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OMNIBUS 
 

A Meditation 

—Claude Clayton Smith 

 

“TAKE THE BUS,” my mother said to me back in the day, as if taking the bus was a 

universal solution to any problem. Her tone was such that I wanted to reply “Yeah, 

right!” But I held my tongue. It was 1967 and I was at home in Stratford, Connecticut, 

having just earned my master’s degree and accepted a job as a high school teacher in the 

D.C. area. I needed a car not only to get there but for the daily commute from Arlington, 

Virginia, where I’d be sharing an apartment, to Churchill High in Potomac, Maryland, 

where I’d be teaching. But my parents—i.e. my mother, who made all such decisions for 

my father—wouldn’t even consider co-signing a loan for me. I had two degrees in my 

pocket but no credit whatsoever. Credit cards for college students, let alone college 

graduates, simply didn’t exist. (Fast forward a few years and my parents would buy a car 

for my youngest brother, the fourth of their four sons, who had but a B.A. and no job, 

when college students everywhere were sent free credit cards in the mail. But that’s meat 

for another meditation.)  

           In Latin, omnia means all. Omnibus is the outdated term for what we now simply 

and more conveniently call a bus, a word often encountered in old English novels in 

which omnibus meant a horse-drawn double-decker conveyance open to the air up top. 

These days it’s “usually an automotive public vehicle” with the same purpose—i.e. 

transporting individuals in need of transportation (Random House Collegiate Dictionary). 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (in keeping with those old English novels), 
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omnibus also means “a volume containing several novels or other items previously 

published separately.” As an adjective, it can mean all of anything, as in the “omnibus 

bill” that a split Congress couldn’t pass—on health care or tax reform or any damn 

thing—due to stubborn people on both sides of the aisle (Merriam-Webster, with my 

assistance). Most recently, the PBS presentation of “King Charles III” (5/14/2017) 

included a reference to “the man who travels day/ By day upon the Clapham omnibus.” 

That particular line, as part of “a future history play” in Shakespearean blank verse, 

occurs in a passage about Queen Victoria that also mentions Thatcher and Reagan. Good 

friends in England inform me that “the man on the Clapham omnibus,” by definition, is a 

phrase coined by the English courts in negligence cases to refer to “the reasonable 

person.” (This reminds me, here in the States, of the concern for how something might 

“play in Peoria.”) Further, my English sources point out that, across the pond, “omnibus,” 

now an archaic term, refers only to their famous double-decker red buses, whereas what 

we call a bus they call a coach. The double-decker open-air horse-drawn omnibus was a 

popular form of transportation during the Victorian era, numbering approximately 3,000 

in 1855, when men travelled up top, the women inside, because climbing the stairs would 

have given people on the pavement an indecent glimpse of female ankles. My foreign 

sources report as well that the Southern Vectis Omnibus Company, Ltd. is still in 

business. So take your pick of centuries—16th through 21st— the archaic omnibus is 

omnipresent.  

            But to get back to the bus . . . My mother grew up in Bridgeport, Connecticut, 

during the Depression (which is depressing enough without the capital D). There was no 

car in the family, and she and her two sisters took the local bus everywhere, while their 
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widowed immigrant father relied on it to get to work. I suppose I could have taken a 

Greyhound to get from Connecticut to D.C. for my first job, but how then would I have 

gotten to work in the morning? Fortunately, as I learned from the paperwork sent to me in 

Connecticut, Maryland’s Montgomery County Teachers Federal Credit Union would 

issue me a loan on the strength of my signed contract. So off I went to D.C. in my 

“previously owned” Impala, purchased from a little old lady in Stratford. It was my first-

ever car.   

 My first-ever bus ride was with my grandmother, from Paradise Green in 

Stratford, Connecticut (to which my parents had moved when they married), into adjacent 

Bridgeport, to go shopping. That is, my grandmother did the shopping; I did the tagging 

along. We took a bus on the old C. R. & L. line, and to this day I cannot remember what 

that stood for, nor will I Google it, because if I never cared to know at the time, why 

burden my syrupy synapses with such things now? It was just the bus that trundled south 

along Main Street then turned west up Barnum Avenue, and if I was a good boy, I’d get a 

treat from my grandmother for the ride home. The tops of those old C. R. & L. buses 

were streamlined like old diners—rounded front and rear—unlike today’s rectangular 

jobs that resemble cargo-containers, which, in essence, they are. Actually, Stratford had 

its own bus line, one that came down Huntington Road to the center of town, then turned 

around and went back. But shopping in the center of town wasn’t much better than 

shopping at Paradise Green, despite the latter’s lovely name. So everyone always took the 

C. R. & L. bus into Bridgeport.  

 One day, while tagging along with my grandmother at Paradise Green (to which 

we could walk, no bus necessary) a woman who got off the bus from Bridgeport caused 
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me to stop in my tracks. She was all black. Incredible! I’d never seen an all black woman 

before. So I pointed and said, “Look, Nanny! A chocolate lady!” Nanny responded with a 

violent tug of my arm. Seeing her gesture, however, the “colored” woman smiled and 

came over to us. “That’s all right,” she said to my grandmother. “The little boy knows. 

The little boy knows.”  

I can still hear her saying that, repeating herself for emphasis. Talk about getting 

hit by a bus! 

The only time I ever had to “take the bus” alone into Bridgeport, per my mother’s 

orders, was to attend a Christmas party that the Bridgeport Post annually hosted for its 

paperboys. (There were no papergirls in those days.) I had to take the bus because my 

father, who was off somewhere with our family car, couldn’t drive me. The crowning 

event of that party came last—the drawing of door prizes, the grand prize being a 

portable black-and-white television set, complete with its own rabbit-ears antenna. I had 

my ticket ready—#284—and for some strange reason I felt I would win. (My Great Aunt 

Vera was notoriously psychic.)  

The banquet was over (fruit cocktail, chicken, mashed potatoes, peas, ice cream), 

the lesser prizes had been awarded (record albums, a transistor radio, a baseball glove, 

etc.), as the numbers were drawn one by one from a large revolving drum. Finally the 

Master of Ceremonies said, “And now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for. The 

winner of that beautiful portable television is number . . . 284!” Immediately I went to a 

pay phone in the hall, dropped in a dime, and called my mother to say that I wouldn’t be 

taking the bus home—Mr. Hyman Finklestein, the supervisor of distribution, had 

volunteered to drive me. The box containing my door prize was too bulky for the bus.  
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There was silence on the other end. Sweet silence. 

It was about that time that my friend Billy and I hatched a plan to hop a bus, pick  

a passenger, and follow him wherever he went when he got off. We would disguise  

ourselves as foreigners, speaking a made-up language as we rode along. But the language 

never sounded convincing as we practiced it, and we always broke out laughing. The 

truth was we were both “chicken.” Then all such shenanigans on local buses changed 

forever when Rosa Parks—an African American woman tired of the racial prejudice she 

saw poisoning the black youth of Birmingham, Alabama—refused to give up her seat to a 

white man. And the rest of that story, as they say, is civil rights history. 

When I was in high school, I inadvertently learned something new about buses—

the plural of bus can be busses. And the latter can be a verb that has nothing to do with 

transportation. It happened like this: As student council president I got to present a 

bouquet of flowers to the queen of the Christmas Cotillion, then kiss her on the cheek. A 

photo of that kiss appeared in the Bridgeport Post a few days later, with the following 

caption: “Patricia Mulligan is bussed by Claude Smith . . . ” I’d never encountered that 

usage before, or I might have fantasized taking off with pretty Patty on the C. R. & L. 

line, sitting in the rear like Dustin Hoffman and Katharine Ross at the end of “The 

Graduate.” But that film wasn’t released until five years after I “bussed” Patty Mulligan, 

the very year I began teaching at Churchill High. 

Not long after “The Graduate” made a pastime of escaping the world on a local 

bus, I invited a friend of mine to speak to my creative writing classes. Roger Bower was a 

poet, and one of his poems had been accepted for a new national program called Poetry 

On The Buses. He gave me the official placard with his poem, the very same one that 
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could be found inserted overhead on the D.C. area buses, where you’d look up and 

usually see an ad. That was the point: hit ’em with some poetry when they least expect it. 

The poem on that placard went like this: Hawks killed winter this year./ Today two struck  

from the sky deep into my woods./ And winter lies dying on the hillside. The artist’s  

drawing that accompanied the poem, in stark black and white, captured the scene exactly. 

I had that poem in mind when I was paired for the Dane County Wisconsin Art En 

Route project with local artist Johnson Vang, who proposed photographing—then 

drawing and rendering in watercolor—the people on the buses here in Madison, on which 

the result of our collaboration would appear. While he frequented the buses with his 

camera, I wrote a variety of short haiku-like prose poems—some for the side of the bus 

and some for the rear, our two omnibus “canvasses”. We selected the following for the 

side: People of Meskonsing:/ Who rides with you?/ Saygo! (Greetings in good health!)  

Meskonsing is the English spelling of the French version of a Miami Indian name 

for “the central river running through a red place.” That “red place,” of course, is the 

famous Wisconsin Dells, and the river is the Wisconsin itself, which gives our state its 

name. Saygo means “Greetings in good health”—this according to the late Chief Big 

Eagle of Connecticut’s Paugussett Indian nation, who once traced the Delaware language 

—a branch of the Eastern Algonquian language family—all the way to Wisconsin. (See 

my book Quarter-Acre of Heartache for Chief Big Eagle’s story, a 20th century account 

as dramatic as Rosa Park’s). By invoking the Native American source of our state’s 

name, we wanted to honor Wisconsin’s original inhabitants, who never took an omnibus 

but were driven from the state by those who did. And yet they ask, “Who rides with 

you?” That is: Who are you and what are you all about? They are friendly and greet us 
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“in good health.” Seeing this on a bus today, along with drawings of a rainbow of actual 

bus riders, we are reminded of Wisconsin’s history and encouraged by our original  

inhabitants to meet and greet our fellow passengers, people of all stripes and colors.  

For the rear of the bus we chose lines that would create for “the people on the 

pavement” not a scandalous glimpse of the female ankle but a progressive perspective on 

their own point of view: What’s the world like from there?/ Go ahead—look back!/ 

There’s bread as well as salt.  

Well, this takes a bit of thought to process, but such thought rewards the effort. 

Consider: The prose poem invites the viewer to think about what he or she sees from 

behind the bus. This literally includes the back of the bus with the prose poem, as well as 

the people sitting in the rear of the bus (including, if your imagination permits, me and 

Patty Mulligan). But it also asks the viewer: What does the world look like where you’re 

coming from? Then the viewer is invited to go ahead (not an order to move forward but 

permission to look behind). At this point, Biblically oriented individuals will be reminded 

of what happened to Lot’s wife when she stopped to look back as she and her husband 

left Sodom (she became a pillar of salt). But that horror here is at once mitigated by the 

fact that, in looking back (that is, thinking about where you have been and evaluating 

your past) you’ll find bread as well as salt—literally, bread as sustenance; figuratively, 

bread as all good things. This juxtaposition of bread and salt will be no mystery to those 

familiar with Russian hospitality, a traditional purveyor of bread and salt to visitors and 

wayfaring strangers. 

 So, when my mother said, “Take the bus,” she was being more prophetic than  

even Great Aunt Vera could imagine. She had my best interests (as well as the parental  
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pocketbook) in mind. And I like to think she had a feeling that my words might one day  

deck an omnibus. Which is why—in my mind, at least— the PBS presentation of “King  

Charles III” (5/14/2017) was on this year’s (2017) Mothers Day.  

*  *  * 

But now I have a confession to make: I have not been on a public bus since the 

’70s, when I saw my friend Roger Bower’s poem while riding a bus in Montgomery 

County, Maryland. Seeking to remedy this situation (and dispense with any charge of 

hypocrisy as a participant of the Art En Route project), I stood at the bus stop by our 

condo in Grandview Commons on the Far East Side of Madison on Thursday, May 25, 

2017, awaiting bus #33, which was due to arrive at 7:56 a.m. Before long, a neatly 

dressed young man joined me. He was going to work at the University of Wisconsin. 

Checking his Smartphone on my behalf, he informed me that bus #33 would take me to 

the East Transfer Point, from where bus #3 would take me to the West Transfer Point. 

My intent was to make a round trip, eventually calling my wife to fetch me when I 

returned the East Transfer Point, from where no bus would return to Grandview 

Commons until late afternoon. 

So far, so good. Notebook in hand (a notebook, appropriately enough, given to me 

recently by one of the very students who had been in my creative writing class when 

Roger Bower visited my high school class), I boarded the bus, requested a transfer (good 

for two hours), and slipped a single dollar bill into the money-thingy’s slot, since—as a 

silver haired, AARP-certified, Golden Badger senior citizen—I am entitled to ride at 

exactly half the going rate. The money-thingy sucked in my buck and off I went to the 

very back of the bus (paying my respects to Rosa Parks, Dustin Hoffman, and Katharine 



	 9	

Ross), so I could enjoy a total view of all passengers. The young man followed me on, 

taking a seat near the front. There were only two other passengers on board, also near the  

front and also young males, both absorbed in their electronic devices. 

Several things struck me as I took my seat. First, these modern buses have a poop  

deck, which one gains by ascending three more steps above the main cabin. Secondly, 

there is/are no rear windows as on the old C. R. & L. buses—so much for anyone on the 

pavement catching a glimpse of me and Patty Mulligan! Something roared behind me 

like an air-conditioner. It was the engine, placed in the rear like the VWs that came to the 

States when I was in elementary school. I noticed too that the cord you politely pull (or 

yank in an absent-minded panic) to signal that you want to disembark, runs along the top 

of the side windows, not along the top where the ads were in the old days. But that’s 

nothing compared to the lighted message board above the driver at the front, which runs 

in a continuous loop, showing the date and time, and announces in a recorded male voice 

the intersections the bus is approaching, intersections then confirmed by their appearance 

on the message board, in case you don’t hear or understand the announcement. Amazing! 

 Off we went, and as the bus wound its way through the suburban streets between 

Cottage Grove Road and Milwaukee Street, seven more passengers climbed aboard.  

Shortly thereafter the ten of us—a passenger manifest of fifty percent minorities, 

including a high school student bopping to music in his ear buds while working a fidget 

spinner, the rest with heads bent over electronic devices—arrived at the East Transfer 

Point. According to my ticket, I had boarded bus #33 at 7:55 and my transfer would 

expire at 9:55. So there was nothing to do—after I jogged ahead to bus #3—but climb 

aboard and enjoy my ride to the West Transfer Point and back again.  
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Somewhere off of East Washington Street, however, we were held up for about  

ten minutes, watching a frustrated driver of a tractor-trailer try to back into a narrow alley 

behind a grocery store, in a reverse jackknife maneuver. It was not parallel parking but 

perpendicular parking. Our bus driver waited patiently—as did all passengers (which now 

included a blind man, some more backpacking school kids, and a middle-aged man), but I 

was beginning to worry that time might run out on my transfer for the flip trip. Finally, 

when the truck driver had nestled his large rig into the narrow alley, we were on our way 

again, which produced gentle applause from the middle-aged man, like airline passengers 

often applaud when touching down after a long flight. 

 At this point I began to shift uncomfortably in my seat, which was so unlike the 

school-bus bench seats on the old C. R. & L. buses. Each modern seat on the Madison 

buses is a blue, molded, curved affair, like those in airport terminals and fast food chains. 

As such, they don’t offer much support to my lower back, which has twice been invaded 

by surgery for a herniated disk. What I need is a firm hard seat in the shape of a capital 

L—the shape of the turn that the driver of the tractor-trailer had made in reverse. So I put 

my notebook—and a bottle of water I’d brought—on the seat beside me, bent forward to 

place the palms of my hands on the floor, and stretched my sacroiliac. Gazing up with my 

chin near the floor, I noticed another difference between this bus and the old C. R. & L. 

model—all the metal poles are vertical, whereas the buses I’d taken into Bridgeport had 

horizontal bars above each bench seat and one running overhead, once again in the 

manner of a school bus (which, by the way, I never rode either). 

 And so we rumbled along—the morning was gray and chilly, just perfect for a 

ride around town—with passengers pulling the cord from time to time and exiting the 
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bus, while others climbed aboard. It was interesting to see Madison from a different point 

of view, since I always drive downtown. I recognized Capitol Square, then State Street, 

although my attention was mostly focused (focussed, as The New Yorker spells it, perhaps  

jealous of the double s in the plural of busses) on my fellow passengers. 

Soon I became absorbed in a young man who boarded behind his five-or-six year 

old daughter. The guy was a dead ringer for Jeff Goldblum, the actor who starred in The 

Big Chill and The Fly. And his daughter was delightful. Unlike other passengers, their 

attention was not swallowed up by electronic devices but totally directed to each other. 

The wide-eyed girl jabbered away, asking question after question, which the father 

answered with a joyful patience. I was so attuned to watching this pair that I missed the 

blind man’s exit and the boarding of a man in a wheelchair, which the old C. R. & L. bus 

could not have facilitated. But I did watch as he disembarked, delivered efficiently to the 

sidewalk on an elevator-like platform, after which he put his wheelchair in gear and rode 

away. 

 Arriving at the West Transfer Point some ten minutes behind schedule, I asked the 

driver about the bus to the East Transfer Point. I also asked for a nearby men’s room. 

(Readers of a certain age will understand the effects of a morning mug of coffee.) He 

pointed to the bus waiting in line two buses ahead of us, then informed me that 

passengers took advantage of the rest rooms at the Walgreens across the street, adding 

that I’d miss my connection if I availed myself of the facilities, as we were running late. 

And so I jogged ahead once more, boarded my homebound bus, returned to the poop 

deck at the very rear, and—crossing my legs in what would prove a futile gesture—tried 

to settle in as the engine came to life again right behind me. 
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 I only made it as far as Monroe Street before making my way to the front and  

telling the driver to let me off at the next stop with a men’s room in the vicinity. He 

suggested a place called Colectivo, adding, “It’s a coffee shop,” which I didn’t need to 

hear. He said the next bus to the East Transfer Point would come by in less than half an 

hour. It was now 9:30 a.m. and my transfer would expire at 9:55. But I would gladly pay 

the extra buck for another ticket if I had to, as long as I could get to a men’s room. I 

crossed the street—it was under construction—with the aid of a little orange flag-on-a- 

stick conveniently provided for pedestrians. Then I stormed into Colectivo, which has but 

a single omni-gender restroom, greatly relieved to discover that it was unoccupied. At 

this point in the morning Colectivo (shouldn’t it have two l’s?) was bustling, with nearly 

every nook and table taken. There were at least fifty customers, but the place was 

strangely quiet. Everyone was sipping something or munching something, their heads 

bent over silent electronic devices. Since I still had my bottle of water, I treated myself to 

a cupcake-like macaroon, only because it had a layer of chocolate on the bottom. Then I 

re-crossed Monroe Street to the bus stop to await my final connection. 

 It was going to be close. At 9:55 I spotted the bus far down the street, and when I 

boarded and slid my transfer through the money-thingy (it has a slot like a credit card 

reader), a recorded voice like the one that announced the intersections caught me red-

handed: “Transfer not valid! Transfer not valid!” It had expired two minutes before. 

“That’s alright,” the driver said, without looking up, spinning me in a time warp back to 

Paradise Green: “That’s alright,” the black woman said to my grandmother. “The little 

boy knows. The little boy knows.” 

 Talk about getting hit by a bus! 
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 Back at the East Transfer Point, I called my wife to come fetch me. (Don’t picture  

me with a Smartphone here: I have a flip phone that I use once or twice a year.) So what  

did I learn from my adventure? I learned that the little prose poem I wrote for the side of  

our Madison buses/busses should be installed at Colectivo as well, because people all 

around are missing people all around. And therefore I say to the People of Meskonsing 

(and every other state in the nation): Who rides with you?/ Saygo! (Greetings in good 

health!)  

 


