
On Our Way 
2/29/2012 – Overcast and sprinkles, Charlotte to Raleigh, but not cold 
 
Usually when we travel, our flights are early enough to require getting up before the sun. I thought, with a noon 
departure, we could sleep in. Not today – we had last minute things to do (including drilling holes in Legos – 
yes, really – I promise you’ll see pictures later of the Lego jewelry Dale makes; I looked at the pile of bricks 
needing holes and scooped them along with the Dremmel drill into a gallon zip lock to be drilled on board). We 
had time for breakfast before leaving home (for more than a month!).  
 
Our wonderful neighbor, Oscar, picked us and our many bags up at 
9:30 am. All people and luggage were loaded into the car by 9:45 and 
we were on our way! (See the Prep and Notes blog entry for info about 
our choice to take the train). 
 
The good news, given that we had to pack for a month, is that Amtrak 

has a generous luggage allowance: 3 checked and 2 carryon bags 
plus a personal item for each traveler. This allowed us to pack the 
clothes and everything else we need (?) on such a trip. We packed 
enough clothes (daytime/casual-and-tour and evening/dress-and-
formal wardrobes) for only 5-6 days because we will take advantage of 
the onboard unlimited laundry service. Even so, we used Space Bags, 
which would be worth their weight in gold if they actually weighed 
much! It’s the “everything else” that takes up so much room – all the 
grooming “stuff”, electronics “stuff”, tour-related “stuff”, leisure time  
“stuff” along with “stuff” and more “stuff”.   
 
The bad news is that Amtrak has a generous luggage allowance. I found it a bit of a challenge to pack all that 

“stuff” and I wonder how much I’d take if I didn’t have a strong, helpful son to handle it! Of course, Oscar  
helped a lot loading and unloading the car but after he left, Dale did most of it. 
 
We got to the Amtrak station at 10:45, picked up our tickets and checked our bags. The woman who checked 
us in (forgot to get her name) was most helpful and very nice, explaining to this novice how things work. She 
was puzzled about why we were taking such an early train and to Raleigh with its long layover when there was 
another train to Cary (one stop before Raleigh) that leaves around 5 pm and includes a 1+ hour layover. Turns 
out it’s because I booked months before this route was established (but got the best price possible for the 
roomette as a result, so I’ll cope ).  
 
The Charlotte train station has a large waiting room with “old-style” (pew-like) wooden benches. We met Ralph, 
a volunteer with Amtrak, who provided us with a lot of information about the route we were about to travel. He 
also gave us a Points of Interest brochure that proved to be very informative about the cities and towns we 
would be traveling through. This brochure is out of print, but he had saved a handful of them. 
 
In less than an hour, we boarded the train, snagging one of the tables   
in the Grey Squirrel car (each car has it’s own name!).     

The coach seats are definitely 
better than airplane coach seats. 
There’s more leg room, better 
reclining, a fold-down table and 
electrical outlet.  
 
No Wi-Fi.  
 
No quiet car, which I found 
disconcerting given that there were a  
couple of “hearable” kids waiting to board the train with their mother. Only 
17 people boarded at Charlotte in 2 cars (the other car was the Box Turtle  

Oscar and Dale with our luggage: 1 
garment bag, 3 big suitcases, 2 carryons, 
2 personal items and an insulated bag 
with our sandwiches and beverages. 

http://bcdenterprises.net/PCcruise/PDFs/900aPreTrip.pdf


car) with those going to Raleigh in one car and those getting off before then in the other – that included the 
“hearable” kids, so we did, in effect, have a quiet car. All-in-all, there were only 30 boarding passengers 
between Charlotte and Raleigh.  
 
The near-empty car meant we had the whole “booth” to ourselves and we were able to keep all carryons wth 
us and accessible. Because this was our first passenger train trip (we rode the commuter trains in Chicago 
many times – no comparison, except for the bumpy ride, which I’d forgot about) we spent a lot of time looking 
at the scenery and sites, greatly enhanced by the brochure Ralph gave us. Here are some interesting things 
we learned as we went through the towns (all in NC) on the route: 

 The Mecklenberg Declaration of Independence, the first formal document declaring the colonies’ 
independence from England, was signed by Charlotte patriots on May 20, 1775. The Declaration of 
Independence signed in 1776 was modeled after the Mecklenberg Declaration. 

 The first gold rush in the U.S. began in Concord after a 12-year-old boy, playing hooky from church, 
found a 17-pound gold nugget in a creek near Concord. 

 The National Cemetery in Salisbury is on land that was part of a Confederate prisoner-of-war camp. 
More than 12,000 Union soldiers are buried there. 

 Lexington NC is named for the Revolutionary War battle at Lexington MA. It was in Lexington in the 
1920s that a style of barbequing pork shoulder originated, giving rise to Carolina Barbeque.  

 High Point is so named because it is the highest point on the NC railroad between Charlotte and 
Goldsboro. 

 Greensboro served as a temporary Confederacy capital and is where Jefferson Davis granted General 
Joseph Johnson authority to negotiate an armistice with the Union army. 
 

As it turned out, Ralph rode to Raleigh, interacting with the passengers. He called himself the “train host” for 
lack of any official title, keeping us entertained and informed, even showing Dale some coin and card tricks.  

 
 
Dale explored the train a bit, and found 
  the lounge car. He came back with 
bottles of water (free, as is coffee and 
tea) and information: the Lounge car 
has vending machines with soda (75¢), 
and candy, chips and trail mix for 75¢ 
to $1.00 – not bad. I stayed in my seat, 
guardian of the “stuff”.    
 
 
 

The trip to Raleigh took just over 3 hours, getting us there at 3:15 pm. Departure time for the trip to Fort 
Lauderdale was 5½ hours later, so we had time to fill. We stored our carry-ons in safe-keeping ($3 for all – 
Robert gave us a break, it’s usually $3 each). Robert and a couple other employees were, again, very nice, 
very helpful. Wow, everyone connected with Amtrak has been so nice – quite refreshing after the “deterioration 
of the niceness factor” in the airline industry.  
 
One of the things they helped us with was the lay of the land, so to speak. Dale wanted to do a bit of 
geocaching today, very important to find a cache today. Here’s why: there is a goal among geocachers to find 
something every day of the year - not necessarily in the same year, over multiple years. He logs his “finds” by 
date. Whatever dates at the end of this year are not logged with “finds” become the goal dates for “finds” next 
year. Because today is February 29, which won’t occur again for four years, a “find” today makes 
accomplishing this goal quicker.  
  
Unfortunately, he couldn’t find the one cache near the train station (actually, it was “in the shadow” of the 
convention center, a couple blocks away). After trying to locate the cache for 20 minutes, someone drove into 
the parking lot and stopped to help him (it was right next to the police station and Dale felt safe). After asking 
Dale where he had looked, he showed him where it was supposed to be. It is a tiny (micro) cache on a fence 



and was likely blown or shaken off, falling into a huge pile of leaves. Together, they couldn’t find it, so now 
Dale will wait another 4 years to reach the goal.     
 
Meanwhile, I was waiting at The Pit, a restaurant across the street from the train station that Robert had 
recommended, saying the beef brisket is to die for. I don’t like beef but, of course, I knew I could find 
something I do like on the menu (the Chicken and Spinach Salad was really good). Dale ordered the brisket. I 
took a small bite to see what was so special about it. Oh… my… gosh! It was, well, to die for! I seriously 
considered ordering a small portion for myself but settled for a couple more not-so-small bites of Dale’s – it 
was a large portion, so he was fine with sharing 3 bites. Four? Better not to push it…. On the other hand Dale 
had more than 3 bites of my salad. BTW, our waiter was outstanding. Hmm, could it be possible that I will find 
nothing to complain about during this whole trip?  
 
Across the street to the waiter-recommended Videri Chocolate Factory, a store where they make and sell just 4 
varieties but have a huge inventory, bespeaking their popularity. We sampled a couple flavors then bought 2 
mini-bars of the dark chocolate with sea salt. It goes without saying, that there was nothing to complain about 
that – it was chocolate, after all. 
 
Back to the train station at 7 to sit and wait for boarding at 9:13. It was not crowded (yet) so Dale stretched out 
and took an hour-long nap on wood benches similar to those at the Charlotte train station. As it got closer to 
departure time, the waiting room filled with quite a variety of people, including children and babies, this time all 
pretty quiet. Still, I was glad we had booked a roomette rather than sleep with 40 other people in coach.  
 
The roomette was already made up for the night (beds down and made). We explored our tiny space: 

 Roomette is 38” x 77” (emphasis on “ette”). It’s actually reported to 
be 42” wide, but that’s window to door, both of which are a bit 
recessed. 

 Bed runs the length of the room and is 28” at the top half, 23” at the 
bottom half. 

 Overhead storage is 35” wide x 16” tall x 21“ deep, roomy enough for 
our 2 largest carry-ons and a back pack. 

 With the beds down, there is an area of 12” x 27” for standing – one 
person at a time. 

 Ahem, how to say this… the toilet is a tight fit, wide stances ain’t 
gonna happen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Upper and lower bed in roomette. 
Carry-on in lower left of picture fills the 
space between the door and the bed. 

Foot of lower bunk, toilet with (sealing) lid 
down, and fold-up sink above it. 

With such a tiny space, we decided it was best 
to just settle in for the night, and go to sleep. 
That would have been nice… 


