly become aware of something odd. There is no
stone Buddha. I never considered it essential to have a Buddha
present in order to make a garden complete. After all, he is
“nothing,” regardless of whether his image is present or not. But
his absence makes me uneasy.

 


I find a tour guide
and ask her whether the builder of the garden was a Buddhist and
she says, almost violently, “No, no, no!”

 


Then I walk into the
last section of the garden and see three enormous metal angels.

 


Then it’s on to
Chicago, hog butcher of the world. (Is Carl Sandberg still
read?)

 


Rapunzel (the voice
on my GPS) fails me and I find myself hopelessly lost in the
streets of this sprawling giant with big shoulders. (More Carl
Sandberg)

 


I find myself
getting frustrated and confused—the stroke’s effects—and pull off
the road and sit for a time. Then I find a motel, I don’t know how.
The motel is full. I find another, a rundown place where drug
dealers carry out their trade out front and in the bushes in the
back. I check in and double lock the door for the night.

 


 



Lake Michigan Stinks and I
Perform an Unspeakable Act

 


I survived the night
in Chicago.

 


I woke up only an
hour before dawn and rushed into Chicago proper. There was traffic,
a lot of it, and the combination of local freeways and express
freeways all coming together and diverging in different directions
was more than my addled mind could handle but my sometimes-trusty
Rapunzel came through for me and the skyscrapers of downtown were
in my rearview mirror as the sun rose.

 


The air above the
south shore of Lake Michigan smelled like a sewer. Talk about your
Big Stinky!

 


Crossing Indiana I
was mystified by a light and sign located every mile or two for 20
or 30 miles. The lights were dark and the sign read, “Animal
Present When Flashing.”

 


I turned the words
over in my mind. What did they mean?

 


First, what was the
“Animal”? Elephant? Zebra? Why didn’t they know what kind of animal
was “Present when Flashing”? Perhaps they were referring to a party
animal and were preparing motorists to see someone making a
spectacle of himself.

 


Second, what did
“Flashing” mean? I got a mental image of a hippo pulling down his
drawers and mooning me.

 


Third, what was I
supposed to do about the “Animal” if he was present. Smile and
wave? Feed it?

Offer to buy it a
drink?

 


I was still shaking
my head as I approached the hallowed halls of Notre Dame in South
Bend. Being a USC Trojan, I made a short stop outside the famed
Golden Dome where I performed an unspeakable act and moved on.
(Thanks for the idea, reader E.A.)

 


I rolled into
Cleveland and faced a difficult choice. Everyone I knew there,
including most of my relatives, are gone—either dead, moved to
somewhere else, or both. I could head down to 52nd Street in Little
Warsaw and see my old house which I am sure is still there. We
lived there in 1958-1960. I could walk the brick streets once
again. Smell the smells. Hear people speaking Polish again. I could
eat some pierogi and sauerkraut, chew on a kielbasa, drink some
vodka.

 


My other option was
the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Which one would you pick?

 


The Hall was kind of
dull. If you want to see Roy Orbison’s guitar pick or the costumes
worn by The Animals in the late 1960s, the Hall is for you. (The
Animals? Why did that group suddenly leap to mind?) What was most
interesting were the displays of artists classified by style which
allowed you to listen to the artists who influenced them. Also good
was the footage of such people as a young Rev. Falwell condemning
the music.

 


That night there was
an Indian-Sox game on the tube and since my room’s television
didn’t pick it up I went into the Motel’s pub and found the game on
six or seven screens with a big crowd booing and cheering. Ever
walk into a strange room and immediately feel that you have been
there before, perhaps 45 years ago? That was how I felt. I had
arrived at home at last. I had a fantastic time surrounded by
Indian fans who could dissect Riske’s delivery or analyze Hefner’s
batting posture or reflect on the Indians’ chances this year. The
Sox won with a walkoff home run but it was still a great game.

 


The motel,
interestingly enough, has an all Polish-American staff.

 


 



Unionville, Ohio, a Place
Where History Was Made

 


Up before dawn,
headed for Unionville, Ohio, My Boyhood Home. The countryside is as
I remember it with only an occasional motel or Tastee Freeze to
disturb the rolling hills of green and the miles of trees. I drive
through Madison first. The old town looks as it did 50 years ago,
100 years, no, it looks as it did 150 years ago. Neat, clean white
homes with green trim. An old wooden church. Only the people have
changed. As I drive through I pass elementary school kids waiting
for the school bus, just as I did 56, 57 years ago.

 


I come to Unionville
which consists of a corner market/garage on one corner, an old
cemetery and a tavern built around 1820. Back before the Civil War
some slave hunters from the South came to the tavern to grab a
fugitive slave but were confronted by an angry crowd of men and
driven away. John Brown wasn’t there that day but he hung out in
Ashtabula where most of the angry mob originated.

 


Then I drove .9 of a
mile down County Line Road until I came to My Boyhood Home. I am
not sure what I was expecting to find but what I did find was
startling. MY BOYHOOD HOME IS FOR SALE!!!

 


Now I would not want
to live there today—California has softened me up too much to
endure those northern Ohio winters with the wind and snow blowing
off Lake Erie. But if some of you want to buy My Boyhood Home and
convert it into a . . . well, shrine . . . it’s listed at only
$449,000.

 


For that $449,000
you would get a white, two-story home built in 1880. You get indoor
plumbing (something which I would have certainly appreciated when I
used to stumble into the winter night to go to the outhouse). You
get a gas furnace and fireplace instead of the coal-burning device
that was around in my day. The buckeye trees are gone but 10 acres
of forest is still there as is another 30 acres of fields fit for
growing Concord grapes.

 


I would help
designate the various historical spots on the property. In the
living room I would mark the area behind the couch where I dumped a
portion of sauerkraut and it remained for several days. I was a
sickly kid and stayed on the couch because I couldn’t get to my
bedroom. For days I lay there with the smell growing in intensity.
That smell, along with the smell of the outhouse, will always be
with me.

 


Or I could indicate
where we all were the night Gram’s pressure cooker exploded and
deposited a chicken on the kitchen ceiling.

 


Or I could show you
the tree stump outside where on many Sundays a chicken was beheaded
for dinner, ending its existence by literally running around with
its head cut off.

 


Or I could . . . but
enough. You get the idea. So if you want to buy the property at
1594 S. County Line Road contact Marsha Passerell at
1-800-594-8286, or see it on the web by going to . . .

 


I left My Boyhood
Home and my next stop was Niagara Falls. I frankly expected to be
disappointed but the falls were anything but disappointing. It was
spectacular! I rode the Maid in the Mist boat, got soaked, yelled
like a maniac. I ate a sandwich sitting alongside the river just
where it dropped into the abyss. I felt a compelling need to go to
a restroom.

 




 


Call Me Ishmael.

 


The
next day I drove through New York to the Berkshires in
Massachusetts. It was a delightful drive, beginning around Utica,
continuing along the banks of the Mohawk, crossing the Hudson. All
was green and lightly forested until I hit the Berkshires with its thicker
woodlands. I found, with some difficulty, the home of Herman
Melville, author of Moby Dick, my
favorite book. I’ve read it twice this year, the second time aloud,
and the book takes on an extra dimension, almost Shakespearean,
when read aloud. (I wish to publicly thank my wife, Alice, for
patience in listening to all but the most obtuse chapters on
anatomical parts of whales. I wish to publicly thank my dog, Earl,
for listening to the most obtuse chapters on anatomical parts of
whales. Of course it wasn’t much of an effort for Earl due to his
deafness and he received generous helpings of treats as a
reward.)

 


I
was the only visitor that day so I got a private tour with the head
docent. She took some liberties with Mr. Melville’s things which
are unprotected by any glass cases or ropes and allowed me to take
some too, including taking a photo in his study, which is a no-no.
This was where he wrote from 8 a.m. to 2 p.m. each day about the
White Whale and the voyage of the Pequod. To think that in that room and at that work table,
looking out that window at the hump backed shape of the mountain
that inspired him, Melville created the essence of American
literature.

 


The docent had told
me about a visitor from Austria who was so moved by being in
Melville’s study that he burst into tears. Thus suitably warned, I
resisted the temptation.

 


I’ll resist another temptation and not give you a ten page
essay on how Moby
Dick was a flop,
how Melville was forced by money considerations to move to New York
to take a real job as a customs inspector, how he wrote
Billy Budd
but was so disillusioned
he never gave it to a publisher. Suffice it to say I walked the
porch Melville walked on cold, blustery New England nights to
capture the feeling of the sea. I, too, gazed through his window at
the hump backed mountain. He wrote Moby Dick. I’m writing this crap.

 


In the evening I
stayed at the Grey Goose Inn in the Berkshires. My room was 10
yards from Laurel Lake and I walked around the southern portion of
it, watching wild geese flying south from Canada.

 


I sat on my porch
and watched the sunset lingering over the forest and water for a
long, long time. I had an Indian meal in the Inn’s dining room
prepared and served by a family of Indian (Asian) Jews and listened
to the slow, steady, sensual rhythms of Indian music wafting from
the P.A. system. That’s life in New England, I thought, circa
2005.

 


There were thousands
at that moment trying to flee a hurricane in Houston.

 


It all seemed
very surreal.

 


 



The Promised Land - Walden
Pond

 


Today I went to my
Jerusalem, my Mecca. I went to Walden Pond.

 


For those of
you who don’t know the story, back in the 1840s Henry David
Thoreau, who would make considerable money by inventing something
used in his family’s pencil business, became a bum and borrowing
the northern portion of this pond from his friend Ralph Waldo
Emerson, tried an experiment in living. He built a tiny cabin there
in the wilderness and lived in it for two years. Alone. He did go
into the town of Concord once in a while, mainly when the winter
came, and he did have frequent visitors, but in essence he lived
the life of a self-sufficient hermit.

 


What emerged was an
incredible book. I first read it in high school and I made fun of
it. I rediscovered it in my twenties and found it astonishing. Two
or three more readings have dimmed its luster somewhat (his
language is somewhat dated, he has a tendency to be pompous), but
it is still a great book. His ideas are so valid today.

 


The pond (in Los
Angeles we’d call it a lake) is a fairly large, seemingly unspoiled
body of water. They have a public beach there now and there were
some people in the water as well as a canoe with a fisherman. It
sits amidst a thick forest and the sounds of a hundred kinds of
birds fill the air. I decided to walk along a path to the site of
Thoreau’s house, following literally in his footsteps. I found the
site and added a rock to the cairn begun in the 19th century by his
admirers. Emerson had contributed a rock to the pile. So had I.

 


By that time I had
completed nearly 1/4 of the circumference of the pond and so I
decided to walk all of the way around it, bad leg and all. As I
walked I came upon a celebrity walking the other way—it was Don
Henley of the Eagles (“Desperado,” “Life in the Fast Lane,” “A
Heartache Tonight,” “Hotel California,” “There’s a New Kid in
Town,” etc.) accompanied by two other men. Henley has made Walden
Pond his special project, raising millions of dollars to buy land
around it and supporting the Thoreau Society. I said, “Hi.” The
three men said “Hi.”

 


I took quite a few
photos of the pond, the trees, the railroad track along the
opposite shore which Thoreau didn’t care for. But I don’t think
I’ll need them because my memory of the visit to Walden will burn
strongly for years. Now, if only I could remember my phone
number.

 


This concludes Part
I of my trip as I am in Concord, only 17 miles from Boston and a
few hours from Alice’s arrival there. The next two weeks will
relate to touring Boston, driving down to Florida, and a week in
the sun. With Alice around, I don’t think I’ll have time to
continue this narrative so I’ll resume it when I am driving back to
Glendale, CA.

 


The
World’s Largest Ball of Twine, the Apache Indian Reservation, the
cave which was a setting for Tom Sawyer, and the “International Bowling Museum and Hall of
Fame” are only a few of the attractions that await us. Can you
wait?

 


 



Escape from
Florida

 


On the road
again. We got off to a bad start when we had loaded ourselves
(Alice, her son Conrad and I) and more possessions than Thoreau had
in his entire life and were driving out of the Siesta Dunes. I saw
groups of people in my rear view mirror yelling and screaming at
us. Conrad waved back to them. They kept yelling and screaming
until I stopped and Conrad got out, retrieved Alice’s purse from
the roof of the car, and wedged it inside.

 


We were underway to
Sarasota to see the alligators when all at once disaster struck.
Rapunzel (the voice of my GPS) gave out. You could still hear
her—“Off Track. Recalculating”—but her screen was blank. I couldn’t
tell where I was. I couldn’t tell where I was going. HELP!

 


Alice assumed the
task of navigator and with a map in her hand she guided me to the
alligators of Jungleland. After that, however, with the daunting
task of finding the Tampa airport so I could drop them off, there
was a breakdown in her efforts to find our way.



The conversation, as
best as I remember, turned ugly.



“Turn left here,” said the navigator, her nose buried in a
map.



“Off track. Recalculating,” said Rapunzel, her screen still
black.

 


“Which way is left?” I replied. Since my stroke I have a
recurring problem differentiating right from left.

 


“This is Tampa Boulevard. I think I left the airport on Tampa
Boulevard when I flew in,” said Conrad.

 


Alice points to one
side where there is nothing but miles and miles of Tampa Bay.

 


“I
don’t think we can turn left,” I said.

 


“We
have to turn left. It’s the only way to the airport,” the Navigator
said, still studying her map.

 


“Recalculating,” said Rapunzel.

 


“That’s Palm Avenue,” said Conrad. “I think I was on Palm
Avenue when I flew in.”

 


“Alice,” I said, “That’s Tampa Bay to my left. There are no
streets. There’s just water.”

 


She looked up, saw
the Bay, and said, “Then I suppose you should turn right.”

 


“Which way is right?” I ask.

 


“Recalculating.”

 


“That’s Palmetto Drive. I think I was on Palmetto when I flew
in.”

 


It took us two hours
to find the airport. Fortunately we had a lot of extra time and we
needed it.

 


When I dropped them
off finally I was so tired I went to a nearby motel and slept the
night away. Or, I would have, except that at 2 a.m. my cellphone
rang. It was Alice who had arrived at home and thought, for reasons
known only to her and God, that I was three time zones behind her,
instead of three hours in front of her. When she realized her
mistake she said, “I’m so sorry. You won’t have any trouble going
back to sleep, will you?”

 


Until that moment I
had assumed that I would fade immediately into sleep as soon as I
hung up. But once she said it something clicked “on” in my head and
I stayed up until 3, 4, 5, finally, 6 a.m. when I hit the road.

 


Florida stayed flat
and unexciting until the Georgia border when all at once the famed
Georgia pine appeared along with more cars, more commerce and
hundreds if not thousands of billboards. I have been through most
of the United States by now and no state has anywhere near the
number of billboards that Georgia has. In places where the pine
forest would eclipse a lesser sign, they have erected giant white
poles to raise the signs and dwarf the tall Georgia pines.

 


Another thing about
Georgia that I had not noticed before. Every little town boasts of
at least one “Hooters” restaurant. There were a few in Florida but
Georgia is a virtual cornucopia. Those of you in Los Angeles may
not know what I’m talking about because we don’t have any Hooters
restaurants. (Perhaps we don’t need them and Georgia does? An
interesting point worthy of someone’s doctoral thesis.) Suffice it
to say the restaurants market chicken wings and breasts.

 


A third phenomenon I
observed. Many of the giant billboards I saw proclaimed the virtues
of someone named “Sonny Perdue.” “Sonny Perdue” is fixing the
highways. “Sonny Perdue” is lowering the tax rate. “Sonny Perdue”
is strong on law enforcement.



“Sonny” is apparently the governor of Georgia and why he is
called “Sonny” is a mystery to any non-Georgian. His picture
appears on many of the billboards and judging by the photo he is
clearly an adult. Then why Sonny? At least they could call him
something more imaginable—like “Windy Northwestern” or “Cloudy
Illinois.” I am reluctant to poke fun at Georgians but they deserve
it for electing “Sonny.” Thank God I’m from a sane state like
California where we elect real Americans, not little girly men to
office.

 


I ended up in
Marietta, Georgia, for the night. I think about calling the
rednecks (M.A., V.A., et al) who are now just up the road in
Cumming but the thought disappears in a sleeping binge which lasts
until morning.

 


 



Dental Hygiene in Nashville (Taking Care of Your
Tooth)

 


Up
before dawn and on the road. As the sun rises I have Howlin’
Wolf singing on the radio
and Lookout Mountain is looming ahead on the left. Its flanks are
draped with fog, just as it was on the morning of the Battle of
Chickamauga. Lookout Mountain is one of my favorite places but
there’s no time to stop this time.

 


Southern Tennessee
has some of the most beautiful scenery I have ever seen. Its steep,
pine-covered mountains and its slow, winding rivers make it a true
pleasure to drive through. The trees are just starting to change
colors. The only thing marring the natural beauty are the fireworks
factories nestled beneath the trees.

 


I’ve been to Memphis
a couple of times so this time it’s on to Nashville and two
cultural highlights—the Hermitage and The Country Music Hall of
Fame.



The Hermitage is the
mansion Andrew Jackson lived in before and after his presidency. It
has been perfectly preserved, along with its contents, down to the
chamber pots. Stately grounds. If you liked visiting plantations,
you would love this place. If you have an interest in history you
would love this place.

 


He fought and won
the Battle of New Orleans. He killed a man in a duel because of an
insult to his wife, Rachel. He fought to close down the Bank of the
United States. He forced the Cherokees, who were assimilating white
culture to the point where they had a small city in Northern
Georgia with a mayor and a newspaper, onto the “Trail of Tears” so
their land would be available to whites.

 


Yet he expanded the
concept of democracy to include the common man. Simultaneously, he
had 150 slaves who emptied his chamber pots and tended his cattle
and lived in squalor next to his mansion.

 


When South Carolina
declared its right to nullify federal laws—a preview of actions
that led to the Civil War—he declared that federal law must prevail
and he had the ability and the will to guarantee that federal law
did prevail.

 


Rachel died before
Inauguration Day. After Jackson left office, he returned to this
place where he visited her grave in the garden every day for five
years until he joined her in tranquility and was buried alongside
her.

 


It’s difficult to
get a handle on Andrew. I’ll have to read more about him when I
return home.

 


Then, in contrast
with the stately elegance of the Hermitage, it was on to the twangy
sounds of the Country Music Hall of Fame. I look at the crowd of
country music fans making “oooh” and “aww” sounds around Elvis’
gold Cadillac. They represent every sector and every class of the
country—the poor class, the white class, the trash class. It looks
like welfare check day at the trailer park. Dental hygiene, to
them, means taking good care of your tooth.

 


The fact is I grew
up on country music on the farm in Ohio and I find this museum much
better than the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland. Less
frenetic, less music blaring out of speakers located everywhere,
less confusing. Everything is there from Minnie Pearl’s dress to
Jim Reeves’ guitar.

 


I find myself
touring the museum with a group of mentally retarded adults. This
is not a joke. They really were retarded.

 


They squealed with
joy when they saw Waylon Jennings singing on tape. “That’s Waylon.
Look. That’s Waylon,” they shouted.

 


They were hushed
when they saw a Patsy Cline poster. “She’s dead,” one of them
cried.

 


They threw off
their sweaters and danced in front of a giant screen showing a
young Elvis performing. Close your eyes and imagine five or six
people dancing awkwardly in the midst of a crowded museum. They are
not skillful but they make up for that with a childlike enthusiasm.
They are clapping their hands, some of them close to the beat.
There are shouts of “Dance, Dance” and “Look at me, Look at me”
while Elvis grunts out “That’s All Right Mama.” If I were an artist
I’d try to capture those dancers shaking it up and then I’d title
the painting “Joy.” They are like the buffalo at Yellowstone. They
create a smile.

 




 


The next
morning I drive to bustling St. Louis where lack of time prevents
me from visiting many of the sites I’d planned on seeing. I skip
the International Bowling Museum and Hall of Fame. I drive by the
Museum of the Dog. (Please don’t tell Earl. Actually you can tell
him as he is deaf and can’t hear you.) I pass up the old courthouse
where Dredd Scott was tried. (I figured that Scott was not there
and I could always catch the reruns on Court TV. Nancy Grace should
add a touch of class to the proceedings— “Mr. Scott, how can you, I
say again, how CAN you, claim to be free. Look at your skin, man!!!
Look at your skin!!!”)

 


I stop at the famed
Arch which is truly a sight to see. I get in line to get a ticket
to the top but then I remember the last time I rode an elevator
that high was to see the top of the World Trade Center. I change my
mind and tour the Museum of Western Expansion instead. Its displays
are slick and help create a sense of accompanying Lewis and Clark
but it was done better for far less money at the visitor center I
saw in Minnesota.



I drive on a scenic
highway that threads along the Mississippi River to Hannibal,
Missouri, boyhood home of Mark Twain. It is a very idyllic drive
with only a few changes to the scenery since the 1800s. Twain would
have enjoyed it.

 


Tomorrow I’ll tour his home and walk through the cave that
inspired a portion of Tom Sawyer.

 


 



Mark, Harry and
Me

 


Man is the only animal capable of feeling malice, envy,
vindictiveness, revengefulness, hatred, selfishness. He is the only
animal that loves drunkenness. . . . He is the sole animal in whom
is fully developed the base instinct called patriotism; the sole
animal that robs, persecutes, oppresses, and kills members of his
own immediate tribe.

Mark Twain

 


I
think Moby
Dick is our finest
novel. But more popular and only a hair behind Melville in his
breadth and abilities is Mark Twain and I have come to his
hometown, Hannibal, Missouri, to get reacquainted with the
man.

 


Hannibal has been
partly preserved, partly enhanced, for tourists. There’s the Becky
Thompson Sweet Shop next to the Jumping Bullfrog Saloon next to the
Mark Twain Diner. There is also the hill that Twain and his young
cronies used to play pirates on, the majesty of the Mississippi
flowing by, the house that the real Becky lived in and Twain’s own
house right across the street. The good townspeople have also
erected a white picket fence but it went up years after Tom Sawyer
conned his way into immortality. Twain, who had a flair for
self-publicity, would have loved what his old home town has done
for his memory even though he turned his back on Hannibal once he
had achieved success.

 


He would, however,
have insisted on a portion of the action.

 


I am touring his
boyhood home when, like a flood of locusts, a herd of school
children age around 10 descend on us. Their tour guide tries to
explain how Twain’s mother used to “tighten” the ropes of his bed
so that he could sleep well and “not let the bedbugs bite” but the
kids are oblivious to their surroundings and too busy running,
jumping, laughing, shouting and generally playing grab-ass in the
Twain bedroom to pay attention. The hallowed premises, including
this bedroom from which young Mark escaped for nocturnal adventures
by sliding down the drainpipe, is just another place to play to
these visiting school children.

 


Twain would have
loved it.

 


I don’t know how
Twain would feel about the white plaster statues of himself which
are scattered around the house like newly arrived ghosts, but they
do add a sense of the ridiculous to the environment.

 


I
drive two miles south of Hannibal to a cave which now bears the
name, “The Mark Twain Cave.” It was this cave which was the setting
for a portion of Tom Sawyer.
When I think about Mark Twain and his buddies playing in this
six-mile long cavern I recall my own boyhood when to play in the
woods was a forbidden but occasionally enjoyed pleasure. In
contrast, Twain’s boyhood challenge in entering and playing in this
black, unexplored, underground maze in an age before flashlights
seems incredible.

 


Jesse James used the
cave as a hideout after robbing a bank in St. Louis and carved his
name in the wall. Molly Brown (of Unsinkable Molly Brown fame)
probably came here during her years in Hannibal.

 


There has been one
dead body in the cave. The cave was owned for a time by the same
physician who owned Mammoth Caverns in Kentucky. The good doctor
was fascinated with the prospects of surviving death and performed
experiment after experiment, including one in which he coated the
body of his dead sister with chemicals and stored her in the cool
air of the cave until he could finally figure out how to restore
her to life. He never did figure that out (surprise) and so the
body lay there undisturbed for years in a specially designed coffin
until public pressure forced its removal.

 


What caused the
public pressure was that the little lads of Hannibal were secretly
playing in the cave and accidentally discovered the body. For some
months they amused themselves by taking the uninitiated to the
coffin, extinguishing their lights, and then opening the lid,
pulling up the corpse’s well preserved head, and yelling,
“Boo.”

 


Mark Twain would
have loved it.

 


Then it was on to
Independence which is clear on the other side of the state. Like
Hannibal, Independence is a small town and it also produced someone
of significance—Harry S Truman. One of the highlights of my life
occurred when I was writing political speeches for statewide
Democratic candidates in California and was sent with my boss to
see Harry when he was in Los Angeles to speak to a labor group. It
was 1962.

 


Good old Harry. It
seems like yesterday. I remember going up to the door of his suite
at the Beverly Hilton and Harry himself opened the door and offered
me a drink. Even though it was only 9 o’clock in the morning. The
rest of the day I was enchanted by this unassuming man. I didn’t
contribute much, if anything, to the speech. He had his own speech
writer with him. Then, after a short pause for his usual afternoon
nap (now you know where I picked up my idea of napping) we took him
to the Hollywood Palladium where Harry gave Nixon Hell. (Tricky
Dick was running for governor. He lost.) No one I have ever heard
could cast such venom at the Republicans. It was wonderful.

 


Now I was in this
self-educated man’s home town and I intended to do it right. I
started off at the park headquarters where I watched a short film
about Harry. Afterwards I had a conversation with the park
ranger.

 


“Good old Harry,” I said, “It seems like yesterday. I remember
going up to the door of his suite . . .”



“Very interesting,” said the ranger when I finished my story.
“Do you want to know the route Mr. Truman used for his famous daily
walks?”

 


I took a long walk
down Main Street, just as Harry did. The street still has the same
buildings and many of the same businesses that were there when
Harry walked it. The day was beautiful and I was walking where
Harry Truman walked. It felt glorious. I paused at the corner malt
shop, stuck my head in the door, and told the teenager there:

 


“Harry and me. It seems like yesterday. I remember going up to
the door of his hotel suite in 1962 . . .”

 


“Very interesting,” said the teenage kid behind the counter.
“You are just visiting, aren’t you?”

 


The Truman Library
brought back a time which was a only a dim memory. Truman had what
was perhaps the most difficult decision to make in the 20th
Century. It was Harry who decided to drop two atomic bombs on
Japan, killing more than 100,000 civilians. It probably saved an
equal number of American lives but we’ll never know. Harry thought
it would, anyway.

 


When the Iron
Curtain of Soviet Communism descended over Eastern Europe, it was
Harry who used the airlift to supply Berlin with food, which led
him to found NATO and introduce the policy of containment.

 


Harry had stopped
Italy, France and Greece from going communist.

 


Republicans
vehemently opposed Harry when he singlehandedly eliminated
segregation throughout the federal government and in the
military.

 


Republicans hated
Harry for firing the popular General MacArthur for failing to
follow commands from the White House.

 


Harry recognized the
State of Israel over the objections of his Secretary of State and
most Republicans of the time.



Harry launched the
Marshall Plan which saved Europe from starvation and turned it back
into an industrial giant.

 


Harry was president
at the time North Korea invaded the South, attacking American
soldiers as they did so. I paused as I walked through the Library
to read a note hand-written by the mother of one of more than
100,000 servicemen who had been killed in the Korean War. I read
the bitter words condemning Truman and looked at the son’s Purple
Heart which had been returned by the grief stricken/angry
woman.

 


Harry had read this
letter and experienced its anguish. He had held the Purple Heart in
his hands. He wanted them both included here, in his Library, among
the awards and trophies he had received in a lifetime of service.
And they were.

 


I saw his grave and
his wife’s, Bess’, and the eternal flame, and was so moved that I
could hardly contain myself as I went out to the lobby. There was a
Secret Service agent on duty there.

 


“Good old Harry,” I said to him. “I remember it as if it were
yesterday . .
.”

 


The Homing Pigeon Instinct
Kicks In

 


From Independence,
Missouri, I drive like a homing pigeon directly to Weatherford,
Oklahoma. I pass through the suburbs of Kansas City, the rolling
hills of northeast Kansas where John Brown slaughtered pro-slavery
men so many years ago, across the incredibly flat portion of
central Kansas, down to Oklahoma City. I feel a twinge in my left
arm. I can’t seem to get comfortable.

 


A word of warning to
those of you planning to drive to Oklahoma City. (I suspect that
that includes absolutely none of you, with the possible exception
of E.A. who is the only one of you who, like me, seems possessed by
the need to drive to unlikely places, a possession similar to that
of being possessed by the devil.)



If you get on the
toll road going the wrong way north of Oklahoma City, you have to
stay on it for 15 or 20 miles. You’ll have to pay for it, too. Then
you will have to drive back. And pay again. Rapunzel, why did you
forsake me?



I reach Weatherford
at dusk. It is the culmination of my entire trip. I have reached
Nirvana for Weatherford, Oklahoma, is the home of the “T-Bone
Steakhouse”!

 


The T-Bone is a
small place with only about ten tables in the main room and a small
bar. It’s too bright inside. It feels more like a diner than a
steakhouse. Service is provided haphazardly by two or three young
Oklahoma women whose interest in the outcome of the next Sooners
football game exceeds their interest in serving food. The tables
are all occupied by middle-aged Oklahomans, the men wearing cowboy
hats, mostly black like mine.

 


(Those of you who
are strict vegetarians like M.C. and F.C. might want to skip over
the next two paragraphs.)

 


I place my
usual order. (It’s my fifth or sixth visit to the T-Bone. I route
every cross-country drive so that it passes through Weatherford).
I’ll have the specialty of the house—a 12 ounce prime rib with a
baked potato. Sour cream and chives. A small loaf of just-baked
bread. With a light coat of honey on it. The house horseradish
which contains horseradish and some incredibly tasty substance
whose identity is kept a secret from me by the staff. All of which
is preceded by a small, small martini, not enough to numb the
palate.

 


The prime rib
is smoked. It contains no gristle and only enough fat to fully
flavor the meat. I can cut it with my fork. It has an incredible
taste. It makes the entire trip—from Yellowstone to the Boston Back
Bay, from Walden Pond to the steamy beaches of Florida—worth while.
The trip is now complete, even though I am only in Weatherford,
Oklahoma.

 




 


The next day
that twinge in my arm is still there and a little stronger. I drive
through the rest of Oklahoma and the Texas panhandle. I watch the
sun come up in my rear view mirror, first a red glow, then an
orange ball, then a bright yellow disc whose overwhelming light
eats the wisps of fog covering the sage brush. West of Amarillo I
pass the largest cross in the Western Hemisphere and I wonder why
anyone felt the need to create the largest cross in the Western
Hemisphere. Does size matter in religion, too?



I drive until
I can’t drive any more and spend the night in Gallup, New
Mexico.

 




 


The next day
it is a straight shot over the deserts of Arizona and California to
home. I’ve traveled extensively throughout the area with my
granddaughters and seen just about everything there is to see so I
don’t feel I’ll miss anything if I don’t stop for anything but gas.
The twinge in my arm is pain, now. I can’t lift my hand above my
waist. I drive with one hand. It’s most likely a symptom of my bad
back and after a few days of rest and back exercises at home it
will be o.k. I listen to the first half of the USC-Notre Dame
football game on the radio and I’m home in time to watch the
glorious second half with a thrilling last second touchdown by
Reggie Bush.

 


Was the unspeakable
act I performed at the Golden Dome several weeks ago responsible
for the USC victory? We’ll never know, but I like to think that it
was.

 


 



Slay the Horse

 


At 6 p.m. I drove to
an intersection in Pasadena to end the war. It was Orange Grove and
Hill.

 


The day before I had
read an e-mail from MoveOn.org which announced that in less than 24
hours it hoped to mobilize hundreds of thousands of people to mark
the 2,000th American death as a protest against the war. That is,
the current war. The e-mail directed me to Orange Grove and Hill
and promised 92 other like-minded people would attend.

 


I brought a candle
with me to Orange Grove and Hill and I lit it as I took my place on
the curb. The candle was there to help passersby recall the 2,000
American servicemen who had been shot, stabbed, beaten, blown to
pieces, strangled, eviscerated and generally killed by the
designated enemies of the day, whoever they were.

 


The candle was also
to help passersby recall the countless other Americans who have
lost limbs, vision, their minds as a result of hostile fire or
so-called friendly fire. I don’t know how many of them there
are.

 


It is better that
they die there than here, they say. Why? Because, since they got
rid of the draft the enlisted man is generally from the bottom half
of society which makes him pretty much a stranger to most of us.
His death doesn’t touch us, particularly if he has the good grace
to die out of our sight. If we had a draft today to equalize the
sacrifice I suspect that we would not have this war.

 


That’s why I brought
a candle to Orange Grove and Hill.

 


I had hoped to stand
on the curb silently holding a candle for two hours. I planned to
do nothing but meditate on the fallen men and women. I hoped that
the other 92 people would realize the solemnity of what we were
doing and act appropriately.

 


“Slay the Horse!”

 


A black convertible
rolled past, turning from Hill east onto Orange Grove. A thin,
middle-aged gentleman was behind the wheel. He leaned toward me and
shouted.

 


“Slay the Horse!” “Slay the Horse!” “Slay the
Horse!”

 


I quickly looked
behind me and to either side. There was no horse in sight.

 


“Slay the Horse!” “Slay the Horse!” “Slay the
Horse!”

 


I wanted to call
after him, “What horse?” but he was just taillights as he
disappeared into the warm Pasadena night.

 


Other cars came by,
either proceeding up Hill or following the lead of the black
convertible, turning right onto Orange Grove. Many of the cars
blasted their horns and their drivers leaned out the windows to
shout encouragement to us. A few shouted “Right On” and waved two
fingers in a “V.” I was transported back to another war at another
time.

 


A dark colored
Mercedes pulled up to me, a car-seated tyke by the passenger
window, a man in his mid-twenties behind the wheel. The window
rolled down and the man shouted “Slay the Horse!” The car sped up
and continued north on Hill.

 


I looked around me
at the other 92 participants in the vigil. None appeared to be
distressed by these strange words. In fact, if it had not been a
vigil for peace, I would have thought that the crowd was
celebrating the war.

 


“Impeach the bastards,” said someone on the opposite corner.
The crowd around him cheered. It seemed out of place. I thought we
were there to protest a war, not to protest an
administration.

 


“They should be made to do the perp walk,” another said.
Another cheer mixed with laughter. I began to feel uncomfortable.
This was not a vigil for peace. This was a rally of recriminations.
The crowd might share my views but this was not the time nor the
place to express them.

 


“Slay the Horse!” It resounded from the back seat of a maroon
Chevy. “Slay the Horse!”

 


“What horse?” I cried out in exasperation, blowing my candle
out with the strength of my question. “Why should we kill
him?”

 


The car drove away
on Hill. One of the band of 92 came up to me, lowered his voice to
a near whisper, and said:

 


“Stay the course. They’re saying, ‘Stay the course.’ It’s what
Bush says all the time.”

 


What if we put
Saddam back in power, along with UN monitors to make certain he
didn’t get cute with WMD’s (and this time believe the inspectors).
We could set up a protected Shiite state in the South just as we
did with the Kurds in the north after the first Gulf War. We could
give sanctuary to those Sunnis who supported us.

 


We could come
home.

 


Then we could all
shout, “Stay the course” or “Slay the Horse” or “Spray the Norse”
(for those of you who wish to discriminate against Norwegians). The
2,000+ men and women for whom I lit a candle at Orange Grove and
Hill would be equally unaffected regardless of which phrase we
chose.

 


 



A Little Way Off the
Highway

 


You Have Been
Warned

 


I
have another trip planned, this one for September 10 through ??? As
I did last year, I’ll be sending e-mails to chronicle the trek.
First I’m driving to Massachusetts where I pick up Alice who’s
flying in. Then we drive through New York, Ohio, Kentucky,
Tennessee, and Georgia to Florida where we’ll spend a week. Then I
drop Alice off at the Tampa airport to catch a plane for home and I
begin the long drive back. For the amusement of various people I’ll meet along
the way, I have pictures of my heart with me which depict the
precise placement of my two stents.



Anticipated
Highlights:



For starters, I want
to visit every place between here and Florida that has the phrase
"Lick" in its name, such as Boone’s Lick, Missouri, and Big Lick,
Kentucky.



Then, I want to stop
at every site that features the "largest" anything, such as the
World’s Largest Ball of Twine (Kansas) and the largest crucifix in
North America (Texas).



I want to spend some
quality time in Fruita, Colorado, the home of Mike, the Headless
Chicken.





Avoiding the big
cities, I’ll hit the unusual (Glore Psychiatric Museum in St.
Joseph, Missouri, and the Goodyear Rubber Museum of Akron, Ohio);
the beautiful (Niagara Falls and Bryce Canyon); the sublime (the
Lincoln Library and gravesite in Springfield, Ill.) and the types
of things that only a near-senile degenerate would like (a
Cleveland Indians baseball game at Jacobs Field).



If you have any
suggestions, let me know, particularly if it is a town with “Lick”
in its name. Otherwise, you’ll be hearing from me in two weeks. You
have been warned.

 


 



Mormons Massacre
Methodists

 


Up at 3 a.m.,
waiting impatiently for dawn, everything packed including my
pictures of my heart from the stent procedure (you never know how
many people will want to see them) and then the dawn departure.
Over Cajon Pass and through Barstow to Baker where I stop to see
the World’s Largest Thermometer. It is 134 feet tall, the
temperature recorded in Death Valley in 1913. It towers,
appropriately, over a Big Bun restaurant. Its lights have burned
themselves out recording the high Baker temperatures and so I guess
it’s the world’s largest non-working thermometer.



Then it is on to
Mesquite, Nevada, where I spend the night. Mesquite has the highest
population of geriatric gamblers on earth. I spend hours watching
the geezers jostling one another with their walkers and wheelchairs
and canes to throw their Social Security money at the pit bosses at
the blackjack tables.

 


˜

 


I start day 2 by
driving off the beaten path in Southern Utah. Off Highway 58 is
Mountain Meadows, a site that the State of Utah and local citizenry
don’t want me to see. A short walk takes me to the crest of Dan
Sill hill, a lonely and isolated spot with simple signs that tell
only a portion of an incredible story. Here are the facts as
interpreted by me:



Back in 1857 a wagon
train of more than 120 Methodists from Arkansas and Missouri
stopped in the valley below before crossing the Mojave desert to
new homes in California. The party was attacked by Piute Indians
and the adult male Mormon population of nearby Cedar City disguised
as Indians. The Methodists held off the attackers for up to five
days. The siege ended when John Lee (Brigham Young’s adopted son)
told the pioneers that if they surrendered their weapons the
Mormons would safely escort them to Cedar City.



The settlers
surrendered their weapons and the Mormons separated the men from
the women and children and began the walk to Cedar City. Down below
I can see the tree lined area where the wagons had been drawn into
a circle, and then to the northeast, is the wide, cleared area,
where the Mormons turned their rifles on the men. A quarter of a
mile away the women and older children realized what was happening
to their husbands, brothers, and sons, and began screaming but the
screams were rapidly extinguished by the Indians and Mormons.

 


Children under the
age of six were considered to be too young to be witnesses against
the killers and so were parceled out to be raised as good Mormons
by Mormon families. All but one were later recovered by the US Army
and reunited with their parents’ families. The thought of one
raised to adulthood by her parents’ killers, whose descendants
probably live in Cedar City now, is a haunting one.

 


The signs on the
site don’t tell you that under increasing pressure from the federal
government to render justice in the matter, the Mormon Church
excommunicated Lee and put him on trial. Lee’s defense of "I was
merely following orders" failed to persuade a Mormon jury and he
was shot by a firing squad right here at Mountain Meadows, right at
the scene of where wolves had been allowed to devour the bodies of
the slain Methodists a few years earlier. He was the only man held
responsible for the crime.

 


In 1961 Lee was
posthumously restored to membership in the Church of Latter Day
Saints, the Mormons apparently realizing that murdering a lot of
people was no sin (especially if they were Methodists).



The site has been
marked by various signs, most of which have been vandalized. In
1967 the Mormon church officially voted to discourage tourists from
visiting the site but had a change of heart by 1991 when it
dedicated a headstone bearing the names of some of those who were
slain. The stone was paid for, in part, by families of the
victims.

 


I am all alone next
to the stone with the names carved on it. It is strange to be here,
at this place of death, on 9/11/2006. It is strange that there is
no one else within miles, probably will be no one else visiting the
remote site today. Unlike the Alamo, the World Trade Center Towers,
and other scenes of massacres, there is no one here to mourn. There
is no one to grieve.



Afterward, I drive
into Cedar City and stop for a dish of non-fat cottage cheese in a
small diner aptly called the “Big Eats Café” or something similar.
A fresh faced girl of about 17 takes my order and asks, probably
innocently, “You from around here?”



“No, I’m just passing through. Stopped to see the monument at
Mountain Meadows," I say.



It could be my
imagination but the fresh face was now marked by a look of
disapproval. I wondered if she had some dead settler’s jewelry at
home—rumor had it that it had all been distributed to the Mormon
ladies of Cedar City who put it on for special occasions. I
pictured the waitress in a gingham dress that had been stripped
from a fallen traveler and lovingly stored in a closet as a memento
of the massacre.

 


Suddenly I felt a
bit uneasy. I cast about for something I could say that would chase
her apparent disapproval away, something that would tell her I was
really an all right type of guy, someone who took no moral position
on the area’s Mormon population who, for reasons known only to
themselves, took it in their heads in 1857 to slaughter a passing
wagon train. I was speechless for a time but then I finally came up
with something.



“I’m not a Methodist,” I exclaimed.



She seemed
puzzled.



“And, listen, have you ever seen pictures of a blocked artery?
I’ve got some here of my own heart that . . .”



That’s all for
today. Bryce Canyon, the Arches and God knows what else are on tap
for tomorrow.

 



Bryce Canyon and a Touch
of Altitude

 


Feeling somewhat
depressed after my morning at Mountain Meadows, I head up the
Western flank of the Rocky Mountains out of Cedar City, the soft
strains of Mahler’s Fifth Symphony playing gently on the car
stereo. The road climbs slowly, steadily, and I look out to my
right over a carpet of thick, green pines extending to the horizon
and beyond. It’s beautiful.



And it makes me
ill.



I’m not talking
metaphorically ill, I’m talking sick. Looking down over the trees,
looking to the side, just the act of turning my head, makes me so
light-headed that I feel I’m going to black out while doing 70 mph
on a mountain road. I pass a sign that says 9,900 feet and I
realize that I’m feeling the effects of the altitude plus my
numerous medications.



I could pull over
and wait until I get used to the altitude. But that could take a
day or more. Still, a prudent man would have pulled over. A wise
man would have pulled over. I can hear a little voice in one ear
shouting "Pull over now, you idiot!" It sounds like Alice. I hear
another little voice thick with latte, crying, “Dad, think of your
grandchildren.” I guess that its my daughter, C.T.



I drive on. I break
out in a sweat. I pass the summit. It’s a blur. Then I slowly
descend but it does little good for a time. I don’t know how much
time has passed but at last I arrive at Bryce Canyon at 7,700 feet
and I can turn my head again without feeling faint.



I had planned a
short hike for Bryce but I don’t have enough energy to do more than
walk a few steps on the rim of the canyon, take some photos, and
leave. It’s an inspiring sight—rock walls and pillars in all
directions gleaming different colors of red and gold and brown in
the sun. But I am not appreciative of the beauty.

 


I drive on to
Escalante, Utah, gradually feeling better and stronger and a little
more sure of myself. I check into a motel which shall remain
nameless where the proprietress is a charming, yet toothless woman
who grins widely as she tells me the rooms have no televisions, no
coffee pots, no clocks, no Coke machines, etc.

 


“We
got wireless internet, though, sonny,” she says.



“I don’t know . . .
Perhaps I’ll go somewhere else,” I say.

 


She opens her mouth
again. She has a shrill cackle.



“There’s not another motel room for a hunderd miles, sonny.
Look around you. The tourists have taken over all the
rooms.”



I look around. There
are four large tour buses parked outside the motel. I can see
dozens of middle aged people milling around and jabbering at each
other. My ear detects the guttural chokes of German blended with
the nasal whine of French.



“Who are these people?” I ask.



“Tourists, sonny. Not Americans. From France and Germany.
Funny, fifty years ago they were fighting, we even helped one side
against the other. Now they agree that they can’t get enough of our
national treasures. That should tell you something.”



I took a room and
spent a sleepless night there due to the Germans who gathered
outside to bellow drinking songs until two in the morning and to
the French who sighed songs of sex and love until dawn.



Tomorrow I go to
Moab, Utah, the Arches, the Anasazi Museum, etc., and possibly drop
in to see Mike, the Headless Chicken, in Fruita, Colorado.

 


 



Utah Yuppies

 


First, a correction.
In my report on the Mountain Meadows episode I stated that the
victims were Methodists. Reader B.H. reports that they were in fact
Lawyers. I stand corrected.



Back to the trip. On
my third morning I’m up at 3 a.m. and feeling great. I pay the
dentally deficient proprietress for the room in Escalante and head
down the road to the Anasazi museum in Boulder where they have
unearthed a group of 900-year-old pueblos right alongside a group
of pit houses which were simultaneously occupied. It is very
unusual to have pueblos dwellers live side by side with pit house
dwellers at the same time. They lived together for only 75 years
before burning it all down, either because they were pre-Hopi
Indians who were continuing their mystical quest for the Three
Mesas area of Arizona, or by accident, or by an act of war.



The highway between
Escalante and Torrey, Utah, leaves the rock canyons, then the thick
forests of pines behind and becomes flanked by dense stands of
aspens whose nearly transparent leaves of gold and green shimmer
and glow in the sunlit breeze, affording only short glimpses of the
ashen bark beneath. It is the most beautiful stretch of highway I
have ever seen, so beautiful that I have to choke back a tear. (As
some of you know, sudden outbreaks of crying is one of the effects
of my stroke. I have been known to cry at the end of a baseball
game.)



I drive through
Green River and then south to the red rock canyons of Moab, Utah.
My first impression of Moab is that someone has taken Palo Alto and
dropped it in a desert setting. Talk about yuppies!



Everyone in Moab is
thin, white and well educated and can be found riding a bike or
jogging to their destination which is probably that small, cute
coffee house where serving Starbucks instead of their own unique
house brand is considered a criminal offense. The very streets run
green with sushi. I look about for my brother, M.C., but he’s not
yet found this place.



Trying my best to
suck in my paunch, I check into the Best Western Health Spa, Hotel
and Convention Center, dine on undercooked (no, it was raw) fish,
and sleep, fitfully dreaming that I’m 20 years younger and weigh
about 160 pounds. The next morning I drive to the Arches, making my
suffering in the land of the slim and trim worthwhile.

 


˜

 


The Arches are in a
remote area, hence it is not the most popular national park. It
should be. Within its boundaries is the world’s largest collection
of natural stone bridges. There are 800,000 of them (to be precise,
I don’t remember the exact number; it may be a somewhat smaller
number). I spend the morning gawking at double arches and massive
boulders perched atop slender, straw-like columns of rock. I even
hike a mile through the barren desert, accompanied part way by two
enormous jack rabbits, to take a picture of the so-called Delicate
Arch. What a marvelous place.



Then it is back on
the road to a 100-mile long wrinkle in the surface of the earth
called Capital Reef. I stop to look at pictoglyphs carved in the
mountain by long departed hands and head east to Colorado.



Tomorrow: I finally
get to the home of Mike, the Headless Chicken, and I find more high
altitudes and problems.

 


 



Mike, the Headless Chicken

 


Reader M.C. writes
to protest alleged inaccuracies in my description of Moab, Utah.
M.C. was excited because Moab sounded like a place made for him but
when he got on the Internet to check he claims that there was no
listing for any sushi restaurants but plenty of listings for
restaurants with such names as “Fat City Smokehouse.” Listen, M.C.,
don’t be fooled by a name. Fat City Smokehouse sells sushi like all
the other restaurants in Moab. They merely restrict admission to
obese smokers.



On to the trip:



I drove out of Utah
and into Colorado and came upon the quaint town of Fruita nestled
on the banks of a river which flowed through a broad, fertile
valley. Relying on my car’s GPS, I navigated the broad streets of
Fruita until I found the intersection of Elm and Mulberry Streets.
Here, at last, was what I had come to Fruita to find—a bronze
statue of a headless chicken. A plaque before it identifies the
headless chicken as “Mike” so as not to confuse the viewer with
other headless chickens with which he or she might be
acquainted.

 


Mike became famous
for staying alive for 18 months without a head. In fact, he had the
habit of sleeping with it under his wing.

 


It
seems that he was decapitated in 1945 for Sunday dinner by Lloyd
Olsen, a Fruita man (I offer no comment on the phrase “Fruita
man”). Amazed at what he had done, Lloyd began feeding Mike milk
and grain with an eye dropper and brought his Fruita neighbors into
his yard to see his creation. Word spread rapidly and before you
knew it Mike’s photo ran in Time and Look magazines and chicken owners from Maine to California reached
for their axes to see if they could be equally lucky. (No one was.
The longest any other chicken lived after a creative decapitation
was three days. He was named, incidentally, “Lucky.”) The chicken
carnage was incredible.



Lloyd took Mike and
Mike’s head on the road and for 18 months they earned $4,500 per
week, which is not chicken feed in 1945 dollars, by appearing in
carnivals and side shows. Life in show business was good to Mike.
He put on six pounds.



Alas, it all came to
an end. Late one night in a sparsely furnished motel room in
Phoenix, Mike choked to death on a small grain of corn. He is gone
now but he lives on in the town of Fruita, Colorado, where on the
third weekend each May a Chicken Day is celebrated with Pin the
Head on the Chicken contests, Run Like a Headless Chicken races,
and group performances of the chicken dance by the entire town of
Fruita. And this peculiar little statue remains as a constant
reminder that Mike once walked among us.



Rest in peace,
little guy. We miss your cheery smile. Well, we would if you had
one.

 


Tomorrow: Colorado
National Park, the effects of altitude, and horrible events at the
Sidewinder Motel.

 


 



Encounter with an Asian
Motel Manager in Colorado

 


I head south from
Fruita into the Colorado National Park, a stretch of mountainous
roads that leads to Grand Junction. Unfortunately, they have
selected today as the annual “Let’s Fix The Narrow Road and Make It
Impossible for Anyone to Get Through Day.” I remain stalled in
various lines of cars waiting for hours while road workers chat
about their social lives on their walkie-talkies and scratch their
butts.



When I finally
emerge in Grand Junction I realize that I will have to hurry to my
motel in Frisco, Colorado, if I am to get there before nightfall.
Unfortunately, the road ascends, it ascends a lot, and before I
know it I’m at 11,000 feet and feeling dizzy again. The symptoms
are not as severe as they were the other day but they’re severe
enough for me to realize that Frisco, Colorado, will be too high to
spend the night and so I have to drive on to Denver.



I reach Denver by
dusk and go to a motel to check in. It is filled. I go to another
motel. Same result. I let my fingers do the walking and soon find
that there is not an available motel room in the city.



I’m used to taking
naps in the afternoons. There has been no nap today, And the
prospects of ever sleeping tonight grow dim as I head east out of
Denver and onto the grim, drab, flat and featureless plateau that
marks eastern Colorado.



I drive for an hour
or two and finally stop at a collection of lights alone in the
desert. A faded sign had promised that here was a place called the
Sidewinder Motel. And the Sidewinder Motel was here in the form of
a dilapidated squat building with peeling paint and broken windows.
I feel as if I am in the opening scene of a Hitchcock film.



Some of you have the
view (a mistaken view) that I stretch the truth in these accounts.
What I am about to describe actually took place. Well, most of it
did.

The man inside the
motel office was of Asian extraction, and by that I mean that
judging by his English skills he had been extracted from Asia only
recently.



“You want room?” he asked, incredulously.



I nod.

 


“You want room?” he asked again.



I nod again.



“You want a room here?”



Once it is
established that I wish to stay there I sign a piece of paper and
he gives me an old iron key that looks as if it had been used in a
horror movie. I take it, go to my room, put on the deadbolt (after
all, it does look like a Hitchcock movie), and collapse on the bed
and fall asleep. I am so exhausted that I haven’t even brought my
suitcase in from my car.



I awake after only
an hour. It’s as if the Sidewinder used in the name of the motel
was stored in my lumpy mattress and from time to time enjoyed
stretching and contracting. I get up to go out to my car to get my
suitcase. I turn the deadbolt. It doesn’t turn. I try again.
Nothing. I am locked in my room!



I look around and
realize that there is no phone and I have left my cellphone in the
car. The walls of the motel are thin, however, and my host may be
near.



“Hey, Asian Man,” I call. “I’m locked in my room.”



No answer.



“ASIAN MAN! GET ME OUT OF HERE!”



I hear a voice
outside the door.



“You turn knob. You come out.”



I tell him I’ve
tried that. It’s the deadbolt.



“You turn knob. You come out.”



I will spare the
reader my language. Suffice it to say he ceased trying to get me to
open the door. He had another idea.



“You climb out window.”



I look at the
window. It is shoulder high.



“I
can’t. I had a stroke a few years ago and I haven’t the
balance.”



“You climb out window.”



Again, I will omit
my response, except to say it included references to a picture of
my heart which he was welcome to inspect. He was persuaded to try
another approach.

 


“Open window,” he says. “Take out screen. I climb
in.”



I open the window,
remove the screen, stand back and am amazed. The lithe little man
doesn’t climb in, he leaps in the window and stands bowing before
me.



“I
fix,” he says. He tries the door for a few minutes.



“Can’t fix,” he says. “Get tools.”



From a standing
start, like a gymnast performing on the side horse, he leaps again
through the window. After a few minutes he leaps back with a
screwdriver.



“I
fix.” But 15 minutes of working on the lock fails to open
it.



“Need pliers,” he says, and vaults outside once
again.



I won’t prolong
this. Suffice it to say the pliers did not do the trick and he
repeated his gymnastic routine to get a smaller screwdriver and
after an hour I was free, free, free and my door was missing its
deadbolt.



I asked him for
another room with a secure lock on its door. He didn’t seem to
understand.



“Look, I had a stent put in my heart—I’ve got the pictures--so
don’t you think you could see your way clear to change my
room?”



“Other rooms worse than this. Not fit for person.”



I changed rooms.



Tomorrow: The
Eisenhower Library in Abilene, Kansas.

 


 



A Grave Message

 


"Every gun made, every warship launched, every rocket fired
signifies, in the final sense, a theft from those who hunger and
are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed. This is not a
way of life at all. . . . Under the cloud of threatening war, it is
humanity hanging
from a cross of iron."

 


 


 


Words appearing over
the grave of Dwight D. Eisenhower in Abilene, Kansas, taken from a
speech he gave in 1953. That says it all.

 




 


Aside to reader C.P.
on this special day: Aaaargh.

 


Back to the
trip:

 


I can’t leave
the miserable plain of eastern Colorado fast enough. As soon as I
cross the state line into Kansas there is vegetation again, the
occasional tree, even a horse and a cow or two. It is good to be
back in the land of water again.



Rolling hills appear
and, sporadically, a two-story wooden farm house. For one insane
moment I think of the Clutter family and actually contemplate going
a little south to visit the home that Capote made famous. But the
moment passes, thank God.



When I originally
planned my trip there were a lot of stops I wanted to make today.
The world’s largest hairball in Garden City. The world’s largest
ball of twine in Cawker City. The Museum of Barbed Wire in
Lacrosse. And yesterday I was going to stop at the grave of Alfred
Packer, the Colorado cannibal, who killed five people in an eating
binge. (Alfred was convicted of murder but he was freed from the
state prison because of one of those “legal technicalities” that
C.A. loves so much and spent his declining years selling
autographed pictures of himself. He also became a vegetarian.)

 


But, like life in
general, there are too many peculiar and interesting and macabre
and funny things to see if we go just a little way off the highway.
None of us has enough time to visit all the cannibals and hairballs
and balls of twine out there.

 


I drive through
Abilene, a drowsy little city in eastern Kansas, and arrive at the
Eisenhower museum/library/grave site. I begin my tour at the Place
of Meditation, a church-like building set at the end of a long
grassy area with a fountain gently playing the air before it.
Meditation, as they say, is my meat and I sit down before the
fountain and find the spot quite good for meditation. As I sit
there a rainbow fills a portion of the sky even though there is no
rain.

 


Inside the “church”
are the bodies of Ike and Mamie with the words I sent to you
yesterday over their graves.

 


Then it is
Eisenhower’s house with the original furnishings. It’s a plain
two-story home, a little plainer than all the others I passed on
the road today. Here’s where Ike lived until he left for West
Point. He used the outhouse just off the back porch.

 


The museum is about
Ike the General and Ike the President, and of the two clearly the
General prevailed. A military historian would love this place, with
its detailed exhibits and maps of Normandy, etc. There is a vast
room in which various cars and tanks are displayed. And, there is
an art gallery. I had forgotten that Ike liked to paint and seeing
his works now demonstrates that he took his craft as seriously as
he did everything else he set out to do. He loved to paint Lincoln
and Washington and simple landscapes.

 


That portion of the
museum dealing with Ike the President is somewhat meager compared
with the “war” room. But it does have exhibits dealing with Sherman
Adams and the vicuna coat scandal, Eisenhower’s courage in
federalizing Arkansas National Guard troops so black children could
go to school, the McCarthy era, etc.

 


The “problem” areas
of his affair and Mamie’s drinking are not mentioned. (I’m going to
the Clinton library in a few weeks. It will be interesting to see
how his problems are displayed, if they are displayed.) It captures
the 1950s, from films to music to television which was only then
becoming widely available. I feel quite nostalgic.

 


I watch a short film
showing Ike the President go through all of the crises of his
administration, from Suez to Quemoy to the U2 flight to the
Hungarian revolt, his warnings of the military-industrial complex,
etc., and I am struck by the fact that this man could get through
it all with only a couple of heart attacks and a stroke. Seeing
Ike’s smiling face reminded me that I had really liked this man.
Everyone did.

 


Last but not least
was the gift shop. Unlike the Truman Library which is full of books
written by and about Harry, there were few books on Eisenhower’s
presidential years. I bought an “I LIKE IKE” bumper sticker, a
couple of books, and a coffee cup. But I was not satisfied and even
though I removed my pictures from my wallet and waved them before
the woman at the cash register she was unyielding.

 


“We
don’t have any photographs of Mr. Eisenhower’s heart you can
compare to your pictures,” she stated coldly. “Now go away. Please
just go away.”



Well, it’s 8 bells
and time to shove off.

 


Tomorrow: Jesse
James and the mentally ill of Missouri.

 


 



Missouri Lunatic Asylum
#2

 


Note to readers: My
aside to C.P. was sparked by her note to me that yesterday was our
national Talk Like a Pirate Day. (Run an internet search on
talklikeapirate to learn more.) I thought that by referring to it
I’d be showing that I was in the know. Unfortunately, judging from
the confused questions I have received, no one else was in the
know.

 


To resume the
trip:

 


I drive on through
eastern Kansas, turning north before I get to Kansas City and
proceeding up to St. Joseph, Missouri, once the great jumping off
place for wagon trains and pony express riders heading West.

 


George Glore worked
his entire life in the Missouri State Lunatic Asylum #2 and he
liked his work. He also liked to collect things. He collected
enough “things” so that he was able to open a small “museum” inside
the walls of the asylum. The museum was later transplanted next to
the State Prison and George’s collection went with it.

 


Inside the
forbidding brick walls I see incredible displays that I would not
recommend for the squeamish. For example, at the entrance I am
greeted by a display of items removed surgically from the stomach
of a 29-year old woman. She had swallowed 453 nails, 42 screws,
countless safety pins, the tops of spoons, salt and pepper shakers
and dozens of buttons. It is all tastefully arranged in a pleasing
circle, the longer items on the outer periphery, the smaller items
in the center. Someone spent a great deal of time with this.

 


The woman died
during surgery for removal of these items.

 


Then there are the
devices used for treatment, many of them donated by other mental
health facilities after they had proven ineffective.

 


There is the dunking
tower where an unsuspecting mentally disturbed patient was walked
only to have the floor give way and he or she was dropped into a
tank of ice water. Several patients died after being fished out of
the tank.



Who was crazier, the
patient or the people forcing her to walk on the platform?

 


There is a gigantic
wheel, like a hamster wheel, in which patients were forced to run
or fall in a tumbled heap.

 


There are five or
six “restraining” boxes, coffin-like affairs in which patients were
locked for days at a time.

 


There are
straightjackets and clubs which were used as “calming agents” at a
time that preceded the introduction of drugs for that purpose.

 


There are leeches
which were used to bleed patients.

 


All of these devices
and many, many more are demonstrated by nubile young women manikins
to help the viewer who lacks imagination.

 


There are a few
other people examining the displays and shaking their heads in
disbelief. Among them are two fellows in their early 20s with
Mohawk haircuts and tattoos running up their arms. They move from
display to display, pointing to the ghastly sights and chatting
excitedly and giggling to each other. I decide it is time to leave.
George Glore was a sick, sick man and his creation is a house of
horrors that should be burned to the ground.

 


I buy a Glore
Psychiatric Museum t-shirt before leaving.

 


Jesse James made St.
Joseph famous by dying there in a four-room white frame house now
located at 12th and Penn Streets near downtown. There is a large
hole high in one wall were the bullet allegedly lodged after
passing through Mr. Howard, as he called himself at the time. The
“dirty little coward” who killed Jesse for reward money is depicted
by photographs hanging on the wall. There are pictures of Jesse and
Frank, his brother, period furniture, a display on the controversy
over whether Jesse was really killed here (he was) and a tiny gift
shop.

 


There is actually
nothing on Jesse’s “career” so I’m buying a book to read up on it
so I can sound authoritative and preachy when I talk about him. A
man of my age, while leaving, says to me,

 


“That Jesse James was nothing but a cheap thug.”

 


I don’t know what is
about my face that makes it a target for every unrestrained opinion
from absolute strangers. It is my curse and my blessing, usually
the former.

 


In this case it was
clearly the former for the man taking my credit card behind the
register instantly pulled himself up another inch in height and
said, “You watch what you say around here about our Jesse. He was a
beloved man to us. He robbed from the rich and gave to the . .
.”

 


“He
robbed from the rich and spent it on this house and whatever else
tickled his fancy. The world’s a better place without his
kind.”

 


The mood was
definitely growing more threatening as the man behind the register
was definitely growing red in the face, his nostrils flaring and
his eyes growing narrow and beady. I grabbed my credit card,
muttered, “I don’t need this book after all” and left Jesse James’
place in the history of Missouri undecided.

 


Tomorrow: A visit to
Springfield, Illinois, land of Lincoln. Some surprising revelations
about the new Lincoln museum.

 


 



Was Abraham Lincoln Ever
Here?

 


Driving through
Missouri, the subtle sound of Miles Davis doing “So What” drifting
out from the stereo, pausing long enough before slipping into
Illinois to drive into Hannibal as I did last year. The town is
still filled with tourists and Twain’s boyhood home still contains
ethereal white plaster busts of the man in every room. They are
very ghostlike, causing the visitor to feel that Hannibal has been
visited by a scourge of Twain spirits out to make fun of the living
once again.



Then it is over
Twain’s river, the Mississippi, and into Southern Illinois. The sun
has risen halfway up from behind the trees along the highway and it
is showering with light the eastern edges of their leaves, leaving
the western portions in darkness.



Springfield looms
out of the trees, the sunrise dappling the dome of the statehouse
with alternating patterns of bright light and darkness. The car’s
GPS guides me up Sixth Street to a monument-like cluster of
buildings which is the Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum.

 


I ignore the Library
within whose miles of corridors and stacks of documents countless
scholars can be found parsing the words of hoary documents to
establish such events as the time of day at which Lincoln got out
of bed on October 3, 1863. (They can prove he got up at dawn, a
finding which will contradict other scholars who insist Lincoln
slept late that day.) Such is the work of Lincoln scholars who,
like other erudite researchers in other fields, live their lives to
establish the most arcane facts and then wage a terrible paper war
against others in their field who hold conflicting views.

 


Instead, I walk into
the multi-million dollar Museum which has more corporate sponsors
than a Republican fund raiser. It blows me away, almost
literally.

 


I sit in a
plush chair in one of its two theaters, watching a halogen-created
specter of a dead Civil War veteran praise Lincoln’s wisdom, wit,
goodness, piety, etc. The tribute seems odd—a dead soldier praising
the President who got him killed. Still, the war was initiated by
the South upon Lincoln’s election on an anti-slavery platform and
as it did really change the course of human events in a positive
manner (which can’t be said about many other wars), I suppose the
veteran’s praise was justified, even if he paid the highest price
he could.

 


The show almost
literally blows me away because there is a series of tremendous
explosions (which teaches us that the Civil War was noisy), actual
smoke billows through the room (which teaches us that the Civil War
caused a great deal of smoke) and our seats actually vibrate and
shake (which teaches us that the Civil War played hell with anyone
who had hemorrhoids).

 


It was a marvelous
show filled with special effects, but was it Lincoln?

 


I leave the Museum
and go south on Seventh Street to the brown wooden house where the
Lincolns lived before the Nation called. The ranger leading the
tour gives a canned mechanical spiel. Still, the Lincoln home
enables one to almost, but not quite, see the real Lincoln. The
Truman museum, the Eisenhower museum—you feel that they have
captured the essence of Truman and Eisenhower. But Lincoln remains
buried beneath the myths.

 


Tomorrow: I go
to Ohio and visit the home of the greatest writer Ohio has produced
(hint: It wasn’t me!).

 



I Perform an Unspeakable
Act Again

 


Before leaving
Springfield I face what seems at first to be a difficult decision.
In the south of Indiana lies French Lick, a spa and watering hole
for the rich and famous from FDR to Al Capone which reader K.H.
first told me about. It would be the first place I have visited
with the word "Lick" in its name. But a check on the Internet
informs me that the resort is closed and will be closed for
renovation until next year. So, suddenly, the decision is not so
difficult. I turn north in Indiana and head for the land which is
anathema to all USC football fans. South Bend! Notre Dame!

 


This is familiar
ground to those of you who received these messages from me from my
trip last year. It was reader E.A. who first suggested more than a
year ago that I visit South Bend and perform an unspeakable act
outside the “Golden Dome.” In honor of E.A.’s wisdom, and to give
credit where credit is due, I have named this portion of my journey
The Second Annual E--- A------ Unspeakable Acts Trip.

 


I drive up to South
Bend, stealthily approach the Golden Dome, and, to put it simply
and succinctly, perform an Unspeakable Act. Then I skulk back to my
car and speed away in the muggy Indiana afternoon. E.A.’s vision
has been satisfied. USC’s victory for another year is assured.

 


On to Columbus,
Ohio, where the car’s GPS seems to have me terribly lost. It takes
me down an alley and tells me, in the kind of sultry, feminine
tones, which seem to promise an evening of bliss, “Your Destination
is on the Right.”



“Honey, there’s nothing here but the back of an old house,” I
say aloud. “Are you sure this is it?” I think I have spent too much
time on the road this trip. I have become somewhat, dare I say it,
too intimate with my GPS.

 


“Your destination is on your right. Deactivating your route
guidance system,” says the vixen.

 


I drive out of the
alley, turn right, and turn right again and find that Lola (the
name by which I have chosen to communicate with my GPS system this
year) is correct. She took me to the house, but the address I gave
her was for the back door. Here, in the front of the house I can
see a garden full of statues of irrepressible animals. Very unique
stone dogs and unicorns are playing among the roses.

 


I
suspect that most of you, particularly the younger ones, have never
heard of James Thurber, which is a shame. Thurber, the author
of The Secret Life
of Walter Mitty, The War
Between Men and Women and similar pieces, was born and raised in this house, went to
the New York and became a successful writer and cartoonist for
the New Yorker
Magazine. I can
still remember one Thurber essay I read in college, something
called “Ten Rules for Getting Through College,” or something like
that, which states, as best I can remember it:

 


“First Year of
College:

“You can drink seven beers and manage to go to class the next
day . . .

“Second Year of College:

“You can drink 12 beers and manage to go to class the next day
. . .”

 


My memory has gone
somewhat weak with age and so I can’t be positive as to whether
Thurber or Robert Benchley wrote this essay but it sounds like
Thurber. Particularly a portion of the essay dealing with a biology
class and a microscope. Hilarious, until you realize that some of
Thurber’s humor, such as when he wrote that he couldn’t see
anything through his microscope and had learned how to fake it,
concealed the fact that Thurber was going blind in college.

 


One of Thurber’s
eyes was lost when he was playing William Tell as a boy and told
another boy to try to put an arrow through an apple on his head.
The boy missed the apple but took out the eye. Thurber gradually
lost the vision in his remaining eye despite seven operations.

 


I’d like to quote
for you from some of his works but he does not translate well in
short snippets of prose and his cartoons are just too subtle,
almost inscrutable, to be described. But his work is brilliant.

 


The front door of
the house is locked, even though it is three in the afternoon and a
sign says the house is open for viewing every day between 1 and 4
p.m. I pound on the door and eventually an elderly gentleman
volunteer unlocks the front door of the house and suspiciously asks
what I want. I tell him I’d like to see the house and he
reluctantly lets me in. He reminds me of a Thurber cartoon
character sitting, grouch-faced, in the midst of an uproarious
party, with the caption, “He only wants to talk about facts.” You
have to see the cartoon to appreciate it.


The
volunteer watches me like Homeland Security watches an Arab airline
passenger get on a plane as I stroll from room to room. The house
itself is unremarkable except Thurber's cartoons are everywhere,
making it a fantastic wonderland of droll humor. The volunteer
warms to me when I start discussing Thurber's works and even more
when I begin buying books (The Beast In Me, The Thurber Carnival, and Letters of James Thurber) and cartoons (“Have You Seen My Pistol, Honey Bun?”
and “That's My First Wife Up There and This Is the Present Mrs.
Harris”).



By the time I leave
we're old friends, linked by the bond of laughter and the humorous
irony of James Thurber.

 


“The clocks that strike in my dreams are often the clocks of
Columbus,” Thurber wrote. As I head out of town I can hear the
church bells ringing in my wake.

 


Tomorrow: I descend
into a coal mine in Pennsylvania.

 



A Coal Mine in
Scranton

 


A note to cousins J.
and L.:

 


Regret that the lack
the time will make it impossible to stop by Salem and have a cup of
coffee with D.W. It would be interesting to hear how his life has
gone the past 35 years.

 


On the road again,
this time to Scranton, Pennsylvania, and Hartford, Connecticut. I
program Lola to take me to Scranton but somehow she gets confused
and sends me down back roads and byways that add interesting scenes
to my store of recollection but hours to the drive. You would think
that someone with all the time in the world would not feel the
strange sense of urgency I feel to reach my next destination.

 


I’m driving
somewhere around Mt. Pleasant, Ohio, when I come upon my first
Amish man. He is dressed in a dark colored outfit, strolling along
with his hands in his pockets until he sees my car and pulls out
one of his hands to tug at his beard, while the other emerges from
another pocket to wave at me. I wave back.

 


I overtake another
one, which isn’t hard to do when you’re driving a new Lexus and
he’s got a one-horsepower black buggy. Another exchange of waves
with this man as I speed past him. As a child I used to sit on my
grandmother’s porch in northeastern Ohio and watch the Amish parade
by in their buggies. It is nice, in a way, to know that they’re
still here, the Big Exception to the pace of American life.

 


I then pass in quick
succession an Amish boy and girl of about 10 dressed in a suit and
an ankle length dress, respectively, walking somewhere in a great
hurry; a sign advertising the wares of a tarot card reader next to
a sign soliciting customers for an old fashioned fortune teller;
and the rising spire of a church of some Protestant denomination.
My mind juxtaposes concepts of religious faith and human
gullibility.

 


There are other
signs here as well. The NRA or some such group has peppered the
rural roads of Illinois, Ohio and Indiana with Burma Shave-like
signs which talk of vicious thugs among us, innocent victims of
crimes, the need for self-protection, and the ultimate solution
which assures everyone of safety—get a gun. Just what we need. A
couple of hundred million Dick Cheneys.

 


I leave Ohio and
arrive in the mountainous, wild region of Western Pennsylvania. The
scenery becomes spectacular.

 


I reach Scranton, a
hard scrabble town with a legendary past as a mining center and not
much of a future now that the mines have been closed. I go to the
west side of town, past hard-working people living in run-down
houses, until I reach a large park and the Lackawanna Coal Mine,
producer of fine anthracite for more than 100 years until economics
made it impractical to continue the operation in 1966. I’m going
down in a coal mine.

 


Alice, by telephone,
has tried to talk me out of going into the mine.

 


“What about the
pressure? Won’t that be like the altitude in the Rockies, only in
reverse? And what about your claustrophobia? You know you don’t
like to be in tight places. And what about . . . ?”

 


I’ve chosen to
disregard her and buy a ticket for the coal mine tour. I’m told
that there will be a tour starting in 45 minutes and that I can
watch the video while I wait. I watch the video. It consists of 30
minutes depicting every kind of coal mine disaster that has
occurred, will occur, and might occur. By the time I get shakily
out of my chair to begin the tour, I have become an expert on the
thousand ways to die in a coal mine, from black lung disease, to
having a river break through the top and flood the mine, to the
routine explosion.

 


Seven of us get into
a mine car and begin the slow, rocking, rolling, descent. I start
rethinking my views on religion as we bounce along toward apparent
destruction but finally we level off and stop. We’ve come only 300
feet beneath the surface but it seems that we’ve dropped literally
into the bowels of the earth.

 


The coal mine is
fascinating. I learn that anthracite is much harder than bituminous
coal because it is formed in fresh water swamps rather than in salt
water swamps. I learn about young boys of nine or ten beginning
work in this eternal darkness, fated to never leave it. I learn
about United Mineworkers officials secretly owning shares in the
mines in this valley and consequently not doing much to improve
working conditions. It is all illustrated by manikins dressed in
miners’ array, pulling mules, being partially buried in rock
slides, lining up for payment in scrip which could be used only at
the company stores where prices were marked up some 20 percent.

 


I think of the
manikins who illustrated the tortures of Glore’s Psychiatric Museum
in St. Joseph. These manikins are a little better off, but not
much.

 


“The entrance to the mine was blocked for years to prevent
people from looting it,” says our guide, himself a former worker in
the mine. “Now nobody has coal furnaces anymore so we’ve opened the
mine up again.”

 


I let everyone move
ahead of me and in the darkness surreptitiously try to hack a piece
of anthracite off the wall. I can’t. It’s too hard. That’s too bad.
I guess I’ll have to get something else for Alice as a present from
this trip.

 


Hurriedly joining
the group again at the shaft and cart which will take us out, I
hear the guide say, “The average miner lived to be 35. When he got
black lung—and everyone got it—and couldn’t do as much work they
put him to work at easy jobs like sorting coal and when he finally
passed away, if he died here, they’d deliver his body to the widow
who’d have three days to move out of the company owned house to
make way for a new miner. That was our death benefit in the old
days.”

 


And I thought being
a lawyer was tough.

 


Tomorrow: I
visit Mark Twain’s Hartford mansion and Alice arrives to accompany
me down to Florida.

 


 



He Was Born Modest But It
Did Not Last

 


I’m catching some
flak from you folks.

 


First, reader
V.N. and the gods of prose are protesting my use of the word
“unique” in describing the play of Thurber’s dogs and unicorns.
What was “unique?”, she asks.

 


Secondly, reader
E.A. objects to my giving him credit for suggesting I perform an
unspeakable act at Notre Dame. “I would remind you that the
Catholics take that sort of thing very seriously,” he writes. “As
you have already pissed off the Mormons on this trip I would
strongly advise a little caution.”

 


Thirdly, reader K.H.
says, “Remind me to remind you to never to ask again about cities
in the U. S. with the word ‘lick’ in them. I gave you my best shot,
and you passed it up to take a leak in South Bend.”



To V.N., my excuse
is laziness in not describing the lean, angular contours of
Thurber’s animals. I promise never to take another shortcut again
in describing something . . . unless I’m feeling lazy again.

 


To E.A., I suggest
that you await future e-mails from me in which I alienate
Protestants, Hare Krishna’s, Scientologists, and bearded Amish men
before casting any criticism my way.

 


To K.H., I’d have to
be an idiot to pass up a chance to go on a sacred pilgrimage to
South Bend instead of driving 100 miles to see a boarded-up resort
whose better days are in the distant past.

 


To all of you
critics (there seem to be many of them) I offer this response from
the words of Mark Twain as found on the walls of the Twain Library
in Hartford:



“............”



Actually, there
don’t seem to be any appropriate quotations to deal with critics
appearing on the walls of the library. There is, however, this
one:

 


“Always do right. This will gratify some people and astonish
the rest.”

 


And this one:

 


“The lack of money is the root of all evil.”

 


And,

 


“Do
your duty today and repent tomorrow.”

 


And,

 


“Always respect your superiors if you have any.”

 


And,

 


“Always obey your parents when they are present.”

 


And
. . . but enough. Anyone who could grind out 4,000 words a day was
bound to come up with some gems. Mark Twain came up with more than
his share. (By the way, he wrote a good account of the Mountain
Meadows massacre and he makes comments on Mormonism that I wouldn’t
have the guts to repeat in Roughing It, his first book.)

 


The quotations are
sprinkled throughout the vast recesses of the Twain Library which
gleams white on a hill in Hartford. Next door is the sprawling,
very unique (sorry, V.N.) baroque-gothic hand-painted red brick
elegance of the Twain Mansion whose interiors were designed by
Tiffany and whose construction was overseen by Twain.

 


I join a tour group
that crosses the balcony depicted in a photograph I have that shows
Twain leaning back in a chair and laughing at a joke only he knows.
We go through the solarium where the three Twain daughters staged
productions of Joan of Arc. We enter the parlor in which Twain
liked to complain to startled houseguests that the sounds of their
making love the night before had disturbed his wife (the parlor is
on the other side of the house from the guestrooms). We climb the
ornate stairway three of four floors until we reach Twain’s
billiard room on top where he poured out his words for 17 years,
sitting with his face to the wall so he would not be distracted by
the view.

 


He spent his
happiest years under this roof but then his investment in a radical
new printing press (the actual press is next door at the Library)
drove him into bankruptcy and sent Twain and family on a world
lecture tour to raise funds to pay his creditors 100 cents on the
dollar. He was about to return from exile when his daughter died
here and then Mrs. Twain (and, I suspect, Mr. Twain) vowed never to
live here again. They never came back to this house.

 


The first
international media star, the man who embodied the “Gilded Age” to
which he gave its name, is still here in this strange yet wonderful
house in Hartford and I urge you all to pay him a visit.

 


“I
was born modest, but it didn’t last,” said Mark Twain. You weren’t
born modest at all, Mr. Twain, but you’re going to last a long,
long time.



Tomorrow: Alice
finally arrives and immediately picks a fight with Lola.

 



The Search for
Alice

 


Note to reader J.P.:
I can understand that you find these reports of my travels
scintillating only after consuming several glasses of wine but I am
afraid I can’t help you avoid spilling more wine over your
computer. Sorry.

 


A lot of planning
went into Alice’s arrival tonight. She is flying into Boston but
she insisted that I not pick her up but instead wait at the Concord
Colonial Inn for her to be brought to me by shuttle. She was
concerned about the Big Dig, possible traffic problems (I do tend
to get a bit testy in heavy traffic) and my fatigue at having to
undertake anything significant in the evening. (I don’t have
competence to do much of anything after it gets dark. I have energy
to burn at 3 a.m. when I wake up, but after 9 at night, my lights
are not lit.)

 


There is a problem
with our planning. Alice’s shuttle will stop at the Sudbury
Carriage House, about 15 minutes down the road from where I’m
staying in Concord. I will have to stay up past bedtime and go into
the dark, relying on Lola to pick a path for me along the slender,
two-lane New England woodland roads.

 


There is also a
problem with the Concord Colonial Inn. The Inn has grown on a
piece-meal basis since it served as Henry David Thoreau’s residence
during the years he went to Harvard. Room has been added to room.
Corridors have sprung up. Corridors have disappeared. You need a
compass and a map to find your way around it. I don’t have a
compass and a map. Consequently, every time I try to find my room I
invariably end up lost and for some reason somewhere in the dining
room’s kitchen area talking to a chef named Juan.

 


“I’m trying to find my room, the Ralph Waldo Emerson Room,” I
ask. “How do I get there from here?”

 


“Cómo?” he asks, looking up from the Yankee Pot Roast he is
garnishing with slices of apple.

 


“It’s right next to the Nathaniel Hawthorne room. Ring any
bells?”

 


“Qué?” he says, opening the massive iron oven to check on his
Yankee Pot Pies.

 


Eventually I always
find my room but each time it is a close call. I have similar
problems finding the lobby when I leave my room.



I don’t stay in the
room long but head directly to the place I came to see—Walden Pond.
Last year I filled pages preaching about Walden Pond and Thoreau’s
philosophy so I will say little this year, except that I don’t run
into Don Henley of the Eagles there this year, but I do take off my
shoes and socks and wade in up to my knees and I walk around the
pond to see the site where Thoreau lived. This year I am more
observant of the vegetation from reading Thoreau’s journal in which
he seems to trace the day to day events in the life of every single
beech tree and maple growing around the shore. There are very few
beech trees and maples in 2006. Only the more people-resistant
pines. Thoreau would not be pleased.

 


I watch the sun get
lower in the sky, staining the pond with fingers of dull pink and
burning gold and, finally, grey twilight tinged with night
darkness. The echoes of the chirps of an army of crickets begin to
resound on the edges of the pond. A flock of wild geese passes low
over the calm water and adds its cries to the symphony of the
crickets. I am filled with a sense of lonely tranquility. At this
moment I am more than ready for whatever life chooses to throw at
me in the years/months/days/hours/minutes/seconds/moments remaining
to me. Bring it on, bring it all on, every bit of joy and
heartbreak, pleasure and sadness, you’ve got because I can take it,
I want to take it. I mean this not aggressively as a challenge (á
la George Bush) but as a quiet acceptance of the follies of
life.

 


The moment is too
good to last for long. It starts to slip from my grasp when, hours
later, Alice calls on her cellphone to announce her arrival at
Logan Airport and that she is getting on the shuttle to come to the
Sudbury Carriage House. I climb into the car and type “Sudbury”
into Lola. I figure to have a martini there at the Sudbury Carriage
House while I await Alice’s arrival. Maybe two. And there may be
some patrons in the bar who would like to see pictures of my
heart.

 


It doesn’t work that
way. Lola at first sets out in the opposite direction from where I
want to go. I pull over and program her again. We start out in the
correct direction but the screen shows that Lola has calculated the
distance I will have to drive to pick up Alice at 3,765 miles. I
pull over again and again reprogram her. Time is passing and I’m
not making any progress toward Sudbury. Am I making mistakes in
programming her? We shouldn’t have planned to have me do something
as complicated as programming a GPS late at night.

 


Suddenly there seems
to arise a strange sound, a mechanical belching sound, from Lola.
She speaks.



“I
don’t want to go there.”

 


“What?”

 


“I
don’t want to go there. Let’s go somewhere else. How about Columbus
again? You were impressed by my performance in Columbus. Or French
Lick. This time I would really try to get you there.”

 


I realize that
fatigue and the lateness of the hour are playing tricks on me but,
nevertheless, I shut off the voice and find my way to Sudbury.
There is no time for a martini now. I could really use a martini
now but here is the Sudbury Carriage House and Alice is waiting
impatiently. I try to explain that Lola was responsible, not me,
but Alice is not impressed.

 


“You mean to tell me you are two hours late because of Lola?”
she sneers. “Do you really expect me to believe that Lola did not
want to bring you here? Listen, if Lola didn’t want to bring you
here she was probably afraid you’d end up in the bar waiting for
me, showing your pictures to everyone and getting drunk. She
doesn’t need you getting drunk. I don’t need you getting drunk. God
knows, you’re bad enough sober.”

 


We drive back to the
Concord Colonial Inn, Alice, not Lola, giving me surprisingly good
directions. I drop her off in front and give her a room key and
drive to the back of the place to park the car. Then I go into the
hotel, wander around in the maze of rooms for some time (I don’t
end up in the kitchen, this time) and find the Ralph Waldo Emerson
room. I don’t have my key so I knock for Alice to open the door.
There is no response.



“Oh, no,” I say aloud. “I didn’t warn her. She’s
lost.”



Just then, Alice
appears, gnawing on a thick slab of Yankee Pot Roast.



“Cómo está?” she says.



Tomorrow: Nathaniel
Hawthorne slept here. (I promise to keep my imagination in
bounds.)

 


(Please note that
these reports are prepared several days after the events they
describe. As I will be in Florida tomorrow and have had trouble
getting on the net in Florida in the past it is possible that I
will be incommunicado for a week or so. If this occurs J.P. will
have plenty of time to replenish his stock of wine.)

 


 



Hawthorne Slept
Here

 


Just around the
corner from the Concord Colonial Inn is the Old North Bridge where
in 1775 the colonists gathered to resist British forces and drove
them back to Boston, thus triggering the Revolutionary War.
(Lexington makes a similar claim to being the catalyst for the
Revolution. Everyone loyal to Concord, however, makes the point
that while fighting first broke out on the Lexington Green, the
Patriots fled from there after taking casualties. At Concord it was
the British who fled.) I visited Old North Bridge this year and
last year and will not recount this year’s visit. Suffice it to
say, Alice and I were patriotically stirred.

 


Next door to the Old
North Bridge is the Old Manse, manse meaning a place where the
minister lived. Here the minister was not just any minister, he was
an Emerson, grandfather of Ralph Waldo Emerson. He was living here
when the colonists put up their fight at the Old North Bridge and
from the kitchen you could clearly watch the battle. Ralph Waldo
would later coin the phrase, the “shot heard ’round the world,” for
the statue of the Minute Man erected on the Concord side of the
bridge.

 


Our tour guide is a
middle-aged product of New England’s famed private colleges who
acts as if the days of the Emersons are still here and conveys the
same feeling to you.

 


“And so when Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote ‘Nature’ he galvanized
transcendentalist theology so it would be a living, breathing
approach to God,” she said, concluding her fervent talk on
Transcendentalism which had gone on and on for what seemed like
hours and left me appropriately bored. The talk had, however,
awakened Alice’s theological muse.

 


“Wow,” Alice breathes. “I feel . . . I feel . . .
galvanized.”

 


“Don’t you?” says our guide. “Don’t you just feel
it?”

 


I have a
question.

 


“I
understand when you say that for a couple of hundred years the
Puritans ruled the roost in this neck of the woods. They had tough
preachers—they liked to say ‘thee’ and ‘thou’ all the time and if
you made a mistake and said ‘you’ instead of ‘thou’ you were in
big, big trouble. Those preachers would put you in the stocks for
that and everybody would come and laugh and throw cranberries at
you. Or, even worse, they’d stick you in the town square with an
apple in your mouth and roast you in a fire and dance around and
sing some of their delightful little songs about sinning and hell
and universal damnation.”

 


“That’s not quite what I said,” she murmurs. “They were
against dancing.”

 


“And then along came the Emersons and their ilk and before you
could say ‘I sentence thee to the stocks for six hours for thinking
about propositioning the school mistress,’ the religion evolved
into Transcendentalism which held that God is nature, that He can
be found in every leaf, every blade of grass, every pig, and you
didn’t need a minister at all anymore because every man can
communicate, without any assistance from a minister, with his own
trees, with his own lawn, with his own pig. And this has evolved
further into Unitarianism.”

 


“I
didn’t say anything about pigs,” she protests. “Pigs are something
you came up with. I never said pigs.”

 


“The problem I have is that the Emersons were ministers in a
religion without ministers. How can that be?”

 


She launches a
lengthy explanation which I don’t really understand (but Alice
does—she has been galvanized) and then sells me a copy of “Nature”
which she promises contains everything I need to know about
Transcendentalism.

 


“But there’s nothing in this essay about communicating with
pigs?” I asked.

 


“No. Nor throwing cranberries,” she says flatly. “It’s a
serious work.”

 


We move upstairs
into a back bedroom, and I notice a desk pushed up to the wall so
that anyone sitting there would see only the wall’s pale green
tones. The guide sees my interest and says,

 


“Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote right there.”

 


“Hawthorne lived here? The author of The Scarlet Letter, House of Seven Gables? That Nathaniel Hawthorne?”

 


“Yes,” says the tour guide. “He rented the place. He lived
here with his bride, Sophia. In fact they spent their wedding night
right here in that bed.”

 


Alice and I move
quickly away from the bed.

 


“And look at the window. You’ll see something
interesting.”

 


I stare out the
window at the elegant, shaded avenue leading to the North Bridge
outside and I see some scratchings on the glass. I study it until I
can make out the word “Adonis.”

 


“That was Sophia’s work,” says our guide. “She liked to take
her wedding ring and carve words on the glass. Most of the windows
in the house are covered with her writing. That was a love note to
Nathaniel.”

 


I go to another
window and examine the writing.

 


“Whoa,” I say. “That’s pretty scandalous writing. Describing
body parts like that . . .”

 


“She never describes body parts,” she says. She leans close to
the glass and peers at it. “Oh, of course. Nathaniel wrote that.
They lived here for three years and it was the happiest time of
their lives. Of course, there were some strains in the marriage
before they moved out . . .”

 


I examine another
window.

 


“You can say that again. Here’s a note that says, ‘You suck.
You don’t have time to take out the garbage but you’ve got time to
scribble all day about that broad Hester.’”

 


“I
don’t think you’re reading that correctly. Now, if you would follow
me, I’ll take you to the garden. It was originally planted for the
newlyweds as a wedding present by Henry David Thoreau. We try to
preserve it as it originally was. Many of the plants are
descendants of the plants that Thoreau put here. The produce is
given to the poor.”

 


We step outside and
view a collection of tomato vines and bean bushes and tall corn
plants. Imagine! A garden planted by Thoreau 150 years ago! I can
feel my knees shaking.

 


“You know, that tomato there is pretty ripe,” I ask. “We
should probably pick it. And I’ve seen five or six poor people
hanging around the Concord Colonial Inn. I could give it to
them.”

 


“No, no. Only our volunteers are allowed to touch those
plants. And that tomato is on the green side.”

 


“It
doesn’t look green to me. But, tell me again, how did the
Transcendentalists deal with the problem of original sin?” I
ask.

 


Her eyes light up
with inspiration. Like an impassioned adherent to the True Faith,
she proceeds to give a thirty-minute lecture which ends, finally,
as we are thanking her for the tour and heading for the car.

 


“You’re despicable,” Alice says under her breath when we’ve
left the guide. “You’re robbing the poor.”

 


“I
don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.

 


I drive her to
Walden Pond and we wade knee-deep in the water. We must present a
humorous sight to anybody watching, Alice with her arthritis, me
with the effects of my stroke, limping painfully like two
semi-paralyzed crabs, staying close together so we can help the
other one if he or she slips in the mud, laughing together in the
rich warmth of the September sun, our September sun.

 


Tonight, back in the
Concord Colonial Inn, having survived the daily quest for our room
and an awkward bilingual chat with Juan the Chef about why no one
is ordering his Spinach Surprise, I look over at Alice, gently
sleeping on the four-poster bed. Then I go to the window that
overlooks Monument Square and begin scratching out a message.

 


I’ll eat the tomato
later.

 


Tomorrow: Nathaniel
Hawthorne also slept here and I learn that Little Women does not
refer to pygmies or my diminutive mother.

 



 


. . . And Here

 


In the 1800s, young
boys were taught everything by rote—memorization, memorization,
memorization. That this was a tremendously ineffective system is
demonstrated by the fact that the century’s greatest writers—Mark
Twain and Herman Melville—were self-educated men, each had
developed without the aid of schooling an incredible knowledge and
understanding of the world and what makes us tick.

 


The 1800s were also
a time when young girls were not, generally, deemed fit for an
education. The point is debatable. Certainly, most of my readers of
the gentler sex have made splendid use of their educational
opportunities (with a few exceptions such as those of you who keep
sending me daily notes correcting my grammar. You women deserve
different treatment. You should be forced to watch soap operas and
Oprah on a daily basis until you are no longer capable of rendering
a critical opinion on anything.)

 


Bronson Alcott
believed differently. He was an educational reformer whose
controversial views cost him job after job (33 of them, I believe).
He put his ideas into practice for several years in Concord at his
home called “The Orchard” where students—both boys and girls—were
invited in to hear lectures from people like Emerson and Bronson
Alcott (he had a deservedly high opinion of his own education).

 


Unfortunately, Bronson’s ideas didn’t take and he continued to
fail at his teaching jobs. Fortunately, Bronson had three
daughters, all well-educated, and one of them became Louisa May
Alcott. When Bronson couldn’t produce enough income to keep his
family in books and petticoats, Louisa gritted her teeth and out
rolled Little
Women.

 


I
tried to read Little Women in junior high but discarded it when I found that it did not
meet my high academic standards at the time—none of the Little
Women graphically “put out” which was a prime requirement for any
book on my junior high school reading list. So I was not eager to
go to the home Alcott lived in all her life. I had the same view of
Louisa May Alcott as Mark Twain had about Jane Austen: “It is a
shame she was allowed to die a natural death.”

 


“It’s going to be dull,” I say to Alice as we make our way
through the concoction of rooms that make up the Concord Colonial
Inn. “Who wants to go to an author’s home? And the author of
Little
Women, no
less?”

 


“That’s not what you said about Walden Pond,” she says,
slipping past the Inn’s Henry David Thoreau room where the Great
Man once lived, loved and laughed.

 


“His house was taken down at Walden Pond more than a century
ago,” I protest.

 


“So
then why did we go there?”

 


Women, for all of
their education, sometimes have difficulty with the concepts of
sacred sites, pilgrimages, and the complexities of baseball’s
infield fly rule. I try to explain but her insistence that there
were no major differences between the Great Man and the Little
Woman was difficult to argue with on a level she would understand.
So we go to The Orchard House.

 


As soon as we arrive
at the prim, white two-story home with a large barnlike school
behind it, I notice a vast difference from the Old Manse. While
yesterday Alice and I had been the only ones to tour the home of
Hawthorne and the Emersons, there were 20 or30 people here to pay
homage to Louisa May Alcott. And they were all women.

 


“Let’s get out of here,” I said nervously. “It’s a rough
looking crowd.”

 


“Don’t be a baby,” Alice says, and we hurry to join a large
tour group just beginning to walk through the house. We learn a
great deal from our tour guide who probably has a second job as a
long haul truck driver. We learn that Little Women was just the first of many books from Louisa’s
pen; that she enjoyed tremendous success as a writer; that her
sister was a well-known, accomplished artist; that
Little Women
was drawn, down to the
smallest details, from Louisa’s own family (including the depiction
of her sisters, whose names I can’t remember but were something
like Mo, Quegqueg and Peggy Sue); and that Nathaniel Hawthorne
lived next door.

 


“Wait a minute,” I say, interrupting the tour guide’s
monotone. “Is this the same Hawthorne who wrote The Scarlet Letter? The guide over at the Old Manse
tried to sell us a bill of goods yesterday about Hawthorne living
there.”

 


She spits into the
silver engraved cuspidor that Bronson Alcott had once used and
says, as if she were explaining herself to a child, “Yes, Hawthorne
lived there for a time and he lived here for a time. But the
Alcotts never liked him. He was so shy he used to sneak around the
woods to go to his home because he didn’t like to be drawn into
debates with Bronson—Bronson used to hang around out front and
engage anyone who passed in stimulating discussions about
education.”

 


No wonder Hawthorne
avoided the place. My respect for Hawthorne increases
immediately.

 


“Now that Thoreau,” she continues, my ears perking up. “The
family loved him. He used to take Bronson with him on his walks.
And Thoreau would tell Louisa, as a little girl, that these woods
were full of fairy dust. If you could figure out how to catch it,
you’d be set for life. She believed him.”

 


So the Great Man had
known the Little Woman and the Little Woman had been a believer. My
interest in Louisa May suddenly increases and I buy a book of
“suspense” stories that she wrote (“suspense” stories? Louisa May
Alcott?) but Alice grabs the book and has been reading it now for
several days and says it is quite good.

 


We make one final
stop at Walden Pond to loot the gift shop and then it is goodbye to
the Concord Colonial Inn and our good old friend Juan the Chef.

 


Tomorrow: We
encounter some surly Indians in the Berkshires and Nathaniel
Hawthorne also slept here. And here. And here.

 



 


. . . And Here. Encounter
with an Indian Waiter

 


It’s about 125 miles
from Concord to the Berkshire Mountains of Western Massachusetts as
the crow flies but a crow doesn’t have “Jailhouse Rock” (the Patti
Smith, not the Elvis, version) and “Born Too Late” and “Searchin’”
blaring from a stereo on the way, accompanied by two clashing,
discordant voices. If a crow had been forced to listen to our
accompaniment in order to make the flight, he would have stuck his
head under his wing and stayed at home.

 


It’s 125 miles of
laurels, maples, and pines, thickly gathered along the highway,
changing colors with the seasons so as to present a vision of
falling crimson and gold that stretches over the valleys and hills
and out of sight. The constantly changing view inspires such awe as
to frequently interrupt our singing.

 


“They were dancing to the jailhouse . . . Look at that
valley.”

 


“For I was born too late to win your . . . My gosh. See that
river flowing down there between the golden trees.”

 


“Gonna find her. Gonna find her. Gonna . . . Can you believe
that mountainside?”

 


The best I can
figure it, the Berkshire Mountains were given their name by someone
who had never seen real mountains, like the Rockies or the Alps or
the Sierras. They are a series of bumps on the face of the earth,
rather broad bumps, but bumps nonetheless. There are lakes galore
in these bumps and one of them, Maple Lake, near Tanglewood, is our
destination.

 


We are staying at
the Grey Goose, a glorified motel with a small dock and glorious
views of the lake and one attraction above all to bring us, singing
all the way, 125 miles. The Grey Goose has the best Indian (Asian)
restaurant in the world!

 


Some of you may
think I exaggerate. But I’m not exaggerating the depth of taste of
the Marsala, the crispness of the nan, the sweet and spicy flavors
of the Chicken Biryani. Precisely how this Indian restaurant came
to be located in the heart of Yankeeland is something of a mystery.
All I have been able to discern is that one branch of a large
Indian family immigrated here a number of years ago, together with
a host of other Indians who inhabit pockets throughout the region.
This family runs several prominent restaurants in India and so it
was natural for them to establish a branch restaurant in the
Berkshires.

 


Attention reader
M.C. who never dines anywhere without consulting his yuppie guides:
The restaurant is Zagat-rated as excellent. (Of course, I have
changed the name of the restaurant for this report and so your
Zagat won’t do you any good.)

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/9522
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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