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TRIP TO PEORIA
(Akin to ‘'What did you do over the Easter Holiday?')*

W e l l ,  a d m i t t e d l y ,  a s a d i s c o v e r y  t o ur  o f A m e r i c a ,  a t ri p t o 
P e o r i a  d o e s  o f f e r  o n e  th e o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  f u l l y  c a p t u r e  t h e 
n a t u r e  of  a s m a l l ,  d e c a y i n g ,  Midwest industrial t ow n,  e s p e - 
c i a l l y  if  that person s u s p e c t e d  the truth o f  the s t a t e m e n t  that
the f a r m - b e l t  h a s  b e e n  h a r d  h i t  e c o n o m i c a l l y  in  r e c e n t  t i m e s , 
a l t h o u g h  a trip f ro m C h i c a g o  t o  U r b a n a  s h o u l d  s u f f i c e  as 
e v i d e n c e .  I m o st l y  wanted t o  e s c a p e  th e s t u b b l e  st u m p s  of  l a s t 
y e a r ' s  s t a l k s  s u r r o u n d i n g  U r b a n a ,  w h i c h  I didn't d o  u n t i l 
Bloomington, about 4 0  miles a w a y ,  h a l f w a y  t o  P e o r i a .  Th e r e  a
v e r y  p r et t y  b l o n d e  s a t  d o w n  n e x t  to  m e after I h a d  he l p e d  h e r 
put h e r  su i t c a s e  i n  th e l u g g a g e  r a c k .  W he n I t ol d h e r  I was
t a ki n g  a d a y ' s  o u t i n g  to  P e o r i a  s h e  g a v e  m e  a r a t h e r 
i n c r e d u l o u s  s m i l e ,  w h i c h  I l a t e r  r e a l i z e d  w as  p r ob a b ly  masking
a carefully restrained g u f f a w .  I q u i c k l y  pointed o u t  t ha t th e
I l l i n o i s  R i ve r  f l o w s  through Peoria ( I  w a s  missing t h e Ne c ka r 
i n  H e i d e l b e r g  o n  a s p r i n g  da y ) ,  tha t I hoped to find a s h o r t - 
w a v e  r a d i o  i n  a s h o p  there and t ha t P e o r i a  h ad  a z o o .  T h e n  s h e 
nodded her  h e ad  i n  a f fi r m a ti o n  ' Y e s ,  y o u  could g o  t o  the z o o . ' 

T h e  l a n d s c a p e  w a s  a l i t t l e  better after Bloomington. The b u s 
driver l e f t  the interstate and  we d r o v e  t hr ou g h s o me  l i g h t  br o w n 
p a st u r e  la nd  w i th  ev en  a few  h i l l s  and  g r o v e s .  T h e r e  w er e a few
farmhouses, a h e r d  of s h e e p  o r  tw o,  s o m e  di s c o n t e n t e d  c o w s  in
c o r r a l s .  Wh en  we a r r i v e d  in P e or i a  my n e w  ac q u a i n t a n c e  g o t  of f
th e bus w i th  me to s t re t c h  her l e g s .  I n  the one-hour drive fro m
Bloomington I l ea rn e d th a t s h e  was a n  E n gl i s h  ma jo r i n te r e s te d 
in the history of the English language a s  was I ,  h ad  l i ve  in
A u s t i n ,  T e x a s  w h er e  s h e  h o p e d  t o  r e tu r n  after h er  s t u d i e s  a nd 
was o n  h e r  way h o m e  to  the Illinois/Iowa b o rd e r  for E a s t e r .  I
bid her  ad i e u  a nd  walked i n t o  do w n t o w n  P e o r i a .  L a te r  it
o c c u r r e d  to  m e that I might h a v e  a sk ed  he r fo r h er  a d d r e s s  in
B l o o m i n g t o n . 

W e  h a d  c r o s s e d  th e w id e r i v e r  coming into t o wn - - i n a s t a t e  of
e x u l t a t i o n  I b o un c e d  u p  a nd  down in my s e a t  p o in t i n g a t i t  a s  if
" S e e ,  I tol d y o u  t h er e  w as  a r i ve r  her e ! "  I h e a d e d  f or  i t  r i g h t 
a w a y - - o i l ,  c e m e n t ,  a b an d o n ed  w a r e h o u s e s ,  a b r o k e n - d o w n  co n c r e t e
d o ck  wi th  a h a lf - s u bm e r g ed  s h i p  w hi ch  h a d  o n c e  b e e n  a
r e s t a u r a n t ,  g r a v e l ,  e v er y t h in g  o v e r g r o w n  wi th  .weeds. A c r o s s 
the r i v e r  was a g r a s s y  k n o l l  w i th  a h o u s e  o n  i t .  I t h o u g h t  of 
w a lk i n g  t o  it but c o u l d n ' t  de c i d e  w h ic h  o f th e t h re e  interstate
bridges to take. Also as the river c u r v e d ,  i t  w a s  i m p o s s i b l e 
t o  e s t i m a t e  th e  d i s t a n c e .  S o  I  t u r n e d  b a c k  t o  d o w n t o w n ,  o n l y 
t w o  b l o c k s  r e m o v e d  f r o m  t h e  r i v e r .  A l l  t h e  s t o r e s  m u s t  h a v e 
m o v e d  o u t  t o  s u b u r b a n  sh o p p i n g  c e n t e r s  an d  m a l l s .  T h e r e  w a s  a 
S e a r s  an d  a  f u r n i t u r e  s t o r e ,  a l s o  R e v c o  Dr u g s ,  bu t  th e r e  we r e 
m o r e  pe r s o n n e l  th a n   c u s t o m e r s .  Outside th e R e v c o  t w o w o r k i n g 
c l a s s  k i d s  w er e e n g a g e d  i n  a k a m i k a z e  sk a t e - b o a r d i n g - - t h e y 
propelled thems e l v e s  t o  a b ri ck  wall, turning the ir s k a t e b o a r d s 
w h en  th ey  s m a s h e d  i n t o  i t .  That was a mall-like a r e a  a nd  t h er e 
w e r e  a f e w  ol d e r  p e o p l e  s i t t i n g  around--it w e n t  u p  t o  8 0 
d e g r e e s  F .  t h at  d a y - - w h o  r e mi n d e d m e o f  th e s l e e p i n g  d o g s  y o u 
s e e  i n  t h os e  s m a l l  n o r t h e r n  S p an i s h  v i l l a g e s  w i th  th e s t o n e  a nd 
c h a l k  h o u s e s  o n  a h o t  su m m e r  d a y .  W a l k i n g  d o w n  th e m a i n 
s t r e e t ,  I p as se d  closed b u t c h e r  s h o p s ,  bars a n d  'Tanta E m m a ' 
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s t o r e s ,  w h o s e  s i g n s  could s t i l l  partly b e r e a d .  I n  a d d i t i o n 
there were a fe w d i m l y  li t  b a r s ,  t w o  mini-skirted prostit u t e s - - 
o n e  wh i t e ,  o n e  black--with s m a l l  h a n d b a g s  o n  l o n g  go l d  c h a i n s . 
I w al ke d  i n t o  o n e  o f the p a wn  s h o p s  I s a w a n d  found a n  o l d 
Heathkit ( R e m e m b e r  the build-it-yourself r a d i o s ?  M y b r ot h e r 
u s ed  t o  b ui ld  them in t h e ea r ly  6 0 ' s .  O n c e  h e  built a
t r an s m i tt e r  an d  insulted t h e  g i r l  next d o o r  o v e r  th e a i r w a y s 
until the F C C  c a m e  t o  th e h o u s e  and  f in ed  h i m )  s h o r t w a v e  f or 
$ 3 0 ,  s o  h e a v y  I c o u l d n ' t  h a v e  carried it t o  the b u s  s t a t i o n . 

A s th e r o a d  w as  getting d u s t i e r  and  the b u i l d i n g s  scarcer, I
h e ad e d  b ac k th e way  I c a m e ,  t o w a r d s  the z o o .  S o me  of  the
i n i t i a l  wooden houses I c a m e  across I found c h a r m i n g .  T h e r e  w a s 
a b i za r r e ly  p ai nt e d M a so n i c  s t o n e  temple complete wit h m y st i c 
s y m b o l s .  A similar s t o n e  f o r t r e s s - l i k e  tem ple stood o n  a n 
embankment t o  th e i n t e r s t a t e .  O n e  h o u s e  had a v e ra n d a 
s u r r o u n d i n g  it  and  sundry s m a l l  d o o r s  tha t l o ok e d  li k e  e l v e ' s 
e n t r a n c e s .  So o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  these buildings g a v e  way  to  m o re 
dilapidated o n e s  a nd  looking u p  I r e al i z e d I w as  in the middle
of  a Bla ck g h e t t o .  P e o p l e  were m il li n g a b ou t  e v e r y w h e r e , 
sitting and s m o k i n g  o n  the b ac k por ch e s,  playing b a l l , 
l i s t e n i n g  to  music. I changed my r o u t e  and mad e my w a y  b a ck  to 
th e m ai n r o a d .  T h e  f i rs t  intersection was at t h e c o r n e r  of  the
c i t y  h o s p i t a l ;  t h e em e rg e n c y roo m had a l a r g e  s i g n  o v e r  it
'Trauma Center.' I wa lk ed from the re f o r  a b o u t  a m i le  am id s t  th e
d i n o f  t ra ff i c pa s t g a s  st a t i o n s ,  m o t e l s ,  H a r r y ' s  Used A u t o 
parts, W h it e  T a v e r n  hamburgers, T o m ' s  M u f f l e r s ,  McDonald's,
s t o p l i g h t s  e t c .  o n  a narrow sidewalk or the edge of the highway,
unable to discern if there was a safer area to walk through on
my right so I w o u l d  b e  a b l e  t o  ma k e  it  o u t  t o  th e  z o o .  W h e n  I 
s a w  a  b u s  c o m i n g  d o w n  t h e  ot h e r  s i d e ,  I da r t e d  a c r o s s  th e 
s t r e e t  a n d  j u m p e d  o n  i t  he a d i n g  ba c k  do w n t o w n .  On  m y  w a y  ba c k 
t o  th e  b u s  s t a t i o n ,  I  p a s s e d  th e  P e o r i a  T h e a t e r .  In  t h e 
G r e y h o u n d  station I opened up a book and read for the three
hours b e f o r e  t h e  ne x t  an d  la s t  bu s  ba c k  to  U r b a n a . 

* W r i t t e n  fo r  Ka t i e ,  Ea s t e r  1 9 8 6 


