
DEAR TRAVEL TROUBLE-
SHOOTER >> I’m a professional 
photographer, and I was work-
ing in New York City recently. 
I had a double shift and was 
scheduled to work again in New 
York the next morning. Because 
I live a bit outside the city, I de-
cided to book a hotel for the 
night. I did so through Priceline 

at a cost of $170. I 
went to check in 
at the Hotel Penn-
sylvania after my 
second shift was 
done, around 1:30 
a.m. 

When I ar-
rived at the hotel, 
I found a line of 
people waiting to 

check in, despite the late hour. 
As we waited, a hotel employee 
came from behind the desk and 
informed us that there were no 
rooms available. They were still 
being cleaned and would not be 
ready for another three hours. 
He said if we had booked a room 
through an agency like Priceline, 
then we should call them and 
have them find us another room.

I called Priceline twice and 
talked to their robotic voice 
thing, but I was not able to get 
through to a real person, despite 
their website saying customer 
service is available 24/7. I tried 
using the chat function through 
their website but again was not 
able to message with a real per-
son.

It was almost 2 a.m. at this 
point and I needed to get some 
sleep before going to work at 
9:30 a.m. the next day. I was able 
to book a room through Hotel 
Tonight, but it cost me $365.

Here’s my problem: Priceline 
won’t refund the $170 I prepaid 
for the Hotel Pennsylvania be-
cause they say I never checked in 
and was a no-show. I talked to 
three different customer service 
people who all said the same 
thing. I’ve also emailed their 
“Executive Services” email and 
received the same response. Can 
you help me get a refund from 
Priceline?

— Liam Goodman,  
Beacon, New York

ANSWER >> The Hotel Pennsylva-
nia should have found a room 
for you. In the hotel industry, 
there’s a standard rule that says 
if a hotel can’t accommodate 
you, it will “walk” you to a com-
parable property and cover your 
first night. If you’d asked a rep-
resentative to “walk” you to an-
other hotel, you might have been 
able to avoid paying an extra 
$365.

Priceline’s refusal to refund 
the money sounds absurd, but it 
makes sense. The online travel 
agency doesn’t know any more 
than what’s in your record. 
And your record says you didn’t 
check in (which is true, but not 
the entire truth).

Your experience is an im-
portant lesson for the rest of 
us. If you’ve prepaid for a room 
through Priceline or Hotwire, 
and the hotel can’t accommo-
date you, make sure you get a 
confirmation of your cancella-
tion in writing. In other words, 
some proof on hotel letterhead 
that the hotel turned you away 
or a cancellation number. Oth-
erwise, you’ll be a no-show and 
lose your money.

I’m unhappy that the Execu-
tive Services email offered the 
same canned response as every-
one else. I list the names, num-
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No hotel 
room and 
no Priceline 
refund either

Paris, our hearts are with 
you.

As French officials assess 
the fire damage at Notre Dame 
Cathedral and begin to rebuild 
— President Emmanuel Macron 
has said he hopes to reopen 
the cathedral in five years — 
you can take comfort in what 
history has taught us: Cathe-
drals rebound.

Had plans to visit the re-
vered medieval cathedral this 
spring or summer? You can 
still see it from the outside, 

but if you want to get inside 
a Gothic cathedral from that 
vintage — about 1040 to 1540 
— there are dozens of amazing 
examples to visit in France and 
across Europe, from the Ba-
silica of St. Denis in a northern 
suburb of Paris just 14 miles 
from Notre Dame, to Italy’s 
famed Duomo di Milano, which 
took a whopping six centuries 
to complete.

Here are eight European 
cathedrals that were built in 
the same era as Notre Dame, 

and worth a visit on your next 
adventure.
1 Basilica of St. Denis, France
2 Winchester Cathedral, 
England
3 Catedral de Sevilla, Spain
4 York Minster, England
5 Duomo di Milano, Italy
6 Cologne Cathedral,  
Germany
7 Bordeaux Cathedral, France
8 Burgos Cathedral, Spain

8 amazing Notre Dame-era cathedrals to visitIt took nearly 
six centuries 
to complete 

construction 
of Milan’s 

Duomo, one 
of the most 

famous 
examples 
of Gothic 
cathedral 

architecture 
in Europe.
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In case you haven’t been keeping track, 
the 150th anniversary of the completion 
of the U.S. Transcontinental Railroad is 

comin’ round the bend in May.
And there’s a trainload of  

sesquicentennial celebrations,  
commemorations, exhibits, parades and 

costumed reenactments of  
driving in the famed Golden Spike — 
and much, much more — happening 

here in Northern California and beyond.

Historic Sesquicentennial

Christopher 
Elliott
Columnist

A historic locomotive 
awaits visitors at 
the Golden Spike 
National Historic 

Site in Promontory, 
Utah, where the 

Transcontinental 
Railroad was 

completed in 1869.
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By Angela Hill
Correspondent

Placing the famed 
Golden Spike, the last 
spike completing Ameri-
ca’s first Transcontinen-
tal Railroad at Promon-
tory Summit, Utah, on 
May 10, 1869, symbolized 
a new era for the country, 
a united front after the 
Civil War, a link of East to 
West and the path to new 
horizons in the future.

But the spike wasn’t 
just a metaphor. It was 
an actual thing, made of 
solid 17.6-karat gold, gen-
tly tapped in place by Le-
land Stanford — one of 
the “Big Four” railroad 
tycoons of the West and 
founder of Stanford Uni-
versity — for the photo-
op, then removed and 
saved as a souvenir. (Don’t 
worry, it was replaced by 
a real ironworker’s spike 
that actually held the 
tracks together.)

So where did the 
Golden Spike go? This 
priceless icon of Amer-
ican history is not nor-

PRICELESS ICON

How many 
ceremonial 
Golden Spikes 
were there?

IRIS & B. GERALD CANTOR 
CENTER FOR VISUAL ARTS

The ceremonial golden 
spike that celebrated 
the completion of 
the Transcontinental 
Railroad is housed at 
Stanford’s Cantor Arts 
Center.

CELEBRATIONS 
HIT THE RAILS

OAKLAND MUSEUM OF CALIFORNIA

The Oakland Museum of California’s newest exhibit is “Pushing 
West: The Photography of Andrew J. Russell,” which captures the 
western frontier in 1868-69. This image by Russell is titled “East 
and West Shaking Hands at Laying Last Rail, 1869.”

150 years since the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad

By Angela Hill >> Correspondent
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But first, a little more on 
what you’ll be celebrating.

The big day was May 10, 
1869. The Transcontinental 
Railroad was declared com-
plete when Leland Stan-
ford — one of the famous 
“Big Four” railroad ty-
coons — tapped a ceremo-
nial golden spike into the 
connecting tie at Promon-
tory Summit, Utah, forever 
linking the eastern United 
States to the western fron-
tier.

“We think of these events 
as ancient history,” says Ty 
Smith, director of the Cal-
ifornia State Railroad Mu-
seum in Sacramento. “But 
the reason we’re here in 
California right now is 
because of the Transcon-
tinental Railroad. It had 
more lasting impact than 
even the Gold Rush and 
shaped us as a people cul-
turally, in the state and in 
the country.”

The 1,912-mile contin-
uous railroad line is of-
ten considered the great-
est technological feat of 
the 19th century. But back 
then, it wasn’t entirely the 
celebrated event that has 
since been depicted in 
movies and history books.

“We usually assume it 
was a very welcome, be-
loved infrastructure proj-
ect, symbolically uniting 
the country after the Civil 
War,” says Natalie Pellolio, 
curator of a Transcontinen-
tal Railroad exhibit at the 
California Historical Soci-
ety in San Francisco. “But 
a lot of people felt there re-
ally wasn’t enough demand 
to justify what it cost the 
government to do this. Peo-
ple were critical that work-
ers were so severely under-
paid while the company 
owners made lots of money.

“It echoes through the 
decades,” she says. “I didn’t 
have a hard time imagin-
ing the contemporary rel-
evance at all.”

Still, as we know, it hap-
pened anyway.

“And the history of the 
railroads is not over at 
all,” Smith says. “Not only 
because of transporting 
goods and services. But 
our lives are made of rail-
road stories. We even think 
in railroad terms. Someone 
has a ‘full head of steam.’ 
Or they’re getting ‘off 
track.’ Something’s a ‘train 
wreck.’ Baseball games are 
‘double headers.’ The rail-
roads have a big impact on 
our lives, and it’s worth cel-
ebrating.”

To do just that, here are 
a few events so you can get 
“all aboard” with the fun.

California State 
Railroad Museum, 
Sacramento

Train history looms 
large at the museum any 
time of year with its beau-
tifully restored railroad 
cars and massive locomo-
tives. But the free Com-
munity Sesquicentennial 
Event will be an extra treat 
with a historic re-creation 
of the Sacramento parade 
that took place on May 8, 
1869, (two days earlier than 
everyone else, on the orig-
inal projected completion 
date of the railroad).

There will be flags, mu-
sic, a historic fire bri-
gade, horse-drawn car-
riages, free rides aboard 
the Sacramento South-
ern Railroad, a melodra-
matic performance in the 
Eagle Theatre and a com-
munity picnic; bring a sack 
lunch to enjoy on the big 
grassy area in front of the 
museum. Inside, view the 
priceless “lost” Golden 
Spike, cast at the same 
time as the Golden Spike 
used at the Utah ceremony. 
(Yes, there were more than 
one.)

DETAILS >> Daylong celebra-
tion starts at 10 a.m. May 
8 at 125 I St., Sacramento; 
www.railroad150.org.

Oakland Museum of 
California

Get an epic view into the 
past through historic im-
ages by one of the most im-
portant photographers of 
the 19th century, as seen 
in the new exhibit “Push-
ing West: The Photogra-
phy of Andrew J. Russell.” 
Russell was commissioned 
to document the develop-
ment of the Transcontinen-
tal Railroad’s western ex-
pansion. His stunning im-
ages reveal the tensions 
between economic/tech-
nological advances of the 
project and the railroad’s 
impact on western land-
scapes and native peo-
ples. Giant locomotive en-
gines are set among vast 
plains and colossal moun-
tain ranges in vintage and 
digital prints, as well as 3D 
images and original collo-
dion negatives.

DETAILS >> On view Satur-
day through Sept. 1 at 1000 
Oak St., Oakland; www.
museumca.org.

Niles Canyon Railway, 
Fremont

The Niles Canyon Rail-
way regularly runs historic 
trains along the last leg of 
the Transcontinental Rail-
road — through Niles Can-
yon, between Fremont and 
Sunol. But for this special 
anniversary, visitors will 
have a chance to ride be-
hind two iconic Mallet lo-
comotives, the 2-6-6-2T 
Clover Valley Lumber Com-
pany No. 4 and the 2-4-4-2 
Columbia River Belt Line 
Railway No. 7.

DETAILS >> Tickets for these 
special train rides on May 
11-12 are $60-$120. 37029 
Mission Blvd., Fremont; 
www.ncry.org.

California Historical 
Society, San 
Francisco

Two concurrent exhibi-
tions dig deeper into the 
history of the railroad in 
California. The first, ti-
tled “Mark Ruwedel: West-
ward the Course of Em-
pire,” presents Ruwedel’s 
photographic work se-
ries (1994-2008) in which 
he documented the physi-
cal traces of abandoned or 
never-completed railroads 
throughout the American 
and Canadian West.

The second exhibit 
is “Overland to Califor-
nia: Commemorating the 
Transcontinental Rail-
road,” which examines the 
railroad’s impact on the in-
dustry and culture of the 
state through photographs, 
stereocards, historical ob-
jects and ephemera from 
the historical society’s vast 
archives. It also explores 
the railroad’s complex la-
bor history and how the 
major railroad companies 
used marketing images to 
promote their lines.

As a special treat, a 
rarely seen golden spike 
will be on display on se-
lect dates. It’s not the spike 
driven in Utah, but an im-
portant one to California — 
driven in 1876 in the Santa 
Clarita Valley to connect 
rail lines from Los Ange-
les to San Francisco and ul-
timately to the East Coast.

DETAILS >> Both exhibits are 
on view through Sept. 8 at 
678 Mission St., San Fran-
cisco; www.californiahis-
toricalsociety.org.

Truckee-Donner 
Historical and 
Railroad Societies, 
Truckee

An entire summer’s 
worth of events is planned 
from May 10 to Sept. 2 to 
celebrate the railroad’s 
completion over Donner 
Pass and through the town 
of Truckee. There will be 
train rides, special exhib-
its, guided hikes and walk-
ing tours, a tour of the Old 
Jail, a picnic and histori-
cal talks on topics such as 
the role of the Chinese la-
borers who laid tracks over 
the Sierra Nevada, the his-
tory of the snowsheds and 
the past and future of rail-
road locomotion. Visitors 
may fill out souvenir “rail-
road passports” and have 
them stamped at locations 
around town.

DETAILS >> Events run from 
May 10 through Sept. 2 in 
downtown Truckee. Find 
schedules and more infor-
mation at www.goldspike.
org.

Golden Spike National 
Historic Park, Utah

For the biggest hoopla 
of all, head to the offi-
cial source in Promon-
tory. There’s a long sched-
ule of events including a 
celebratory ceremony and 
festival, reenactments of 
the famous “Last Spike” 
ceremony, music per-
formances, storytelling 
events and steam engine 
replicas of the original Ju-
piter and No. 119 on dis-
play.

DETAILS >> May 11-12. The 
park is located 32 miles 
west of Brigham City, 
Utah; www.nps.gov/gosp/
index.htm.

Railroad
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mally stored where you’d 
think it would be, at Utah’s 
Golden Spike National His-
toric Site. There’s a rep-
lica there instead. Rather, 
the real spike is kept in 
the Cantor Arts Center at 
Stanford (although at the 
moment, it’s on loan to 
the Utah Museum of Fine 
Arts for its exhibition, “The 
Race to Promontory”).

But guess what — turns 
out there was another 
golden spike, a twin made 
at the same time that has 
since been called the “Lost 
Spike.” It was held in a pri-
vate collection until 2005, 
when it was acquired by 

the California State Rail-
road Museum in Old Sac-
ramento. “We have the one 
that’s been called the Lost 
Spike,” says Ty Smith, the 
museum’s director.

It’s such a treasure, 
would-be thieves broke 
into the museum in 2014 
and tried — unsuccessfully 
— to steal it. But the spike 
remains and is currently 
on display along with the 
famous “Last Spike” paint-
ing by Thomas Hill, depict-
ing the 1869 ceremonial 
scene.

Fun fact: There used to 
be a Gold Spike restaurant 
and saloon in San Fran-
cisco’s North Beach. It 
was there for 86 years but 
closed in 2006. Not that 
it had the actual spike, 
though. Just spiked drinks.

Spike
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TRUCKEE-DONNER HISTORICAL AND RAILROAD SOCIETIES

The Truckee-Donner Historical and Railroad Societies are gearing up for the 150th 
anniversary of the Transcontinental Railroad completion by releasing historic photographs 
of the Truckee train station and rail passengers from 1869.

OAKLAND MUSEUM OF CALIFORNIA

“Temporary and Permanent Bridge, Green River, Citadel Rock in Distance, 1869” is among 
the images included in the Oakland Museum of California exhibit “Pushing West: The 
Photography of Andrew J. Russell,” which captures the western frontier in 1868-69. The 
Russell exhibit opens Saturday and runs through Sept. 1.

bers and email addresses 
of Priceline’s customer 
service executives on my 
nonprofit consumer-ad-
vocacy website. The com-
pany should have re-
searched your claim, 
which would have proved 
you were correct.

I contacted Price-

line on your behalf. It 
refunded the $170 you 
spent for the room you 
never got at the Hotel 
Pennsylvania.

Christopher Elliott is 
ombudsman for National 
Geographic Traveler 
magazine and author of 
“How to Be the World’s 
Smartest Traveler.” Read 
travel tips on his blog, 
elliott.org, or email him 
at chris@elliott.org.
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Wish you were here

COURTESY OF THE FELTZ FAMILY

GERMANY: Livermore resident Matt Feltz and his son 
Patrick traveled to Europe last fall on a beer tour to 
celebrate Patrick’s recent graduation from college. “We 
visited Munich during Oktoberfest, traveled to Prague 
and Pilsen to tour the Pilsener Urquell brewery, then on 
to Salzburg, Austria to try the Augustiner Monastery 
brewery and to visit Berchtesgaden and the Eagle’s 
Nest, Hitler’s retreat high in the Bavarian Alps,” Matt 
says. Enjoying the Hofbrau Beer Tent, pictured, during 
Oktoberfest, was a trip highlight. “We had a great 
time, met many interesting fellow travelers and beer 
enthusiasts, and tasted some of the world’s finest 
beers.”
TRAVEL TIPS: “You will do a lot of walking, so wear 
comfortable shoes with good soles, as streets and 
sidewalks are cobblestone. If you go to Munich during 
Oktoberfest, make a reservation beforehand to get into 
one of the beer tents on the Theresienwiese — festival 
grounds — otherwise you may not get access. Carry 
Euros in small denominations to pay for your beer and 
food. They do not accept credit or debit cards.”

Share your travels with us! Send your vacation 
selfies to jburrell@bayareanewsgroup.com. Be sure 
to tell us who’s who, where they’re from and where 
you are — and include a couple of travel tips to help 
fellow readers globetrot, too. Find more Wish You 
Were Here features at www.mercurynews.com/tag/
wish-you-were-here.

NORWEGIAN’S

SPRING SPECTACULAR

+ FREE OR REDUCED AIRFARE
ON SELECT CRUISES BEGINNING FALL 2019

UP TO $4,000 IN SAVINGS

Norwegian’s Free at Sea promotion now lets you choose up to 5 fantastic, FREE offers! Book
a Studio or Inside stateroom and choose 1 free offer or choose 2 free offers when you book an
Oceanview, Balcony or Mini-Suite. Best of all, cruise in Norwegian’s Concierge accommodations,
a Suite or The Haven and enjoy all five free offers. Choose from a FREE beverage package, FREE
shore excursion credits, FREE specialty dining, FREE WiFi and Friends & Family Sail FREE. Better
yet, on select cruises beginning Fall 2019, Free or Reduced Airfare may also be an added perk.

With a value of up to $4,000, don’t miss out and book today with Norwegian’s Free at Sea and
make unforgettable memories you’ll talk about for years to come.

HAVEN SUITES AVAILABLE!
TRAVEL ADVENTURES UNLIMITED
(925) 935-7447
1610 Locust Street,Walnut Creek, CA. 94596
traveladventuresunlimited.com

Free At Sea Offer: Valid on select 3+ day sailings. Haven, Suite, & Concierge bookings receive all 5 offers;
Oceanview, Balcony & Mini-Suites choose 2; Studio & Insides choose 1. Gratuities, Beverage and Specialty
Service Charges may apply. Significant details & limitations apply to Free At Sea offers: Free Unlimited Open Bar,
Free Specialty Dining Package, Free WiFi, Free Shore Excursions, Friends & Family Sail Free, & Free Airfare. Free
and reduced airfare on select cruises from select gateways. ©2019 NCL Corporation Ltd. Ships’ registry: Bahamas
and USA. For full details visit: ncl.com/termsandconditions/promotions. CST# 2074362-10
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