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The coronavirus pandemic has disrupted travel domestically and around the world. You will find the latest developments on The Post’s live blog at www.washingtonpost.com/coronavirus/

on a siding so the track’s owner, 
Norfolk Southern, could send a 
freight train slowly past. This is 
one of the bigger annoyances of 
train travel: the delays that build 
up mile by mile through no fault 
of anyone on the train. The Cres-
cent has been described as one of 
the tardiest trains in the Amtrak 
system, and it certainly appeared 
from my round trip that this 
southernmost leg, especially 
from Birmingham, Ala., to New 
Orleans, accounted for most of 
the delays.

I tried to content myself with 
sightseeing. We passed a histori-
cal landmark, Sloss Furnaces, just 
outside Birmingham, and lovely 
small towns such as the afore-
mentioned Tuscaloosa and Lau-
rel, Miss., which, I learned from 
the Internet, is the “Home Town” 
for an HGTV show.

The stop after Laurel was 
mine, and I started packing up. 
We pulled into Hattiesburg  about 
45 minutes behind schedule. Be-
fore saying goodbye to the Cres-
cent, I tracked Mitchell down and 
thanked him for looking after me.

Later I would learn that, a 
decade ago, Amtrak honored 
Claude Mitchell for “sustained 
excellence.” His commendation 
read, in part, “Having greeted 
thousands of strangers boarding 
the train, Claude makes sure they 
all leave feeling like a part of the 
Amtrak family.”

Just so. The Crescent had of-
fered more than a way to get from 
Point A to Point B. It also lived up 
to my need for an oasis from the 
world. Its coronavirus precau-
tions kept me safe and healthy, 
while its crew completely satis-
fied me with their service.

I would gladly ride another 
long-distance route on Amtrak. 
If, that is, one remains available 
to ride.
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full before Atlanta; afterward, I 
saw only one other passenger in 
my car who was still heading 
south.

In the competition to move 
people around the country, not 
many passengers, and certainly 
not enough, are choosing 
Amtrak. Of its 15 long-distance 
routes, the Crescent ranked 10th 
in ridership in  the 2019 fiscal 
year, with 295,000 riders — or 
roughly 400 per trip per day — 
costing Amtrak $36 million more 
than it brought in. In fact, each of 
the long-distance routes, even the 
beloved Auto Train to Florida, 
lost money that year.

Clearly this is no way to run a 
railroad, and Amtrak has an-
nounced a plan that involves 
doing away with sleeping cars 
after already changing dining 
cars to cafe cars. Competing with 
airlines on price and offering 
shorter trips is how the carrier 
sees the future of train travel in 
the United States. Congress, 
which contributes a mighty por-
tion of Amtrak’s revenue, holds a 
different view, so the debate con-
tinues.

With the stop in Atlanta over, 
we got underway again, and for 
the first time, I began to feel the 
confines of the room. The diver-
sions I had brought — a book, 
surfing my phone, journaling — 
were less appealing, and I tried 
going to the cafe car for a change 
of perspective. During the pan-
demic, though, seating in the car 
was closed to coach passengers, 
and the sleeper-car side was effec-
tively so, with train staff using the 
space as a break room.

I contented myself with col-
lecting another coffee from the 
car’s canteen. There was no op-
tion but to return to my room, 
where the only available change 
in perspective was to swap seats 
and ride backward for a while.

The rest of the way, the Cres-
cent slowed noticeably, and at 
several points, the train stopped 

for a handhold, and then take 
four steps down. The next-to-last 
is a big one, and thankfully the 
handhold helped me avoid a nas-
ty tumble.

I masked up and stepped into 
the hallway, where  Mitchell 
rounded a corner, spied me and 
offered a hearty good morning. 
“Ready for breakfast?” he asked, 
looking far more chipper than I 
felt before my morning coffee. 
Yes, breakfast would be lovely.

As with dinner the night be-
fore, there was no shortage of 
food: an egg sandwich, oatmeal, 
yogurt, orange juice and, oh my, 
yes, coffee. Soon after I finished 
breakfast, the train pulled into 
Atlanta for what would be the 
longest stop of the trip.

This provided a chance to get 
fresh air and walk the platform. I 
noted how Amtrak set up the 
Crescent: two engines, followed 
by three coach cars, the cafe car, 
two sleeping cars and a combina-
tion luggage car and crew quar-
ters in the rear. As I strolled, I saw 
dozens of passengers step off the 
train and head for the station. My 
sleeping car had been about half 

the chairs were still available for 
me to sit in before bedtime, al-
though the headroom was now 
significantly limited. I read for 
about an hour, sipping on the 
complimentary nightcap beer, 
before lowering the room tem-
perature and  climbing into the 
upper bunk around 10 p.m.

I awoke around 1 a.m. to realize 
a couple of things: The room was 
now colder than Amtrak’s bed-
ding — a sheet and a blanket — 
could compensate for, and the 
ride was pretty bumpy. I won-
dered if the top bunk felt more of 
the train’s sway than the lower 
bunk would have — if  Mitchell 
was doing me a favor with how he 
originally set up the bed. (On the 
return trip, I slept in the lower 
bunk, and indeed, it was a 
smoother ride. Lesson learned.) I 
groggily did what I could to ad-
just the temp, and as I began to 
fall off again, I watched Salisbury, 
N.C., come and go.

When I woke up for good in the 
morning, I realized that climbing 
down in a sleepy state is not as 
easy as climbing up. I had to scoot 
toward the end of the bunk, reach 

Soon, Mitchell stopped by to 
take my dinner order. One adjust-
ment Amtrak has made during 
the pandemic is serving meals in 
sleeping-car passengers’ quar-
ters, rather than having people 
come to a dining car at mealtime. 
Food and nonalcoholic drinks are 
included with the cost of the 
sleeper, a minor factor that also 
helped sway me into paying the 
surcharge.

I chose braised beef with po-
lenta and green beans, green 
salad, a dinner roll, a chocolate 
brownie for dessert, and a soda. 
The food was quite tasty, with the 
entree arriving hot and the salad 
cool and crisp. Still, I did recog-
nize that this was  a premade meal 
heated up on the train, a step 
down from the dining-car experi-
ence available on my previous 
long-distance trips on Amtrak.

The sun set while I ate, and I 
realized that the prettiest part of 
the Crescent’s trip — going 
through the Shenandoah and 
Blue Ridge Mountains — would 
take place in darkness. I was 
disappointed but not surprised: 
This is common on long-distance 
train trips, an unavoidable part of 
the deal, since Amtrak leases the 
tracks from others and therefore 
has to operate on their schedules, 
rather than one of its own that 
prioritizes passengers.

 Mitchell came by one last time 
for the night, this time to make up 
the bed. Automatically he began 
to set up the lower bunk — 
flattening the chairs into a seam-
less “mattress” and then lowering 
the upper bunk slightly to grab 
bedding. I’d stepped into the hall-
way to give him the space he 
needed, but when I heard the 
sound of the upper bunk sliding 
back up, I realized I’d need to tell 
him that I had decided to spend 
this trip sleeping in the top bed.

He handled the change in di-
rection smoothly, and a few min-
utes later, he was all done. My 
using the upper bunk meant that 

Fortunately, the Amtrak em-
ployee I asked for help turned out 
to be the attendant for my car, 
Claude Mitchell. I climbed 
aboard, and he walked me to my 
roomette.

I dropped my bag and took a 
look around at my quarters for 
the coming day. It didn’t take 
long: The roomette is 31/2 feet 
wide by 61/2 feet long, and it is 
amazingly engineered to provide 
everything one needs: two facing, 
reclinable chairs that come to-
gether to form a bed roughly twin 
size; a second bed that drops from 
the ceiling at bedtime; a toilet, 
sink and mirror; one electrical 
outlet; a foldout writing or game 
table; air-conditioning vents; 
reading lights; and a cubby above 
the car hallway where luggage 
may be stashed.

Amtrak markets the roomette 
as just enough space for two 
people to stretch out and sleep. 
However, I came to believe that a 
companion would’ve made the 
space feel confining during covid 
times, when stepping into the 
hallway or walking the train is 
less inviting.

For roomier accommodations, 
one would need to step up to a 
bedroom with double the width 
(but the same length); each sleep-
ing car has three of these, one a 
wheelchair-accessible room. The 
bedrooms, which  cost $1,530 
round trip, feature a shower, con-
tained in a separate water closet, 
both of which the roomette lacks. 
(There is a shared shower for the 
roomette at the rear of the car.)

As I began to settle in and the 
train left Washington, my atten-
tion turned to the windows — the 
roomette has upper and lower 
panes that run the length of the 
room, letting in plenty of light 
and a view. I enjoyed watching 
Alexandria and Manassas slide by 
as we headed toward the Shenan-
doah Valley.
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Aboard Amtrak’s  Crescent, scenery and seclusion en route to Mississippi
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The author boarded the Crescent in Washington on his way 
to Hattiesburg, Miss. He passed time by reading, writing and 
swapping seats in his roomette  to ride backward for a while.

5. D.C. plates previously seen 
by a 21-year veteran inspector at 
the California border agricultur-
al station: 0

Some of the best writing in 
“Travels,” unsurprisingly, is 
about Steinbeck’s companion, a 
character whose presence we can 
easily imagine enjoying on a trip. 
In Maine, Steinbeck wrote: “The 
temperature lifted and it rained 
endlessly and the forests wept. 
Charley never got dry, and 
smelled as though he were mil-
dewed.” And in Wisconsin, 
parked next to cattle trucks being 
cleaned of manure, “Charley 
moved about smiling and sniff-
ing ecstatically like an American 
woman in a French perfume 
shop.”

As I sat on the couch reading 
recently, Hammy was curled up 
next to me in a tiny ball, his nose 
tucked under his back leg and 
tail. The book may have inspired 
me in 2007, but this time, I felt 
deeply connected to this travel-
ing pair. When Steinbeck wrote 
about his whole body aching 
from the road, I suffered with 
him. When he grumbled about 
roadside food, I recalled the time 
I settled on a Chipwich for din-
ner, the best of several pitiful 
options. When the miles and 
fields and faces became a blur at 
the end, when Steinbeck ac-
knowledged that the journey — 
which began before he left home 
— had ended while he was still on 
the road, the anguish was famil-
iar.

“The road became an endless 
stone ribbon,” he wrote. “My bed 
was unmade. . . . My stove was 
unlighted and a loaf of bread 
gathered mold in my cupboard. 
. . . I know it was cold, but I didn’t 
feel it; I know the countryside 
must have been beautiful, but I 
didn’t see it.” Then, at last, Stein-
beck was home.

When I return from a trip, it 
can take months before I want to 
travel any distance by car. (Ham-
my is ready much sooner.) Then, 
bit by bit, the longing returns. I 
flipped back to the beginning of 
the book and savored one of my 
favorite lines. Steinbeck wrote 
that a trip “has personality, tem-
perament, individuality, unique-
ness. A journey is a person in 
itself; no two are alike.”

I contemplated the notion that 
a new road trip — unlike any 
other — awaited. The thought 
was comforting. I closed the 
book and snuggled closer to my 
co-pilot for warmth. Hammy 
sighed. I dreamed.
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have planned houses I will never 
build, have made gardens I will 
never plant.” At one point, he 
wondered how much energy in 
foot-pounds is expended in driv-
ing a truck for six hours. In long, 
quiet stretches, I’ve pondered 
similar puzzles, such as the engi-
neering of road curves along a 
cliff. I’ve imagined utility bills 
and love letters inside mail 
trucks. More than once, I have 
written entire articles in my 
head.

Like Steinbeck, I drove rough-
ly along the perimeter of the 
country. We both went through 
Badlands and Yellowstone na-
tional parks, and we both visited 
California’s redwoods. I relished 
interactions with strangers — 
and still do. Darwin and I met a 
motorcyclist from Toronto, a sa-
loon bartender in Deadwood, 
S.D., a Nashville-to-Alaska travel-
er with a leashed cat named 
Charcoal, and a man named 
Smooth in Cooke City, Mont., 
who shared his local recommen-
dations on an index card. In my 
notebook, I jotted down snippets 
of conversations that made me 
laugh. I entertained myself by 
counting dozens of items and 
creating a Harper’s Index-style 
list:

1. Times considered turning 
around the first day: 4

2. Average nights I slept in 
each of 21 beds: 1.4

3. Speeding tickets: 0
4. Harley-Davidson show-

rooms visited: 14

couldn’t be carried out.”
On my first day of driving in 

2007, I left Washington and was 
overcome by fatigue in the first 
couple of hours. I stopped in 
Virginia for a nap, certain that I 
couldn’t continue. Darwin 
seemed to understand that when 
I napped, she would stay alert, 
which she did from the passen-
ger’s seat. I woke up refreshed 
and pressed on.

Steinbeck headed north to 
Maine then turned west. He 
visited Niagara Falls for the first 
time and crossed through Min-
nesota and North Dakota, even-
tually visiting his sisters in 
Monterey, Calif., near his home-
town of Salinas. Along the way, 
he fell hard for Montana, a state 
I’ve come to love. He wrote that if 
it “had a seacoast, or if I could 
live away from the sea, I would 
instantly move there and peti-
tion for admission.”

In his travels, Steinbeck struck 
up conversations everywhere, of-
ten enticing strangers with the 
offer of coffee and a “dollop” of 
whiskey or applejack at his 
camper table. He talked to Amer-
icans of every stripe — sailor, 
waitress, veterinarian, student — 
covering topics as varied as race 
relations, mobile homes and pol-
itics. Steinbeck presented pages 
of dialogue, leaving some readers 
wondering how much was fabri-
cated; he was, first and foremost, 
a novelist.

With his mind free for think-
ing, Steinbeck said, “I myself 

as his departure date ap-
proached. “My warm bed and 
comfortable house grew increas-
ingly desirable and my dear wife 
incalculably precious,” he wrote. 
“To give these up for three 
months for the terrors of the 
uncomfortable and unknown 
seemed crazy. I didn’t want to go. 
Something had to happen to 
forbid my going, but it didn’t.” He 
set off and was overwhelmed. “I 
wondered how in hell I’d got 
myself mixed up in a project that 

Steinbeck was awarded the No-
bel Prize in literature. The book 
recounts his drive around the 
country in the autumn of 1960, 
years after publishing famous 
titles such as “Of Mice and Men” 
and “The Grapes of Wrath.”

He lived in New York at the 
time and considered it “criminal” 
that an American writer writing 
about America didn’t know his 
own country. At 58, he set out to 
answer the question: “What are 
Americans like today?” Wanting 
to avoid recognition, he went to 
great lengths to remain anony-
mous and self-contained, “a kind 
of casual turtle carrying his 
house on his back.” He ordered a 
customized vehicle with a camp-
er top — complete with a double 
bed, four-burner stove and 
chemical toilet. He named it 
Rocinante after Don Quixote’s 
horse. Over 10,000 miles through 
34 states, he was not recognized 
once.

Aching for a road trip and 
grounded at home in December, I 
reread Steinbeck’s travelogue, 
slowly. I appreciated it anew, 
particularly his description of 
trip planning. He overpacked 
Rocinante with “tools enough to 
assemble a submarine,” emer-
gency foods, two rifles and a 
shotgun (although his hunting 
days were over by then), fishing 
rods, canned goods and what he 
estimated was four times too 
many clothes, blankets, pillows, 
shoes and boots. Thinking he 
might write, he packed a type-
writer, paper, pencils, notebooks, 
dictionaries and a compact ency-
clopedia, noting, “I suppose our 
capacity for self-delusion is 
boundless.”

Before the trip, Charley knew 
something was afoot — of course. 
He whined, paced and made a 
“damned nuisance of himself,” 
while friends stopped by and 
spoke of their own hunger to 
move, no matter the destination.

The reason for my first cross-
country trip was clear: a friend’s 
wedding in Palo Alto, Calif. Sub-
sequently, I cared less about the 
reason I was driving to the West 
Coast and found myself concoct-
ing motives to satisfy others: 
helping my grandmother move, 
covering travel assignments, 
dog-sitting for friends. Hammy, a 
trauma survivor who is a more 
bashful and tentative beagle 
than his predecessor, has become 
an equally enthusiastic traveler. 
He has now visited 44 states. 
Until the pandemic, when Ham-
my and I itched for a trip we 
never missed an opportunity to 
scratch.

As I reread “Travels With 
Charley,” I chuckled, recognizing 
from every one of my trips the 
hesitation Steinbeck experienced 

BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN

The first in an occasional se-
ries on the books that spurred 
our love of travel. 

Fourteen years ago, I decided 
to drive across the United States. 
This came after a childhood of 
cross-country rides in the back 
seat of my parents’ car, visiting 
my grandparents in Southern 
California. But in 2007, when I 
was a full-fledged grown-up, my 
grandmother worried about this 
trip well before my departure. 
My mother wanted to know 
where I would sleep. My sister 
said she couldn’t imagine driving 
all those miles by myself.

“Don’t you wish you had some-
one there to share it with?” she 
asked.

Reminding them about my 
four-legged travel buddy did 
nothing to quell their unease. 
“I’m not alone,” I said, time and 
again. “Darwin will be with me.”

Perhaps I carried an extra air 
of confidence when I reiterated 
that statement about my co-pilot 
and explained that this trip was 
wholly different from a solo ad-
venture. I had just read John 
Steinbeck’s “Travels With Char-
ley: In Search of America,” and it 
spoke to me. Loudly.

“I took one companion on my 
journey — an old French gentle-
man poodle known as Charley,” 
Steinbeck wrote. He described 
Charley as a born diplomat, ex-
pert sniffer and poor fighter. He 
was an early bird, a good watch-
dog and friend who “would rath-
er travel about than anything he 
can imagine.” The pair set off on 
their journey in September 1960.

Darwin was also a good friend 
— a sassy, independent beagle, 
occasional growler and regular 
howler who loved road trips 
second only to eating. In 2007, we 
traveled 8,800 miles in 30 days. 
Since then I’ve made the trip out 
West every two years, on average, 
always with a beagle — first 
Darwin, now Hamilton.

The surge of euphoria and 
pure bliss I experience on these 
long trips is unequaled in any 
other part of my existence. Over 
the years, when Washington 
friends bought houses out West 
and prepared to drive there with 
their dogs, I could barely contain 
my excitement. I fell just short of 
inviting myself to join them. The 
“blasts of a ship’s whistle still 
raise the hair on my neck and set 
my feet to tapping,” Steinbeck 
wrote, and he felt equally impa-
tient to travel when he heard an 
engine warming or horse hoofs 
clopping. “I fear the disease is 
incurable,” he wrote. I feel his 
pain.

“Travels with Charley” was 
published in 1962, the same year 

Classic travelogue showcases man’s best road trip buddy
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TOP: Hamilton curls up 
with a good book. Like 
John Steinbeck’s 
Charley, Hammy is a 
good travel companion.

ABOVE: Steinbeck in 
1962, the year  “Travels 
With Charley” was 
published — and the 
year he won the Nobel 
Prize for literature.


