FEATURE ARTICLES

DECEMBER 26TH—WHY ARE WE RIDING THE CTA?
-by Don Evans

It’s December 26, 2009—and we are on our way to New Orleans for a bit of a vacation, so
why are we riding the Chicago Transit Authority Blue Line train in the snow? Good
question, and the answer has to do with the weather.

The trip started off routinely enough with a departure from YVR on a United flight for
Chicago—although the extra security measures due yesterday’s attempted bombing of a
plane into Detroit caused some extra airport time. Still we departed on time as YVR handled
things well, and the fight was uneventful for the most part. However, as the A 320
descended into Chicago for a landing at O’Hare the weather was blizzard like. We touched
down in heavy snow and on a snowy runway, the plane using full thrust reversers rather than
brakes to come to down to taxi speed.

Into the terminal for our connecting flight to New Orleans—its been cancelled! We are just
one of over three hundred flights cancelled out of O’Hare today due the weather. Off to the
United Airlines service counter where a very helpful agent got our options—standby on a
mid day flight tomorrow or confirmed on an evening flight tomorrow. We choose the
confirmed route, and then set about calling our New Orleans hotel to advise them we won’t
be getting there as planned and finding a hotel for tonight. We choose to go to downtown
Chicago so we can enjoy the city. Thus, we are now aboard the CTA Blue Line into the city.
A short taxi ride from the Washington CTA station and we are settled in and comfortable.

December 27 is spent walking around Chicago (one of our favourite cities) for much of the
day. It is cold (22 degrees F.) and snowing (although more lightly than yesterday) so we
often pop into a store or coffee chop to warm up a bit! Still, it is a good day. Around 4PM
we once again board the CTA and head out to O’Hare—good news on arrival shows our
New Orleans fight is on time. The snow has stopped and the airport is operating normally.
All good—we board the A 319 and then, we are asked to return to the terminal while they
fix a mechanical problem. Finally we re-board and depart two hours late, resulting in a 0130
arrival into New Orleans. Taxi to the hotel and we finally arrive—just a day and a half late!

New Orleans is also cool (but not cold!) at around the mid 40°s F, and we set about
exploring the city by foot. A walk along the Mississippi River shore is enjoyable followed
by a thorough street by street walk through the historic French Quarter. We luck out
wandering by Preservation Hall just after lunch to discover a special afternoon series of live
jazz being offered this week. We sit down just before 2:00PM and enjoy a lively hour of this
historic music in this classic and intimate setting. Wonderful!
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New Orleans is home to the oldest continuing operating streetcar line in North America, and
the classic old green streetcars on the St. Charles line are running with full loads throughout
our visit. Naturally, we take a ride and—although jammed in with a full standing room load—
we enjoy this great ride. We get off at River Bend and have some lunch, then walk back to and
around Audubon Park. Returning on the streetcar is equally a challenge, as the cars are full and
people are left behmd at V1rtually every stop (photo St. Charles St. )
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operate on the Riverfront line, rounding out the three operating streetcar lines in New Orleans.

Evening service leaves lots to be desired, however. W ride the Canal Line to its end terminus
at City Park to take in their great Christmas Lights event, and are assured streetcar service goes
on until midnight. On returning to the car stop, however, we wait for over 40 minutes with no
car. There are no posted schedules or information of any sort, finally a bus comes along on the
street so we flag it down. The driver says the streetcar will be along (there is only one car
running the entire line) but if we are still there when she comes back she will pick us up. 20
minutes later along she comes, and we (and several other parties are still there) so we bus back
to the city center. Service not so great here, but it is good to see the streetcars back in service
as they were hit hard by Katrina. Interestingly, the old green cars with their standard
controllers and electrical systems fared better with the water than the modern red cars, which
required substantial rebuilding and replacement of their electronic control systems.

Speaking of Katrina, we are interested in how the city is recovering, so we decide to go on a
tour and have a look. The City of New Orleans is actually encouraging this as the recovery is
still coming slowly in many regards. While the core of the downtown of the city looks like it
always has, the outer areas remain far from back to normal.

This is seen most graphically in the 9th Ward, where whole blocks are just vacant—all that is
left are the block foundations from the homes that were once there. This is the district of the
city that was closest to where the levee break occurred, and it was essentially wiped out. Here
we see some of the new “Brad Pitt” houses which the actor has been building at cost as a
contribution to the recovery effort (photo below). Some residents continue to live in the tiny
“FEMA” trailers, but many will never return. In fact, the population of the city remains at just
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Back to the French Quarter, the lively activity takes on a different meaning now, we are glad
that at least this area was saved with its historic buildings and history. We hope that the
remainder of the city gets more attention and that things get more back to normal than they are
to date. We ride the free ferry across the Mississippi to Algiers and walk the historic town
there, and return to the waterfront to see a CSX freight with a long train of military vehicles
trundle by. (photo)

Downtown is especially alive this week, and as we prepare to depart the city has college
football fever, with the Allstate Bowl game set for New Year’s Day. The Florida Gators will
play the Cincinnati Bearcats and all over town the colours are worn and flying (the Gators
won). It will make for a lively New Year’s Eve on Bourbon Street, but we have to head for
home. We depart on United at 0820 December 31 for Denver, connecting to Vancouver and
arrive back home at YVR at 1430.




