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Traveller’s Note #1: Reality 

This story was written to be enjoyed, and persons 
remember things imperfectly. Being a person himself, the 
author may have allowed time and preference to color the 
story. All other lies, both large and small are, of  course, 
deliberate. 
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Pontiac 

“Good-bye, Dad,” I said as he hugged me at the door. 
“Good-bye, Mom,” I said as I kissed her one more time, then 
stepped out onto the street with a backpack, a guitar, and a 
cardboard sign. I walked to the main road, held up my sign, and 
began hitchhiking west. 

When I was seventeen, I wanted exactly three things. I 
wanted to go around the world. I wanted to fall in love. I wanted 
to have a son. Not so I could say I'd done it. I just wanted to find 
out. 

I told Mom and Dad I'd be leaving home when I was 
eighteen. They didn't take it seriously. On the 12th of  June, I 
turned 18. On the 13th of  June, I graduated from high school. 
On the 14th of  June I left home. 

Traveller’s Note #2: Hitchhiking 

I'd like to say a word about hitchhiking. It's no good if  
you're trying to get somewhere in a hurry. You can get stuck 
in uncomfortable or even dangerous places for long periods 
of  time. There are people who will pick you up and take 
you places you really didn't want to go. They may want 
something you're not prepared to give. If  you don't mind 
being occasionally hot, cold, wet, thirsty, crowded, 
stranded, or threatened then it's a great way to go.  
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I was west of  Detroit by midday. I had crayons and a piece of  
cardboard, and had drawn up a colorful sign with “CHICAGO” 
on it and a picture of  the “I-94 WEST” roadway shield. The 
police ordered me off  the freeway a few times, and I waited 
quite a while on small-town entry ramps. I slipped right by 
Chicago on the interstate and camped in a cluster of  trees 
alongside I-80. The trucks pounded west. I cooked up some soup 
and tossed in some dried beef. Not bad for the first day. 

I was out on the freeway about an hour past sunrise. I had 
made up a new sign, “Denver” in big black letters, with purple 
mountains behind it. As the big trucks passed, the wind of  their 
wake nearly knocked me to the ground. I stood firm and held up 
my sign. Some people passed, and waved their hands, pointing 
at my sign.  

“Well!” I thought, “It’s bad enough they didn’t stop, but they 
don’t have to poke fun at me!” I held up my sign even higher. 

 Finally, an old station wagon slowed to a stop, and began 
backing down the shoulder toward me. A woman stuck her head 
out the passenger-side window and shouted to me. 

“Where are you going?” she asked. 
“Denver!” I said. 
“Well!” she said, “we thought you probably weren’t going to 

Chicago.” I looked at my sign. I had been holding the sign up 
with the “Denver” side toward me, and the “Chicago” side 
toward oncoming traffic! 

Traveller’s Note #3: Communication 

It doesn’t really matter how hard you try, if  you don’t 
know where you’re going. If  things aren’t working out, stop 
and make sure you’re sending the right message! 
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“Hop in,” she said. She and her husband took me to Des 
Moines. Another guy picked me up just as I stepped out of  their 
car, and we passed the day away all the way to a campground 
outside Lincoln, Nebraska. He offered me a place in his tent. I 
declined. We parted company the following afternoon near 
Sterling, Colorado. 

I held up my sign with DENVER on it, complete with big 
purple mountains and a smiling hitchhiker. I could see a storm 
gathering ahead of  me in the west. Just before it broke loose, a 
van picked me up. The people were young longhairs, like myself. 
They took me into Denver, fed me, and put me up at their house 
for the night. In the morning they put me on a ramp for 
southbound I-25. 

Traveller’s Note #4: Technique 

Some things help while hitchhiking. Don't wear dark 
glasses. Don't sit down. Stand in plain view, away from 
anything that might conceal more people. Pick a spot where 
it’s safe to stop a car. And make a sign, so everybody knows 
what you're about. 

An 18-wheeler rolled down the ramp. I gave the driver my 
brightest smile. He stuck his face in the windshield and shook his 
fist at me. He looked purple. Guess he didn't hitchhike much. I 
looked at the mountains. They looked great. 

A guy picked me up near Colorado Springs who told me all 
kinds of  things about the area we were traveling through. As 
luck would have it, he was headed west, same as me. At Pueblo 
we swung west toward the mountains. Here the road changed to 
a two-lane highway. After several short rides with farmers I 
reached Del Norte. There I got a taste of  the mountains. 
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I was standing there on the road in town when a ranger came 
out of  the store with a six-pack of  Coors. I climbed into his pale 
green forestry pickup and we started up the mountain. I passed 
him beers, and he described the scenery. As we squealed through 
switchbacks he pointed out points of  interest, like this projecting 
rock, which tore the side out of  passing trucks from time to time, 
or this gorge on the left with vehicles still at the bottom. It was 
just too much trouble to haul them out. I stopped digging my 
fingers into the dashboard by the time we reached the top. If  the 
ride up was fast, the ride down was faster. I seriously believed we 
might slide right over the edge at any moment. The ranger 
laughed and talked and took me down the mountain to Pagosa 
Springs. 

Late afternoon caught up with me in Bayfield, Colorado. I 
called my uncle Walt and he drove out from Ignacio to pick me 
up. The old man who ran the store weighed my backpack; fifty 
pounds, not counting the guitar. I threw my stuff  in Walt's car 
and we drove out to his place. Three and a half  days from 
Michigan to Colorado. 

That night he hauled me outside to look at the stars. The 
elevation in most of  southwest Colorado is over 6500 feet, and 
the only town of  any size is Durango, which is thirty miles from 
Walt's house. Out there are so many stars that the sky is nearly as 
white as it is black, and I could easily imagine someone walking 
at night by starlight alone. 
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Durango 

I rented a room off  the garage from Lena, an old woman 
who'd retired as Durango's county clerk. I had a bedroom, a 
kitchen, and a bathroom. It was all I needed. A guy and his sister 
lived next door, both about my age. I could walk to the 
laundromat for washing, the City Market for food, and the Assay 
Office for entertainment. Half  an hour's walk took me right into 
the heart of  downtown Durango, population 17,655, and 
elevation 6505 feet above sea level. 

I took a job at Tamarron, a golf  course and ski resort 20 miles 
north of  town. They handed me a shovel and I started digging 
sand traps for minimum wage. After a while I was allowed to run 
the rider mowers and mow as much golf  course as I could mow 
in a day. I worked with a crew of  about a dozen; mostly young 
hippie kids from back east. I hitchhiked up the mountain in the 
morning, and back to town again at the end of  each day. 

The mower was a small Toro tractor with three rotary blades 
mounted in the front. Together, they could cut an eight-foot 
swath through anything from grass to small saplings. I mowed 
the slopes, some of  which inclined more than 30 degrees. 
Sometimes the mower would break loose and slide. Sometimes it 
would come up on two wheels. One time, it almost killed me. 

I was rounding the side of  a hill when the uphill wheels came 
off  the ground and the mower started to roll over on me. I felt it 
coming over and I leaped off  sideways, pushing off  hard to 
knock the mower back down and away from me. It worked. The 
mower fell back down. But without a rider to steer it the heavy 
front end swung downhill and the mower came down the hill at 
me, blades first. I panicked, recovered, and rolled aside as the 
mower picked up speed and continued down the hill, coming to 
a stop on level ground just a few feet short of  the big pond. 

To Find Out  |  Page 12



When winter came, the crew was cut back to six. Those of  us 
who were left shoveled snow from the walks and patios of  the ski 
resort. We started work at 7:00 in the morning. It was still dark 
then, and the temperature in midwinter at dawn was well below 
zero. Someone thought it would be nice if  the guests could ice 
skate, so we were dispatched to clear three feet of  snow from a 
half-acre pond. Even with our thermals, we had to run shifts, 
stopping every hour to come inside an enclosure and thaw out in 
front of  large propane heat blowers. They looked like little jet 
engines; steel tanks lying on their side shooting blue flame out 
the end. One fellow stayed out too long, and lost a few layers of  
skin from the bottoms of  both feet. 

Jim and I were sent out to repair a broken sprinkler head out 
on the golf  course. The ride out in the snowcat was a riot. On 
arrival, we found no marker. All the boss had given us was a 
schematic and a couple of  picks. We shoveled down three feet to 
the ground, and then began picking away. The ground was so 
thoroughly frozen, that we might as well have been working on 
rock. We'd take a swing and just dent it. Every so often, rock-
hard chips would break off  and strike my face and body like 
bullets. I took several bruises to the shins and got to the point 
where I would turn my head each time the pick landed in order 
to save my eyes. 

I used to walk into town Saturday nights to drink and talk 
with my friends. One night in the winter I walked downtown 
and a couple of  women my age were hanging out of  the second 
story window above a store. 

“Hey!” one of  them said. I looked around to be sure she was 
talking to me. “Ya wanna come up?” 

“Sure!” I said, and went on in. They collected five bucks at 
the door. Someone had taken a clean 33-gallon garbage can and 
filled it with punch. The punch had a lot of  something called 
"Everclear" in it. It tasted good to me so I drank a lot of  it. 
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I was pretty blurry when I left and started the 2-mile walk 
home. Some friends from work spied me on the road and offered 
me a lift. There I was swaying back and forth in a crowded 
Volkswagen beetle. I tried to steady myself. I tried really hard. 
Quite suddenly, I threw up. A veritable wave of  projectile vomit 
erupted, carrying well forward from the back seat to splash 
across the front dashboard. Someone groaned, someone cursed, 
and they dumped me in the snow to find my own way home. 

One morning, late in September, I got up early and walked 
downtown to catch the Durango-Silverton Narrow Gauge 
Railway. I bought a ticket, and walked around ‘till I found the 
last open seat on the train. There was a skinny old man sitting 
next to it. He looked up at me. 

“Haiaah, I’m Bill!” he said through a toothy grin and a 
scraggly grey beard. 

“I’m Steve!” I said. I sat down and we got to talking. We 
proceeded to talk for four hours up to Silverton, walked around 
town together, and then talked for four more hours all the way 
back down again. Though he was a fifty-seven-year-old “coon 
ass” from Louisiana, and I was an eighteen-year-old hippie from 
Michigan, we were already old friends. It was like we’d always 
known each other. 

Traveller’s Note #5: Strangers 

It’s a popular misconception that others don’t want to 
know you, or they actually have it in for you and are 
looking for ways to do you harm. Nothing is certain, and 
there are bad people in the world, but many strangers are 
just friends you haven’t met yet. Step up and introduce 
yourself. 
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I left Colorado early one morning in February headed for 
North Louisiana to join up with Bill and Howie for a journey 
into the Mexican Baja. But first I had to get there. 
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Galveston 

I was nearing my nineteenth birthday, and I'd never been to 
New Orleans. My uncle took me as far as Pagosa Springs. From 
there, I headed south for Albuquerque. I stopped off  for a look 
at downtown Santa Fe. Nighttime found me walking the streets 
of  Albuquerque looking for a place to sleep. I'd almost settled for 
the alley when a guy walked up, saw the backpack and guitar, 
and offered me a place on his rug. He and his wife and I stayed 
up late talking about travel and world peace. 

We had a nice breakfast together, and I spent the rest of  the 
day getting from Albuquerque to El Paso. Long, dry day. Slipped 
across the border into Texas just before sunset. Found a level 
spot amongst the tumbleweeds beside the road, put up the tent, 
and drifted off  to sleep, doing my best to ignore the roar of  the 
highway and the occasional stray headlights. 

The sun and I rose together. My ride came along, and I 
started east across the desert with this talkative longhair, a 
manager for a rock `n roll band. He was driving a custom 
Cadillac, and we glided across West Texas in air-conditioned 
comfort at 90 miles an hour. It still took all day to reach Dallas. 
Dallas was a big ugly pile of  dirt and noise and garbage. There 
are only 5 cities in America as big and ugly as Dallas: Detroit, 
Chicago, New York, Los Angeles, and, of  course, Dallas. I was 
going nowhere when in the late afternoon a bleached station 
wagon full of  people pulled over and I climbed in. 

Slim, his wife Brenda, and 5 kids were from Tulsa. They were 
on their way to Galveston to camp on the beach. I got the back 
seat, Slim and Brenda and the youngest had the front seat, and 
the rest of  the kids took the far back. The oldest, Linda Sue, sat 
on the seat next to me. 
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Linda Sue was 14 years old. As we rolled across Texas, her 
father began to tell me about how well she’d been doing in 
school and what a great cook she was. Linda Sue rested her head 
on my shoulder. Her mother told me what a hard worker and 
good housekeeper she was. Linda Sue laid her hands in my lap. I 
began to get a funny feeling about this and glared at Linda Sue 
to slow her down while I kept up friendly conversation with her 
parents and looked for evidence of  firearms. 

Traveller’s Note #6: Teenage Girls 

Teenage girls are trouble, pure and simple. Think of  
them as a natural hazard, like rattlesnakes or quicksand. 
Wait until you’re sure which way they’re going, and then 
go the other way. 

We reached Galveston without incident and the family laid 
out blankets and built a small fire in preparation for a good 
night’s sleep. It was sunset, and Brenda suggested that I take 
Linda Sue for a walk along the beach. I was thinking as fast as I 
could, but couldn’t think of  anything better than walking her 
down the beach, hand in hand. 

When we got back, it was nearly dark. I laid out my sleeping 
bag on the beach, and Linda Sue lay down next to me. Slim and 
Brenda smiled and said “Good-night.” I closed my eyes as Linda 
Sue nestled her head on my chest. I calculated that I’d be 
married by morning, so as soon as I was pretty sure everyone 
was asleep, I slipped out of  my sleeping bag, packed up my stuff, 
and started off  toward the highway. By morning I was 100 miles 
away. 
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The next day took me across East Texas to Shreveport, 
Louisiana. A couple of  hours past the bridge over the Red River, 
and I was standing at a filling station in Minden, calling Bill to 
come out from Sibley and give me a lift. In a few days, we’d 
leave for Mexico. 
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San Diego 

At Bill’s house we were joined by a young man from Littleton, 
Massachusetts. Howie and Bill had met on a trip down the 
Colorado River, and he had elected to travel down the Baja with 
Bill and I in an old blue Ford pickup truck. The truck was 
outfitted with a camper shell that slept three and included a gas 
stove, refrigerator, dining table, toilet and shower, all neatly 
packed into a single room. It was ungainly and burned a lot of  
fuel, but it would be home to Howie, Bill, and I for the next forty 
days. 

We started out by driving across Texas, and driving across 
Texas, and driving across Texas. Bill’s preference was to keep to 
the two-lane back roads, so we went leisurely and stopped 
whenever we felt like it. We’d drive until late afternoon, then 
stop and set up camp for the evening while there was still light. 
The place we camped the first night had a large water tank, in 
which we were encouraged to take a bath. The cool water felt 
great after a day of  hot, West Texas flatland. 

The following day we made for Big Bend National Park, 
down south on the border with Mexico. I became an official 
“wetback” by swimming across the Rio Grande and back again 
at Santa Elena Canyon. Swimming across the rivers I met 
gradually became customary. We three climbed “Casa Grande” 
together. I was the last to come down, and in the late afternoon 
sun I was stepping across a couple of  boulders when I heard the 
unmistakable hiss of  a rattlesnake. 

Traveller’s Note #7: Rattlesnakes 
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There are some things that sound exactly like a 
rattlesnake, but I’ve never met them. When meeting a 
rattlesnake, it’s important to remember that they are just as 
scared as you are. Given some time, a rattlesnake will calm 
down and move on, unless further provoked. Take your 
time. 

I was straddling the gap, feeling rather exposed, so I froze 
quite still and waited. After a while, the snake stopped rattling 
and slithered off  under the rocks. I took off  running across the 
remaining field of  stones and managed to slip and plant my 
backside on a lechuguilla. The lechuguilla is an agave cactus, 
with broad, sword like stems that end in a stiff, sharp spine about 
3 or 4 inches in length. I limped back to the truck, and presented 
the damage to Bill and Howie. After they finished laughing, Bill 
went to the toolbox in the truck and dug out a pair of  vise-grips. 
I dropped my shorts, bent over, and held onto the rear bumper 
of  the truck. Bill got a firm grip on the protrusion, and with a 
stiff  yank extracted the spine from my hindquarters. 

After a few days, we approached the California coast. Bill’s 
friend “Fuzzy” lived on the outskirts of  San Diego, and she 
invited us to spend the night. But when we arrived, we walked 
into a furious whirlwind, and found ourselves swept up in it. It 
turned out that Fuzzy’s younger sister Nancy had recently 
broken up with her boyfriend, a young Indian from the local 
reservation. She wasn’t at all happy about the breakup, and was 
determined to go out to “the res” that very evening and “kick 
some ass”. We tried to talk her out of  it, but she was determined, 
so we figured we’d better go along to keep things from getting 
out of  hand. We had no idea whatsoever what we were getting 
into. 
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We all piled into Fuzzy’s van, and drove out to the 
reservation. We walked up to the trailer home in the last light 
and Nancy knocked on the door. An Indian woman about her 
age came to the door, and they immediately began arguing 
loudly. While we were trying to figure out what to do, Nancy 
walked right in. Alarmed, we followed her inside. There were 
several people inside, and they were not happy. Apparently, the 
Indian woman was Nancy’s rival, and the two of  them began 
clawing at each other, occasionally tearing bits of  hair from each 
other’s heads. 

It was then that Fuzzy’s other sister, Audrey, swung into 
action. Audrey stood over six feet tall, about two hundred and 
twenty pounds, with bleach-blonde hair and a physique like a 
roller-derby queen. She began punching everyone in sight. One 
woman screamed, and stuck her finger into Audrey’s eye socket, 
trying to pop it out from behind. About the same time, there was 
the sound of  a shotgun going off, and Nancy’s ex-boyfriend 
emerged from the back bedroom, twirling the shotgun with one 
hand. The old man on the couch, presumably the grandfather, 
jumped to his feet, grabbed the shotgun from the younger man, 
and leveled it at Bill’s belly. 

“Get outta my house!” he screamed. 
We definitely agreed. Howie grabbed the stock of  the 

shotgun, I grabbed the old man, and Bill grabbed the end of  the 
barrel and flung the shotgun as far as he could out the open door 
into the desert night. Someone took a swing at Howie, and he 
ducked. I saw the fist coming towards my face, but my arms were 
locked, holding onto the old man. A ring tore my chin as it 
connected and I reeled back, as bright red blood splashed across 
my shirt. The sight of  my own blood set off  some kind of  switch 
deep inside me, and I began swinging my fists at every 
unfriendly face I could find. 

To Find Out  |  Page 21



Traveller’s Note #8: How Things Turn Out 

You think you know how a thing will turn out; only to 
find when you get there it’s completely different. Time and 
experience prove this, again and again, but we still seem 
unable to correct for it. 

We managed to grab hold of  Nancy, and with a group effort 
dragged her out the door, but just as we’d nearly made our 
escape someone grabbed Nancy’s arm and pulled her back 
inside, slamming the door in our face. We began banging on the 
door, demanding to retrieve Nancy. Through the living room 
window, we saw Nancy’s rival throw her to the floor, and then 
begin jumping up and down on her ribcage. Audrey had had 
enough, and unable to get back in through the door, she took a 
running leap and crashed right through the living room window. 
She slugged one person, kicked two others, then picked her sister 
up over her head and threw her out through the hole in the 
living room window, following close behind her. 

Counting ourselves lucky, we quickly collected everyone and 
ran in the direction of  the van. Amid a hail of  stones and curses 
coming from the trailer, we beat a hasty retreat, and didn’t stop 
until we were safe and sound in Fuzzy’s kitchen. Nancy and her 
sister had gone to the local emergency room to get stitched up, 
and Fuzzy sat with us at the kitchen table applying 
mercurochrome and bandages to our wounds. 

We got what sleep we could, and early the next morning, 
taking no chances, we crossed the border at Tijuana and 
disappeared into Mexico. 
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Mulege 

We made our way slowly down the Baja, negotiating the two-
lane highway, winding mountain passes, and occasional dirt 
roads that together comprise Mexico Highway 1, almost 1000 
miles of  heat, dust, and potholes that ran from Tijuana all the 
way down the Baja peninsula to Cabo San Lucas. 

The first half  of  the journey followed the Pacific coast. We 
camped on the beach and hiked in the desert. One day, we just 
pulled off  the road and parked the truck in the desert. I scanned 
the horizon, picked out an interesting mountain ridge, and spent 
the rest of  the day hiking through the “boojum” trees to the top 
of  the ridge and back again. In the absence of  a trail, I found 
my own way up to the top, and then turned and headed for the 
distant blue truck, it being the only thing that wasn’t red or 
brown. 

About halfway down the Baja, the road turned inland and we 
crossed the narrow peninsula from west to east. Arriving fairly 
early in the day, we made a few inquiries and obtained directions 
to the beach. As we rolled out across the mudflats, the Sea of  
Cortez in sight, we suddenly broke through the dry crust and 
sank all the way down to the axles in mud. 

After a few futile efforts at rocking and rolling her out, we 
realized that we were really stuck. About this time, children and 
old men, and quite a few dogs, began to wander out to the truck 
to see what was happening and offer advice. After a crowd had 
collected we all pitched in behind the truck and pushed and 
shoved, burying her even deeper in the process. The truck had 
now begun to lean perilously to starboard, threatening to roll 
over on its side. 

To Find Out  |  Page 23



More men arrived with shovels and rakes, and we began 
digging out from underneath and placing rocks and boards 
under the wheels to prevent it from sinking any further. About 
this time, a dilapidated tow-truck with no hubcaps and a leaky 
radiator showed up. It was missing a tire, but it had a winch on 
the back, and we hooked the steel cable to the front of  our truck 
and prepared to haul her out. 

Once every ten minutes or so, we had to stop long enough to 
pour more water into the tow-truck radiator. About twenty of  us, 
men, women, kids and dogs, braced ourselves behind the pickup 
and waited. As the cable tightened, the tow-truck kicked into 
gear and lurched forward. We all gave a mighty push, and the 
truck rolled up out of  the mud onto solid ground. We were on 
the beach! 

Amidst cheers and backslapping we pressed some pesos into 
the palm of  the tow-truck driver, and handed out beers to the 
old men and sodas for the women and children. A community 
effort! 

Traveller’s Note #9: Help 

It may not take the form you expected, and it might take 
a little longer than you’d like, but ‘most everywhere people 
will recognize when you’re in real trouble and do their best 
to help. Don’t be surprised, or critical. Just smile, accept 
help gracefully, and realize that we’re more the same than 
we are different. 
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We spent the next day swimming and sunning ourselves, 
refusing to go anywhere or do anything more challenging than 
rummaging in the propane refrigerator for another cold beer, 
and relaxing in our lawn chairs on the beach, listening to the 
gentle waves rolling in off  the Gulf  of  California. Zero miles 
traveled, nothing significant accomplished, and fresh boiled 
crabs for dinner. We voted it the most successful day of  the 
entire journey. 

We headed south, stopping in La Paz to book passage on the 
ferry to Mazatlan. It would be three days before we could 
actually leave, so we drove on down to Cabo San Lucas, at the 
extreme southern tip of  the Baja peninsula. At the time, 
“Cabo” (as it was called) was little more than a fishing village 
with a handful of  modest bungalows. At the southernmost point, 
where the waters of  the Gulf  of  California merged with the 
Pacific, there was a natural arch extending out into the water. I 
determined to swim through it the next day. 

The next morning, we hired a small boat with a small 
outboard motor to take me from the beach on the Gulf  of  
California side to the beach on the Pacific side. I stripped down 
to my swimming trunks and dove in. The surging current 
through the hole in the arch was stronger than I expected, but I 
held my head up high and kept on swimming. Slow but sure, I 
made my way under the arch, and then shot through to the 
other side. Breaking free of  the current, I made my way to shore. 
I’d made it! 

Traveller’s Note #10: Swimming In A Current 

Whether in a river or an ocean, moving water is much 
stronger than you are. Don’t fight it. Relax, keep breathing, 
and keep swimming! You’ll get there eventually. 
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Returning to La Paz, we boarded the ferry for Mazatlan and 
sailed just before sunset. In the evening light, we were startled to 
see six-foot wide manta rays come leaping up right out of  the 
waves, and falling back into the sea. I found a spot on deck to 
play my guitar, and traded folk songs with a Mexican my age. A 
small crowd gathered to listen, and we all sang together well into 
the night. 

The next morning, we reached Mazatlan, and without further 
delay headed north along the coast of  mainland Mexico. We 
crossed back into the U.S. at Nogales a couple of  days later, and 
headed north for Page, Arizona for a 19-day float-trip down the 
Colorado River through the Grand Canyon in wooden rowboats 
called “dories”. But that is another story. 

About three weeks later, we rolled into the gravel driveway at 
Bill’s house in Sibley, Louisiana, and after a few relaxing days 
canoeing the bayou with Bill, I bid my friends farewell and 
headed south for New Orleans.  
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New Orleans 

When I reached New Orleans I dumped my stuff  at the 
YMCA and headed for the French Quarter. I ended up down by 
the water at St. James Square, where I asked a local artist about 
accommodations. He sent me to the Head's Inn, a flophouse 
where you got a shower and half  a mattress on the floor for $1 a 
day. Many of  the street performers slept there, and one of  them 
took me to Mama's Kitchen, where I could get red beans and 
rice, a Coke, and a chunk of  French bread for a dollar. 

I stayed at the Head's Inn for almost a week. It was bad at 
night, because the drunks snored real loud and there were 
sometimes two or three people to a mattress. I spent the days 
walking around town, eating beignets in Jackson Square and red 
beans and rice at Mama’s Kitchen. At night I'd wander in and 
out of  clubs, listening to live music for the price of  a beer, or 
sometimes just a smile. 

The hookers hung out on every corner. Sometimes they'd 
reach out and grab me by the elbow. I told them I wasn't 
interested. Not offended, just not interested. They’d just laugh 
and tighten their grip. I finally hit upon the perfect line. Instead 
of  telling them to leave me alone, I just told them I didn't have 
any money. Worked every time. Hookers have a place in this 
world. It's a shame people treat them so badly. 

Traveller’s Note #11: Hookers 

Hookers are simple. They don’t want you; they want 
your money. It’s nothing personal. They’re offering a 
service, and you’re a potential customer. Don’t get 
judgmental; everybody needs to make a living. 
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I got acquainted with Donnabeth Jones, who ran the Hungry 
Artist studio on Bourbon Street. She introduced me to Papa Al, 
a jazz musician who played at Preservation Hall. I stayed for a 
few days, tuning myself  to life on Bourbon Street and the young 
woman who lived upstairs. Then I caught a ride out of  town, 
and headed north. 

I celebrated my 19th birthday with my family in Michigan, 
and then decided to hitchhike to California. In a move that was 
eventually to become my signature mode of  travel, I figured the 
best way to California from Michigan went right through 
Massachusetts. My brother Ted and I headed east the following 
day. 
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Concord 

Ted and I were both experienced hitchhikers. Nonetheless I 
discovered that hitching together as a pair cut deeply into the 
percentage of  folks willing to give us a lift. Still, he was great 
company and we made an adventure of  it. 

It took two days for Ted and I to make our way from 
Michigan to Massachusetts, keeping mostly to the interstate and 
standing long hours on the ramps. We arrived in Acton without 
incident, and settled in at the home of  some of  Ted’s friends 
from high school. I hung around for a day or two, and then took 
the train to Concord to see if  I could find Walden Pond.  

The writer Henry David Thoreau made Walden Pond 
famous in a simple book of  independent philosophy called 
“Walden”, a favorite of  mine since I was a teenager. After a few 
inquiries and wrong turns I managed to find myself  at the shore. 
A few minutes of  walking around were enough to convince me 
that Walden Pond was far less interesting than the book, so I 
headed back into town. 

It was late afternoon, and I was starting to wonder where I’d 
be sleeping. I hit upon an idea. I’d perform an experiment, an 
empirical study of  the nature of  my fellow man. I walked 
around until I found the most expensive, high-class 
neighborhood in Concord, and I went down the row, knocking 
on every door I came to. The experiment went something like 
this: 

“Hello! I’m a traveler from far away and I’d like to ask if  you 
know a place where I may spend the night,” I said earnestly. The 
responses varied, but could be roughly sorted into three 
categories, which I’ll call Type 1, Type 2, and Type 3. 
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Type 1 was simple. Either they’d refuse to answer the door, or 
they’d shut the door forcefully somewhere between the 
beginning and end of  my inquiry. I was a six-foot-two-inches tall, 
200-pound ex-defensive end, and somewhat scruffy-looking, 
after all. 

Type 2 was less direct. They’d listen politely, and then suggest 
a nearby hotel or motel where they thought I’d be welcome. Not 
very hospitable, but they managed to be civil as they politely 
dodged the obvious fact that if  a young person like myself  had 
the means to stay in a hotel I would have already checked in! 

Type 3 people were the salt-of-the-earth folks. They’d just 
throw the door open and welcome me to a bath and a bed and a 
good home-cooked meal. I was to meet many such people in my 
travels, but not in Concord! 

Traveller’s Note #12: Finding a Place to Sleep 

Any out-of-the-way place will do, under a bridge, down 
the alley, behind a stand of  trees. I used to throw my duffel 
bag behind the hedge at the Bank of  America, and throw 
myself  in behind it. Just remember, when dawn comes, you 
go. And watch out for those early morning lawn sprinklers. 

It was getting late, and I was wondering where I might sleep, 
when I met a young lad, about my age, on the square. When he 
heard I was a traveler from far away and was stuck for a place to 
sleep he immediately invited me to stay at his parents’ house. 
When we arrived, they were a bit surprised but willing to honor 
their son's invitation and we had a lovely supper and some lively 
conversation before turning in for the night. For years after, I 
sent them notes and postcards from all over the world, sharing 
the details of  my travels. 
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Bar Harbor 

I left the next morning, headed for Boston. All I remember of  
Boston was the Charles River, some pale white jellyfish floating 
in a filthy gray-green harbor, and a couple from Quincy who 
asked me to drop by if  I needed a place to stay but weren't home 
when I rung them from the subway station. 

I stopped in at Acton Town to say good-bye to Ted and his 
friends. We went out to Cape Cod for a swim. Small waves, cold 
water. This was only a year after the movie "Jaws" was released. 
I found myself  swimming nervously, constantly ducking my head 
underwater for a look at whatever might be approaching from 
below, and then scanning the surface for large dorsal fins. It was 
time for me to say good-bye and head up the coast. 

The roads got smaller. When I got to Maine I tried asking the 
locals for directions. It is a local sport in Maine to cheerfully give 
directions to visitors, as long as the directions are wrong. At the 
end of  the day, I'd made a complete circle! I went back to the 
map, refused further assistance, and found my own way to Bar 
Harbor. 

I’d come to Bar Harbor to catch a ferry to Nova Scotia. What 
I found instead was a troupe of  women out for a weekend romp 
at the beach. After making their acquaintance we all went out to 
the cliffs so I could show them some fancy diving. I found a fine 
ledge about 30 feet above a deep inlet and launched myself  
fearlessly into the sea. They were delighted. I dove off  and swam 
back several times. Things were going my way, until I ran into 
America. 

Traveller’s Note #13: The Sea 
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The sea is not out to hurt you. It doesn’t care one way 
or the other. Allow for its coming and going. Trust the sea, 
but never turn your back on it for long, especially close to 
shore. 

I swam up a narrow channel. When it was shallow enough, I 
stood up and waved at the women up on the cliff, turning my 
back on the sea. Suddenly, the water dropped from my shoulders 
to my knees, rushing away behind me. This was not a good 
thing. I turned and saw a great wave come roaring up the 
channel. Too late to get away. I figured my time had come. The 
wave picked me up and carried me in, tumbling and bouncing 
me on the rocks and barnacles along the way. Finally I came to 
rest, head first, on some rocks. 

I opened my eyes, and noticed that I wasn’t dead. I pulled my 
head out of  the water and stood up. Women began screaming 
and rushed to meet me. My face ran red with blood. My chin 
was torn, and I had little cookie cutter marks on my forehead 
where the barnacles had dug in. The seawater made everything 
look much worse than it really was, and that was bad enough 
already. The women reached me in no time. I stood bravely, 
denying injury, refusing assistance, and then collapsed into their 
arms. 

I insisted that I wash the wounds in the open sea, so I hobbled 
out among the rocks and rinsed my face in the surf. I collected a 
couple more rips to my bare feet before regaining the comfort of  
the women. They took me back to their campsite and bandaged 
and nursed me well into the night. It was a pleasant enough 
ending to a ridiculous day. 
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Bar Harbor gets its name from a submerged sand bar which 
reappears at low tide, forming a land bridge from the mainland 
to a small island. Late the next afternoon, one of  the women and 
I went out to the island to explore. In the early evening, the tide 
began to come in. I knew if  we left just an hour later, the bridge 
would be gone and we'd have to stay together on the island most 
of  the night, but being a gentleman, I walked her back in time. 
Might have been interesting, though. 
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Halifax 

I love boats. Even so, the ferry from Bar Harbor to Yarmouth 
would have been uneventful had I not met two lovely women 
aboard, exactly my age. When they heard I was hitchhiking to 
Newfoundland, they offered me a lift. And when they heard how 
much I loved camping, they offered to take me along on their 
camping trip. And when we arrived at Kejimkujik National Park, 
and evening came upon us, they offered me a place in their tent. 
We spent our days together bathing naked in the streams. The 
water was dark with minerals, making our bodies appear deep 
orange. We spent the nights together, trying to negotiate the 
ancient problem of  triangulation. I stayed three days. 

Traveller’s Note #14: More Than One 

For as long as there have been men and women, they 
have both dreamt of  making love with more than one 
partner at a time. There are emotional, social, and 
logistical issues that work against this. Not recommended. 
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I stopped off  in Halifax to see the castle and apply some bear 
grease to my thick leather Survivor boots, and then I was off  for 
the east coast of  Nova Scotia and the Gaelic Mod. On the east 
coast of  Nova Scotia there is a small town. In that small town 
that late summer there lived an old lady named "Smithy" who 
took in travelers for the night. At this time of  year there was a 
grand festival, called the Gaelic Mod, which celebrated the 
Scottish/Irish heritage of  the local folk. I arranged for a room at 
Smithy's and headed up the hill toward the bagpipes. I had been 
there only a few minutes when a pretty young woman with red 
hair and a daring smile grabbed me by the hand and took me 
back to her tent for a drink of  Scotch, and a taste of  her as well. 

The next day, I had to catch a ferry to Newfoundland. This 
ferry only left once a week, so I was determined not to miss it. I 
stood out on the road, early in the morning, about a half-hour's 
drive from the dock, waiting patiently with my thumb in the air. 
Several hours later, I had moved about 15 feet. I began begging, 
cursing, and wishing for a ride that would take me the 30 or so 
miles to the ferry. My watch moved mercilessly forward, until the 
sailing time was 15 minutes away. Even if  someone did come, I'd 
miss the ferry anyway. Something told me not to give up. Just 
then, a guy in a sports car screeched to a halt right in front of  
me. 

"The ferry's leaving in fifteen minutes," I said. 
"Let's go!" was all he said. 
The winding roadway went by in a blur until we reached the 

port. We flew down the backstreets into town and right up to the 
wharf. My eyes searched for the ticket counter.  

"Buy your ticket on board," Said the man. I whirled around 
and thanked him, and ran for the gangway, backpack on my 
shoulder and guitar swinging in my hand, just as they began to 
pull it up. 
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"You’re lucky,” said one of  the crewmen, “We're a little late 
leaving today.” 

 "Lucky?" I thought. Maybe a little more than that. I had 
gotten a taste of  the value of  hope, and perseverance. 
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St. John’s 

When we arrived in St. John's, I noticed how like San 
Francisco it was, hilly streets, colorful buildings, lively people. I 
found the youth hostel and dropped my bags. Setting out on 
foot, I headed down a dirt road toward the easternmost point in 
North America. I stopped now and again to talk with local 
people and ask directions. They were all friendly and helpful, 
and about an hour later I stood on a cliff  before a sign that read: 

Cape Spear 
The Easternmost Point in 
North America 

I stepped past the sign, which was farther east. Then to the 
edge of  the cliff  which was more east than that. Still not 
satisfied, I found my way down to the rocks below, the surf  
surging at my boots. I knew then why I'd been swimming in the 
ocean all along the way to this place. I looked out over the 
breaking waves, and knew what I'd do tomorrow. 

The next day, late in the morning, I returned and hiked down 
to a shallow inlet. I packed all my clothes (except for my shorts!) 
into a plastic garbage bag and tossed it high up on the shore. I 
crouched on a rock for a while, studying the big rollers coming in 
off  the North Atlantic. The swells were many feet high and they 
came crashing down wildly upon the rocks. Deadly. When I'd 
found the rhythm, I waited for a real crasher to come in. When 
it came, I leapt into it and let the surge carry me out to sea. It 
was a race to get out beyond the breakers before the next wave 
could pick me up and slam me on the shore, and I swam hard 
into the next one, diving under it as it passed. 

Traveller’s Note #15: Cold Water 
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With practice, the body can learn to tolerate cold water. 
After the shiver and shake, there is a kind of  shock and 
delight just being alive. I swam every day, every coast from 
Massachusetts to Newfoundland. Even so, nobody can 
expect to last more than 30 minutes in the North Atlantic.  

I'd made it. My body felt cold, but all right, except for a 
burning sensation along my neck where the air met the sea. Now 
there was only a fishing boat, about a quarter-mile off  shore, 
coming in and out of  view as my body rode up and down on the 
swells. I swam for it. The fishermen, their minds on their work, 
didn't even notice me until I reached them, and pulled my head 
up over the transom of  the small boat. 

"Hi!" I said. The fisherman looked up, wide-eyed with shock 
and nearly fell into the sea. 

"Wheerd'ya coom fram, buy?" he said. I pointed to the shore. 
The other fisherman looked at me like I was some sort of  ghost. 
"Ay dunna believe it," he said. 

"And where do you think I came from? Do you think I fell out 
of  the sky?" I said. 

"Yay'd bist gayet inta th’ boot," they said. I felt cold, and 
suddenly I discovered the consequences of  my swim. My arms 
and legs had numbed so much that I couldn't climb into the 
boat. They both came aft and reached over and hauled me in by 
my armpits. Once they'd fished me out, one of  them gave me his 
thick, greasy leather jacket, while the other poured hot soup into 
me from his thermos. Once I was settled, they went back to their 
nets, hauling them in by hand over the side of  the boat. 

"Why'd you look so afraid when you saw me in the water?  
Don't you fellows ever swim out here?" I asked. 

"Cud na swim a struck to seeve m'life," said the elder. 
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I tried to continue our conversation, but my teeth had begun 
chattering so badly that I couldn't say much and everyone was 
happier for it. 

An hour or so later we headed back to port. Pat and Denny 
Doyle had a grand time telling the whole pier about their wild 
American, and they gave me a lot of  kidding and a large cod to 
carry back to the youth hostel and share with my friends for 
supper. 

I went down to Telegraph Hill in the evening, with plans to 
spend the night in the lighthouse. At dusk they kicked me out 
and so I ended up in a working class neighborhood with a 
number of  fine pubs. I had decided to spend the night in a 
graveyard, and had a sleeping bag under my arm, when a local 
fellow about my age invited me to the pub for a beer with his 
mates. The pub was filled with friendly men and women, 
drinking beer and throwing darts. Not at all like the dark, noisy, 
seedy bars back in the USA. My new friend and I got invited to 
a party. One of  the women at the party took a liking to me, and 
so I stayed with her for a week. 

When it came time to go, she and her girlfriend drove me out 
to the edge of  town. They said they wished I didn't have to go. I 
said I didn't have to, and stayed another week. A week later, they 
put me on the road again, this time with no comment! 
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St. Anthony’s 

I hitched west all day 'till I came to where the only road east 
to west met the only road north to south. I got out at the crossing 
and turned north for St. Anthony's. It had taken most of  the day 
to reach the crossing, and at dusk I walked to the only house 
around, and knocked on the door. An elderly woman and her 
husband came to the door.  

"I'm a stranger here. Do you know where I might spend the 
night?" 

"You can stay here,” she said. "We've a spare bed. Come in.” 
They fed me some dinner. “You’d be about the same age as our 
Timothy,” said the woman smiling. I slept in an old bed with 
clean sheets and a lovely old Scottish quilt. One of  the most 
comfortable and homey places I've ever been. 

Traveller’s Note #16: The Kindness of  Strangers 

Try as I might, I never could tell who would offer to 
help me or when they’d show up. Luckily, the world is 
peppered with people who, without knowing why, will step 
forward to give you a hand. It was this phenomenon that 
made travel worthwhile. 

In the morning I headed north for St. Anthony’s. I ended up 
in a small fishing town at night, found an old shed by the harbor, 
and fell asleep, listening to the water lapping on the shore. I 
awoke early. After asking around, I found a family who knew a 
trucker headed for St. Anthony's that very morning. I stayed, 
had some fried eggs for breakfast, and rode with the trucker 
through the afternoon. 
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When I arrived at St. Anthony’s, I went out to L'Ans au 
Meadow for a look at the archaeological diggings. Then I hiked 
to the top of  a small hill for a look at the sea. I could make out 
some bright blue icebergs, far out from land. I wasn't going back 
the way I’d come. I would find a sea passage back to mainland 
Canada. 

I walked down to the harbor. A small oil tanker lay out at the 
end of  the dock. I strode out to the gangway, and stepped 
aboard. I didn’t know where she was bound, but I was about to 
find out. 

“Where is your chief  engineer?” I asked, as I made my way 
along the narrow corridor that ran the length of  the ship. Most 
of  them spoke French, and they shrugged and looked me over. 
They all pointed forward, and I continued on toward the bow. 
At last I found the bridge, and the Chief  Engineer. 

“Where are you bound?” I asked. 
“Quebec,” he said, “Who are you?” 
“I’m Steve Cavin, an American, and I’d like to work on your 

boat in exchange for passage.” 
“No,” he said flatly. 
“But, I’ve hitch-hiked from St. John’s, and I’m trying to make 

it all the way across Canada!” I said with enthusiasm. 
“No,” he said again. 
“But, I’m a good hard worker, and you’d not have to pay me 

anything, and…” 
“No!” he said. He looked at me squarely. “Unions and 

insurance being what they are, there’s no place for you here. 
Now, get off  my boat, and make sure you’re not on board when 
we leave the harbor. Good-bye!” And that was that. Well, almost. 
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I turned and began walking aft past the crew’s quarters 
toward the stern of  the ship. A young oiler stopped me in the 
hallway. “Yu lak to go to Kebekk?” he said, in the thick French 
accent of  the Quebecois. 

“Sure!” I said. He looked at me with a friendly, conspiratorial 
grin. 

“Oouell, ah wheel had you hair, en ma caban,” said Jacques. 
He quickly grabbed my backpack, my guitar, and me and shoved 
us through the open doorway. In no time at all I was tucked 
neatly in the clothes closet, alone with the clank and rumble as 
the boat prepared to get underway. “Kape out of  saht!” was all 
Jacques said. I was going to Quebec, after all! 

Once we were out at sea, Jacques returned to see how I was 
doing. He was young, like me, and he spoke a little English, 
though not a lot. We were heading for the city of  Quebec, not 
far from Montreal. Most of  the trip would be inland, through 
the great seaway of  the St. Lawrence River. He brought me food 
and water, and I slept on one of  the bunks in his cabin. A day 
and a night passed. I began to grow curious. I couldn’t see 
anything from the cabin, and I wondered what was passing by 
outside. 

I decided to sneak out and just take a quick peek on deck. I 
cracked the door ajar, and there was nobody in sight. I quickly 
scurried down the corridor and took the first stairway up to 
daylight. We were cruising along about 15 knots, on a gray-blue 
flat sea, with land visible in both directions. We must have 
crossed the gap between Newfoundland and the mainland 
during the night. Satisfied, I slipped quietly downstairs and back 
into Jacques’ cabin. It had been a successful escapade, or so I 
thought. 
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Later that afternoon there was a knock on the door. Before I 
could hide myself, the door burst open and the First Mate and 
Chief  Engineer strode in and grabbed me by the arms. 
“C’mon!” was all they said. 

I was escorted immediately to the Captain’s quarters. He was 
seated at a table, studying some papers lit by a dim lamp. He 
looked up at me and motioned for me to sit down. He wasn’t 
happy. 

“You were told you couldn’t ride on my ship, weren’t you?” 
His eyes were stern and steady. 

“Yes, sir,” I said. 
“Well then, what are you doing here?” he demanded. 

“Stowing away on a ship is a serious crime. When we reach the 
city of  Quebec, I’ll have you arrested and thrown in jail. Until 
then, you’ll stay right where you’ve been hiding.” 

“No one knew I was aboard,” I lied. I still hoped to keep 
trouble away from Jacques. “I could work very hard for you 
while I’m here”. 

“You will,” he said, and they took me back down to the cabin. 
When Jacques returned, he looked pretty upset. “Wa deed yu 

go aht own dek?” he asked. “Sumwuhn sawyu, end noe ah’m en 
trahbull.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said. 
“Ees alrat”, he said. “Ah doon’t blim you far wenting do zee. 

Ah wooanderrr watt ze Captan weell do wis you.” 

To Find Out  |  Page 43



I didn’t have to wait long to find out. That evening the 
Captain put me to work, washing dishes, mopping floors, and 
cleaning toilets. I went at it cheerfully and energetically. After all, 
I’d done work like this before. At least now I had the run of  the 
whole ship when I wasn’t on duty. I spent hours at the rail, 
watching the gradual change from rocky seacoast to the tree 
covered banks of  the great inland waterway, the St. Lawrence. 

As we neared Quebec City, I considered my options. I could 
throw myself  on the mercy of  the Captain or the authorities in 
Quebec, and maybe they’d just let me go. Hmmm. Or I could 
hide somewhere aboard ship and then sneak ashore after they 
gave up looking for me. Or, I could jump overboard during the 
night and take my chances swimming to shore. I was still 
thinking things over that evening, when, after supper, the 
Captain sent for me again. 

Just as before, when I entered his cabin, he asked me to sit 
down. He tried to look stern, but he had a twinkle in his eye. 
“You’ve worked hard, and behaved yourself,” he said. “Tonight 
we’ll be arriving at Quebec.” I looked at his face. This was the 
moment I’d wondered about. “I’ve decided to let you go.” I 
nearly jumped. “But, I don’t want to ever see you again aboard 
my boat.” 

“Thanks!” I said. “Thanks, very much, captain!” He waved 
for me to go, and then he smiled. 

“By the way,” he said gently. “You don’t need to jump over 
the side and swim ashore. Get a good night’s sleep, and just walk 
ashore in the morning.” 

The next morning I got up at dawn and prepared to go 
ashore before the captain changed his mind. Jacques met me on 
the gangway. “Au revoir!” I said, “I don’t know how to thank 
you, for everything!” 
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“Oouell,” said Jacques slowly with a grin, “Ah lac Cognac.” I 
laughed, and waved good-bye. “Bon chance!’ said Jacques, and I 
walked ashore into the city of  Quebec. 
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Montreal 

It didn’t take long to get from the city of  Quebec to 
Montreal, or “moan ray ahl”, as the Quebecois pronounce it. 
Montreal was a huge, beautiful city, with winding streets and 
colorful shops. I walked past some kids playing ball in the street, 
and stepped into a phone booth to call Sophie and Anna. I had 
met them on the ferry, crossing from Halifax to St. John’s, and 
they said if  I ever got to Montreal to look them up. 

Traveller’s Note #17: Friends Along The Way 

While traveling, you will meet others like yourself  along 
the way. Often, if  you get to know them, they will give you 
an address and an invitation to visit. Keep those addresses! 
A strange place is entirely different when you have someone 
to show you around. 

It turned out that I had arrived just in time for Anna’s 20th 
birthday party, and I was immediately invited to join in, as well 
as to stay over for a week or so. I had long ago realized the value 
of  making friends along the way, and was delighted to have two 
lovely women show me around town. 

Anna’s party was at Tiffany’s, a very expensive French 
restaurant in downtown Montreal. I carried one nice pair of  
dress slacks, a dress shirt, and dress shoes in my backpack. I 
borrowed a jacket and a tie, and dressed for the evening, we 
caught a cab from Ville La Salle and entered Tiffany’s promptly 
at eight.  
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We were shown to a private room, where a fine linen cloth 
was neatly draped over a table with settings for twelve. The 
plates were china, the glasses were crystal, and the tableware was 
pure silver. In addition to our two waiters, there were three 
attendants, in coats and ties, whose job seemed to be to watch us 
carefully. Every time someone drank some water, the glass was 
refilled. Every time someone tapped some ashes from their 
cigarette, the ashtray was replaced with a fresh one. Just as 
someone finished a plate of  something, the plate and tableware 
disappeared! We ate, we drank, and we laughed. And eight 
courses later, it was time to head for home. 

We went out walking and sightseeing for a few days. Sophie 
and Anna took turns being my date, my sister, and my friend. 
They taught me how a Quebecois woman could be sexy and 
sweet, sensuous and playful, mysterious and friendly, all at once, 
while remaining entirely free and comfortably themselves. It was 
a lesson in affection and simplicity that opened my eyes and 
reassured my heart. 

I left my friends in Ville La Salle late one afternoon, took a 
bus to the edge of  town, and hitchhiked into the night. 
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Ottawa 

Eastern Ontario was still mostly French speaking. I reached 
Ottawa, the capital, in the middle of  the night. There I was, 
standing on the west side at about 2:00 am, when a man and two 
women pulled over to offer me a lift 

I was grateful to be out of  the cold, and struck up a 
conversation with the driver, and young Quebecois fellow with a 
shadow of  beard and dark, intense eyes. He paused occasionally 
to laugh and take another drag of  his cigarette. The two women 
in the back were very attractive, and they talked quietly between 
themselves before reaching over from the backseat and playing 
with my hair and kissing my ears! They were pulling on my shirt 
and motioning me to join them in the back. This all seemed 
quite natural to the driver, who kept right on talking, apparently 
unconcerned. 

I was about to crawl over the seat, when I noticed the two 
women were now kissing each other, deeply and vigorously! This 
was something I was really not prepared for, so I asked them to 
let me out at the next exit. I crawled off  into a field in the dark, 
threw out my sleeping bag, and got some sleep. 

Traveller’s Note #18: Choice 

Don’t be afraid of  new experiences. You always have a 
choice, and only you can choose what you will or will not 
do. This is a fundamental principle. 
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The next day was uneventful, but as evening closed I found 
myself  in a small town without a place to sleep. I looked around 
for a quiet corner, but nothing looked promising. It was then I 
had a thought. Why not sleep in jail? I walked down to the 
police station and explained the situation, and to my surprise 
they agreed to lock me up in a cell by myself  for the night. 
Warm, dry, and safe, I lay back on my bunk and drifted off  to 
sleep. 

When I woke up the next morning, I was momentarily 
startled to find myself  behind bars. Apparently the officers from 
the night shift had gone home already, and one of  the morning 
officers noticed I was awake and walked over to the cell. 

“Thanks for letting me stay,” I said. “I guess you can let me 
out now and I’ll be on my way.” 

“What’s that?” said the officer, appearing surprised. 
“The officers last night said I could spend the night. But it’s 

time for me to go,” I said. 
“They didn’t say anything to me about letting you go,” he 

said. He called to the other officer. “Hey Mike!” he said, “Did 
they tell you anything about this kid? 

“Nope,” said the other officer as he came toward us down the 
hall. “Don’t really know what he’s in for.” 

“Guys!” I said, “Stop fooling around. I’m not supposed to be 
in here!” 

“I suppose we could call Jerry’s house and wake him up,” said 
the first officer. “His wife really hates it when we wake him up.” I 
looked at both of  them, more than a little worried. They looked 
at each other for a minute, and then broke up laughing! 

“Here ya go,” they said, and unlocked the cell. I thanked 
them and walked quickly out of  town before they changed their 
minds. 
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Manitoba 

Hitchhiking west from Winnipeg, I caught a long ride with a 
nice fellow, Colin Major. As we glided west across the straight 
roads and endless wheat fields of  the Canadian prairie, we got to 
talking and he convinced me to stop off  and stay a few days at 
his home in Brandon, Manitoba. I had no idea of  the adventure 
that lay ahead. 

We got up early the first morning of  my stay and went out for 
breakfast and a walk about town. Brandon was a fairly small 
place, typical of  the farming towns that dotted the western plains 
along the Trans-Canada railway. We decided to go for a drive 
through the wheat-fields. Colin had a Cadillac, a real land shark 
with over 400 cubic inches of  V8 under the hood, and he offered 
to let me drive. 

Now, the roads in farm country tend to follow the section 
boundaries, which means that they tend to run as straight as an 
arrow. I told Colin I’d never been in a car going over 100 miles 
an hour and he said go for it. I pushed the pedal to the floor, 
watching the speedometer; 65, 75, 85, 95… as I cleared 100 I 
suddenly noticed an odd fact.  

Traveller’s Note #19: Prairie Roads 

Surveyors lay out land on the prairie in 1-mile squares 
or “sections”, a convenient fiction that would work out fine 
if  the earth were flat. But the earth is round, so now and 
again they have to make a little “jag” in the lines to 
compensate for the curvature. 
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As anyone who’s driven a country road can tell you, the roads 
make a little 90-degree jag now and again. I was approaching 
one of  these now, a simple “T” intersection approached up the 
stem. I was about to run out of  road! Colin’s eyes were wide, his 
face white. “Stop!” he screamed. 

“Okay!” I stomped on the brakes and fought the wheel to 
keep control. We slid to a stop in the middle of  the “T”, 
surrounded by a huge cloud of  dust. 

“ Maybe I’d better drive,” said Colin. 
The next day was Sunday, and Colin wanted to sleep in, so I 

let myself  out and went for an early morning stroll. As I passed a 
church I could hear the sound of  voices singing a familiar hymn, 
“Love Lifted Me”. Eager for a feeling of  home, I pushed open 
the doors, and walked inside. 

The pastor’s name was Shepherd, and this morning Pastor 
Shepherd was in fine form, having just launched a sermon on sin 
and salvation, gaining momentum as he spoke. I sat down in a 
pew and listened attentively to every word. 

I could see where he was coming from, I honestly could. 
However, I disagreed with Pastor Shepherd about a few of  the 
minor points. For example, if  God was all-powerful and all 
knowing, and he made us what we are, then we’re hardly to 
blame for messing up a little from time to time, right? I raised 
my hand. 

He saw it. He frowned a little, and kept on speaking. I could 
see he wasn’t in the mood, but I felt I needed to add just a few 
refinements, for the benefit of  the community. I raised my hand 
again. 

He saw it again. He glared at me, and kept on speaking. I 
suppose I should have taken the hint. But something in me was 
sure that I had a real opportunity here for theological dialogue, 
and I couldn’t let it go. Finally, I stood up. 
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“Pastor Shepherd,” I said waving my hand. Before I could say 
“Pastor Shepherd” a second time, two Midwestern giants in suits 
appeared from nowhere, lifted me up by my elbows, and carried 
me backwards down the main aisle. 

“I’ll speak with the young man after the service!” said Pastor 
Shepherd as I disappeared through the double doors into the 
lobby. The guys set me down, and I tried to make sense of  what 
had just happened. I figured walking back into the sanctuary was 
out of  the question, so I took a seat in the foyer and waited. 

When the service was over, the double doors flew open and 
people began to make their way out. The pastor saw me, but 
stood by the doors, greeting everyone and passing a few kind 
words with his people. When nearly everyone had gone, he 
turned to me. 

“You still want to talk?” he asked. 
“Sure!” I said. 
He nodded, and beckoned me to join him in his office. He sat 

behind his small desk, and I took a seat opposite him. Quite to 
my surprise, he was very interested in my opinions on scripture 
and religion, and was quite open to discussing deep issues of  
faith and doctrine. We had a lovely talk. 

“Well,” he said “good luck on your journey. Come back and 
see us sometime.” He hoped I wouldn’t, but it was nice of  him to 
say it, all the same. 

That afternoon, I walked deep into a large field of  wheat, and 
lay down in the middle of  it, gazing up at the endless blue sky. 
The wheat was golden, ripened by the sun. I took off  my shirt 
and spread it flat on the ground. Grasping handfuls of  wheat, I 
beat them against my hand, knocking the kernels onto my shirt. 
When I had enough, I tossed them into the air, over and over, 
blowing the chaff  away. Then I tossed the kernels into my 
mouth, and chewed the raw wheat. Delicious! 
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Staring up at the sky, with nothing around me for a mile but 
wheat waving in the wind, I had a startling realization. I had set 
out to hitchhike across Canada, but I had taken a bus across 
Montreal. Try as I might, I couldn’t let that go, and so finally 
determined to go back to Montreal and connect my path. But, 
how? 
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Winnipeg 

Colin had come to know me pretty well by now, so he was not 
surprised when I presented my plan. In the morning, I left all of  
my things at his house, and put on my warmest clothes and 
windbreaker, Walking to the train station, we said our good-byes, 
and he assured me he’d keep my stuff  safe until my return. 

I sat down and waited for a train to come. In about an hour, a 
freight train came through, slowing to a crawl as it passed 
through town. Well, now we’d see. I trotted alongside, found a 
steel ladder on the side of  a boxcar and, grasping a rung tightly, 
swung myself  up. 

Traveller’s Note #20: Jumping Trains 

Jumping freight trains is easy, but very dangerous. If  
you fall under the wheels, they’ll cut you to pieces. Catch 
the train as it first leaves the station, before it gets any speed 
up. Run alongside until you match the train’s speed, grab 
the highest ladder rung you can reach, and swing yourself  
up. Make up your mind; don’t hesitate. And watch out for 
Railroad “Dicks”. If  they catch you, they’ll give you a 
beating to remember. 

I climbed atop the boxcar and sat down as the train picked up 
speed. Here I was, rolling eastward through the wheat fields of  
Manitoba. I felt like royalty. I took off  all of  my clothes, and sat 
cross-legged on top of  the boxcar, watching the world go by. The 
sun was shining, and warm breeze was blowing over my skin and 
through my hair. The boxcar swayed back and forth as the train 
clacked out the rhythm of  the rails. 
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By late afternoon, we reached the main yard in Winnipeg. I 
rode the train all of  the way into the yard, lying flat on top of  
the box car, then climbed down the ladder and dropped to the 
ground as soon as we came to a stop. I was hungry (and thirsty), 
and I set off  across the yard to see if  I could find a small store. 
As I was walking across the yard, a man stopped me. 

“What are you doing here?” he demanded. He was a railroad 
“dick”, a security guard hired by the railroad to keep hobos off  
the trains. 

“I live on the other side of  the yard,” I lied. “My mom sent 
me out to get some cigarettes from the store.” I pointed across 
the yard, to a small convenience store near the edge. 

“Don’t try to jump one of  these trains,” he warned. “I’ll catch 
you, and you’ll be sorry I did.” 

“Yessir,” I said. 
I walked off  in the direction of  the store. I got a sandwich 

and a soda. I sat down and thought about how I was going to 
find a train to Montreal. After my meal I walked back across the 
train yard. An engineer in one of  the locomotives saw me 
looking at the trains.  

“Which way ya headed?” he asked. Something in his face 
made me feel safe. 

“East,” I said “to Montreal”. 
“This train’s headed east,” he said. I looked surprised. “Wait 

for me at the end of  the yard. I’ll bring her out nice and slow. 
Don’t let the dick see ya, or there’ll be trouble.” Then he winked 
at me!  

I felt that the universe was looking out for me. My willingness 
to trust was linked somehow to the universe’s willingness to 
provide. I had seen it happen. And I would see it again. 
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I shuffled off  toward the eastern edge of  the yard. There, on 
a side rail, were several boxcars, just off  the main line, but close 
enough to hide behind. I took a position behind a boxcar, and 
waited for my train. About ten minutes later, I made out the 
bright yellow light on the front of  the engine, and watched the 
train roll slowly toward me, on the track just the other side of  my 
hiding place. Sure enough, I could see the railroad dick, standing 
on the engine platform outside the engineer’s window, scanning 
the yard. He was looking for me, I supposed. Well, he wouldn’t 
find me! 

I waited patiently for the engine to pass alongside the boxcar. 
After half-dozen or so cars had passed, I dashed around the back 
end of  my boxcar where he couldn’t see me. I watched the 
ladders roll past, then sprung out from my hiding place, running 
alongside the ladder to match speed. I grabbed the rung and 
swung myself  up. When my foot hit the lowest rung, I scampered 
up the ladder and threw my body up on top. 

I looked up the line, and I could see the railroad dick. He’d 
gotten off  at the yard’s edge, and was waiting there, watching the 
gaps between the cars. I lowered my head and laid out flat 
against the top of  the boxcar, feeling the sweat bead on my 
forehead. It worked. We rolled on out of  the yard, and I was 
clear and on my way to Thunder Bay. 

When we stopped several hours later, it was dark. One of  the 
engineers walked back along the cars, until he saw me. “Boy,” he 
said. I looked up. “You’re going to freeze up there. There’s a 
space for you in the second engine, behind the lead. There’s a 
heater in there that’ll keep you warm through the night.” I 
thanked him, and jumped down from the train. I walked up to 
the second engine and climbed the stairs into a small steel room 
with a window facing the front. It was warm! I curled up on the 
floor like a cat and went right to sleep. 
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Thunder Bay 

About middle of  the following day the train entered the large 
yard at Thunder Bay. Bundles of  parallel tracks, all running east-
west. I said good-bye to my engineer friends. They gave me the 
number of  the next train running east to Montreal. There would 
be nothing until evening, so I looked for an exit from the yard 
and headed off  into town. 

By now I had accumulated a fair amount of  soot and sweat, 
and thought a shower would be a good idea. I left the main 
street and ventured into a residential neighborhood. As I’d 
hoped, I soon came across a Jr. High School. I walked in the first 
open door I could find, and started looking for the gymnasium. I 
could get in there, take a quick shower, and be gone with no one 
the wiser. I strode down the waxed linoleum hallway, past lockers 
and rooms of  students behind the closed classroom doors, the 
blue-gray daylight reflecting off  the floor. Then, I heard a voice. 

“Can I help you?” she said. I turned. It was a woman in her 
early twenties, in a skirt and a sweater, a teacher I guessed. 

“Well…” I started. 
“What are you doing here?” she asked, sharply but not 

unkindly. 
“I’m looking for the boy’s locker room,” I said. “I was hoping 

to take a shower”. 
She looked me over, shook her head, and said, “You can’t 

shower here!” She shook her head again. “You’d better come 
home with me.” She turned and I followed her back to the 
teacher’s lounge, where she gathered up her things and led me 
out of  the schoolyard and down the street. After about ten 
minutes walking, we turned in past a small gate in front of  a 
small blue house and paused as she unlocked the front door. 
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“C’mon in,” she smiled. I followed her inside. “How’d you get 
so filthy?” she said as she laughed lightly and tossed her books 
and keys on the sofa. 

“I’ve been riding freight trains since Manitoba,” I offered. 
“I’m headed for Montreal tonight”. 

“Well!” she said. “We’d best get you cleaned up. The shower’s 
down the hall. Toss your clothes on the floor and I’ll throw ‘em 
in the washer.” I stepped inside the bathroom, and dropped my 
clothes in a pile in the hall. Ah, a hot shower! When I came out 
of  the shower I found a fresh towel and a robe hanging on the 
door. I dried off, put on the robe, and padded barefoot down the 
hall to the kitchen. 

She had made me a BLT and a bowl of  soup, a cup of  coffee 
and a bit of  leftover apple pie for dessert. We talked as I ate, and 
I told her some of  my adventures. I noticed the ring on her 
finger. “You’re married,” I said. 

“Yes,” she said kind of  absent-mindedly. Then she looked at 
me steadily, not sure what to say. “Well,” she said, breaking the 
silence, “let’s see how your clothes are coming along”. She 
trotted down the hall to the laundry, and was back in a blink. 
“They’ll soon be dry,” she said. We sat together on the couch, 
and I played her some songs on her guitar. 

“Are you happy?” I asked her. 
“Most of  the time,” She sighed. “But I wish I could travel, 

like you”. 
“You could,” I said. 
“I’ll get your clothes,” she said. She brought them to me, 

nicely folded. She disappeared into the bedroom as I dressed. 
We sat and talked about our lives, our hopes and dreams. It was 
time to go. 
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She went with me down to the train yard. I stopped beside 
the main track and turned to say good-bye. She stepped in close, 
wrapped her long arms around my neck, and gave me a long, 
tender kiss. A sweet smile, a wave, and she was gone. 

Traveller’s Note #21: Fidelity 

Husbands and wives have promises to keep. But they’re 
also living, breathing, feeling people who sometimes 
surprise themselves. Love comes at unexpected times in 
many different forms, each with its own meaning. Never be 
afraid of  love. 

I rode the train through the night, tucked next to the heater 
in the second engine, getting off  just long enough to stretch my 
legs and pee. By morning we were winding our way through the 
great northern forests of  Ontario. On the evening of  the third 
day we pulled in at last to the large train yard of  Montreal. 
Spent the last of  my money on a cab to Ville La Salle, walked 
twice around the phone booth to connect my path, and began 
hitch-hiking west again. 

It took me three days to make my way back, hitchhiking day 
and night. I stopped only once, late at night at a truck stop to try 
to get something to eat. I asked the manager if  I could wash 
some dishes or empty the trash or clean the bathrooms in 
exchange for a meal. A trucker overheard our conversation, 
looked over my thin frame and dirty clothes, and told me to sit 
down next to him. I sat, and he told the waitress to bring 
whatever I wanted and to bring him the bill when I was done. I 
tried to thank him, but he just smiled. 

“Remember,” he said, “to help someone else sometime, when 
you have a chance.” 
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Through the years, I’ve remembered, and passed his gift 
along. 
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Victoria 

When I made it back to Brandon, I told Colin all of  my 
adventures and we had a celebration dinner including a bottle of  
water I’d brought all the way from Montreal. The next morning, 
I said good-bye to Colin for the last time, and thanked him for 
all his help. Hitchhiking west along the great highway, the wheat 
fields finally gave way to hills, and the hills to mountains. The 
Canadian Rockies went by in a blur, and before long I found my 
way to the apple orchards of  the Okanogan Valley. 

It was only a few days to the coast. I stepped out on the road, 
and held out my thumb. No one seemed interested in helping 
me down the road. After an hour or so, I gave up and walked 
into town. There wasn’t much to speak of, but a small fruit stand 
was open. 

“Where’d you come from?” asked the woman from the fruit 
stand. She was young, pretty, and definitely not shy. 

“Manitoba,” I said. “I’m hitch-hiking from Newfoundland to 
the Pacific Ocean. 

“That’s grand!” she said. “Do you have time to eat an apple?” 
She tilted her head just a bit, and showed me the sparkle in her 
eyes. We spent the rest of  the day, and the night together, 
exploring. 

When I reached Vancouver I went to the beach. There I 
searched for a secluded spot where I could go swimming naked. 
Failing that, I stripped down to my shorts and ran into the 
waves, completing a 4000-mile journey across Canada, overland 
from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Ha! 
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It took me another day to reach Victoria, the capital, at the 
southern end of  Vancouver Island. Victoria was a lovely old 
British town, with old Victorian houses and lovely gardens. By 
the time I got downtown, it was getting dark, and I started 
looking for a place to sleep. After a stroll around the place I had 
come up short, when an idea struck me. The lawns in front of  
Parliament were huge and poorly lit. I pitched my tent, unrolled 
my sleeping bag, and settled in for a good night’s sleep. 

Shortly after dawn, a gentle rapping on my tent awakened 
me. I opened the flap, and met a constable, making his morning 
rounds. 

“Ya can’t sleep here, laddy,” he said. “Ya need ta move on 
now.” 

“Sure thing!” I said. Having delivered his message, he went 
on his way. Canadians! 

I rose and packed my things. A brisk morning walk took me 
to the yacht harbor. It was still a little early to talk to anybody, so 
I sat down on a bench and looked over the many rows of  
sailboats tied to the docks. An old lady broke my concentration. 

“Hello,” she said. 
“Hello,” I said. 
“Mind if  I sit down?” 
“Please.” 
She just sat quietly for a minute or two. “Where ya from?” 

she asked casually. 
“Michigan,” I said. “But my father is Canadian, from 

Ontario. 
“And what ya doin’ here?” she asked. 
“I’m looking for a boat to carry me across the sea,” I said 

proudly. 
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“Is that right?” she said. “Well,” she said, “it’s plain that 
you’ve not had a bath or a home cooked meal in quite a while. 
Come home with me now and let’s get you cleaned up.” 

I looked at her. “Really?” I said. 
“Let’s go!” she said. 
Her name was Rhodes, but everyone called her Annie. She 

led me several blocks to a nice old two-story Victorian house 
with a porch and a gate. She walked slowly up the steps, opened 
the door, and turned. 

“Well, come in, come in!” She said. “Put down those heavy 
things over there in the corner and let’s get you a nice hot bath.” 
She poured me some tea, then disappeared upstairs. She 
reappeared about five minutes later with a white cotton towel 
and a white washcloth. “You’ll find soap by the tub,” she said, 
and sent me upstairs. 

The water had already half-filled the claw-foot tub. The tub 
was cast iron, with a porcelain coating, and steam was rising 
from the water as I stripped down and slid in. Oh! I had 
forgotten what a hot bath felt like! I scrubbed every part twice, 
put on some clean clothes, and brushed my hair before reporting 
downstairs. She had made me a proper English breakfast, 
including scones and marmalade, and we sat and drank tea and 
I told her stories of  my adventures. 

When breakfast was over, I stood. “It’s time for me to be off  
again,” I said. 

“So ‘tis,” she said neatly. As I packed up my things, she went 
back upstairs to clean up. She came back smiling at me. “You 
had a good upbringing,” she said. “You washed down the tub 
and folded the towels before coming down.” She nodded with 
approval. “Good luck, young fellow.” 
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“Thanks!” I said, and stepped out into the street. I found a 
street corner, opened my guitar case, and tied a red and blue 
bandana around my head. There was a fair bit of  traffic by now, 
and people stared at me as they walked by, occasionally tossing 
some change into my case. 

Traveller’s Note #22: Playing Music For Profit 

People love to see and hear artists performing in the 
street. They are colorful, and sometimes, good. Those 
who’ve been there themselves understand and will usually 
toss some money into your case. Just don’t bet your next 
meal on it. 

Finally, one German tourist asked if  he could take a picture 
with me. I said okay. After the picture, he took a five dollar bill 
out and put it in my case, and then took four ones out. 
“Change,” he said. I decided to head up-island, to a place I’d 
heard about called Butchart Gardens. 

Butchart Gardens is a large, private park about an hour north 
of  Victoria. There were several gardens, mostly of  the British 
variety, scattered throughout the park, with lots of  soft green 
walking space between them. I stashed my guitar and backpack 
in the bushes and walked around leisurely; enjoying the gardens 
and breathing in the cool, damp air. Late in the afternoon, I 
happened by a gazebo in the middle of  the gardens. A trombone 
player and a pianist were setting up for the evening show. 

“Hello,” I said. 
“Hello,” said the man with the trombone. 
“You fellas gonna do a show?” I asked. 
“Tonight,” he said. “Six o’clock.” He saw me looking at the 

instruments. “Do you play?” he asked. 
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“Some piano,” I said, “but mostly I sing and play guitar.” 
“You should come, and sit in with us,” said the musician. “Do 

you know anything from the forties?” 
“It Had To Be You,” I answered. 
“Really?” he gasped. “You know ‘It Had To Be You’?” 
“Sure!” I said. 
“Okay,” He said. “You come by tonight at six, and you sing 

along with us.” 
I found myself  a quiet little spot of  grass far from the beaten 

path, pulled my hat over my face, and stretched out for a two-
hour nap. I woke up a little past five, found a bathroom, and 
washed my face and hands. Promptly at six, I took a seat in front 
of  the gazebo. The fellas were just starting up. When they saw 
me, they nodded. A few tunes into their first set, they motioned 
me to approach the stage. 

“A friend of  ours, a young traveler, has agreed to help us out 
with our next number,” said the trombone player. He smiled at 
me, and handed me a microphone. Luckily for me, they began 
playing in my key. 

“It had to be you,” I sang, “it had to be you. I looked around, 
and finally found, somebody who…” And so it went. I sang, they 
played, the crowd applauded enthusiastically, and suddenly I was 
performing in my first real gig. At the end of  the number, I took 
a bow, thanked my hosts, and returned to my seat. 

Later that evening, as the gardens were closing, I returned to 
the gazebo, stretched out my sleeping bag, and prepared for a 
good night’s sleep. Some security men with flashlights showed up 
shortly thereafter, and politely informed me that it was time to 
go. 

To Find Out  |  Page 65



A day later I crossed the U.S. border. After spending the night 
with some old Colorado River rats in Bremerton, Washington, I 
headed south for Oregon. 
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Reedsport 

At about lunchtime, my ride dropped me on the Washington 
side of  the Columbia River. It’s often been discussed what Lewis 
and Clark must have thought when they reached the coast, at the 
mouth of  the Columbia. I was thinking I’d better cross the 
bridge. I wasn’t having much luck getting a ride, so I decided to 
walk it. 

 The Astoria-Megler Bridge spans the Columbia River, and is 
21,474 feet long, making it the longest continuous truss bridge in 
North America. It took me more than an hour to cross. 

Traveller’s Note #23: Bridges 

Bridges are milestones, a sure sign that you’re getting 
somewhere. For a moment, one is suspended in midair, with 
the world above, below, and all around in plain sight. 
Always stop, or at least take notice when crossing a bridge. 
If  you can walk across, do it. 

My last ride of  the day took me to Seaside, Oregon. I set up 
my tent in a cluster of  trees near the beach. After dinner, I 
decided to go for a walk by the ocean. I saw a lantern at the 
water’s edge, and walked toward it. 
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It was an old man with a shovel and a bucket. When I asked 
him what he was doing, he explained that he was digging for 
clams. I asked him if  he’d show me how, and he said “Sure!” We 
waited for the next wave together. The beaches in northern 
Oregon are almost flat, so the waves roll in small and slow, from 
far out to sea. When the wave pulled away, he told me to watch 
for the “bubblers”. Sure enough, as the water withdrew, there 
were several small holes, with a little squirt of  water or a bubble 
or two coming out. 

Without hesitation, the old man thrust his shovel deep into 
the wet sand, just ahead of  the hole. He flipped the shovel over, 
and stabbed his hand into the hole. In his fist, he held something. 
When the next wave came, he washed it in the sea, and held it 
beneath the light. A clam! Cradling it in his left hand, he broke 
the joint with a knife, and held the clam up to me, still wiggling. 

“Eat!” he said. I stared at him. “Try it!” he said. 
I tossed the clam into my mouth. Salty. I swallowed it whole, 

and could feel it still kicking as it went down my throat. Very, 
very fresh! 

The next day, I hitchhiked south on Highway 1. A young guy 
in an old pickup gave me a ride. We talked about women, travel, 
and hang gliding. As we approached Reedsport, he asked me a 
question. 

“Hey, are you in a hurry?” he said. 
I was never in a hurry. “No,” I said. 
“I turn east at Reedsport. I live an hour inland, with a dozen 

or so other people. How’d you like to come spend a few days at 
our place?” 

“Sure thing,” I said, and smiled. 
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When we reached the house, I tossed my backpack in a 
corner, and Matthew introduced me to his friends. I immediately 
became a member of  the tribe, and sat down on an old sofa in 
the front room to play a few tunes for them. We talked and 
talked, until at last I threw my bag out on the floor and fell 
asleep. Matthew woke me early the next morning. 

“Gotta go to town,” he said. 
“What for?” I asked. 
“Have you ever smoked a watermelon?” he said. He smiled, 

and we climbed into the truck and headed into town. 
We found a fruit stand along the road. Matthew and I 

perused the produce, thumping each melon and judging it for 
who knows what. “It’s very important to choose the right one,” 
he said. 

“How do you know which is the right one?” I asked. 
“This,” he said, holding up a rather long and plump 

watermelon, “is the right one.” We paid for the melon. I had the 
honor of  holding it in my lap on the trip home. When we 
arrived, most of  the people were awake, and everybody was 
pretty excited. We sat down on the sofa in the living room, and 
Matthew took a knife from his back pocket, unfolded it, and 
proceeded to cut two holes at opposite ends of  the melon. Each 
was cut at approximately 45 degrees to the axis, one large, and 
one small. 

“This hole,” he said, as he cut the larger hole, “is for the 
bowl. And this hole” he said, as he cut the smaller hole, “is for 
your mouth.” He wiped the knife on his trousers, folded it shut, 
and returned it to his back pocket. He unscrewed a wooden pipe 
bowl from a bong someone brought from the bedroom, and fit it 
neatly into the hole in the melon. “Stoke her up!” he shouted. 
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Shreds of  marijuana were pinched from a clear plastic 
sandwich bag, and tucked in snugly until they filled the small 
bowl. Matthew held the melon up in front of  him, and sealed his 
lips over the hole at the opposite end. It took both hands to hold 
the melon, so someone else lit the stash with a cigarette lighter 
while he drew deeply on the other end. The embers glowed 
bright orange. 

“Take a toke”, he said. 
“What?” 
“Here!” he said, and passed me the melon. Everybody looked 

at me expectantly. I exhaled, sealed the hole with my mouth, and 
drew the smoke through the melon and into my lungs. I was 
prepared to choke on the smoke, but instead of  hot, bitter gas it 
was a cool stream, with a slight watermelon flavor. Most 
pleasant! I didn’t want to Bogart the melon, so I passed it on. 

Every time the bowl ran down, we refilled it with more weed 
and stoked it up again. We continued in the same fashion for 
over an hour, taking breaks for laughter and conversation. 
Finally, we finished, and the issue came up of  what to do with 
the melon.  

Someone suggested we cut up the melon and pass it around, 
so we did. It didn’t occur to us that the resin would still be in the 
flesh of  the melon. It tasted like an ashtray. Pretty nasty. Then 
someone threw a slice at someone, and we quickly had a 
spectacular food fight. We were all sticky, coated with splattered 
melon, so we meandered down to the creek behind the house, 
stripped off  our clothes, and jumped in. It was the perfect finish 
to an excellent melon. 

To Find Out  |  Page 70



San Francisco 

I stayed a couple of  days with my new friends in Oregon, and 
then hitched down the coast to San Francisco. I’d been to San 
Francisco once before, as a teenager, and was looking forward to 
seeing the Golden Gate Bridge. When my ride reached the 
bridge, I had them drop me on the Marin side, so I could enjoy 
walking into San Francisco. 

There was no walkway on the ocean side of  the bridge, so I 
had to cross six lanes of  traffic to reach the walkway on the Bay 
side. By now I’d crossed freeways hundreds of  times, and didn’t 
think anything of  dashing across. I waited, and waited, then 
quickly ran across. I’d just reached the other sided of  the road 
when I heard the crackle and scream of  a police car, and a voice 
over the bullhorn said, “Stay right there!” 

I explained to the officer that there was no other way to cross. 
He explained to me that I could visit the Marin County 
courthouse if  I wanted to talk about it, and handed me a citation 
for “Pedestrian On The Freeway”. There was nothing for it, so I 
walked across the bridge and into town. 

Traveller’s Note #24: Police 

Police aren’t usually rude, but direct. They have an 
abiding belief  in the Rules, and insist that you respect 
them. For best results, address them as “Sir”, don’t argue, 
and shut up unless they ask you a question. More often 
than not, they’ll let you by with a warning. 
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When I got to town, I called my friends Rick and Susie, a 
couple of  accountants I’d met on the Colorado River in May. 
They were home, and gave me directions to their house on Hyde 
Street. When I crossed Van Ness I started up the ridiculously 
steep Filbert Street to the top of  Nob Hill. As I neared their 
house, I heard a bell clang, and the low, smooth rumble of  
trolley wheels in their steel tracks. 

From the top of  the hill, you could look straight down Hyde 
Street, over the roller coaster hills right down to Fisherman’s 
Wharf. A grand place, San Francisco. I stepped up to the glass-
paneled door in a two story Victorian, and rang the bell. 

Rick greeted me at the door with a smile and wasted no time 
making me right at home. They showed me an old couch in the 
spare room where I could throw my sleeping bag and spread out 
a bit. We had a bite to eat and I headed out for a little adventure. 

I headed downhill, following the cable car tracks towards 
Fisherman’s Wharf. On my way down the hill, I saw the 
Norwegian flag hanging outside a fine old brick porch. The sign 
over the door said “Norwegian Sailor’s Church”. I had heard 
that many of  the freighters crossing the Pacific were Norwegian, 
so I went inside. 

“Good afternoon,” said a tall, slim, well-dressed man. “I am 
Ula Thule, minister of  the Norwegian Sailor’s Church. How 
may I help you?” 

“Good afternoon,” I said. “I am Steve Cavin, and I’m trying 
to work my passage on a freighter going west to Asia. Do you 
know how I might go about it?” 

Traveller’s Note #25: Asking For What you Want 
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Everybody wants something, from time to time, and 
everybody knows it. It is neither rude nor a sin to ask 
someone for something. Just be honest, clear, and speak up. 
Most people want to help, but you have to ask. Try it. 

“I meet many sailors in my ministry,” said Ula. “But the days 
of  just walking up and signing on for a voyage have come and 
gone. Nowadays, you have to join the Seamen’s Union.” 

“Okay,” I said, “how long does that take?” 
He laughed good-naturedly. “Oh, if  you applied today you 

might get in after three or four years.” 
“Oh, I can’t wait three or four years!” I complained. 
“Well, I might introduce you to a few of  the Norwegians who 

run the shipping lines,” he said. “It can’t hurt to ask.” 
“Thanks!” I smiled. He seemed to like the idea. 
The next day I called the number on my traffic citation. They 

said I could either pay the fine ($35) or show up at the Marin 
County Courthouse to plead my case. I had a lot more time than 
money, so I decided to appear. I’d never been in court before, 
and was looking forward to presenting my reasons for crossing 
the road at the Golden Gate Bridge.  

On the appointed day, I took the Golden Gate Transit bus 
from San Francisco to Marin. I went in and found the traffic 
courtroom and sat down to await the proceedings. I’d brought 
my guitar along with me, to aid my case. At last the judge came 
in, and the bailiff  said, “All rise,” and we stood until he sat down 
at the bench. I thought I heard an audible sigh when he looked 
down the docket at the list of  cases to be heard. I saw him glance 
at my guitar at couple of  times, with mild irritation. 

After a few others, it was my turn. “Steve Cavin,” he said, 
“Pedestrian On Freeway. How do you plea?” 
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“Well, your honor,” I said, picking up my guitar, “it was like 
this. I’d just come down from Northern California.” I finger 
picked some soothing major seventh chords. “And then I saw the 
bridge.” I slid a bar chord from low to high to low, twice, to 
represent the towers and the cables. The judge looked at me, 
startled. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “There was no 
walkway on my side of  the road, so I had to cross. But there was 
all that traffic.” I began to beat out a hectic rhythm on my guitar. 

“Stop!” he said, rather sharply. “Enough! It says here you 
were a pedestrian on the freeway. Were you, or weren’t you?” 

“Yes, your honor,” I said, putting down my guitar. 
“Fine,” he said. “Guilty as charged. Your sentence is you have 

to sit here for the rest of  the day and listen to the rest of  these 
court cases, just like I do!” And with that, he banged the gavel 
and motioned for me to sit back down. 

So I sat through the rest of  the morning, and part of  the 
afternoon, listening to an unbelievable parade of  lies, 
exaggerations, and excuses. At about three in the afternoon, we 
finished. I waited for the judge outside. 

“Unusual presentation,” he said as he walked by. “Where are 
you from?” 

“Michigan,” I said. 
“I graduated from the University of  Michigan,” said the 

judge. 
“Wow! My brother graduated from U of  M!” I said. 
“Small world,” he said. “Let’s do lunch some time.” He 

glanced at me as though I was a child, and in a moment he was 
gone. 
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Alameda 

Over the next few days, I went down to the Port of  San 
Francisco. I made application at the Seaman’s Union, and was 
told that I might get on a boat in three or four years, if  I kept 
trying. Too long. There was a Norwegian cruise ship in port, so I 
walked up the gangway and asked the first person I met where I 
could find the Chief  Engineer. We walked the length of  the ship, 
and found the Chief  on the bridge, talking with an electrician. 

“What is it?” he asked, slightly irritated. 
“I’m Steve Cavin,” I said, “and I’d like to work passage on 

your boat across the ocean.” 
He smiled briefly. “Is that so?” he said. “And which way are 

you headed?” 
“West, sir,” I said. “To Hawaii, and to Australia and Asia. All 

the way ‘round, actually.” I smiled. 
“Not on this ship,” He said flatly. All the crew on this boat are 

union seamen, Norwegians most of  ‘em. I take you on and they 
all walk out, and stay out, until I get rid of  ya. Sorry, young 
fella.” He motioned toward the stern, and turned back to his 
work. Disappointed, I made my way off  the boat, and headed 
down the docks, looking for the next one. 

Traveller’s Note #26: Persistence 

More often than not, you won’t get what you want on 
the first try. Keep trying, but remember, if  one thing doesn’t 
work, try something else. Like Confucius said, it’s hard to 
find a black cat in a dark room, especially if  the cat isn’t 
there. 
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It was pretty much the same story, every ship I tried. Each old 
salt explained to me in his own way that the days of  working 
passage across the Pacific were long gone. I figured if  the 
Americans and Europeans were out, I’d try my lot with the 
others. Someone told me that most of  the freighters and tankers 
were docked in Alameda, across the Bay. I caught the Oakland 
Transit bus, and headed across the Bay Bridge for Alameda. 

The docks in Alameda had many more ships than I’d seen in 
San Francisco. I saw Chinese writing on the bow of  a ship, 
walked aboard, and asked for the Chief  Engineer. The chief  was 
an American. He said I wouldn’t last a week eating what the 
crew ate! The next ship I tried had Nakhodka written in Russian 
across the bow. A security fence and a manned gate surrounded 
the dock. I found a hole in the fence and squeezed through, and 
asked the first sailor I met aboard for the Chief  Engineer. He 
didn’t understand at all, but he took me to the chief  anyway, the 
only man aboard who spoke English. 

“Vot yiu vont?” asked the chief. 
“Your boat goes to Russia?” I asked. 
“Da,” he said flatly. “Dis bot go to Rahsssia.” 
“I’d like to go to Russia!” I said. “I’ll work very hard aboard 

your boat to pay for my passage.” 
He looked at me like I was crazy. “Yu aver bin to Rahsssia?” 
“No,” I admitted. 
“Yu done vont go to Rahsssia!” He said with certainty. “Yu 

gro up heeyer, fayind gud jahb, haf  nize laif. Yu no go to 
Rahsssia, hokay?” 
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I wasn’t sure why, but I understood I wasn’t getting anywhere. 
I walked back off  the boat, and was immediately seized by two 
men in black suits and escorted to the small guardhouse at the 
front gate. They tried to impress upon me that I was in serious 
trouble. They wanted to know what I was doing aboard a Soviet 
vessel, and was I dealing in drugs, and how’d I get in here 
anyway. It took them almost 15 minutes to decide that I was 
exactly what I appeared to be: a wild-eyed hippie with no 
agenda beyond trying to get across the ocean.  

I headed for the airport. Since I couldn’t work on ships, I 
thought I’d try airplanes. I walked into a bar at the San 
Francisco International Airport and spied a couple of  guys with 
stripes on their shoulders. Sure enough, they were pilots. 

“Excuse me,” I said. “I was just wondering if  you fellas would 
let me work my passage across the Pacific.” 

“What?” said one, astonished. 
“Well, I’ve tried all the ships, and they won’t take me unless 

I’m in the Seamen’s Union. I’d carry baggage, serve food, clean 
toilets…” 

“You’re serious!” the other said. 
“Of  course.” 
“Well,” said the first, “I’ll give you credit for creativity, but we 

don’t let people work passage on our aircraft. Good luck to you, 
just the same.” 

I’d have to find another way. 
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Shelter Island 

Shelter Island is a small island on the north end of  the harbor 
in San Diego. The entire island is filled with yacht harbors, 
docks, marinas, and stores that supply the needs of  the seafaring 
population. Unlike Marina Del Rey in Los Angeles, where 90% 
of  the boats never leave the dock, Shelter Island is home to a 
lively and active community of  sailors, many of  whom live on 
their boats full-time and most of  whom sail nearly every day. 

I had come to learn sailing, and maybe meet someone who 
was headed west and looking for a strapping lad to crew the 
voyage. Every summer, boats sailed from Shelter Island to 
Hawaii, the Marquesas, Tahiti, Fiji, and beyond. During the 
winter and spring whole fleets of  racers would pass through on 
their way to Ensenada, Mazatlan, Puerto Vallarta, Acapulco, 
and Zihuatanejo. The captains of  these boats were mostly 
wealthy men who sailed for sport, and the crews were their 
friends. They’d sail down the coast from Southern California to 
Mexico, have a big party at the finish, and then fly home. But 
somebody had to bring the boat back. 

I began at the first yacht club I came to, walking the docks 
and talking with everyone I met. I had been talking to people 
most of  the morning when I spied an old wooden ketch, about 
forty feet long, tied up at the far end of  the dock. I was about to 
meet Brian, the Iron Man. 

“Hello!” I said cheerily. 
“Hello!” said Brian, somewhat surprised. 
“I’m looking for a boat to sail to Hawaii,” I said. “Do you 

know anyone who’s leaving?” 
“Where ya goin’?” he said. 
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“I’m goin’ west,” I said proudly, beaming my broadest smile. 
Who knows if  he took me for an adventurer or an idiot? In any 
case, he motioned me closer. I stepped aboard his boat. 

“Ya can stay here, with me, if  you’ll help with the upkeep,” 
he said. “You can work during the day, and sail with me and my 
friends on the weekends. Something will turn up.” 

I worked a part of  every day, mending lines, sanding teak and 
scrubbing the hardware with steel wool. Brian was fond of  Irish 
folk songs, and had a small book in which he’d hand-written the 
lyrics to all of  his favorites. After a few days, I could follow him 
on the guitar, and we’d play and sing for his friends late into the 
night. It was grand. 

The Rose Of  Trallee 

The pale moon was risin’, 
Above the green mountain. 

The sun was declining 
Beneath the blue sea. 

  
When I strayed with my love, 
To the pure crystal fountain. 
That stands in the beautiful 

Vale of  Trallee. 

She was lovely and fair 
As the rose in the summer. 
Yet ‘twas not her beauty, 

Alone that won me. 

Oh no, ‘twas the truth 
In her eyes, ever smilin’ 

That made me love Mary 
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The Rose of  Trallee. 

I got to know several of  the other boat people. They thought 
I was Brian’s nephew, since that was how he introduced me. In 
order to save money, we would go to the local supermarket, and 
dig through the dumpsters behind the store. 

Traveller’s Note #27: Free Food 

Our society throws away more food than anyone could 
eat in a day. Produce counters dispose of  whole heads of  
lettuce, juicy ripe tomatoes, and tasty fruit as soon as any 
spots appear. Just dig ‘em out, cut off  the bad parts, wash 
‘em clean, and you have a fine, free, tasty salad. 

On the weekends, Brian and I went out sailing in the harbor. 
He wore a watchman’s cap, which he claimed protected his 
head, ‘cause he had some holes drilled in his skull several years 
before. He had a beard of  stiff  gray stubble, which never went 
away, no matter how he scraped at it with his razor. He had 
hollow cheeks and loose jowls, and his bluish lower lip hung 
loosely below his grey mustache. His skin was dry and leathery, 
burnt brown from years of  sun and salt water. 

He’d grip a pipe in his teeth and call out directions, his hands 
on the wheel. I’d run forward, clipping the jib onto the forestay 
or hoisting the main, on queue. He showed me the harbor 
markers and lights, taught me how to read charts, how to splice 
an anchor line, and how to rig a boson’s chair. 

After several weeks, I’d become a decent seaman, able at the 
winch, and the wheel too when needed. Then I heard about a 
local yacht delivery skipper named Roger. 
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Ensenada 

My first delivery job was a two-day return from Ensenada to 
San Diego. Roger hired me and another young sailor to ride 
down to Ensenada, a small Mexican port about two or three 
hours south of  San Diego, if  you drove steady and didn’t get 
hung up at the border. Our ride dropped Dennis and I at the 
harbor in Ensenada. We met the owner at the boat, collected the 
keys, and rowed a small dinghy out to the sloop, which was tied 
to a mooring buoy offshore. 

Ensenada was a small, sleepy town with a few fishing boats 
and a small marina. Most of  the money was made in the tourist 
trade, either sailboats that called in for a day or two or one of  
the intrepid motorists who braved the dust and potholes every 
spring to drive the 1000 mile Baja Highway from Tijuana to 
Cabo San Lucas. Dennis and I walked into town for a beer at 
Hussong’s Cantina. As we talked to the bartender, a cat walked 
up and down the bar, not the slightest bit disturbed by the 
customers. 

“Bartender,” I said, “there’s a cat on the bar.” 
“Si senor,” he said. “ees name es Ferdinand!” 
The legal drinking age in Mexico was reckoned not by age 

but by height. I you were tall enough to look over the bar, you 
were legal. We headed back, cleaned up the boat, checked our 
gear, and got some sleep. 

Traveller’s Note #28: Anchoring the Boat 
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Boats follow the motion of  the tide, and the sea is 
unforgiving. Remember to leave plenty of  slack or “scope” 
in your anchor line, or the anchor will pull loose and drag 
along the bottom. When tying to a mooring, observe the 
other boats. If  they are on a single bowline, you’d better be 
on a single bowline, so all boats can swing around the 
moorings with the tide. If  they have a stern anchor, you’d 
better have a stern anchor, to hold your boat in place. 

When we awoke, we found ourselves a hundred feet closer to 
the shore and facing the opposite direction, with new neighbors. 
We had failed to notice that everyone else had thrown a stern 
anchor to hold their place, while we were swinging free with the 
tide. It was the first of  many lessons about paying attention and 
knowing what you’re doing while at sea. Luckily, we hadn’t 
bumped anybody during the night. 

We motored out of  the harbor and set sail up the coast. 
Dennis was more experienced than I, so he piloted the boat and 
did coastal navigation. I tended the sails and stood watch at the 
wheel and did some simple cleaning of  the decks and winches. 
The boat was a forty-foot sloop, racing design, and she tacked 
easily and cruised along forty degrees off  the wind at a steady 
seven knots. 

About midday we attracted some porpoise, which came along 
suddenly like jets and took positions just off  the bow, taking 
turns surfing the wake as we beat northward. Playful, sleek, 
wondrous creatures. Inspired by their playful nature, we dropped 
the sails and took turns climbing up the mast, using the halyards 
to pull ourselves up, stopping at each set of  spreaders to rest a 
moment before climbing even higher. 
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I stood at the top spreader and looked down 30 feet to the 
calm sea below. The gentle swells rocked the boat and swayed 
the mast back and forth, high above the deck, then out over the 
water, and back again. I waited, sprung into the empty air and 
fell like a meteor into the shining blue waves below. 
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Puerto Vallarta 

My next crewing job was a five-day sail, a race return from 
Puerto Vallarta back to San Diego. Roger called me and a 
couple other guys. We met him at the airport and flew down to 
Puerto Vallarta, and stowed our gear aboard a sleek, 10-meter 
sloop, with stainless steel toe rails and winches, and high 
performance sails. 

The next day we unwrapped everything, cleaned it up, and 
prepared to sail north the next day. Roger already had 
everything charted out, and we figured five days, upwind and 
against the current, from Puerto Vallarta back to San Diego. 
Peter and I checked all the lines and sails, bagged ‘em, and 
scrubbed down the boat. We figured we should head into town 
that evening for some drinking and womanizing on the boss’s 
dime. Right after dinner, we caught a taxi into town. 

Traveller’s Note #29: Drinking In A Foreign Country 

Drinking alcohol as a recreational outlet is one of  life’s 
pleasures. This is known throughout the world, and there 
are people who will try to take advantage of  the inebriated. 
Best keep your wits about you, even with your friends. 

The taxi dr iver, as taxi dr iver s of ten do, had 
recommendations on bars in the area. We settled on “Carlos 
O’Brian’s”, a tourist bar with lots of  pretty young women and 
lime margaritas.  

Carlos O’Brian’s 
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Goin’ down to Carlos 
O’Brian’s, 

Gonna lead the life O’Riley 
O’Ryan. 

Goin’ down to Carlos 
O’Brian’s, 

Gonna have myself  a good time. 

Drinking those shooters, 
Chuggin’ and guzzlin’. 

Chasing the hooters! 
Huggin’ and a nuzzlin’. 

Goin’ down to Carlos 
O’Brian’s, 

Gonna lead the life O’Riley 
O’Ryan. 

Goin’ down to Carlos 
O’Brian’s, 

Gonna have myself  a good time. 

Hey there, Puerto Vallarta, 
Your heart is mine. 

Pete and I met a couple of  dark-eyed beauties, and over 
drinks they suggested we move to a local bar, called “The City 
Jail”. We liked the name, and the women were intoxicating, so 
we caught another taxi cross-town to the bar. 
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Sure enough, this was a swinging local joint, full of  loud 
music, smoke and perfume. We ordered some drinks and stepped 
out on the dance floor. A woman walked over and started to 
dance with me, real close. Without warning, she reached down 
mid-step and squeezed my balls with her open hand. At about 
the same time, she came in for a kiss and stuck her tongue down 
my throat. Wow!  

On my way back to my table, a man walked up to me and 
pressed a hotel key into the palm of  my hand. He nodded at me 
knowingly and the girl grabbed me by the hand and led me out 
of  the bar and down the street. I finally caught up with 
everything that was happening and explained to her in broken 
Spanish that I wasn’t going anywhere with her. She began to cry, 
and I told her to go home. 

I made my way back to the bar, stepped inside and told Pete 
what had happened. We agreed it was time to leave. As we 
walked to the door, two bouncers stepped in front of  us. 

“Wit, Senor,” said the smaller of  the two. “You don leaf  teal 
you pay the coffer charge.” 

“What cover charge?” we asked. 
He pointed at the girls we’d come in with in the first place. 

“You half  to pee for dare dranks!” 
“How much?” I said. 
“Twain tea dole arse, itch!” he said. 
“Just a minute,” I said. Pete reached for his wallet and I 

reached for mine, catching his eye. We stepped in between the 
two bouncers, and faced them. At the same time, we both 
suddenly turned around and hit each other’s bouncer squarely in 
the face. It wasn’t enough to knock them down, but it was 
enough to startle them. We dashed out the door, and ran without 
stopping until we reached the harbor. 
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Early the next morning we were out on the open sea, glad to 
be free of  Puerto Vallarta, beating our way up the coast. 
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San Simeon 

When I first met Captain Don, all I knew was he was the 
owner of  a 60’ sloop called “The Solar Wind”, and he was 
looking for crew. He had recently bought the boat, and planned 
to sail her up the coast to Vancouver. He already had his first 
mate, a young Australian named Andy, and a couple of  hands 
that hadn’t seen much blue-water sailing. I was to be his 
helmsman, and coastal navigator. 

 My first task was cleaning up the boat, sanding the teak deck 
and rails, polishing the winches, and refitting all the rigging. 
Andy hauled me up the mast one day in a boson’s chair, and I 
sat there 60 feet up in the air, checking the halyards and lights at 
the top of  the mast. Salt had made its way into most of  the 
hardware, and it took us a week or so of  daily labor to put 
everything right and prepare the boat for our journey up the 
coast. 

We briefed our crew of  4 (five counting Captain Don), loaded 
up with charts and provisions, and took a day’s sail out and back, 
just to shake down the crew and check the boat. We thought we 
were ready. But things change quickly on the sea. 

 The first day and night were clear and easy, and we were 
relaxed and cheerful the following day as we rounded Point 
Conception, just before dark. The wind came up, so we reefed 
the main and brought in the jib about a third. The waves were 
high, but even, and we put on our foul weather gear and 
prepared for a wet, windy night. 

Traveller’s Note #30: Storm At Sea 
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Anyone who’s sailed through a storm at sea will tell you 
that nothing can ever frighten them again. The wind howls 
through the rigging, the waves toss the boat like a toy, and 
the sea falls on your head and tries to wash you over the 
side. Once you’ve reefed the main and tied down everything 
you can, there’s nothing left to do but hold tight and run 
from the storm for the nearest safe harbor. 

By the time it got dark, the wind was up to 40 knots and seas 
were over 15 feet. Andy and I took the first watch, and sent Paul 
and Dale to their bunks to try and get some sleep. Andy was an 
experienced pilot, having grown up sailing the waters of  Sydney, 
Australia. The captain was below, checking the charts for our 
position. We took a second reef  in the main, roller-reefed the jib 
another third, and turned on the diesel motor to help us 
maintain steering. Things were getting worse, and Andy and I 
began to talk about what we were going to do. It was then that 
smoke began to pour out of  the main hatch. 

I threw the hatch back and leaped down the companionway, 
leaving Andy to steer the boat. The cabin was full of  steam (not 
smoke), the other two crewmen were awake and screaming, and 
Captain Don was standing in the aft cabin, looking confused. 
The bilge cover was open, and steam was pouring from the 
diesel motor. 

“What happened?” I demanded. 
“I was worried that the motor was getting too hot,” said the 

captain, “so I pulled the radiator cap to see if  she needed more 
fluid.” 

“Where’s the cap?” I asked, urgently. 
“I burned my hand, and dropped it in the bilge,” he said, 

embarrassed. 
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“Get out there and help Andy with the boat!” I said. He 
disappeared above.  

The bilge is a low, hollow area that follows the keel along the 
bottom of  the boat, below the cabin floor. Being the lowest part 
of  the boat, water and oil and dirt and everything else that falls 
collects down in the bilge, making it dark, wet, and slimy. I thrust 
my hand down into the filthy water, fishing for the missing 
radiator cap. No luck. Something had to be done. 

I stood up, and looked around for something to plug the hole. 
By now, steam had filled the cabin, everyone was running 
around screaming, and it was difficult to see. I found a broom, 
and broke the wooden handle over my knee. Then, I wound 
duct tape around the handle until the diameter was slightly 
larger than the hole. I took a firm grip, and with both hands 
rammed the plug into the radiator opening. I stood watching for 
a few moments as the steam cleared. It would hold. That settled, 
I turned my attention topside. 

The waves were now over 30 feet high. The cloudy night was 
completely black, and the wind was over 60 knots. The roar of  
the sea was everywhere. The headsail, a roller-reefed genoa, was 
straining under the pressure of  the small bit of  sail still exposed. 
The roller-reefing line was stretching under the strain, exposing 
more sail, which increased the pressure still more. If  the reefing 
line snapped, the full genoa would unfurl, and the wind would 
rip the mast and the rest of  the rigging from the deck. 

A huge wave struck the boat, nearly broadside, and we rolled 
hard to port. “What are you doing?” I asked the captain, 
standing glassy eyed at the wheel. 

“I’m steering by my friendly star,” he mumbled. 
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“FRIENDLY STAR???” I shouted, “YOU’LL SINK US!!! 
Go below, and stay there. If  I see you up here again, I’ll throw 
you over myself !” He believed me, and shuffled off  down the 
companionway. I slammed the hatch behind him, and turned to 
Andy. “Take the wheel, Andy,” I said. Andy stepped to the wheel 
and took a heading 30 degrees off  the surging waves. 

“We’re going to have to run!” said Andy. 
“You’re right,” I said. “If  we stay out here much longer, this 

boat will tear itself  apart.” 
“Right!” said Andy. “Here we go!” As the next wave passed 

under us, Andy swung the wheel hard to port. The boat headed 
up the face of  a 40’ wave, fell into the curl and swung full 
around. We were now surfing down the face of  the waves, 
keeping about 30 degrees off  straight down. Any more, and we 
might roll over sideways. Any less, and we might “pitch-pole”, 
flipping the stern straight over the bow. Either one would 
probably shred the boat and send us to the bottom. 

“I’ll go below and have look at the charts!” I yelled. I threw 
open the hatch, and leaped down the steps, slamming the hatch 
closed behind me. The doors between the fore and aft cabins 
were jammed open, the frames distorted under the stress. The 
charts were already on the table, and I found what looked to be 
our current position, about 10 miles off  the coast of  Central 
California. We were already north of  Morro Bay, I knew, so I 
started checking for lighthouses and safe harbors. 

The Piedras Blancas lighthouse was located just north of  San 
Simeon. South of  the point lay a small bay, with an anchorage 
for boats. We would make for San Simeon. 

Traveller’s Note #31: Lighthouses 
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For hundreds of  years, lighthouses have reached out 
through the night to warn mariners of  the rocks below. 
Each lighthouse has a different signature, a pattern of  
flashes separated by a specific number of  seconds. Watch 
the flashes; count the seconds. Do it a few times, just to 
make sure. 

Settled on a course of  action, I hurried up on deck to see how 
Andy was doing. He had on his foul-weather gear, and his bright 
yellow form clutched bravely at the wheel, while the boat 
shivered beneath our feet and waves dumped over us from 
above. I slammed the hatch and zipped up my coat. I took the 
wheel from Andy and sent him below to check my course. He 
wasn’t gone long. 

“Right,” he said. “Do you think we’ll make it?” He was as 
scared as I was, but willing. 

“I have no idea,” I said. “But I’m willing to give it a try!” 
“Gudonya!” shouted Andy, and he took the wheel back. I 

rolled the headsail full in, and tightened the main sheet as tight 
as it would go. All we had up was a double-reefed main, and a 
diesel motor to help us maintain steering. 

 The waves were moving faster than we were. They’d come 
up behind us, lift up the boat, and we’d surf  down the face 
before falling out the back, over and over. The stars were all 
gone, and the wind howled in the rigging, making the mainstay 
and shrouds buzz and shriek, blowing the tops off  the waves and 
pounding us in the head. We had almost gotten used to the roar, 
when a really big wave came over the transom, and dumped 
several tons of  water on our heads. 
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The boat shuddered under the weight, and began to roll. I 
watched the 60-foot mast come right down and slap the water. 
The deck became a river, with rapids trying to wash us over the 
side. I locked my arm over the main boom, and Andy dangled 
sideways over the jaws of  the sea, hanging by both hands on the 
wheel. Neither of  us had even thought to rig a lifeline. When the 
boat righted herself, the current reversed. I swung above the 
cockpit, my arm still locked over the boom. Then I looked down, 
and saw Andy’s yellow raincoat float by in the surging water. 
Knowing I only had one shot, I thrust my other arm out, and 
sank my fingers as deep as I could into the middle of  his back. 
My arm went tight against the strain, I held on ‘till the wave had 
cleared, and dropped him on the deck. 

He jumped to his feet and seized the wheel. In a moment we 
were running again, over 10 knots, trying to keep off  the rocks. 
The whole scene got a bit surreal after that, the roar of  the 
waves and the howl of  the wind, surfing the face of  40’ waves 
and running for our lives. We saw the lighthouse, counted the 
flashes, and made our turn. As we made the shelter of  the point, 
the waves suddenly died down, and the wind calmed a bit, and 
we caught sight of  the outermost harbor buoy. Andy steered 
true, and I went up on the bow to watch for rocks. We slipped 
into the harbor, dropped the anchor, tied everything down, and 
headed for our bunks below. 

When we woke up, we found we’d been asleep for more than 
a day. We voted to stay on with Captain Don, at least to San 
Francisco, mostly out of  sympathy. He couldn’t get crew in San 
Simeon, and he couldn’t sail the boat alone. We got him to San 
Francisco. After witnessing repeated episodes of  utter 
incompetence and complete lack of  judgment, I left the Solar 
Wind and hitchhiked east to be the best man at my brother’s 
wedding in Detroit. 
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Newport Beach 

After my brother’s wedding, I got right back on the road. It 
took me about a week to make my way west to Newport Beach, 
California. Newport Beach was the perfect match of  a large 
number of  ocean-going yachts and people who could afford to 
take long voyages. Every year several hundred boats sailed from 
Newport Beach around the world, and many of  them needed 
able crewman. I just had to find one. 

By now I had some crewing experience behind me, so I 
began by walking the docks, asking around for anyone going 
west. In the afternoon, I swung by the boat outfitters, figuring 
anyone planning a voyage would have items to buy. Sure 
enough, one fellow told me that a large yacht owner had been in 
several times, planning a trip to Panama and on to Europe. I was 
about to meet Mr. Parker. 

Mr. Parker had made his first million owning a car dealership 
in Riverside. He’d made the next 82 million by marrying a rich 
woman, heiress to her father’s fortune made selling faucets and 
can openers to millions of  Americans. He had been an officer in 
the Navy, and now had his own 83-foot power yacht, the 
“Neptune” to command. I made my way to his dock, and 
offered my services as crew. 

He asked about my background, and reasons for joining the 
voyage. Apparently satisfied, he snapped his fingers, and his first 
mate appeared at his side, pulled a $100 bill from his wallet, and 
handed it to me. 

“If  you’re gonna crew my boat, you’re gonna need to clean 
up,” he said. “Go get yourself  a haircut and some decent clothes, 
and report back here tomorrow with your things. We leave the 
day after tomorrow.” 
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Traveller’s Note #32: Rich Men 

Some men are born rich; others work hard to get there. 
All rich men are proud of  themselves, and all of  them 
expect those around them to do what they’re told. Don’t 
envy them. They gave up a lot along the way, and they 
have their own problems to live with. 

The next day I got my hair cut short at the barber, and 
bought some polo shirts, Ocean Pacific shorts, and leather deck 
shoes. By the time I returned to the boat, I looked like the many 
yachting brats I’d seen before. Mr. Parker was pleased. “Put all 
your stuff  on board. I want you to meet the rest of  the crew. We 
need to get this boat ship-shape before setting out tomorrow.” 

The first mate showed me my bunk, in a cabin I shared with 
another crew member. He showed me the wheelhouse, the 
galley, and the engine room. The galley had plenty of  food and 
snacks, and the engine room had two 12-cylinder Detroit Diesel 
engines to turn the twin screws.  

Mr. Parker had been an officer in the Navy, and he modeled 
his boat and his manner accordingly. We all had assigned duties, 
schedules, and were expected to sign on and off  duty, and 
maintain a log of  all activities on our watch. It was a lot to learn, 
but it was interesting, and the first mate Sam was very kind and 
helped out whenever we needed it. 
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On the day we set sail, Mr. Parker’s wife, the heiress, was at 
the dock to wish him bon voyage. Less than an hour after leaving 
port, we headed in for San Diego. There we picked up Mr. 
Parker’s longtime friend, and a couple of  French women who 
would be their “escorts” for the trip. For a simple, working-class 
Protestant young man of  mid-western upbringing, this was a 
disturbing turn of  events. I decided it was none of  my business. 

We quickly made our way south along the Mexican coast, 
and arrived 3 days later in Puerto Vallarta. It was during this 
time I got my first glimpse of  what kind of  man the captain was. 
We were hanging out on the bow, watching the porpoises play in 
the bow wake. They came in and out like living torpedoes, 
surfing the wake and making squeaky sounds of  delight to each 
other. 

Mr. Parker appeared and looked down at the porpoises. He 
disappeared, then returned a few minutes later with a large 
marlinspike. He leaned as far over the bow as he could and 
stabbed at the porpoises as they came close enough, occasionally 
succeeded in making bloody wounds on their backs. 

“Why did you do that?” I asked staring in disbelief. 
“I like to hear them scream,” he said. Apparently the world, 

and everything in it, belonged to him, and was there purely for 
his pleasure. 

We made for Acapulco. It was always the same routine. We 
would power out of  the harbor, push like mad down the coast, 
and put in at the next port. Our time was spent polishing and 
cleaning, maintaining the engines, and provisioning the boat. In 
port, we would take on guests, see to their needs, and clean up 
afterwards. Leaving port, I was sent below and forward. There I 
would lie on the floor in the forward compartment and 
“flake” (fold) the anchor chain as it was winched in, spraying it 
with water to wash off  the mud from the bottom as I went. 
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When we reached Acapulco, I was finally allowed to go 
ashore for the evening. I met some locals at a club and got 
invited to a big mansion up in the hills overlooking Acapulco. It 
wasn’t long before I discovered that my host was gay, and he 
made clear why I had been invited. I ended up walking all the 
way back to town, returning to the boat and the quiet of  my 
bunk. 

On the way to Zihuatenejo, the crew gathered on the 
foredeck to enjoy the sun and the sea breeze. There was a 
beautiful albatross, gliding nearly motionless in the breeze above 
our heads, keeping pace with the boat. The first mate and the 
captain appeared on the bridge, and the first mate began 
throwing Ritz crackers, like little Frisbees, to the bird. The 
albatross swooped in, snapping up the crackers easily in his beak. 
It was great. 

Then the captain pulled out a high-powered tubular rubber 
slingshot. He had a pocket full of  steel ball bearings, and he 
began shooting them at the albatross. After a few misses, he 
finally struck the albatross, killing it dead in mid-air, and 
dropping it lifeless in the sea. No one said a thing. 
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Zihuatanejo 

In Zihuatanejo, there was no pier, so we had to anchor out in 
the harbor and take the Zodiac, a small rubber boat with an 
outboard motor, to go ashore. The engines needed fresh oil, so 
Mr. Parker and I went ashore to negotiate a purchase with 
Captain Tom. 

Captain Tom was an old Navy officer. He had been captain 
of  a P.T. boat at the end of  WWII. When they recalled him to 
port he chose instead to run his P.T. boat aground on the beach 
at Zihuatanejo. Over the years he scrapped the boat and built 
himself  a cluster of  small steel huts, which he furnished with 
local artifacts and beautiful young women. 

I dragged the Zodiac up on the beach, and we sat down with 
Captain Tom to hear a few of  his stories and enjoy a cold beer. 
He and Mr. Parker agreed on four 5-gallon cans of  motor oil. 
Tom would take the old oil in trade as part of  the bargain. That 
meant that Jim and I would spend the afternoon carrying oilcans 
back and forth from the boat to the beach. 

The next day, I had a day off, so I asked Mr. Parker if  I could 
go ashore and explore a bit. I had stepped on Mr. Parker’s hand 
while getting out of  the Zodiac, the day before, so he told me I 
couldn’t use it to go ashore. I asked him if  I might swim ashore. 

“What do you want to do ashore?” he asked. 
“Just go for a walk. Maybe check out those mountains,” I 

said. 
“Well, go ahead, Nature Boy!” he sneered. 
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I wrapped my clothes in a plastic garbage bag, and tied a line 
to it. I tied the other end to my swimming trunks, slipped into 
the water and began swimming toward land. The water was 
warm, and there wasn’t much surf, but there were snakes in the 
sea!  

Traveller’s Note #33: Sea Snakes 

There are snakes all over the world (except Hawaii), 
but in the tropics of  the Pacific there are snakes in the sea. 
They breathe air, and they swim on the surface in the 
harbors and lagoons. Pelamis Platurus has a venom more 
potent than any terrestrial snake in Central America. If  a 
sea snake bites you, you have about 30 seconds to review 
your life before it’s over. 

They swam along the surface, but at least they stayed away 
from me.  

I reached the shore, changed into dry clothes and walked into 
the jungle. It was much too thick to get very far, but I did come 
to a clearing where some men with machetes were clearing the 
jungle, and a there was a small shack. I walked over to the shack, 
and there was a man, not much older than me, patiently working 
wood with chisel and hammer. He was making bowls out of  
rosewood, and was delighted to take a break to invite me inside 
to have a look at his work. He had several fine bowls on the shelf, 
of  various dense, exotic woods. They were deep and rich in 
color, with a wild grain and a heavy, dense feel. Beautiful! 
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I walked on into the jungle, until I came to a team of  men 
cutting bananas. I smiled; they smiled back, and then went on 
with their work. The jungle, at this latitude, wasn’t hot or sharp 
or spiky, like further north. The plants here were soft and lush. 
There was lots of  shade, and the air was warm and moist. I 
walked easily for a couple of  hours, keeping the mountain in 
sight. By afternoon, I turned and headed for the boat. What a 
lovely place. 
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Costa Rica 

Costa Rica was a different world. Everything was broad, leafy, 
and alive, and every living thing was brightly colored. Every 
flower, every fish, every bird was painted with the colors of  the 
rainbow. The sunlight was gentle, and felt like nourishment 
instead of  heat. Even the air was soft and comfortable. It seemed 
like paradise 

I wandered around a small village, admiring the well-kept 
plantations, the simple sheds of  corrugated steel, and the red dirt 
paths that ran off  in several directions. Everyone seemed busy, 
but not hurried, and I sat down on the edge of  a porch in the 
shade and just enjoyed watching the day pass. 

In the evening I was invited to accompany Mr. Parker to 
dinner at the home of  a friend, Mr. Swain. Mr. Swain had been 
with United Fruit for many years, and was the superintendent of  
the entire plantation. He had a huge collection of  colorful 
tropical butterflies, each mounted on pins and displayed in cases 
enclosed with glass covers. 

Traveller’s Note #34: Control 

Some people respond to the natural world with awe and 
reverence. Some react with fear. A few aren’t satisfied until 
they capture or kill whatever interests them, mount it on a 
wall or stick it in a display case, and try to show off  their 
prize to impress others. 
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After dinner Mr. Parker and I joined our host in the den to 
drink rum and talk. He and Mr. Parker knew each other, and 
both of  them had something in common: men in their fifties 
who owned many millions of  dollars, and were accustomed to 
running a large business, and always getting their way. They 
discussed labor problems, irritation with meddling government 
officials, and the shortage of  good Cuban cigars. 

 I began to see that they weren’t bad men, really. They had 
simply decided that they belonged to a superior class of  human, 
one utterly separate from the common man. Issues and 
complaints common to ordinary people had no place for them. 
They had surpassed those concerns, and preferred to associate 
with others of  their kind. Everyone and everything else was 
more or less raw material, “resources” that they could use any 
way they wished to fulfill their own goals and dreams. 

Many years hence, I would bump into men like this again and 
again; “successful” men who believed they occupied a privileged 
position through hard work and talent, or because destiny had 
chosen them for some special purpose. The rest of  us were just 
the “machinery” of  life. They were the ones who were really 
living. No wonder that they spent so much time alone. 
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Panama 

When the boat reached Panama, I realized that while we had 
been sailing south we had also been sailing east. In fact, as we 
entered the canal, we were actually sailing north! We sailed 
along the canal most of  the day, and then anchored in a large 
lake midway across the isthmus. 

After so many days at sea, it seemed very strange to see lush 
green jungle on both sides of  the boat. The water was a dull 
brown, typical of  waters in the tropics. I wondered what lived in 
those waters, just below the murky surface. Nonetheless, early 
the next morning, I made my way to the fantail, stripped off  my 
clothes, and went for a brief  swim. 

Traveller’s Note #35: Touching The Water 

Everywhere I went, the first thing I did when I met a 
significant body of  water was to get into it. Ocean, lake, 
river, or pool, I always got naked and got in and got to 
know it better. Anything less would have been disrespectful. 

What with stabbing porpoises, shooting an albatross, and 
being ordered around like a servant, I’d had enough of  Mr. 
Parker. I’d heard talk from passing sailors that there were many 
boats in Cristobal, the port city on the Atlantic side of  the 
Panama Canal, looking for crew, and I determined to get a berth 
aboard one of  them when we reached there. 
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When we got to the locks, we queued up for our turn, 
together with a small ship. The canal is 85 feet higher than sea 
level, so we needed to pass through a set of  locks to lower the 
boat before we could enter the Atlantic. The locks are just huge 
cement-walled boxes, with huge steel doors that swing open to 
admit two ships at a time. When the doors are shut, water is 
pumped either in or out until the water level matches the water 
on the other side of  the lock. Then the far side doors open, and 
the ship proceeds, like a set of  stairs. 

 When we reached Cristobal we stopped. I began asking 
around for a boat going east or west. I didn’t care, as long as I 
could get off  the Neptune. I got my wish. The next morning, 
Mr. Parker and the first mate sat me down for a talk. 

“I’ve heard you’ve been asking around for another berth,” 
said Mr. Parker. 

“Yes,” I said. 
“I’m very, very disappointed in you,” said Mr. Parker. “I 

brought you on board, fed you, clothed you, and took you to 
many exotic places, and now you want off. What a way to repay 
my kindness!” He shook his head disapprovingly. “I’ve arranged 
to fly you back to Los Angeles. You may be sad for a while, but 
perhaps in time you’ll come to understand what a great 
opportunity you threw away.” He looked a little sad. “Sam will 
take you to the airport tomorrow and put you on the plane.” 

I didn’t know whether to be happy or sad, but I was definitely 
relieved. I wouldn’t have to spend any more time with Mr. 
Parker aboard his personal P.T. boat. The next day, Sam rode 
with me in a taxi to the airport in Panama City, and I boarded a 
747 for the USA. 
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Sausalito 

The plane landed at LAX in Los Angeles. I walked out of  the 
terminal and sat by the road considering my prospects. I still 
needed to get across the ocean, and to do that I needed a boat, a 
sailboat this time. I began hitchhiking north and reached San 
Francisco in three days. 

I didn’t want to stay with Rick and Susie again, they had 
already been very kind to me, so I went to Sausalito to see what I 
could find. Sure enough, there were yachts everywhere. But I 
needed a place to stay. I couldn’t sleep in the park night after 
night, so I walked up the hill through the million dollar 
neighborhoods until a found an open patch of  grass and trees. I 
found a level spot with a commanding view of  the harbor, set up 
my tent, and moved in. 

I still needed a job, at least until I could find a boat. I tried the 
yacht clubs and restaurants but they didn’t need kitchen help. 
While talking to a few yachts at the Pelican Yacht Harbor, 
I happened to glance over at the next wharf. Unlike all the other 
wharves in Sausalito, this one wasn’t built for pleasure craft. 
“What’s that?” I asked. 

“Oh, that’s the bait factory,” one fellow said. “The fishermen 
bring in anchovies from the Bay and they pack ‘em up for bait.” 
I looked at the black tar paper siding of  the only building on the 
pier. Some letters were painted in white. “MEATBALL BAIT 
COMPANY”, it said. 

Traveller’s Note #36: Commercial Fishermen 
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Commercial fishing is long, cold, hard work. Most of  
the deck hands are rough young men, some with prison 
records. They say and do what they please, but they always 
obey the skipper. 

I walked over to the pier and out to the building. A big, burly 
fellow with a rich head of  black hair and a beard stared at me 
from his red face. 

“What do you do here?” I asked. 
“Pack bait,” he said, hoisting a large box and throwing it on 

the back of  a sagging pickup truck. “Why do you ask?” 
“I’m looking for work,” I said. He looked me over. 
“Come with me,” he said. He took me inside the factory. The 

ceiling was quite high, and lamps hung on long cords. Women 
with aprons and rubber boots were pulling fish from a large 
hopper and passing them along a track of  rollers that carried 
them to another station where a man was counting and weighing 
them in a scoop. When the weight was right, he pressed a button 
on the floor and the scoop dumped them into a plastic bag. The 
bag was passed under a hot wire that cut and sealed the bag 
which then disappeared down a chute to be boxed and shipped 
out to the world. 

“When can ya start?” he asked. 
“Right now!” I said. 
“We work four hours a day,” he said. “From eleven to three. 

We’re nearly done today. Come back first thing tomorrow, and 
bring some warm gloves.” 
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I showed up the next morning at 10:45 am. Meatball handed 
me a rubber apron and two thick black rubber gloves. “You’re 
going to weigh fish,” he said. He sat down at the end of  the 
conveyor and pushed a handful of  fish off  the rollers and into 
the scoop. “Watch the needle on the scale,” he said, “You want 
exactly one pound. Don’t wait for the needle to settle. As soon as 
the needle sways the same to the left and right of  center, you’ve 
got it. When you have a pound, push the button with your foot.” 
He pushed the button, and the scoop suddenly tilted sharply to 
the right, dumping its contents into a plastic bag with “Meatball 
Bait” written on the side. “Seal the bag,” he said, pulling down a 
hot metal arm that both sealed and cut the bag, “and drop it 
down the chute. Rick will collect the bags and pack them into 
boxes for shipping. Got it?” 

“Yeah, okay,” I said, and sat down at the machine. Two 
Chinese women were sorting fish from the large hopper and 
sending them down the rollers to me. I grabbed a few, as I’d seen 
Meatball do. They were slippery, and very cold. Meatball fished 
the San Francisco Bay for anchovies, using a “purse seine” net. 
On return, the net was lifted from the hold by crane and the 
anchovies were dumped into a large vat of  polyethylene glycol. 
Polyethylene glycol is a soupy liquid that can be cooled many 
degrees below freezing. When the anchovies hit it, they froze 
almost instantly, and were cold and stiff  as they came out onto 
the table. 

I counted the fish, two or three at time. Dropping them into 
the scoop. It took me over a minute to measure a pound of  fish, 
and the ladies up the line began to shake their head 
disapprovingly as the anchovies began to pile up. Meatball came 
by to see what the holdup was. 
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“No!” he said, not too sternly. “Ya can’t count ‘em one at a 
time. Shove a whole bunch at once, and keep one or two in your 
hand. If  you’re light, drop one in. If  you’re heavy take one out.” 
It took me about 15 minutes to get the hang of  it, and then I 
started to keep up. After about an hour, my hand was numb 
from the cold. 

“I can’t feel my hand,” I said. 
“Take a break,” he said. I stepped outside on the pier and 

stripped off  my rubber gloves. I could barely move my fingers. I 
flexed them, trying to get the feeling back. “You’re alright,” he 
said, at the end of  the day. “C’mon back tomorrow”. 

I worked for Meatball several weeks, once out on his boat, 
until I saved enough money to rent a room at the Atlanta Hotel, 
in the Mission District of  San Francisco. I had begun to wonder 
if  I’d ever find a boat to Hawaii. Then I got a phone call one 
evening just after work. 

“Is this Steve Cavin?” he asked. 
“Yes,” I said. 
“I am Erhard. I saw your ad at the yacht club. Do you still 

want to sail to Hawaii?” 
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Dana Point 

When I reached Dana Point I went down to the small yacht 
harbor and, after a few questions, had no trouble finding the 
Mozart. She was tied up and locked, but the neighbors assured 
me that Erhard would be back soon and they invited me over to 
join them for a drink or two. 

Erhard showed up about an hour later. He told me to stow 
the backpack and guitar below, as we were going to his house for 
his farewell party. We wouldn’t leave for another week or so, and 
there was nothing to do but tag along. He had hired some 
Mexicans to cook the food and serve drinks, and we all ate and 
drank our fill. 

The next morning, Erhard told me we were sailing for 
Catalina Island, a final “shakedown” voyage so he could see how 
the boat and I performed. Erhard had spent five years building 
the Mozart, a reinforced cement sloop, thirty-two feet long. She 
was broad and beamy, a stable craft suitable for a 2400 mile 
cruise. 

I spliced lines and fixed a few meals, set and handled some 
sails, steered a bit, and performed numerous other small tasks. 
We anchored off  Avalon and talked about the cruise to Hilo, 
Hawaii. He had been waiting a long time for this. By the time 
we returned to port the following day, it was decided. We would 
leave on Sunday. 
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I purchased three weeks’ provisions, enough for 21 breakfasts, 
21 lunches, and 21 dinners. I calculated how many gallons of  
fresh water we needed, and bought flour and yeast so I could 
make fresh bread at sea. Erhard focused on deck hardware, sails, 
lines, and charts. Once were out of  sight of  land, he’d need to 
perform celestial navigation until we neared Hawaii. He had a 
bubble sextant for taking noon shots, and a radio direction finder 
for homing in on Hilo as we approached. We were ready. 

On Sunday morning, a few of  Erhard’s friends had gathered 
to see us off. “Cast off !” he said, and took the wheel as me 
motored out off  the harbor. He took a last sighting at the final 
harbor buoy, and we were off. As shore drew farther and farther 
away, I realized we were finally on our way to Hawaii. By 
evening, there was nothing to see in any direction but flat blue 
horizon. Incredible! 

We sailed constantly, cruising west-by-southwest at roughly 
seven knots day and night. The wind was steady off  the 
starboard beam. To use the wind to our best advantage, Erhard 
sent me forward to rig a whisker pole to the large jib. By tying a 
“preventer” to the boom we could run “wing on wing” with the 
headsail held far to starboard and the main eased downwind to 
port. 

We cruised like this for days, not needing any real changes in 
course or sails. Erhard showed me how to rig the wind vane. The 
wind vane was a wedge, mounted on a long steel rod that spun 
freely near the stern of  the boat. We let it settle in the wind, and 
then engaged the gear on the vane with another gear that drove 
the steering. So long as the wind remained constant, we could let 
go the wheel and the boat would steer itself. This was a big relief, 
especially at night, when one of  us was asleep and the other had 
to stand watch for four hours at a time. 
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We divided the day into five watches, two daytime watches of  
six hours each, and three nighttime watches of  four hours each. 
The odd number meant that nobody got stuck with the “dog” 
watch (two in the morning until six) twice in a row. We bathed in 
salt water, throwing a bucket over the side and then dumping it 
over our heads. Then we’d sponge off  with a little fresh water, 
just so we didn’t get “crusty”. 

Traveller’s Note #37: Celestial Navigation 

Celestial navigation is an ancient trick of  using the 
position of  the sun, moon, and stars to tell you where you 
are and where you are going. Coupled with an accurate 
timepiece, it is an elegant and reliable method of  crossing 
the seas unaided. A “noon shot” enables the navigator to 
calculate his longitude based on Local Area Noon, (LAN), 
observing when the sun reaches its highest point and then 
checking accurately the time. Latitude can be measured 
directly by measuring the angle from the horizon to the star 
“Polaris” (in the northern hemisphere). 

Erhard plotted our course several times a day, and took a 
“noon” shot of  the sun most days. He got the time by tuning the 
radio to the time pulse generated from Colorado. We also got 
our weather report over the radio. According to the radio, a 
“tropical disturbance” was moving in our direction, and we 
could expect to come upon it tomorrow. At this point we were 
roughly a thousand miles from anywhere, and so I asked Erhard 
what to expect. He told me to prepare for a storm, but it would 
be alright. I had been in storms before, but never a “tropical 
disturbance”, and never a thousand miles from land! I hoped he 
was right. 
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The following day, I awoke around dawn. Erhard was at the 
wheel, and I began to make breakfast. By now, I’d learned to 
bake bread in the small oven, never to leave a plate where it 
could slide away, and to pour coffee while swinging the cup from 
side to side to match the motion of  the boat. In order to 
conserve fresh water, I decided to boil the oatmeal in salt water. 
It worked for potatoes, why not for oatmeal? In no time I had a 
big bowl of  piping hot oatmeal, with milk and raisins and melted 
brown sugar, and I passed it out through the hatch to Erhard.  

He looked delighted, and with eager anticipation, he lifted a 
big spoonful of  the hot oatmeal and stuffed it into his mouth. A 
look of  horror flashed across his face, and he spit the oatmeal 
into the sea. 

“What’s this?!!!” he screamed. 
Confused, I took the bowl back from him and tried a spoonful 

of  the oatmeal. Gackkk! Boiling the oatmeal in seawater had 
concentrated the salt, rendering the entire meal inedible. Oops! 

“Sorry!” I shrugged. “I boiled the oatmeal in seawater. My 
mistake!” I quickly fixed up a new batch of  oatmeal, in fresh 
water this time, and tried my best to make peace with Erhard. 
Once he’d tested the second bowl, and filled his belly, he calmed 
down again. 

Later that afternoon, the wind began to change. All at once a 
strong wind began to blow from ahead of  us, reversing the 
prevailing wind and back-winding both the main and the jib. 
The jib, still rigged with a “whisker pole”, was now locked hard 
against the sheet, and the boat was losing steering. I tried to drop 
the jib. Failing that, I tried easing the jib sheet. Everything was 
hard and taut. 
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Erhard took the wheel, and I ran forward. He popped the jib 
sheet off  the winch, and the jib and the whisker pole began to 
jump and dance wildly. I had to get the pole down, and pulled 
hard on the release to unlatch it from the mast. It worked, but a 
gust sent the pole across the deck, slamming the pole alongside 
my forehead and knocking me flat. I lay there dazed, on the 
foredeck, but eventually came to my senses and found my feet, 
seized the pole and brought it in, where I could unhook it from 
the jib. I tied the jib sheet to a stanchion, lashed the whisker pole 
to the deck, and headed for the cockpit. Erhard quickly threw 
the jib sheet around a winch and brought it in hard and tight. 

We double-reefed the main, sheeted it in tight as well, and 
stood 4-hour watches throughout the night, while the other tried 
to get a few hours rest below. I emerged from my bunk at dawn, 
to find Erhard at the wheel, singing the march from the opera 
“Aida”! He was in good spirits, and I was glad the boat had 
stopped leaping around. By noon the following day, the storm 
had passed, and all that remained were low, tropical clouds and 
the steady breeze of  the trade winds once again. 

We had been 19 days at sea, and I knew from the charts that 
we should be very close to the Big Island. We’d seen no land 
since the day we left Dana Point, and I was becoming anxious. 

“Where is it?” I asked. 
“Where is what? Said Erhard. 
“The island,” I said. “It’s over 13,000 feet high. We should be 

able to see it by now.” 
“Dead ahead,” Said Erhard. He and I both looked again, 

straight off  the bow. Nothing but low clouds and blue ocean. We 
looked at each other. My confidence was fading, and he could 
see it on my face. Both of  us just stared ahead, into the clouds, 
looking for a sign. 
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Suddenly, all the clouds lifted at once, like a giant skirt, and 
revealed the beautiful, green slopes of  the island of  Hawaii. 
Dead ahead, about a half-mile off  the bow, was the harbor 
marker for Hilo. Erhard and I grabbed each other and hugged 
and danced around the deck. We’d made it! We sailed into the 
harbor, made for a guest slip, and tied up. 
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Hilo 

The very next day, I announced to Erhard that I was flat 
broke, and was leaving the boat to find work. He took it pretty 
hard, as he’d counted on my help sailing around the islands, but 
he wished me farewell and I hoisted my sea bag over my 
shoulder and headed into town. 

Hilo was a small town, even though it was the largest on the 
island. I looked around for an hour or so, and settled on the 
Mauna Kea Hotel. The owner was a Japanese woman, in her 
early thirties, who took a liking to me right away. I could stay for 
$23 a week. I had $24! That left me $1 to eat for the rest of  the 
week! I dropped my bags, took a shower, and went out looking 
for work. 

Traveller’s Note #38: Looking For Work 

Nearly every town has a “commercial district”, 
crowded with corrugated steel roofs over small industrial 
shops. To find it, ask. Or, walk around until you find a 
side street with gray, single story buildings with flat roofs 
and few windows. Just walk in, tell ‘em you’re ready to 
work, and keep moving until you find something. 

I walked around a bit, and found a small cabinet-maker’s 
shop. I walked in, and asked for the boss. When he asked me if  
I’d worked in a cabinet shop before, I said “no”, but I knew 
woodworking and was good with tools, and I could start today. I 
was hired on the spot. 
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Now I had a job. I worked the rest of  the day, and walked 
home to the Mauna Kea Hotel. I wouldn’t get my first paycheck 
until Friday, so I went down to the Safeway market and spent my 
last dollar on a box of  Total cereal. I figured the bran was good 
fiber, and the vitamins would keep me going until the end of  the 
week. 

By mid-week I had finished the cereal, and I was really 
hungry. I had no money left, so I walked down to the city hall. 
There were coconut palms on the front lawn. Climbing the palm 
trees was out of  the question. I finally picked up one of  the fallen 
coconuts, and threw it up at the treetops until I knocked a fresh 
coconut down. The coconut was covered by a thick green husk, 
which my sailor’s knife barely cut. Unperturbed, I walked to the 
bridge on the road out of  town. There were steel guardrails on 
the bridge, and the edges were thin and strong. I rammed the 
coconut husk down on the guardrail, twisted, and rammed 
again. In no time, the husk was off. I used the marlinspike on my 
sailor’s knife to poke holes in the coconut, and drank the juice. 
Tasty! Then I slammed the coconut down on the pavement, 
cracking it open, and used my knife to pry the soft white meat 
from the shell. Delicious! 

I ran out of  food, so I went without eating the last few days. 
On Friday I got my paycheck, and the secretary told me I was 
fired. I walked right past her into the office, and walked up to the 
boss’s desk. 

“I’d have thought if  you needed to fire me, you’d have the 
decency to tell me yourself !” I said. 

“You’re too slow,” he said. “You almost fell asleep.” 
“You try working all day without anything to eat for a few 

days. See how well you do.” I held his eye for several seconds, 
and then walked out. 
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The following Monday, I found a new job at Miko Meat, a 
meatpacking and hot dog factory. Miko Meat provided cut meat 
and sausage for the whole Big Island. Fresh sides of  beef  and 
pork arrived from the slaughterhouses each morning, and were 
hung on hooks attached to pulleys that ran on tracks along the 
ceiling. Once on the hook, the carcasses could be moved easily 
from the receiving area to a cold room (50 degrees F) until the 
butchers were ready to cut them up. 

The butchers wore white suits, and chain mail aprons, to 
protect themselves from stray cuts. They’d come and get a side 
of  meat, roll it over to the cutting tables, and turn it into the 
various traditional cuts. Women in white smocks and hair 
bonnets came with rolling tables to collect the cuts, and package 
them in little Styrofoam trays sealed in clear plastic, ready for the 
supermarket. 

Any scraps unsuitable for the meat counter were thrown into 
large stainless steel bins with large wheels. As each bin filled up, 
Kimo and I would grab the bin and roll it over to the hot dog 
area. 

 The hot dogs were a wonder. The line involved three 
separate machines. The first machine had a conveyor belt that 
took meat chunks of  all sizes and carried them up to a large 
hopper where they were dumped into a pair of  rotating blades 
that chopped everything into tiny pieces. 

The next machine took the tiny pieces and fed them into a 
huge meat grinder that reduced everything to ground meat. The 
third machine ground the meat into a fine paste that was 
squeezed through an injector nozzle into long plastic tubing. The 
injector would squirt meat paste, then twirl the plastic tubing, 
and then squirt again, producing 25-foot chains of  8” liquid 
sausage links. Then the hot dog men would drape the chains 
over large stainless steel racks, which also ran on tracks attached 
to the ceiling. 

To Find Out  |  Page 117



 When the racks were loaded, the men would roll them into 
the large walk-in ovens. When the oven room was filled, they’d 
close the double doors and turn on the oven. About an hour 
later, they’d turn off  the oven, open the doors, and roll the racks 
of  cooked hot dogs over to the cooling area. It was here that 
Kimo and I occasionally got a treat. As the men worked, moving 
the hot dogs, they’d often cut one or two off  the end of  the 
chain. 

“Here!” they’d say with a smile. Kimo would wink and smile 
at me, we’d drop the freshly cooked hot dogs into our overcoat 
pockets, and then take a short break in the empty ovens. With 
the doors closed, we’d peel the plastic skins off  the links, 
revealing a steaming hot dog underneath, and stuff  them into 
our mouths. Nice. 

Almost everyone who worked at the plant was Japanese. One 
day in the break room I overheard a packing lady talking on the 
pay phone. 

“Oh yes!” she said, “Things are going well. There’s a new kid 
at work, a Haole boy.” There was a pause as someone on the 
other end of  the phone said something. “Oh no,” she said 
enthusiastically, he’s very hard-working!” I guess white boys 
didn’t have a reputation for hard work in Hilo. 

Most of  the day, I worked making hot dogs. The last two 
hours of  each day, my job was to clean the machines. Every 
machine that cut or ground meat had to be disassembled, 
washed, rinsed, and then sprayed with a fine oil mist to protect 
the metal until the next day. For the smaller machines, this could 
be done standing alongside them. For the larger machines, we 
had to crawl inside, and wash them from the inside out! 
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We’d spray them down with a caustic chemical solution that 
ate meat (the stuff  we were made of !), then rinse the machines 
with hoses and clear water. All of  the blood and guts that had 
gotten stuck in the machine would rush out in a torrent and fall 
on our heads. Some of  the larger parts, such as the screws for 
the grinders, had to be removed and cleaned separately. The 
screws were heavy, and had sharp edges, so when they would 
occasionally slip in our soapy hands they would cut into our 
flesh. This left small wounds in our hands and forearms that, 
because of  the daily soaking, did not heal. When the machines 
were clean we sprayed a fine oil mist over them to protect the 
metal. After a few days of  this, plus the meat-eating soap spray, I 
began to see rings around every light source. The chemicals were 
eating my eyes! 

Every day in Hilo, at 3:30pm in the afternoon, it would rain 
for half  an hour. I got off  work at 3:00pm, which meant it rained 
on me every day on my way walking home from work. This 
really annoyed me, until I realized I was in Hawaii, not 
Michigan. Just before leaving after work, I would change into a 
pair of  swimming trunks and flip-flops, and put my street clothes 
in a waterproof  bag. I then walked home, singing cheerfully, 
enjoying a refreshing shower in the warm, tropical rain. 

I really enjoyed Hawaiian life, but I began to think about my 
journey. It was time to move on. I called up my friend Bill, and 
invited him to join me for the next leg of  my adventure. I’d use 
the money I’d saved working at the meat factory to buy passage 
on the British luxury liner, the “Oriana”, to head west to 
Australia, but Bill and I would have a look around the islands 
first. 
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The Big Island 

When Bill arrived in Hilo, we moved from the Mauna Kea 
Hotel to a large old house full of  hippies. Our new friends 
“Rainbow” and his wife Theresa suggested that we join them for 
a few days hiking around Waipio Valley, an isolated paradise 
about an hour north of  town. They left a couple days ahead of  
us, and Bill and I decided to hitchhike the following Friday. 

Bill had never hitchhiked before, so it was my turn to teach 
him about my preferred mode of  travel. We stood by the bridge 
at the edge of  town, and pretty soon a white pickup pulled to a 
stop. We were offered a ride in exchange for helping to deliver 
(and install) a refrigerator. We hopped in back with the fridge, 
and off  we went. No problem. 

After the delivery, he dropped us at the overlook for Waipio 
Valley. A four-wheel drive dirt road led down the cliff  toward the 
beach. Bill and I shouldered our packs, and strolled casually 
toward the bottom. The two-track dirt jeep trail switched back 
and forth a few times, ending on the beach at the mouth of  the 
river. The river was about twenty feet across, maybe six or eight 
feet deep, and divided the valley into river bank, tropical forest, 
and bamboo huts with corrugated steel roofs and spacious 
verandahs, perched on poles along the edge of  the steep volcanic 
mountainside. 
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Bill and I set down our packs and stretched out on the beach, 
admiring the waves washing the spotless bleached sand. There 
were coconut trees, bananas, avocados, guava, grapefruit, 
bamboo, and piles of  flowers everywhere. After a brief  swim and 
a bit of  sunning on the beach, we took to the trail that led up the 
valley, passing huts of  various degrees of  cleanliness. After a few 
friendly neighbors, and some timely directions, we found 
ourselves standing on Rainbow’s front porch. We knocked on the 
screen door, and Rainbow himself  appeared, gave us both hugs, 
and invited us into his home. Theresa brought us some cool 
drinks in jelly jars, and we parked ourselves on some sturdy 
rattan chairs and passed the afternoon amid warm smiles and 
casual conversation. 

The next morning, Bill, Rainbow, Theresa and I set out with 
their black Labrador “Gunther” for the beach. The weather was 
warm and tropical, so we peeled all of  our clothes off  as we 
walked. Gunther and I took turns chasing each other up and 
down the beach. When I caught him, I wrapped my arms 
around him and wrestled with him, dog to dog! 

After playing on the beach, we started up the trail toward the 
bamboo jungle above the southern cliffs. Theresa was naked, 
directly ahead of  me on the steep trail, and as we wound our 
way up the switchbacks I was confronted by a perfectly firm full 
moon, with a hint of  dark wooly mystery below. That, and the 
scent of  her body as we walked, subjected me to an ambrosia of  
wild thoughts. Ah, but she was my friend’s girlfriend! So I merely 
enjoyed the scenery, and thanked my lucky stars! 

Traveller’s Note #39: Nudity 
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Nudity is not, or need not be, a problem. Naked people 
come in two different configurations, but after you’ve seen a 
few you’ve seen ‘em all. After that, you can relax and enjoy 
the freedom of  movement and the soft caress of  fresh air on 
your body. 

We reached the top, and paused to admire the splendid view 
of  the beach below, before plunging into the deep green bamboo 
forest. The bamboo grew thick and tall, some thirty feet high 
and as much as six or eight inches thick. They swayed with the 
breeze, squeaking and clacking as they rubbed or bumped 
against each other. I tried to climb one, but found no way to gain 
a foothold on the smooth-skinned bamboo, even though I 
attempted to “shinny” as I did as a child back in Michigan when 
climbing young saplings. Rainbow cut some bamboo with a 
razor-sharp machete, to use in his garden back at the house. 

 We spent the afternoon wandering in the bamboo. It was 
cool and shady and magical. As the sun started back down, we 
started home, reaching the house by late afternoon. We stretched 
out on the porch and Theresa made us delicious bowls of  fresh 
fruit. Another fine day in paradise. 

Bill and I hiked out the next morning. We caught a ride back 
to Hilo, and rented a car. The agent carefully told us that we 
could go anywhere on the island, as long as we stayed on the 
paved roads. Under no circumstances were we to undertake the 
road up to the observatory at the peak of  Mauna Kea. 

 Bidding the agent farewell, we turned onto the “saddle road” 
that ran across the island from Hilo to Kailua Kona. We stopped 
off  at the Hawaiian Volcanoes visitor center to check out the 
lava and steam vents of  Mauna Loa. I found a yellow sulphur 
crystal the size of  a softball by one of  the vents. Fascinating. 

As we approached the turnoff  for the observatory, Bill looked 
me in the face. 
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“The agent said to stay on the pavement, Steve,” said Bill. 
I just stared back at him. We turned up the mountain and 

were soon climbing the dirt road up to the observatory. There 
were small, wooden signs, every now and then, along the road. I 
called out the elevation, 4000, 5000, 8000 feet, as we went up. 

Traveller’s Note #40: Elevation 

The Big Island ranges in elevation from sea level all the 
way to 13,500 feet. As you increase elevation, the air 
becomes cooler and drier. At about 8,000 feet, most people 
feel slightly light-headed. Some will have headaches, some 
nosebleeds. At 13,000 feet your body is struggling with 
40% less oxygen, and a lot less air pressure. Nausea, 
numbness in the face and extremities, and sudden fatigue 
are symptoms of  altitude sickness, and should be taken 
seriously. 

The road ended at a cluster of  white steel domed buildings. 
We found a level patch of  dirt and set up camp for the evening. 
After supper, we walked over to the largest observatory and, 
finding the backdoor open, went inside. The astronomer, though 
surprised to see us, was quite friendly and invited us to take a 
peek through the telescope. We sat and talked for a while, then 
said goodnight and returned to our tent, where I spent the rest 
of  the night throwing up. Zero to thirteen thousand feet in a 
single day. Arghhh! But the following morning, as the sun began 
to rise above the distant horizon, the sky at that altitude 
exploded with light and color. I’ve never seen a more beautiful 
sunrise. 

To Find Out  |  Page 123



The next day we descended, and circled the island, stopping 
at South Point to stand at the southernmost point in the United 
States, and stare from the lava cliffs out over the blue Pacific. 
When we returned the rental car, we faced a rather stern 
reproach. 

“I told you to stay on the paved road!” said the agent, 
exasperated. 

“What makes you think we went off  the road?” we asked 
innocently. 

“My brother in-law works at the observatory,” he said with 
irritation. He called me and said he’d spotted one of  our cars up 
there yesterday. 

We were assessed a $100 penalty for going off-road, 
apologized profusely, and jumped on the ferry to Maui. 
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Maui 

When we got to Lahaina, we disembarked into what was 
clearly a resort town full of  rich tourists and wealthy 
mainlanders. The whole place was built up, like some sort of  
Polynesian resort in a Hollywood movie. It was a safe bet that we 
wouldn’t find any affordable accommodations, so we followed 
the railroad tracks out of  town until we found a sidetrack that 
led us to the middle of  a sugar cane field. The tracks hadn’t been 
used for years, so we set up our tent, cooked supper, and turned 
in early. 

The next day, we went for a stroll along the beach. We’d just 
about come to the end of  the beach, when we spied a large black 
man, sitting on a towel, working on something. Curious, we 
sauntered over and made his acquaintance. His name was Tom, 
and he was from Chicago. Three years ago, he was homeless, 
freezing his ass off  in the Chicago winter, when he had an idea. 
If  he had to be homeless, he could be homeless in Lahaina just 
as well as in Chicago. 

So Tom scraped together enough money for a one-way ticket, 
moved to Lahaina, and started living on the beach. At first, the 
local police didn’t like him much, but he was such a cheerful and 
gregarious soul that they eventually decided to let him be. He 
went to the city dump, and found two sawhorses and an old 
wooden door. He put the sawhorses on the beach, balanced the 
door across them for a roof, and stretched out a blanket 
underneath for a floor. Comfortably warm and dry, he slept 
beneath the door, and spent his days fashioning trinkets and 
souvenirs from old lamps and other junk from the dump, selling 
them to curious tourists who wandered by. 
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Bill and I bought provisions, and boarded a bus for 
Haleakala, the crater at the top of  the mountain. We spent the 
night on top, and hiked down to the coast the following days, 
taking time to explore the Seven Sacred Pools before camping by 
the sea. At the third pool, we swam over to a hollow in the rock 
wall. Feeling with my toes deep beneath, I found a passage in the 
stone, and taking a deep breath, dove under and into the 
opening. A few feet in, and the tunnel opened into a small, dark 
chamber. I felt for air with my hand, and convinced there was 
room for my head, I surfaced in the hidden cave. Cool! The air 
was fresh and breathable, but the only light was what made its 
way in through the mouth of  the underwater passage. 

That night, the wind came up and we were lashed by blasts 
of  wind and rain. Our poor little tent, despite the freestanding 
skeleton, lay almost completely flat, threatening at any moment 
to burst at the seams, or simply leap into the air. Flashlight in my 
teeth, I crawled out into the storm and piled more rocks on the 
corners, until things finally settled down. 

Traveller’s Note #41: Tents 

A tent is a nuisance, until you need one. Stick to one 
that is “free standing”, with flexible aluminum ribs and a 
small alcove, if  possible, at the entrance. Put up the rain 
fly. It’s a lot harder to put up a rain fly in the rain. And 
avoid low spots, unless you fancy a midnight swim. 

It took us all of  the next day to hitch the narrow coastal 
highway back to Lahaina, mostly short rides with locals. We’d 
had enough of  adventure hiking, and planned to stick to the 
main roads for a while. We finally reached Lahaina, rented a 
comfortable room for the evening, and caught another ferry for 
Kauai 
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Kauai 

When we reached Kauai, we wasted no time getting on the 
road. In practically no time, we were dropped at the trailhead for 
the “Kilauea Slippery Slide”. A short walk brought us to a 
waterfall that emptied into a deep pool framed by low cliffs of  
volcanic rock. The “Kilauea Slippery Slide” was actually a 
cement chute, built over a natural slide in the waterfall. The slide 
was originally created as part of  the set for the movie “South 
Pacific”, but had remained a popular tourist attraction. 

Bill and I both stripped down to our shorts, and gave it a try. 
By climbing the rocks up to the brink of  the falls, we found that 
we could walk (carefully) to the head of  the slide, sit down, and 
shoot smoothly down the slide, to fall twelve feet or so to a deep 
pool below. Delightful! There was also a long, primitive rope 
swing which, if  one backed up the cliff  far enough, could 
reliably carry me far out over the pool and, letting go at the 
proper moment, drop me comfortably into the depths of  the 
pool. We stayed an hour or two. It was great. 

We took the weather coast highway up the northeastern 
shore, and reached the end of  the road by afternoon. At the end 
of  the road was a big, wooden sign that said: 

Taylor Camp 
Private Property 

Prosecutors Will Be Violated 
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“Prosecutors Will Be Violated,” read Bill. “Wonder what that 
means.” We walked past the sign, toward the beach, and found 
several well-worn foot trails through the trees. We passed 
numerous homemade shelters, bamboo huts, tree houses, and 
plywood shantytown boxes. The weather conditions on Kauai 
were so favorable, and so constant, that it didn’t take much to 
make a shelter. As we stepped out onto the beach we met 
numerous men, women, and children, mostly naked, walking to 
and fro, just enjoying life. 

From the locals, we learned the meaning of  the sign. A 
couple of  years back, hippies began to show up at Taylor Camp, 
building whatever shelter they could with whatever they could 
find. Eating mostly local fruit and fish, they used the river for a 
toilet, and took their bath in the sea. Primitive, free, and happy. 
The local resort owners didn’t like the situation, so they had sent 
in police, lawyers, and private security men to try and get rid of  
the squatters. When Peter Fonda, the actor, visited the area, he 
was charmed by the people and their simple ways. He bought up 
the entire property, and declared the people living there his 
“guests”. Pretty cool. 

Traveller’s Note #42: Private Property 

Everywhere in the world, people mark off  boundaries, 
and then try to claim the land as their own. The whole 
notion of  “ownership” is questionable. From the planetary 
perspective, we are Earthlings. We were all born here, and 
what’s more, nearly every bit of  land has been obtained at 
some point by taking it, often by force, from someone else. 
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We decided to hitch back into town the next morning. 
Luckily, we made the acquaintance of  Bob Stonelake. Bob was a 
local, transplanted from the mainland years before. He made his 
living selling Queen Bee Jelly. When he heard this was our first 
visit, and that we’d never been to the top of  Waialeale, he 
insisted that we join him as his guests for the rest of  the day. He 
booked us a flight for three with his friend Red, a veteran 
Vietnam helicopter pilot, to fly the coast and cliffs from Wailua 
all the way to the top. 

The northeast coast of  Kauai is a perfect rain machine. 
Moisture-rich trade winds gather in the low valley, and are 
forced up the mountain. As they approach the summit, they are 
cooled, and it rains, nearly every day. Thus, the top of  Waialeale, 
while flat, is a bog, the wettest place in the United States. 

To get there, Bill and I boarded the helicopter with Bob and 
Red, and lifted off  in the direction of  the mountain. Each of  us 
was outfitted with a set of  over-the-ear headphones, to lessen the 
noise of  the rotor. Red had them hooked up to his stereo, and 
began with Wagner’s “The Valkyrie” as we flew up along the 
ridges. He got a sort of  mischievous, diabolical look in his eye, 
and switched to Beethoven’s 5th Symphony. He flew in low over 
the gorges, and timed our approach to the ridge so that just as 
we crested a ridge, the music would reach a crescendo, and then 
the world would fall away, a thousand feet beneath us. 
Breathtaking! 

We set down on top of  Waialeale, took few spongy steps 
about the place, and clambered back to the shelter of  the cockpit 
for a speedy descent back to the warm, sunny beach at Wailua. 
We spent the evening with Bob, discussing problems on the 
mainland, Queen Bees, and anything else we could think of. The 
next morning we caught several short rides across the island, but 
managed to reach the trailhead at the top of  Waimea Canyon 
before nightfall. 
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Waimea Canyon is called “The Grand Canyon of  Hawaii”, 
and it did resemble the Grand Canyon in many ways, with its 
steep, rocky slopes and beautifully colored rock. Someone had 
taken the trouble to plant fruit trees along the trail, and toward 
evening I picked a fresh orange and munched on it until dinner 
was ready. 

In the evening, we were joined at the campground by a mob 
of  hikers, all young women. They’d followed Jan, their leader, on 
a sort of  pilgrimage from California, and they were a deeply 
religious bunch. We sat around their fire after dinner and told 
stories, and I brought out my guitar and sang sweet songs, 
hoping to charm at least one of  them into my tent. I managed to 
sing them a song about Jesus, and they decided I was all right, 
but I still slept alone that night. 

Long ago, He died for me. 
Many things, I could not see. 

On a cross, in Calvary. 
Oh Jesus, set me free! 

It was a long walk, but we made it to the beach by afternoon 
the following day. We decided to camp there, and take it easy for 
the rest of  the day. Our pilgrim friends showed up toward 
evening, and we invited them to join us on the beach. Jan’s sister 
Lynn liked me a lot, and come bedtime I had a warm 
companion in my sleeping bag. 

Traveller’s Note #43: Casual Sex 

Young men like sex, and so do young women. If  
mutually agreeable, either should feel free to engage the 
other, and it usually works out quite nicely. Call it love, 
call it lust, but such encounters had a sweetness and 
warmth that I shall never forget. 
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In the morning, Lynn was discovered with me in the sack, still 
sleeping on my chest. This presented no problem for Lynn, who 
was quite affectionate, but it was a serious setback for the 
pilgrims, as their leader’s sister was guilty of  fornication and they 
would have to spend some time talking it all out. Bill and I 
collected up our things and departed as gracefully as possible. It 
was time to return to Oahu. 
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Honolulu 

Bill and I stepped off  the ferry in Honolulu, and walked 
several blocks to the Honolulu Youth Hostel. It was rather run 
down, and jammed with people. Nonetheless, we were able to 
find a corner to stash our packs and throw out our sleeping bags. 
I noticed several young women that I fancied, and asked one to 
go out walking with me that evening. 

Angie and I walked along the street, holding hands and 
talking, like kids. We found our way down to the beach at 
Waikiki. It looked so quiet and empty at night. We found a 
catamaran pulled up on the sand, lay down on the taught canvas 
deck, and began kissing each other. Pretty soon, the clothes were 
off, and we made love together, slowly, on the empty beach. It 
was easy, and nice, and we lay stretched out in each other’s arms 
staring up at the universe. 

Angie wanted a swim, so we waded out into the warm, gentle 
waves. 

Traveller’s Note #44: Swimming Naked 

The best thing to wear while swimming is nothing. 
This is especially true when swimming with someone of  
the opposite sex. Relax; let your body slide through the 
water. You were made for it; enjoy being wet. 

We were swimming in the warm water and admiring each 
other’s wet bodies in the moonlight when we heard a shout from 
shore. I told Angie to stay put and headed for three men 
standing next to the mound of  clothes we left on the shore. 
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They were MP’s, apparently on shore patrol, and they insisted 
that Angie come ashore and answer some questions. I suspected 
they were just young sailors keen to see a pretty naked woman. 

“No,” I said flatly. I picked up her clothes and mine and 
turned to the sea. 

“Come back here!” shouted one of  the MPs. 
“This is a public beach, and I’m not in the military,” I said, 

walking back into the sea. “You have no authority here.” I 
walked back out to Angie, holding our clothes over my head to 
keep them dry. We waded down the beach, parallel to the shore, 
until we came to a well-lit marina. We came ashore, pulled on 
our jeans, and headed back for the youth hostel. 
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Sydney 

We sailed into Sydney harbor exactly one week before 
Christmas. The ship passed many little houses and villages as we 
made our way to Circular Quay. The sloping hills and colorful 
buildings reminded me of  San Francisco. Bill and I disembarked 
near “The Rocks”, and after a few inquiries and phone calls we 
caught a small ferry across the harbor, alighted on the dock and 
climbed the old stone stairs up to a little bed-and-breakfast 
cottage that stood in the shadow of  the Sydney Harbor Bridge. 

After we’d settled in, we spent the afternoon riding small 
ferryboats, to and fro, a slow and delightful tour of  the harbor 
and outlying towns, then into “The Rocks” for a fine dinner and 
an early bed. It felt so strange to sleep on land once more. 

The next day we went exploring. Around lunch we 
encountered a McDonald’s, and in a strange mixture of  
nostalgia and curiosity, we stepped inside for a burger. I had to 
use the bathroom, and while sitting on the can I discovered 
Angie’s parting gift to me. I had crabs. 

Traveller’s Note #45: Venereal Disease 

People generally don’t talk about it, but if  you have sex 
with enough strangers you are likely, sooner or later, to pick 
up something. Some things are infectious (Gonorrhea, 
Syphilis, HIV) and some are parasites (Crabbies). 
Medical remedies (except for HIV) are available and 
effective, if  discovered early. Stop by a free clinic and get 
tested, twice a year. 
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Well, I’d heard of  crabs, but now I was seeing them first 
hand. Little mites, smaller than ants, mixed in amongst the pubic 
hairs. “Good grief !” I thought. “What am I going to do about 
this?” I asked around a bit and found out that there was a free 
clinic, run by Catholic nuns, not too far from downtown Sydney. 
It took me awhile to find the place, but I went in and sat down to 
wait my turn. Pretty soon, a middle-aged nun walked up to me 
and asked me what the problem was. I didn’t know quite what to 
say. 

“C’mon now,” she said impatiently. “Whatever it is, I’ve seen 
it a hundred times before.” 

“Crabs!” I finally blurted out. 
“C’mon with me,” she said, and ushered me to a small room 

down the hall. “Let’s have a look,” she said flatly. I’d never 
considered dropping my pants in front of  a middle-aged nun, 
but I did what I was told. “Yes indeed,” she agreed, “crabs. I’ll 
be right back.” She disappeared. I put my pants back on. She 
returned with a large jar of  white cream. “You’ve got to paint 
this stuff  on, twice a day, from your chin to your toes.” She 
looked at me very seriously. “Twice a day, for a week. That 
should do it.” 

When I told Bill what was needed, he couldn’t stop laughing. 
I discovered that there was no way I could do it myself, so Bill 
had the honor of  painting my backside for me, twice a day, for 
the next week. Bill nearly died of  laughter, but we got through 
the week with my dignity bruised and our friendship intact. 
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Melbourne 

Bill flew home to Louisiana, and I hitchhiked south through 
the Snowy Mountains. A few miles from Melbourne, I got 
picked up by Albert and his girlfriend Mathilda in an open car. 
They were barely older than me, and after we talked for an hour 
or so they invited me home to stay with them in Melbourne for a 
while. 

I found that Bert and Tillie rented a house in town with a 
half-dozen other young people, so one more didn’t matter much. 
I stored my things in the corner bedroom, and slept on the living 
room floor. That evening, I met Tillie’s little sister, Mira, just 18. 
A couple days later, we went camping at the coast to see the fairy 
penguins. Mira slept in my tent. Tillie didn’t approve, but Mira 
and I were happy with the arrangement. 

Returning to Melbourne, Bert found out I’d never been on a 
pub-crawl. He determined to make my first pub-crawl his 
personal project.  

Traveller’s Note #46: Pub Crawl 

Aussies have a tradition, called a “Pub Crawl”. You 
and your mates start at one pub, drink a pint (or two), and 
move on to the next pub. The process continues until no one 
can stand up straight (hence the “crawl”). Not a necessary 
part of  life, but highly recommended. 
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A pub-crawl is a simple and satisfying concept. My friends 
and I set out on foot, visited as many pubs as we could manage, 
drinking a pint in every one. The crawl ends when the sun 
comes up or you fall down. Either way, it’s great. My mates and I 
stood the test, and at daybreak found ourselves in a park with a 
small outdoor amphitheater. We took turns mounting the stage, 
and delivered inspired oratory to the cool, early morning air. 
Brilliant. 
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Hobart 

Tasmania is a large island just south of  the main continent of  
Australia, across the Tasman Straits. It is so far south, in fact, 
that it is subject to sudden storms that come up from Antarctica. 
There is an international weather station at Cape Grim, on the 
western shore of  the island, that gets wind which blows 12,000 
miles across the southern seas, missing the southern tip of  Africa 
completely, meeting no land until it reaches Tasmania. A wild, 
windy, stormy place. I hitchhiked out to Cape Grim, got there 
after dark, and searched around in the rain for a place to sleep. I 
found a backhoe by the road, crawled inside the dry cab, and fell 
asleep. The next morning, I stood by the shore and breathed in 
the freshest air I would ever know. I left early that morning, 
bound for Launceston. 

I’d decided to walk the Overland Track, a foot trail that 
reaches from the south coast nearly to the north coast, passing 
directly over the mountains in the interior. There are cabins 
every 5 miles or so along the way, so a backpacker can make the 
trip comfortably in about 5 days. I would start on the south, and 
walk north. But first I’d have to reach the trailhead. 

The ferry from Melbourne left me on the north coast, so I 
began hitchhiking the only highway available, which followed 
the coast east and then south in a big circle round the island. I’d 
just made the east coast and was sitting at a turn in the road 
munching on wild blackberries when an old Ford land shark 
came ‘round the curve and slid to a stop. A young Tasmanian 
about my age asked me where I was headed and when he heard 
I was going to take the Overland Track he told me about a 
National Park at the southern tip of  the island, not far from 
Hobart. He invited me to come along, and we decided we’d 
spend the whole day leisurely working our way down the coast. 
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This meant that we’d be passing quite a few pubs along the 
way, and since Mick was a true Australian, we stopped in at 
every one. Three pubs later we were standing around a billiard 
table drinking our pints when a pair of  young women caught 
our eye. We looked, and they looked back. Mick struck up a 
conversation with them. 

They were both nurses from Melbourne, come down on 
holiday for a short tour of  the island. They were riding 
motorcycles, so we stepped out front to have a look. They were 
friendly, hard women, good-looking in their own way. I was 
impressed, and asked them if  they’d ever seen the National Park, 
and would they like to come along with us. They said they 
would, so Mick stopped at a bottle shop and bought some tubes 
of  Foster’s Lager and set them on the front seat. 

Traveller’s Note #47: Nurses 

Nurses tend to be young, strong, and energetic. They are 
not put off  by naked body parts, crude language, or sex, 
having seen and heard it all before. If  you’re looking for 
adventures of  any kind, a nurse is your best companion. 

The women were following us southward along the winding 
two-lane highway. Mick got me “cracking” open tubes (cans) of  
beer and passing them to him. He held the open cans out the 
window and the women came up alongside and took them from 
his hand. A real gentleman, Mick. We continued this way until 
we reached the next pub, where we stopped again for another 
beer and a chat. I watched Mick’s eyes as he talked with one, 
and I strode over to the other, took off  my vest and draped it 
over her shoulders. That settled, we went in as couples and 
played a little more pool. 
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When we reached the National Park, I set up the tents while 
Mick and the women went into town to buy food for supper. 
Mick and I trudged off  to the camp toilets for a conference. We 
cooked some canned stew and some sausages over the fire and 
drank some beers and stretched out our sleeping bags, two in 
Mick’s tent and two in mine. We talked and sang and drank 
whiskey from a bottle passed ‘round the fire, then slipped into 
the bags for a bump and a roll before sliding off  into dreamland. 

In the morning, we bid our ladies farewell. Mick drove me 
into Hobart and said good-bye. I checked into the youth hostel 
and explored Hobart for the rest of  the day. It was a quiet, clean, 
small town in those days, and I returned to the hostel just as the 
lights of  the houses came on in the low hills falling into the 
evening. I found out that the Queen was celebrating her Silver 
Jubilee, and I promised myself  that I’d be among the throng 
alongside the main street tomorrow when she and Prince Philip 
walked by. 

The next day, early in the afternoon, Queen Elizabeth and 
Prince Philip did in fact walk right down the main street of  
Hobart, shaking hands and waving to the crowd. As she came by 
I thought to stick my hand out, but when the time came it 
seemed a bit forward to extend my hand first, and I hesitated. 
The moment passed, and I watched her disappear into the 
distance. 

I stocked up on food and supplies at the grocery on the way 
out of  town. French bread, muesli and powdered milk, dry 
salami, fruit, nuts, and some candles. My first ride out of  Hobart 
took me all the way to the southern trailhead. I swung my 
backpack onto my shoulders, grabbed the handle of  my guitar 
case, and stepped happily onto the trail. 
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I strode along through the woods until I came to a pond, 
where I stripped naked and took a short swim. I sat on a log, 
letting the sun and the light breeze dry me off. I reached the first 
cabin by early evening, fixed a simple supper, and walked back to 
the nearby lake to wash the dishes. When I returned to the 
cabin, I found the door partly opened, and there was company 
inside. 

I had left a candle burning, and in the dim light I could make 
out several pairs of  eyes, and some small, shadowy shapes on the 
table picking at my dried salami. I thought they were rats, but 
soon realized that they were opossums! Rather than scolding 
them, I lit another candle, opened my guitar, and sat down at the 
table. When they realized that I wasn’t after them, they sat down 
at the edge of  the light and listened to my singing, a fine private 
concert in the woods. When they’d had enough, they slowly filed 
out the door, leaving me to my amazement and an early sleep. 

The next morning, I strode out onto the trail to find frost on 
the ground and the air so cold my hands were freezing. I pulled 
two pairs of  socks from my backpack for mittens. Later that day, 
I came to the top of  the mountain, and was amazed to find a 
bog. I put down my pack on high ground and climbed the peak. 
An hour or two later, I set out across the bog, guitar in hand. 
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The swampy ground was soft and black and mucky, with 
bright green tufts of  grass scattered every foot or two across it. 
Instead of  a trail, long red and white striped poles had been 
driven into the ground every twenty meters or so to mark the 
route. I tried walking across the ground, and immediately sank 
past my knees! Extracting myself  from the muck, I tried a 
different approach. I found that the tufts of  grass were quite 
firm, and I could hop from tuft to tuft. The tufts were at most 
only half  a meter across, and I was carrying a 50-pound pack 
and a guitar, so I would occasionally slip, sinking in the muck 
again. Nevertheless, I made my way, and about 40 minutes later 
I was sitting and resting on solid ground again. 

I sat on a rock and cooked up some salami over a small fire. It 
was then I noticed the leeches! I was sitting there in my t-shirt 
and shorts, cooking slices on the end of  my knife, when I felt a 
strange, itching feeling on my left shin. I looked down, and saw a 
small, slimy black tube stuck to my skin. I reached to brush it off, 
and it moved! The leeches were about an inch long, about as 
thick as a pencil, and shaped like a bit of  black rubber tubing. 
The one on my leg was much thicker, and had attached itself  to 
me at one end, dangling more or less straight out. He wouldn’t 
let go, so I took the end of  my knife, stuck it in the fire for a few 
seconds, then laid the tip against him. Aha! I removed a few 
more and then looked at the ground at my feet. There were 
several, slowly making their way toward me, inch by inch!  
Bloody bastards! I packed up and made a hasty departure for the 
next cabin. 

That night I was joined by a troupe of  boys and girls on some 
kind of  scout trip. I sat on an upper bunk, and composed a 
poem about leeches. 
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Knee Deep In 

Tasmania 

High upon the mountainside, 
There lies a great black bog. 
I crossed it once, and took my 

rest, 
While sitting on a log. 

  
I thought of  what the vampires 

eat, 
In distant Transylvania. 

No lusty screeches, but bloody 
leeches! 

Knee-deep in Tasmania. 

Upon my shin I spied a tube 
Now plump, and shiny black. 

I realized that I was food, 
Here on the Overland Track. 

Just once a year will feed a 
leech, 

Would once a day sustain ‘ya? 
How, you ask, and so much 

more 
While knee-deep in Tasmania. 

One by two by five they came, 
Arising from the muck. 

I stuck my knife blade in the 
flame, 

My blood they’d come to suck, 
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I gave them searing steel instead, 
And they dropped off  instant-

ania, 
They’d not have me today for 

bread, 
Knee-deep in Tasmania. 

Now everybody wants to live, 
And who am I to quarrel? 

Those who can, should surely 
give, 

But herein lies the moral. 

Survival goes to those who fight 
No reason to complain, yeah? 
I lived to hike another day, 
Knee-deep in Tasmania. 

The next day, the trail brought me alongside a deep ravine 
with a river at the bottom. The growth was thick, and I found 
that by holding on to roots and sliding a few feet at a time I 
could make my way down to the water. When I reached the 
rocks at the bottom I looked upstream and saw a small waterfall, 
shrouded in mist. I made my way to the pool at the bottom and 
enjoyed a brisk and refreshing bath. It was then it occurred to 
me that there was no trail or any other sign of  humans here. 
Given the steep climb and the remote area, I may have been the 
very first person to visit that particular spot on the earth, ever. 

The next day, I emerged from the Overland Track, singing 
happily and swinging my guitar as I strode down the last bit of  
trail. I caught a ride back to Launceston, and returned to the 
mainland by ferry the next day. 
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Adelaide 

When I got off  the ferry, I hitched back to Melbourne and 
went on another authentic “pub crawl” with my mates. The next 
morning, I bid farewell and took the road to Adelaide. Made it 
in a day. My ride dropped me downtown, and I immediately 
approached the first longhaired person I saw and asked him 
where I might stay. He told me to come along, and we took the 
trolley out to Glenelg, where he was sharing a house with some 
friends. I met a well-built brunette whose right eye was turned in 
just a little, giving her a more or less permanent “cross-eyed” 
appearance. We got on rather well, and I slept with her that 
night. 

The following morning, Jane took me along to a party in 
town with some friends. There I met Suzanne, a tall blonde with 
green eyes. I fell in love at once. We sat around the table, 
drinking and talking with Marion, the old woman who owned 
the house. While she talked, Suzanne and I played with each 
other’s feet under the table, until I slipped my foot between her 
legs, and things got more interesting. Marion’s boyfriend Patrick 
sat beside her. She was a large and feisty old gal. He was small 
and thin and looked to be at least 70 years old. “Do you know 
why I’m dressed all in black?” asked Marion. We waited a few 
moments and shook our heads. “I’m in mourning,” she said, “for 
Patty’s dead cock!” 

Traveller’s Note #48: Old Women 
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Many people think old women are offended by raw 
conversation. Such is not the case. They’ve been around 
awhile, and are neither timid nor fragile. Go ahead and say 
it, just like you mean it. They will appreciate your 
sincerity. 

After a fine afternoon of  drinking, Suzanne took me home 
and made love with me all night. Of  course, in the morning, the 
time came for me to ride the trolley back out to Jane’s place in 
Glenelg to collect my things. She met me at the door, gave me a 
smoldering glare, and proceeded to throw my things out onto the 
street. I tried to explain, but she’d have none of  it. I’d gone to 
the party with her and gone home with her best friend. Some 
things are just unforgivable, I guess. 

Suzanne was young and beautiful, with dirty blonde hair and 
wondrous breasts. She wore loose hippie dresses and handcrafted 
jewelry, and liked old songs from the 40’s. I told her stories and 
sang her my songs. She served me breakfast with scones and Earl 
Grey tea. And we made long, easy love to each other whenever 
we couldn’t think of  other things to do. Her love was casual and 
friendly, the “just for now” kind of  love that was warm and real 
but asked for nothing in return.  

I stayed with Suzanne for a couple of  weeks, but was running 
low on cash, so I hitchhiked up the road to look for seasonal 
work in the orchards and vineyards of  the Barossa Valley. 
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Renmark 

Renmark is a small farming town along the banks of  the 
Murray River, right in the center of  the fruit/wine growing 
country in South Australia. Since I had no formal skills to speak 
of, I went looking for casual labor in the orchards and vineyards. 

I set up camp in a state park, right on the bank of  the Murray 
River, beneath a cluster of  tall gum trees. It was more than two 
kilometers from town, and quite off  the beaten path, so I figured 
I could leave my belongings in my tent during the day while I 
looked for work, and then return in the evening for a quick meal 
and a good night’s rest. I bathed every morning and evening in 
the river, and boiled the water for cooking and drinking. It was 
great. 

One morning, during my morning swim, a boy of  9 or 10 
came down to the river from the opposite bank. He seemed 
startled to see me in the river, and eyed me nervously as we 
talked. I was completely naked, which was not a problem since 
the Murray is a muddy river, and I was up to my shoulders in the 
water. I stayed put, we talked a bit, and he calmed down. He told 
me that most of  the farms were about 3 kilometers north of  
town, along the main road. I thanked him, and he was gone. 

After breakfast I put on a clean shirt and headed for the road. 
It was slow going on foot, walking from one farmhouse to the 
next. Finally, at the fifth farm, I met a strong, stocky man in his 
early fifties who owned about a square kilometer of  orchards and 
vineyards. He took a liking to me right away, and agreed to hire 
me to pick crops for 100 Australian dollars a week. I could stay 
in the cement barracks with the other pickers. 
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I hurried back to my tent, packed up everything, and by 
evening I had my own bunk and shared use of  a stove and a 
refrigerator. The other pickers were young fellows like me, a 
scruffy but decent bunch, mostly refugees from Adelaide who 
worked during the spring and summer and lived on “the dole” in 
Adelaide during the winter. 

Traveller’s Note #49: Worrying About Money 

People worry about money. Don’t. I stayed wherever I 
was and worked at whatever I could find. When you run 
short of  money, stop and work. When you have enough, 
pack up and move on. 

The foreman came ‘round the following morning at seven 
with a tractor and a flatbed trailer loaded with large wooden 
boxes. We jumped aboard and he drove us between the rows of  
peach trees, stopping every now and then to push another box 
off  the rear of  the trailer into the soft red dirt below. 

We’d pair off  and set up the ladders he’d left for us. Each 
man had a ladder and a long canvas sack with a shoulder strap 
and a buckle to close the bottom. We jammed our ladders up 
against the branches on opposite sides of  the tree, then 
scampered up and began picking fruit. We were meant to pick 
about as fast as humanly possible, but to only pick the peaches 
that wouldn’t fall through the circular gauge the foreman 
carried. 

We picked with both hands, balancing on the ladder and 
stuffing the fruit into the sack hung over our shoulders. When 
the sack filled up, we climbed down, walked over to the wooden 
bin, about one and a half  meters on a side, unbuckled the clasp 
at the bottom of  the sack, and dropped the fruit in the bin. 
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By ten o’clock, it would begin to get hot, and the farmer’s 
wife came by with “billie tea” and fresh baked scones with 
marmalade. “Billie tea” was just loose-leaf  tea, in a small metal 
can with a lid. Boiling water was poured over the tea, and then, 
after closing the lid, you swung the can up over your shoulder in 
a circular motion, that mixed the tea and the water effectively. 
Later, she brought us sandwiches, about noon every day. 

It wasn’t all work. Occasionally, we’d pick a peach, lean back, 
and launch it nearly straight up into the deep blue Australian 
sky. The picker on the opposite side of  the tree, intent on his 
work, usually did not see the missile rocketing toward him until it 
hit him in the face. Startled, he’d usually fall backward off  his 
ladder, landing with a “thud” on the earth below. Then he’d 
jump to his feet, come ‘round and knock you off  your ladder, 
and there would be a rollicking good fistfight. 

When we weren’t picking peaches, we were picking grapes. 
Well, picking up grapes actually. The women would walk down 
the rows; clipping bunches of  grapes from the vine and dropping 
them into rusty steel cans. Once full, they tucked the cans under 
the vines and left them for us to collect. The foreman drove the 
tractor down the row between the vines. Two men, one on each 
side of  the row, stooped down, grabbed the cans by the edges, 
and hoisted them up onto the back of  the flatbed trailer. The 
third man stood on the trailer, “catching” the cans as we placed 
them at the rear edge, and stacked them in rows up toward the 
front. Our game was to pick up the pace; putting so many cans 
up so fast that he couldn’t keep up. His game was to occasionally 
take a can full of  grapes and dump it on our heads, usually 
causing us to fall over backwards in the dirt. Then we’d jump up, 
climb onto the trailer, and throw him off. Generally this was 
enough to justify another rollicking good fistfight, which we all 
enjoyed. 
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By three in the afternoon it got bloody hot, and the foreman 
would collect us and drive us back to the barracks. A quick 
shower and change of  clothes and we were off  for the three 
kilometer drive into town and cool pots of  beer at the local pub. 
We’d afternoon at the pub, scoot back to the barracks around 
supper time, and into the sack for a good night’s rest before 
doing it all again the next day. 

At the end of  the week, the boss himself  would come ‘round 
in the afternoon, and hand each of  us a brown envelope with 
our week’s wages, in cash. This was perfect for me, as I’d given 
my name as Steve Carter, in order to sidestep any trouble about 
my non-existent work visa. Jimmy Carter was president of  the 
U.S. at the time. I figured he wouldn’t mind me borrowing his 
name. 

Farmer Eldridge liked me, and even took me water-skiing on 
the Murray River. He was manager of  the local “Aussie Rules” 
football team, and he hoped I’d stick around to play for him. I 
had other plans, and so toward the end of  the picking season I 
thanked him and headed back to Adelaide to spend a night in 
Suzanne’s arms before hitch-hiking west across the “Nullarbor” 
to Perth, on the shore of  the Indian Ocean. 

To Find Out  |  Page 150



Darwin 

When I left Carnarvon, I really didn’t understand what was 
ahead of  me. I had hitchhiked freeway and back roads, highways 
and railways. But ahead of  me lay over 300 miles of  dirt road! 
There was nothing for it, so I drew up a sign that said “Darwin” 
and took a place by the side of  the road. Got a start with a 
trucker from Carnarvon who gave me a ride inland in exchange 
for helping him unload sacks of  mail at each small town along 
the way. His truck had only one trailer. Some trucks across this 
stretch had two or three trailers, linked together like a road train. 
When we reached the middle of  nowhere, we camped for the 
night. He headed back the next morning. I held up my sign, and 
waited by the side of  the dirt road. 

I stood there all day. Maybe once an hour, a single vehicle 
would appear, and roll right on by without even slowing down to 
have a look at me. I didn’t really mind the long wait, or the heat; 
it was the flies that made me miserable. 

Australian flies are in a class by themselves. They are not 
particularly large, and they don’t bite, but they stay around and 
will not be moved, even if  you wave your hand at them. I 
practically had to scrape them off  my face, which was truly 
uncomfortable. I’d no sooner get rid of  them but they’d be back 
again. Desperate, I finally dug a towel out of  my pack and 
draped it over my head. This took care of  the flies, but definitely 
hurt my chances at catching a ride. 

For the first time in my career, I stood in the same spot all day. 
When evening came, I hiked off  the road and set up my tent. 
Ordinarily, I would have just thrown out my sleeping bag, but 
there are lots of  creeping things that live in the Northwest 
Territory (for example, a six-inch venomous pink centipede). I 
didn’t want to meet them in my sleep. 
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The following morning I rose, and fixed a simple breakfast of  
muesli and powdered milk. I still had plenty of  water, and was 
about to step out on the road, when I noticed these huge red 
hills of  dirt, some as tall as me. I walked over to have a look. I 
rapped on the side of  one with my knuckles. They were hard, 
like bricks, and I began to get a bad feeling about this. Sure 
enough I looked to the ground, and there was a steady line of  
ants (I later found out they were termites), making their way to 
and from the hive. 

What I did next made no sense. It was one of  those things 
that later make you wonder, “What was I thinking?” I decided it 
would be interesting to place my foot across their path, just to see 
what they would do. I stepped right in their path, and got an 
answer. Without any hesitation, the termites heading toward my 
foot turned and proceeded up the side of  my boot. The termites 
headed away from my boot turned around and came up the 
other side. I was fascinated, until they reached the edge of  my 
sock, where they immediately set their pincers into my leg. Their 
brothers, climbing upon their backs, took the exposed flesh, 
inch-by-inch, up my shin, forming a kind of  “termite sock”. 

I screamed with pain, and ran off  in a panic, swatting and 
scraping at the termites as I went. After several yards I slowed 
down, knocked off  the last few, and examined the red, raw band 
of  skin. Irritated with myself, I quickly gathered my gear and got 
back to the road. 

I finally caught a ride with two young white guys and an 
Aboriginal woman, the younger man’s girlfriend. They sat in the 
back. The jeep belonged to the eldest, and it had definitely seen 
better days. We stopped at every creek we passed (which wasn’t 
too often) to gather water in a couple of  milk jugs and pour it 
into the radiator. The road was rough, the shocks were gone, and 
we finally boiled over.  
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Vic, the elder, was a genuine Bush Mechanic. We had boiled 
over because there was no cap on the radiator. He hiked off  into 
the bush, cut a sapling, and came back grinning. He cut it short, 
shaped it with an extremely large knife, and wedged it, nice and 
snug, into the top of  the radiator. “Shi’ll bay roit!” said Vic. 

Traveller’s Note #50: Bush Mechanic 

Owing to the shortage of  service stations and the long 
distances between, many Australians that live in and 
around the Outback have become Bush Mechanics. A Bush 
Mechanic can fix any kind of  machinery with whatever is 
at hand. Trust ‘em, they know what they’re doing. 

We camped by a river for the night. The “river” was actually 
a bone-dry wash. Vic disappeared down the wash, fishing pole in 
hand. The younger fellow Bruce followed his girlfriend around 
as she looked for water. After a couple of  minutes, she stooped 
down and dug a couple of  holes in the sand. By the time she 
came back with some plastic jugs, the holes had filled with water. 
I couldn’t believe it. 

“Abos know all sorts of  stuff,” said Bruce, aware of  my 
astonishment. She started a fire and began cooking some dinner, 
a few weathered pots and pans balanced on some rocks that sat 
right in the fire. Vic returned fifteen minutes later with two fresh 
fish. He tossed ‘em out on a flat rock, gutted them, and sliced 
them head to tail, opening them out like books. 

“Nah eers samthin’ ya dant see iffray die,” said Vic, grinning. 
He cut the heart out of  the fish, and set it on a stump. It was still 
beating. “Tough ‘uns, these,” said Vic. “Their arts’el keep on 
beatin’ af  en owa afta yav cut ‘em aht! S’truth!” 
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Once the fire burned down to coals, Vic laid the two fish right 
in the fire, cooking them in their own skins. When they were 
done, we pulled ‘em out and picked the meat off  the inside of  
the charred skin with a fork. Hot, juicy, and delicious! 

 Vic, Bruce, and Liz decided to camp for a few days, so in the 
morning I headed back to the road. It wasn’t long before I got a 
ride with two sturdy young women. They were sisters, just 
returned from a tour of  Amsterdam, and they filled the rest of  
the day with lively conversation as we neared Darwin. 

“Where ya stayin’?” asked Ronnie, the younger (and prettier) 
of  the two. 

“Don’t know,” I said. “I’ll have a look ‘round when I get to 
Darwin.” 

“Come stay at our place,” said Fiona, the elder. “We rent 
rooms in town from an old woman. I think she’s a room 
available right now. We’ll introduce you.” 

“Right. That’ll do me,” I said. 
“That’s settled then,” she said, as we bounced from the dirt 

track onto the first paved road I’d seen in days. We drove 
downtown, and pulled up in front of  a pub. “Time for a beah,” 
she grinned. And in we went. 

We were enjoying our beers, when Fiona says to me in a very 
loud voice, “So, how long is it?” 

“How long is what?’ I asked. 
“You know,” she said. “How long is it?” 
“I never really measured it,” I said, red in the face. 
“Tike ‘er oam and let’er see for ‘erself !” exclaimed somebody, 

and everyone laughed. We drank up and headed for the house. 
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Upon arrival, I was promptly introduced to the landlady, 
who’d lived in Darwin these last fifty years. On the strength of  
the girls’ recommendation, I was immediately accepted and 
became an established member of  the household. Fiona and 
Ronnie lived there with their gay brother, Roy, who was a bit 
fonder of  me than I would have liked. 

The very next evening, the four of  us were sitting on the sofa 
watching the tele, when Ronnie came up and grabbed me by the 
collar. “C’mon,” was all she said. She towed me to her room and 
wore me out. Her sister followed suit the night after. But I drew 
the line at Roy. 

The following week I found a job at the local hardware, 
stacking wood and selling paint. On my day off, I haunted the 
yacht harbor looking for a ride to Singapore. I didn’t have to 
wait long. 
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Sumba 

Karl and his wife Hilda owned the “Zarathustra”. I met them 
in the immigration office, where I was getting a visa for 
Indonesia. They needed an able crewman, and I needed a ride. 
We quickly agreed that I would sail with them through 
Indonesia’s eastern islands for a few months, eventually stepping 
off  in Singapore. A week later, the three of  us sailed north for 
the island of  Sumba. 

When we reached the north coast of  Sumba, we were in need 
of  provisions. We anchored in a little bay, and prepared to go 
ashore. The villagers came out in dugout canoes and waved and 
marveled at the fiberglass hull of  our sailboat. They kept 
running their hands along the smooth sides, tentatively at first, 
and then very excitedly began talking amongst themselves. It was 
decided that our captain must go ashore immediately and meet 
the village chief. The captain accepted their invitation and we 
motored our little zodiac up on the beach and followed our 
newfound friends into town. 

After much ceremony it became clear that we were expected 
to buy something as a gesture of  friendship. I bought a bunch of  
bananas and proceeded to pay a lot more than they were worth. 
The captain later explained to me that I was an idiot, as now 
they would expect us to overpay for all of  our provisions. 
Undaunted, I set off  for the village with my backpack, prepared 
for several hours of  shopping and bargaining. 
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My job was to buy fresh food for the boat. Food doesn’t keep 
well on tropical voyages, even in a propane refrigerator. I made 
fresh bread, consumed precious canned goods sparingly, and 
bought fresh fruit, vegetables and meat as we went along. In the 
market, I found a woman with two woven bamboo baskets full 
of  chickens, and after squeezing a few and reaching a price, 
tucked one under my arm for dinner. 

Now, carrying a live chicken in no way resembles carrying 
home the cellophane-wrapped, plucked, pre-cut packages you 
pick up at an American supermarket. The bird is alive, and 
warm, and it looks you in the eye. The market lady recognized 
my difficulty immediately, and patiently showed me how to take 
firm hold of  the chicken’s feet and tuck its head under my arm 
so all it saw was the comfortable darkness of  my armpit. Thus 
positioned, the chicken calmed down immediately, making little 
clucking noises as I strode along. 

Traveller’s Note #51: Don’t Name Your Chicken 

Never name your chicken, or anything else you hope to 
eat. When the time comes, it’s a lot easier to cut “its” 
throat than it is to murder your friend, “Lucy”. 

By the time we reached the boat my chicken and I were pals, 
and now I faced the prospect of  murdering my friend. I stepped 
to the fantail, bent her head back, took out my sailor’s knife, and 
slit her throat. 
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Those of  you who’ve never slaughtered an animal cannot 
possibly imagine how much blood there is in a chicken. Luckily, 
having taken a stance at the rear of  the boat, most of  the blood 
fell into the sea. It was over pretty quick, though it seemed a lot 
longer. I left the carcass on the deck, and put some water on to 
boil. About 15 minutes later, I plunged the headless chicken into 
the boiling water. A short soak, and all the feathers came out 
with an easy pull. I gutted my bald chicken, fired up the hibachi, 
and prepared for a tasty dinner on board. 
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Rindja 

The time had come to make our transition from the Flores 
Sea to the South China Sea. The islands of  Indonesia stretch 
east-west along the equator, spanning more than a thousand 
miles of  ocean. Between each of  the major islands lies a narrow 
gap, a potential crossing from south to north. We had chosen to 
make our crossing between the islands of  Rindja and Komodo, a 
couple of  remote eastern islands, separated by a mile or so of  
shallow coral. 

The captain decided we should make for Rindja, and anchor 
offshore in a small bay. I was very excited, as the entire island 
was one small volcano, uninhabited, and the wildest place I’d 
ever been. I would discover later how wild it was! 

That afternoon, I decided to do some snorkeling. I put on my 
mask and fins, and dropped over the side into the warm, clear 
water. I took a deep breath, and headed for the bottom, 15 feet 
below me. The bottom was black volcanic sand, and as I swam 
along, incredibly colorful fish swam with me, unconcerned with 
my presence. I felt like I’d entered an aquarium, like the ones 
children kept at home back in Michigan when I was a boy. The 
neon fish glowed so brightly against the jet-black sand that the 
whole scene took the magical quality of  a velvet painting. 

Mesmerized, I glided along, turning slowly around, gazing at 
the fish and the water and the bottom and the sunlight and the 
surface. The surface! The water was so incredibly clear and the 
fish so incredibly beautiful I had completely forgotten that I was 
fifteen feet below the surface. My body had not forgotten, and 
my lungs suddenly said “Breathe! Now!”  

To Find Out  |  Page 159



I turned and kicked hard for the surface, but it was too late. 
Three feet from the top I sucked in an entire lungful of  salt 
water. Coughing and choking, my face broke into the air and I 
coughed and spit and struggled until I could finally breathe 
again. I continued along the surface, the water almost as 
transparent as air, until a small shark showed up. I figured it was 
time to trade in my flippers for my boots, filled a canteen with 
water, and went ashore. 

The shore was mostly rock, with sharp lava ridges radiating 
from the central volcano down to the water. The valleys held 
lush growth, little jungles with densely crowned trees and little 
streams running down the middle, occasionally broken by sheer 
waterfalls of  a hundred feet or more. Where the fresh water met 
the sea there were frequent mangrove swamps. I followed the 
stream-bed beside me, and was soon hiking in the shade of  a 
jungle of  tall trees. Suddenly, something came crashing down 
through the branches, hit the ground, and scampered off ! First 
one, then another, grey monkeys, the size of  schoolchildren, kept 
dropping out of  the trees, and ambling off  through the forest. 
They didn’t seem to care about me, so I followed them down to 
the river. The monkeys were lounging around in small groups, 
relaxing on flat rocks in the sun! Quite the social event! I figured 
I’d not been invited, so I headed back into the jungle. 

I couldn’t make much progress through the thick plant 
growth, so I took to the ridges and made my way along the 
coast. Every now and then I came across small piles of  bones. I 
stopped and looked one over. They looked like deer bones. What 
would live on an island this small and yet was large enough to 
eat deer? 
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I was beginning to get hungry, so I headed down toward the 
sea. I lowered myself  over a ten-foot ledge, and dropped onto a 
stone beach. The beach was all stones, worn down by the water 
into smooth ovals like flattened baseballs. There was a lone, dead 
tree halfway down the beach. I looked out to sea. There were 
two dugout canoes, with two or three locals in each. They were 
standing in their boats, shouting and waving and pointing 
excitedly. “How friendly!” I thought. I waved back, but they just 
kept shouting and pointing. Finally, I looked down the beach 
again. 

Suddenly, I understood what all the shouting was about. A 
gray lizard, 6 meters nose to tail, was standing on the stony 
shore, just beyond the edge of  the mangroves. He was just like 
the lizards I played with as a child, but 20 times larger! And he 
was looking at me. 

Traveller’s Note #52: Seeing and Believing 

From time to time, one is confronted with the 
unexpected. The eyes are untroubled by this, but the brain 
suffers a shock. When you see something difficult to believe, 
don’t panic. It might be true, after all. 

I couldn’t go back the way I’d come. The ledge was 10 feet 
high. I thought about making a swim for the boats, just 30 
meters offshore. Maybe this lizard could swim. What about the 
tree in the middle of  the beach? Maybe this lizard could climb. I 
could just run past him and escape. Maybe, on all this loose rock, 
he’d have me for lunch. That certainly explained the deer bones. 
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It was a Komodo Dragon. I didn’t even know such things 
existed. I stood still and watched him. He stood still and watched 
me. Now and again, he’d flick his tongue out, and then it would 
slide easily back between his jaws. That was all. I just waited, 
thinking all the while what to do. 

After about 10 minutes, the Komodo, perhaps bored by the 
situation, turned his head sharply, took one last look at me, and 
then bounced quickly into the mangroves. He covered the 
distance in a couple of  seconds. I waited another 10 minutes or 
so, and then slowly edged along the beach, keeping my eye on 
the spot I’d last seen him until I reached the hill at the far end. I 
scrambled up the hill, bounded across the ridge, and the next 
ridge too, not stopping till I saw the boat, anchored just offshore. 

I didn’t even bother to shed my clothes, but ran right into the 
water, boots and all, and swam as fast as I could to the fantail. I 
hauled myself  out of  the water, gasping, and tried to tell the 
captain what I’d just seen. 

“Wow!” he said. “You saw a Komodo Dragon!” 
“When were you going to tell ME about them?” I asked. He 

just shrugged. 
The next morning we set sail for the Flores Sea. The islands 

of  Komodo and Rindja bracket a narrow passage between the 
Indian Ocean and the Flores Sea. Because of  the narrow 
passage, and the large bodies of  water to the north and south, it 
is common for the waters between the two islands to have 
whirlpools and currents in excess of  10 knots. 
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Toward midday, our northward progress reduced to a 
standstill. We had wind, and with the diesel we were making 
almost 8 knots through the water. But looking down through the 
clear water to the coral below, it was clear that we had actually 
begun sailing BACKWARD relative to the islands. We entered a 
whirlpool as big as the boat, and she suddenly swung a full 90 
degrees to port! The nose dropped and the whole boat 
shuddered as the water gripped her and sucked down hard. It 
was unbelievable. 

Once free of  the whirlpool, I looked at the captain, and he 
looked at me. We weren’t getting anywhere this way. He then 
suggested something I hadn’t even considered. Since we were 
sailing backwards, we could improve our progress by throwing 
out the bow anchor! I did so, and once the anchor took hold our 
hull speed pegged the meter at 10 knots! We were doing better 
holding still! We settled down for lunch, and after a few hours 
the tide changed and sent us surging on our way. 

To Find Out  |  Page 163



Jakarta 

By the time we reached Bali, the captain had decided to put 
me ashore. It might have been because I ate too many slices of  
his prize salami, or it might have been the time he went hiking 
and returned to find his wife and I bathing naked in a river. 
Whatever the reason, we parted in Denpasar, and I secured deck 
passage aboard a tramp steamer owned by the Pelni Shipping 
Lines bound for Java. 

When I reached Jakarta, I realized what an idyllic life I’d 
been living for the last three months. People were jammed 
together in dense slums, the streets were open sewers, and people 
bathed and shit in the same river. The Imperial palace was a 
run-down concrete box, patrolled by thin, scruffy, guards in 
tennis shoes with Russian AK-47 rifles in their hands. I wonder 
if  they gave them any bullets? 

I hated Jakarta. I got a second-class train the next day to 
Jogjakarta. Jogja was a small town in the south, a favorite with 
hippie tourists for its inexpensive teahouses and tasty traditional 
restaurants. 

Traveller’s Note #53: Crowding 

People from the West, especially those who didn’t grow 
up in a major city, have a concept of  personal space that 
doesn’t apply in the crowded places of  the world. People 
will appear all around you, and press up against you, even 
on top of  you, if  space is tight. Get used to it. 
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A truly beautiful Indonesian woman caught my eye. She was 
about twenty, and dressed in the most beautiful, intricately 
colored clothing I’d ever seen. Her sarong was wrapped tightly 
around her in the simple, traditional way. She glanced back at 
me now and then, but both of  us were afraid to speak. A middle-
aged dentist saw what was going on, and took it upon himself  to 
introduce us and serve as a translator. In no time at all, he had 
arranged for us to go on a date together the following day to the 
famous temple, Borobudur! 

I hired a carriage the following morning to pick up my date. I 
found that her aunt and her sister were coming along as 
chaperones, an old custom I could do nothing about. We all 
caught a bus to Borobudur, an ancient temple carved out of  
volcanic stone. Intricate carvings and buildings were everywhere, 
and there was a large stone Buddha completely enclosed in a 
sort of  spherical stone cage. The legend states that if  you can 
reach through the cage and touch the Buddha’s belly, you will 
have a fortunate life. I reached in and rubbed the Buddha’s belly, 
but I would have preferred the belly of  my lovely Indonesian 
lady. 

The next day, I sat down outside my “tourist hut” to brush 
my teeth. I had been in Indonesia for several weeks, and was 
really getting tired of  brushing my teeth with tea. I decided it 
wouldn’t hurt to brush with ordinary water, so I rinsed my 
mouth with well water from a dipper and spat it out. I spent the 
next three days never out of  sight of  the bathroom, and paid for 
my mistake. 
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Sumatra 

Returning to Jakarta, I decided that the island of  Java had far 
too many people and far too little to do, so I bought deck 
passage on a Pelni freighter bound for Sumatra. 

Traveller’s Note #54: Deck Passage 

Deck passage, or “steerage” means you don’t have a 
cabin. You stake out a piece of  deck with your possessions 
and hold it until arrival. The toilet and other amenities are 
shared by everyone. Eat or drink whatever you brought with 
you. 

The deck of  the freighter was jammed full of  travelers of  all 
sorts. I met a young man about my age, traveling with two 
beautiful hippie girls. We teamed up, marked off  a small 
rectangle with our bags, and kept watch over our things and 
each other during the voyage. The time came when the girls had 
to use the bathroom. The bathrooms for steerage class were 
filthy, and both men and women used them as needed. Given the 
situation, I found myself  on guard outside the stall when either 
of  the girls needed to use the toilet. They slept in between Jim 
and I, whenever we could get some sleep, our sleeping bags all 
crowded into a pile in the middle of  our “space”. 
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When we reached the shore, we decided the four of  us would 
travel together for a while, so we boarded a bus for “Pulau 
Samosir”. Samosir Island is an island in a large lake in the 
mountains of  Sumatra. It is the home of  the Batak people who, 
less than a century before had been cannibals. The Batak had 
built magnificent cabins, towering A-frames of  heavy ironwood, 
with tall, peaked roofs and steeply sloping walls. For a few 
rupiah, one could rent accommodations for a week. For a few 
more rupiah, they would bring you food and take care of  your 
laundry. We rented two rooms, for we had become couples, and 
made plans to hike over the top of  the island and down to the 
village on the opposite side. 

There were no vehicles on the island, so everything and 
everyone went on foot. As a result, the trails were excellent, 
broad and well maintained. We packed food and water, a couple 
of  maps, and headed up the mountain. 

Traveller’s Note #55: Polar Mapping 

There’s more than one way to look at things. In most 
places, maps are laid out in “Cartesian”, or rectangular 
grids. On tropical islands, the terrain is often a simple 
volcanic cone. In such places, they generally use “polar”, or 
radial coordinates. You are either going “up 
island” (toward the center) or “down island” (toward the 
sea.) 
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It took us much longer than we expected to reach the 
mountaintop. On top, we found ourselves in a beautiful, dense 
forest of  ironwood and banyan trees. It would be dark, pretty 
soon. We met a fellow named “Derringer”, who offered to put us 
up in the loft of  his place. We joined him for supper, which 
consisted of  roasted corn. They let the fire burn down to hot 
coals, and just threw the corn, still on the cob, into the hot coals! 
Tasted great. Reminded me of  popcorn! 

The next morning we rose early and began our descent to 
Pangaruran. Pangaruran was a tiny village, little more than a 
small hotel for tourists and a short pier where the ferry could 
stop on its twice a day journey around the island. My new friend 
Amy and I spent most of  the day walking down to the village, 
and elected to share a room at the hotel. 

The rooms were just bamboo huts with open-air ventilation 
and simple beds. Sanitation amounted to walking to the 
outhouse on the balcony, which hung over the pigsty. One could 
squat over the hole in the floor and hear the snorts of  hungry 
pigs below. Primitive. 

We had a basket of  fruit, which Amy placed on the small 
shelf  that hung on the wall. That night we turned in early, she 
on one side of  the small room, and I on the other. Sometime 
during the night, I awoke to the sounds of  scratching and 
scurrying. Alarmed, I removed my sarong and stood up in my 
bed, swatting the floor forcefully. After a minute or two, I 
ventured across the floor and lit a candle. 

I didn’t see anything in the room, and was about to turn back 
to bed, when Amy gasped and pointed at the shelf. The basket 
was overturned on the floor, and the fruit had large bite marks. 
Rats! Amy practically leaped from her bed to mine, spending the 
rest of  the night curled up tight next to me with her head tucked 
against my bare chest. 
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In the morning we caught the ferry back to the mainland. 
There I kissed her good-bye, and boarded a big old bus headed 
west toward Bukit Tinggi. A local man of  some prominence 
asked me if  my guitar was for sale. I had begun to run short of  
cash, and it looked like a chance to lighten my load a bit. I had 
already sold my backpack and most of  my clothes. The bus (and 
everyone on it) sat still for almost an hour as we haggled. He 
apparently was quite well to do, and ended up offering me about 
$100, which was almost what I had paid for it back home. 

I was now down to the clothes on my back, a canteen of  
water on a shoulder strap, some leather sandals, and a cheap 
steel wok, which I tied with a string around my neck and wore 
on my back like a turtle shell. When I needed to eat, I would buy 
rice and fresh vegetables in the nearest market, build a small fire, 
and cook the rice and vegetables together, resting the wok on a 
circle of  stones in the fire. I ate directly from the wok, scooping 
up the mixture of  rice and veggies with my fingers and putting it 
into my mouth. Afterwards, I walked down to the riverbank and 
scoured out the wok with wet sand, and then rinsed it in the river 
before throwing it on my back again.  

To Find Out  |  Page 169



Bukit Tinggi 

I had become a mendicant, a traveling holy man, and I took 
to walking from place to place on the road. As I approached 
each village, the children came running out to meet me, all 
talking at once and taking my hands and leading me to the 
center of  town. There, the old men would look me over, and 
invite me to sit and talk with them awhile. It seemed a great 
honor to be the household that invited me to stay a few days, 
and I was always offered a roof  and a place to sleep wherever I 
went. 

Traveller’s Note #56: Economics 

People who don’t have much, don’t expect much. Accept 
what you are given, but remember to give something back. 
You may find that you have things of  value to trade which 
you never thought of  before. 

For my part, I would go wherever I was welcome in the 
evenings, and tell stories of  my adventures to anyone who 
wanted to hear them. Everyone seemed quite satisfied with this, 
and I got plenty of  opportunities to practice my “Bahasa 
Indonesia” and participate in the local culture. 

As I approached Bukit Tinggi, a young man in a jeep pulled 
alongside me and began talking with me in English. 
	 “Where are you going?” he asked simply. 
	 “Bukit Tinggi, I think,” I replied, not altogether sure 

where I was exactly. 
	 “Who are you?” he asked, this time in a very friendly 

voice. 
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	 “I’m Steve Cavin, an American,” I said. 
	 “And I’m Tenny Mardi, of  Sumatra,” he declared. “Why 

don’t you stay with me a few days, and I’ll show you around?”  
I accepted immediately and climbed into the jeep. It was 

actually a Toyota Land-Cruiser, fully outfitted. We drove into 
town and took a narrow dirt road up the mountain to Tenny’s 
house. 

Apparently, Tenny was a sort of  prince, his father being a 
man of  importance in Sumatra, and judging by photos at the 
house, his family owned most of  Bukit Tinggi. His father had 
been a high-ranking officer in the army, and had been part of  
the “Gurkhas”, a British regiment during World War II. He 
showed me to a spacious room. After a shower to wash most of  
the dirt off  me, I joined him for ride around the countryside. We 
stopped at the stables, where he showed me several of  his finest 
horses, and then we went into town for dinner at an open-air 
restaurant. 

We spent a couple of  days, driving or walking during the day 
and having long philosophical or political discussions in the 
evenings. Tenny was a big fish in a small pond, and he yearned 
to get out and see the world. I envied his wealth and power, and 
he envied my freedom. 

A couple of  days later he drove me to the equator. We had 
dinner in a small local restaurant, and he waved good-bye, 
headed back to Bukit Tinggi. The equator was marked by a line 
drawn across the roadway, and two cement pillars, one on each 
side. Atop each pillar was a stone globe of  the earth, with a line 
drawn around its middle. The equator. 
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It was getting late, but I was determined to spend one night 
of  my life sleeping on the equator. I mentally extended the line a 
short distance off  the road, stretched out in the grass, and went 
to sleep with my head in the northern hemisphere and my feet in 
the southern hemisphere. 
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Singapore 

I hitchhiked and walked another day or two. I was walking 
along the shoulder of  a narrow two-lane mountain road, 
watching the tall grasses wave in the wind. I had given away all 
that I had. I had no home, no belongings, no friends or family. I 
was free. This was the moment I had dreamed of, the day I 
would finally be happy. 

But I wasn’t. 
I began to examine the situation. As I thought it over, I 

realized that a solitary life, free of  cares or responsibilities of  any 
sort was very nice. Nothing more. It was then I realized the 
purpose of  life. 

Traveller’s Note #57: The Purpose Of  Life 

The purpose of  life is not about attaining freedom, 
acquiring stuff, or doing great things. The purpose of  life is 
loving and being loved. 

Carefully, I considered what to do. At last, I turned around, 
and headed for the port of  Medan. It was time to return to the 
world.  

I reached Medan by early evening, and came across a small 
church. I knocked on the door, and asked if  I could spend the 
night there. I was invited to stay as long as I needed. The next 
day, I went down to the port to make arrangements for “deck 
passage” on a ship. A freighter was bound for Singapore in two 
days’ time. Ticket in hand, I returned to the church. In return 
for lodging I taught the local schoolchildren some English 
lessons. 
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On the evening I was to depart, I went early down to the 
docks and sat and watched with fascination as the men skillfully 
worked small cranes and old-fashioned cargo nets to lower 
palettes of  burlap sacks full of  palm oil pellets through a large 
opening in the deck into the hold of  the freighter. 

The night was warm and dark, and the scene was lit by 
several kerosene lanterns. The smell of  palm oil, sweat, diesel 
fuel, and cigarette smoke mixed with the earthy smell of  the 
jungle nearby, and the smell of  the sea. The men spoke in rapid 
bursts as they fastened the crane’s large steel hook to loops in the 
ropes, which passed under the palettes and lifted them into the 
air. 
	 Finally all was ready. I strode up a small metal gangway, 

and presented my ticket. The first mate showed me to my cabin, 
and I showered and settled into clean cotton sheets for a good 
night’s sleep. 

The following morning I was asked to come down to a small 
dining area for breakfast, where I met the only other two 
passengers on this voyage. 

“Good morning,” I said, as I sat at the table across from a 
man and woman who’d already begun their breakfast. “I’m 
Steve.” 

“I am Richard Marks,” said the man, somewhat annoyed, 
“and this is my wife, Maria.” They were both fairly young, thirty 
at most, well dressed, and clearly Americans. 

“I’m going to Singapore,” I said. 
“Yes,” he said. 
“I’m planning to continue on to Hong Kong.” 
“Yes,” he said. 
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I thought maybe I’d better shut up for awhile and began to 
focus my attention on my fried eggs. After a long silence, I 
decided to try again. “What are you doing in this part of  the 
world?” 

“I am writing the constitution for Micronesia,” he said. At last 
we’d found a topic he was interested in; himself ! He continued 
on, describing the details of  laws and the personal challenges 
overcome, etc. I finished my breakfast. 

“Great!” I said, getting up, “Let’s talk more later.” We never 
spoke again during the three-day voyage. I took my dinners 
standing at the fantail, eating “akan asin” (salt fish) and “nasi 
goreng” (fried rice) with the crew. 

When we arrived in Singapore, a small motorized craft came 
out to where we were anchored in the harbor, and a small 
Chinese man came aboard to admit me. We sat down at a small 
table, and he began with a few questions. 

“How long will you stay in Singapore?” he asked. 
“I don’t know,” I said. 
He frowned. “Where will you stay in Singapore?” he asked. 
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll look around for a place when I get 

ashore.” He frowned again. 
“Where will you go when you leave Singapore?” he asked. 
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll think about that later.” 
He stopped, and stared at me. “If  you won’t tell me where 

you are going when you leave Singapore, then you will not enter 
Singapore.” 
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I looked back at him. “Okay,” I said, “I’ll go to Saigon.” I 
waited for him to write it down. “No, on second thought,” I said, 
“I’ll go to Manila.” He erased the previous entry, and wrote in 
my new answer. “No,” I continued, “I guess maybe I’ll go to 
Kuala Lumpur.” He took a deep breath, and slammed the book 
shut. 

“Fine!” He said. “You stay on this boat today. I’ll come back 
tomorrow, and we’ll try again.” He got up abruptly and left! 

Traveller’s Note #58: Rules 

Nearly all rules are bullshit. They are written and 
enforced by people who think they need to control you. Do 
what is necessary, but never let them get to you. 

The next morning, he returned. I’d learned my lesson. 
“Where will you stay in Singapore?” he asked. 
“I’ll stay at the Hilton,” I said. 
“How long will you stay in Singapore?” he asked. 
“One week,” I said. 
“Where will you go when you leave Singapore?” he asked. 
“Hong Kong,” I said. 
“Fine!” he exclaimed, and stamped my passport, good for 3 

days only. 
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In Singapore, I found a shipping company and booked 
passage to Hong Kong in a week’s time. I found a cheap hotel 
and got a nice hot shower, and a bite to eat. My visa would run 
out before my ship was ready to leave, so I made my way 
downtown and found the Immigration office. It was closed, so I 
spent the rest of  the day looking around. Singapore was a 
modern city, and everything was clean and new. They kept all 
the noodle shacks and brothels out of  plain view, on the 
backstreets. I walked past a few, and saw beautiful young girls, 
fourteen or fifteen at most, lounging around in flimsy underwear. 
I felt fascinated, and sorry. Mostly sorry. 

The next morning I was at the front door of  the Immigration 
office at 8:00 AM. The doors opened at 9:00 AM, and I walked 
up to the desk. 

“Yes?” said the uniformed officer. 
“I’d like to extend my visa,” I said. He took my passport, and 

motioned for me to sit down. 
“We’ll call you when it’s ready,” he said. 
I sat down in the row of  chairs, and waited. An hour passed. 

Two hours passed. People came and went. Finally, I returned to 
the desk. 

“How about my visa?” I asked. 
“We’re working on it,” he said, and gestured for me to sit 

down again. 
Then I noticed a large mural painted on the wall at the back 

of  the room. It had a cartoon picture of  a man, with hair down 
to his shoulders. Beside the man’s head, in five languages 
(English, Malay, Chinese, Tamil, and French) were written the 
following words: 
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PERSONS WITH LONG 
HAIR WILL BE ATTENDED TO 

LAST. 
Ah, I thought, that was it. Even though my hair was barely 

over my ears, somehow they knew I was a hippie, and they were 
going to make me pay for it. Lunchtime came, and went. The 
afternoon was long and hot. By 4pm, I was the only one left in 
the office. At 4:55pm, five minutes before closing, they called me 
to come up to the desk. 

“Here’s your visa,” said the officer. “Three days.” Three days 
was not enough to last until my ship arrived, so on my final day, 
I walked across the bridge from Singapore to Malaysia, spent the 
evening “chasing the dragon” with some local opium smokers, 
and returned to Singapore for another 3-day visa. 
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Hong Kong 

My ship arrived in Hong Kong on a hot August morning, the 
humidity and haze giving everything a magical quality. We had 
followed the coastline and passed several islands before dropping 
anchor in the “Fragrant Harbor”. We were crowded in with 
other small ships off  Hong Kong Island, the large container 
ships and tankers having moved on to the docks and cranes 
along the mainland. A small boat came out, my papers were 
stamped, and they took me ashore. 

The British had leased Hong Kong from China in 1900, with 
a promise to return it 99 years later. When I arrived in 1977, the 
British colonial influence was still very much in evidence. While 
the government workers and police were local Chinese, the 
department heads, policies, uniforms and so on were clearly 
British. Hong Kong currency carried a portrait of  the Queen of  
England, and all government-erected signs were printed in both 
English and Chinese. 

I found the mixture of  East and West exotic and curious, a 
wondrous mixture of  English culture and Chinese practicality. I 
had no difficulty finding my way, and soon boarded a ferry to 
take me to Kowloon, on the mainland. On the way over, I struck 
up a conversation with an attractive Australian woman, about 
my age. I asked her where to stay and where I might find work. 

Traveller’s Note #59: Worrying 

It’s useless to worry about the future, for it never comes. 
It is worthless to worry about the past, for it has gone, and 
will never return. Pay attention to now. That way, you 
may be prepared to benefit from whatever happens next. 
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“Well,” she said, smiling, “I work at the English Tuition 
School on Nathan Road.” She sized me up a bit. “You can get a 
bed at the Hong Kong Youth Hostel, if  you like. Lots of  us stay 
there.” 

What luck! I’d been in Hong Kong less than an hour, and I 
already had a place to stay and a job opening! “Really!” I said, 
“What kind of  work?” 

“It’s an adult education school,” she said. “Local Chinese can 
get a promotion if  they improve their English, so they pay us $8 
an hour to practice with a native speaker. You don’t need 
credentials, just a reasonable command of  the language.” 

“I don’t speak Chinese!” I said. “How can I teach?” 
“You don’t need to speak Chinese,” she said. “They already 

speak English. They just want to speak better. I’ll introduce 
you!” The ferry had reached the dock. She took my hand. 
“Come on!” she laughed, and we strode off  the boat into 
Kowloon. 

A few blocks from the Star Ferry, we walked along Nathan 
Road, amidst the towering office buildings and densely crowded 
sidewalks of  downtown Kowloon. Julie led me into what 
appeared to be a small side door, and we took the two-person 
elevator to the fourth floor. We stepped out into a small foyer, 
where a pretty Chinese woman was sitting at the front desk, 
answering calls on an old-fashioned black rotary telephone. 

“This is Lisa,” said Julie. Lisa glanced up at me. I still had on 
my traveling clothes, and was still wearing my backpack. She 
took one look, and went back to her work. A small, middle-aged, 
mostly bald Chinese man in a wrinkled black suit approached. 

“This is Mr. Wong,” said Julie, then gesturing toward me, 
“and this is Steve Cavin. He’s interested in a teaching position.” 
Mr. Wong appeared not the slightest put off  by my appearance, 
or my age. 
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“Can you speak English?” he asked simply. 
“Yes, I grew up in America,” I offered. 
“Fine,” he said, shaking my hand, “you’re hired. Can you 

start today?” 
“Sure,” I said. “I just need to drop off  my things and get 

cleaned up”. 
“Come back tonight, seven o’clock,” he said. “You will be 

teaching Miss Law.” That was it. I thanked him, shook his hand, 
and Julie and I squeezed back into the tiny elevator and headed 
off  for the youth hostel. 

At the youth hostel was the usual throng of  foreign travelers. I 
was assigned a bed in the men’s dorm, showed the kitchen and 
the showers, and asked to present my passport. My name and 
I.D. duly entered in the register, I was left to wander about the 
main room, striking up conversations with whoever happened by. 
Frankie, the head of  the house, took a liking to me and offered to 
teach me some Cantonese. The others were young; mostly 
Americans and Australians, and we traded stories of  our 
adventures throughout Southeast Asia. 

I threw my sleeping bag out on my bunk, took a shower and 
changed my clothes. I wrote a few letters to friends and family 
back home, describing my journey to Singapore and entry to 
Hong Kong. Through the open windows I could hear the busy 
traffic below, and I could smell the pungent sandalwood incense 
wafting in from the other residential floors. Everything was 
simple and clear; I had a clean, cheap place to stay, a tourist visa 
for 30 days visit, and a job to go to that very evening. A feeling 
of  calm satisfaction made its way through my senses. This was 
what I’d come here for. 
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That evening, I showed up for class. Miss Law and I were sent 
to a room with two chairs and a small table. Miss Law was an 
attractive young woman, very self-assured and clearly well 
educated. I asked her a few questions about her home and her 
family. She seemed pleased, and answered each of  my questions 
in perfect English with little accent and no apparent difficulty. 
After speaking to her for almost an hour, she thanked me and 
left.  

Why, I wondered, would an attractive, well-educated woman 
who already spoke perfect English be interested in paying to 
converse with me? Over the next few days, the answer became 
clear. Young women who hoped to immigrate to America 
needed a way to qualify for entry. As the wife of  an American, 
they would be guaranteed a visa, and a “green card”. Eventually, 
they would be allowed to apply for citizenship. Once that was 
secured, they would be entitled to bring their family to the U.S. 
as well. But, how to meet eligible young American men? 

Miss Law, and others, made their intentions known. They 
might brush their hand against mine when looking at the 
newspaper, or bump their foot against my leg beneath the table. 
Small things, to be sure, but when accompanied by soft vocal 
tones, and subtle facial expressions, they conveyed well enough 
what was involved. Unfortunately for Miss Law, I had someone 
else in mind. 
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While waiting for my students to arrive, I sat on the sofa and 
chatted with Lisa, the receptionist. She had an excellent figure, 
beautiful features, and a provocative low voice. Her jet-black hair 
was pulled up, forming a fine line along the clear, pale skin along 
her neck. We were exactly the same age, and I frequently asked 
her if  she might join me for coffee or a bowl of  noodles in one 
of  the street stalls in the alleys nearby the school. She 
consistently refused. After several such exchanges, she informed 
me that she had no interest in me whatsoever; I was noisy, 
sloppy, and irritating. I persisted, growing ever more enchanted 
with her exotic beauty, and challenged by her refusals. 

Finally, she said, “Look. If  I go out with you, just once, and 
then I tell you I don’t like you, then will you leave me alone?” 

“Certainly,” I lied. “Come with me for dinner and a walk on 
the Peak.” The Peak was a large park on the peak of  Hong 
Kong Island. There was a walking path along the Peak that 
afforded a breathtaking view of  the colorful lights of  downtown 
Hong Kong at night. 

We took the Peak Tram, a funicular railway from Hong 
Kong’s Central District up the steep mountainside to the 
terminal at the top. I bought her a fine dinner I couldn’t afford 
at a lovely restaurant overlooking the city below. Things were 
going well, but rather slowly, from my point of  view. She agreed 
to go for a walk with me in the park. We had just one umbrella 
between us, and it began to rain. She pressed closely against me, 
for warmth and shelter, and our stops at the viewpoints became 
longer and more frequent. I took the opportunity to kiss her 
several times, and by the time we finished the loop, it was clear 
that she’d changed her mind about me. 
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Having missed the last tram back down, we had no choice but 
to hail a taxi and head down the mountain. She said some things 
to the driver that I didn’t understand, and when we came to a 
stop we stepped out in front of  a moderately priced hotel. We 
had become lovers! 

The next morning we woke late, showered and dressed, and I 
reluctantly kissed her good-bye and paid for a taxi to take her 
home. I caught the “tunnel” bus and headed back to the youth 
hostel for a little sleep. I didn’t know it yet, but I had fallen 
deeply in love with the woman who was to become my wife. 

Ching (Lisa’s Chinese name) and I were together ‘most all the 
time after that. She took me on bus tours to the beach and the 
Chinese border, train trips to the Temple of  Ten Thousand 
Buddha’s, and the like. She was uncomfortable about public 
displays of  affection, so I taught her Morse code and tapped out 
“I Love You” in the palm of  her hand while we rode together on 
the bus. One night, after walking her home to her apartment in 
North Point, I asked if  I could sleep over. She refused. I told her 
that if  she didn’t let me come up, I would climb up the eleven 
floors on the outside of  the building. She believed me, and we 
took the elevator up to her room. 

Waking next to her the following morning, I wrote this poem: 

Wai Ching 

Sunlight, south window shine, 
Slaps my unwary eyes, 
 Still fresh from sleep. 

Arms and leg blend with mine. 
So quietly she lies, 

No promises to keep. 
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We move and break in time. 
Smiles need no reason, 

Saying more than we can speak. 
To love in pantomime, 

Living in the proper season, 
Sacrificing as we seek. 

Falling in love was not what I’d expected, and I was not 
prepared for the thought of  settling down and getting married at 
the age of  twenty-one. I decided to run away, and so told Ching 
I was leaving, and probably not coming back. I got a plane ticket 
for Taiwan, and left the following morning. 
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Taipei 

The flight had been quite short, just an hour or so, a quick 
hop across the South China Sea to the island of  Formosa, also 
known as Taiwan, or the People’s Republic of  China (R.O.C). 
The first things I noticed were the signs. Unlike Hong Kong, the 
signs were written exclusively in Chinese. No British influence 
here, no English names or lettering on shops, streets, or buses. 
My first afternoon, I left the youth hostel and went for a short 
walk, becoming hopelessly lost and unable to ask for directions, 
since I had no idea how to pronounce the Chinese characters for 
my street or hostel. After that, I learned to carry instructions in 
Chinese wherever I went, and always carried a business card 
from the hostel in my pocket. 

The market for English “teachers” in Taipei was not as strong 
as it was in Hong Kong. The schools were few, and wages were 
not much better. Someone at the youth hostel mentioned they’d 
heard that the money was much better in Japan. I decided to 
spend a few days touring in Taiwan, and move on to Tokyo. 

Someone suggested that I should visit “Lion-Head 
Mountain”, a Buddhist monastery in the countryside. I took the 
bus, and it dropped me at a small bus stop on a narrow road, at 
the foot of  a very long, steep set of  stone steps. It took me almost 
an hour to climb to the entrance to the monastery. I knocked on 
the door, and was admitted by a monk in saffron and red robes, 
with a shaved head. 
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The accommodations were modest, a cot with a bathroom at 
the end of  the hall. Meals were three times a day, vegetarian, 
mostly rice with some egg in the morning and some rice and 
cooked vegetables in the evening. I took long walks around the 
grounds; visiting shrines with stone Buddhas carved into the raw 
rock of  the mountain itself. At night, the monks would chant, 
and I went a few times to sit and listen, though I didn’t know 
how to chant myself. I stayed for three days, and caught a bus 
back to Taipei. 

One evening, I went with some friends from the youth hostel 
to an alley in the open-air market downtown. The alley was 
crowded with shops and food stalls. I came to a stall that had a 
snake, over six feet long, stretched across the front. A thin rope 
had been tied around its head and tail. A local man saw me 
looking at the snake, and offered to treat me to a drink. This 
time of  year, the local people drank snake blood mixed with 
Chinese wine, to “fortify” themselves for the winter. It was as 
much a dare as an offer, and I wasn’t about to back down. 

With a tiny knife, they slit the snake from head to tail, and 
drained the blood from the main artery that ran the length of  
the snake. The blood was divided into two glasses, and then filled 
with wine to dilute it. My host raised his glass, and offered me 
the kidneys. I declined, and raised my glass to my lips. We both 
drained our glasses, and he looked at me for a reaction. The 
blood coated my throat, and stuck to my teeth and gums. It was 
the most unpleasant thing I’d ever tasted. Desperately, I searched 
the stalls nearby until I found one that sold fresh pineapple juice. 
Three tall glasses later, I began to feel better. My host had a 
good laugh, and I had a good lesson! 

Traveller’s Note #60: Strange Food 
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Try whatever is offered. If  they can eat it, so can you. 
Don’t ask too many questions about what it is or where it 
came from. Sometimes it’s better not to know. 

Taipei was crowded and gray, and the money wasn’t good, so 
I followed up on a tip I heard at the youth hostel, and caught the 
next flight out for Tokyo. 

To Find Out  |  Page 188



Tokyo 

At the Narita airport I stopped to look at a subway map. I 
spotted an international youth hostel along the Shinjuku line and 
found my way to the subway. It was late afternoon, so I was 
packed in with half  the population of  Tokyo, backpack and all.  

Traveller’s Note #61: Population Density 

The Japanese, at least in Tokyo, live in a crowded, 
high-density world. They have somehow found a way to 
remain polite, clean, and soft-spoken despite the constant 
shortage of  personal space. Western culture, in this regard, 
seems primitive by comparison. 

Despite the fact that everyone was packed in tightly, my fellow 
passengers were able to ride along without bumping into me. As 
a courtesy for foreigners, all of  the subway stations had their 
names posted in English. I got off  at my station, and after a 
short walk and a few wrong turns I arrived at the youth hostel. 

 I set my things on my bunk, and received instructions on 
traditional Japanese bathing. Instead of  a shower, I was shown a 
low plastic stool, a hot and cold-water faucet, and a dipper. In 
Japan, you sit on a stool, fill your dipper with hot water, and 
pour it over your head. Then you soap up, and pour more water 
over yourself  until you have rinsed clean. That’s it. They have 
baths, but you don’t use them to clean your body. Baths are for 
soaking and relaxing, once the body has been cleaned 
thoroughly. 
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Breakfast at the youth hostel took some getting used to. No 
bacon and eggs, oatmeal porridge, or toast and fruit. Instead you 
received a bowl of  rice noodles in a hot broth, with a raw egg 
dropped right in the middle. It came with a thin sheet of  dried 
seaweed, which I learned you could throw into the soup, if  you 
wished. After a few days around town, I discovered hot soup 
with buckwheat noodles, called “soba”, or steamed white rice 
with chicken curry, were available almost everywhere, any time 
of  day. These soon became my staple diet. 

I spent several days and the rest of  my money trying to find 
work as an English teacher. The Japanese government had 
recently cracked-down on private schools and foreign English 
“teachers”, and everywhere I went they refused to hire me 
without the proper credentials (and a work permit). I began to 
think I might starve. 

Back at the youth hostel, a fellow gave me the telephone 
number of  Darrel, an American teacher. I called, and we agreed 
to meet. He was married to a woman from Hong Kong, and felt 
that we had much in common. I told him my situation, and he 
offered to let me stay with him at his house for a few days. 

At his house, I took a real hot bath, for the first time in 
months. It felt wonderful. Using the last of  my cash, I called Bill 
Hunter back in Louisiana, and asked him if  he’d like to join me 
in Japan. He said it would take him about a week, but he’d be 
there. I told Darrel, and he agreed I could stay until Bill arrived. 
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Darrell was headed to Kyoto to visit a friend, and he invited 
me along. When we got to Kyoto, I was invited to go to a 
traditional Japanese bathhouse. I went in with my friend, and 
noticed that there was nowhere to put my clothes. Instead, we 
approached a counter where a middle-aged Japanese lady was 
standing, surrounded by shelves loaded with plastic baskets. She 
handed us each a basket. We walked over to some benches, took 
off  all of  our clothes and put them and the rest of  our 
belongings in the basket. When I returned the woman took the 
basket and put it on the shelf, handing me a small plastic tag 
with a number on it. She wasn’t the slightest bit hesitant about 
taking a good look at me, head to toe, apparently to satisfy her 
curiosity. 

On the way to the bathhouse we stopped and washed 
ourselves thoroughly, sitting on plastic stools and pouring dippers 
of  hot water over our heads. In the main room, we settled into a 
large bath (about the size of  a small swimming pool) with several 
other guys and enjoyed soaking in the hot water. I spied a small 
tub of  turbulent bubbles, off  to the side, built into the floor. 
Above the tub was a sign, with lightning bolts and Japanese 
writing. I couldn’t read the notice, but it looked like a Jacuzzi, so 
I slid in to give it a try. 

My muscles began to ripple and pulse, involuntarily. I thought 
there must be a short circuit, and I was being electrocuted! I 
shrieked, and jumped nearly straight up about four feet, flopping 
down on the floor like a fish. 
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The Japanese looked at me, momentarily startled, and then 
began to laugh good-naturedly. Freaked out, I asked Darrell 
what had just happened. He stopped laughing just long enough 
to explain that the tub was equipped with “electro-stimulation” a 
current that worked like massage to loosen and relax the 
muscles. For the rest of  the night, they would occasionally point 
at me and laugh uproariously as they recounted to their friends 
the story of  the silly Gai Jeen. 

When Bill arrived in Tokyo I explained that I was in love with 
Lisa Choi and had to return to Hong Kong right away. He 
agreed to loan me the expenses, but suggested we do a little 
touring first. 
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Hokkaido 

We caught a train and then a ferry to Sapporo, on the 
northern island of  Hokkaido. Like most Japanese cities, the 
streets were clean, and the whole place looked like it had been 
built last night. The crosswalks at the intersections made little 
electronic birdcalls on the green light, so even the blind knew 
when to cross safely. 

We got a bus to take us to Wakkanai, the northernmost point 
in Japan. I stripped for a quick bath in the cold sea. We gazed at 
the outline of  some islands off  the coast. Russia. We thought we 
might see better if  we hiked up on some nearby hills, so off  we 
went. As we reached the top of  the hill, we were met by what 
appeared to be Japanese military police. They didn’t speak 
English, but it was clear that we were to shut up, get in the jeep, 
and go with them. Together, we rode to headquarters. 

“What are you doing on a military base?” asked the officer, 
once we had been seated at his desk. 

“We didn’t know,” I said. “We just wanted a better view of  
Russia.” 

“And what have you to do with Russia?” he asked. 
“Nothing!” said Bill. 
The officer frowned and sized us up. We were just what he 

thought we were, a couple of  ignorant tourists from America, 
wandering around oblivious to rules and everything else. 

“Take them to the gate,” said the officer, flatly. The MPs 
drove Bill and I to the front gate, and left us there to walk back. 

To Find Out  |  Page 193



Returning to Tokyo, we repacked our bags, bid Darrel and 
his wife farewell, and headed south on the Shinkansen “bullet 
train” for Mount Fuji. The cars were clean, spacious, and very 
comfortable. A soft-spoken young Japanese woman was wheeling 
a cart down the aisle, loaded with snacks and “bento” lunches in 
white Styrofoam boxes. Bill and I were hungry, so we motioned 
for her to stop. 

“Makata shita won tonka kudesai?” she smiled politely, 
gesturing to the cart. We had no idea what she had said. 

“Do you speak English?” I asked. 
“No Englisi,” she said, smiling sweetly. 
Bill and I looked at each other. I pointed at the box lunches, 

with their closed lids. 
“Ah! Tonka wita wan donsu ishi?” she asked. We gathered 

there was more than one kind of  meal. Thinking about our 
experience on airlines, we supposed she might be asking “beef  or 
chicken”. Bill went first. 

“Moooooooo,” said Bill, doing his very best bovine 
impression. 

The woman laughed, and quickly covered her mouth with 
her hand. “Hai!” she said, and passed Bill a box. Bill opened it, 
and it was grilled beef, with rice. It was my turn. 

“Cluck, cluck, cluck!” I squawked, flapping my arms. She 
nearly doubled over with laughter. She barely kept it together 
enough to hand me a box, giggling in spite of  herself. I opened 
it. Chicken with rice. It worked! 

When we arrived, we asked directions for Mount Fuji. The 
women at the news and tea stalls pointed the way, but not until 
each one got to tug once on Bill’s bushy beard. By the time we 
reached the trailhead for Mt. Fuji, it was already late afternoon. 
We decided to spend the evening at a local inn. 
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Traveller’s Note #62: Indoor Heating 

The Japanese do not heat entire rooms in their houses 
or inns. Instead, everybody sits around a low table, draped 
with an over-sized tablecloth. Your feet fit into a well in the 
floor beneath the table. A small iron pot of  hot coals is 
brought in and placed beneath the table, keeping everyone’s 
feet and legs toasty warm. 

Bill and I thanked our hosts, and slipped off  to an adjacent 
room to fall asleep on the tatami floor, snuggled beneath thick 
quilt covers. 

“Goodnight, Bill,” I said. 
“Goodnight, Steve,” said Bill. “And good-night Mrs. 

Calabash, wherever you are.” 
Bill and I rose early the next morning. Our hosts had 

prepared two bento-box lunches for us to take with us on the 
trail. We left our backpacks with them, and started up the trail to 
the top of  Mt. Fuji. After and hour or so walking, the dirt and 
gravel trail gave way to gray cinders. The trail was like a freeway, 
having been beaten down all summer by the trampling feet of  
thousands and thousands of  tourists, all eager to see the summit 
of  “Fuji-San”. 

It was already mid-November, and as the day progressed and 
we climbed higher, clouds and fog began to appear around us. 
The air grew cold and moist, and we put on our raincoats and 
kept trudging up the mountain. After a few hours hiking in a 
freezing rain, we reached a level spot in the trail. A simple, 
wooden sign, written in several languages, announced: 

“Fuji Summit – 3776 meters” (12388 feet). 
“I can’t see a thing!” I said. 
“Me neither!” said Bill. 
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We took a couple of  pictures, and then sat down for lunch. 
We opened the Styrofoam boxes and looked at the teriyaki 
chicken and boiled rice. Included in each box was a pair of  
wooden chopsticks. We took the chopsticks out of  their paper 
wrappers, and prepared to dig in. The cold had gotten to our 
fingers, however, and neither Bill nor I could manage to lift even 
a mouthful without dropping it all over the place. 

“Shit!” said Bill. 
“Shit!” I said. I tossed the chopsticks aside, curled my fingers 

into a claw, and scooped up small handfuls of  food, shoveling it 
into my mouth. I still dropped quite a bit, but it worked well 
enough to fill me up for the journey back down. 

On the way down, I realized that by shuffling my feet I could 
“ski” down the ashen slopes, and so we were able to reach the 
trailhead again in no time. We gathered up our things and 
headed south for Shikoku. 

Shikoku was a lovely place, with rocky pine forests sloping to 
a calm inland sea. Kyushu was flat. Bill and I were picked up by 
a businessman who owned a “Dice Cakie” factory near 
Kagoshima. He took us home to meet the family. From 
Kagoshima we caught a ship to Okinawa, where I picked up 
some beautiful shells on a quiet beach that looked liked they’d 
been hand painted. I was desperate to return to Ching, so we 
caught the next plane back to Hong Kong. 
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Hong Kong (The Return) 

When Bill and I landed at Kai Tak airport, I had an 
astonishing experience. The runway length and orientation, 
combined with Hong Kong’s steep, sloping terrain, meant that 
the final approach involved flying BETWEEN several large 
skyscrapers. I looked out my cabin window, and saw a family 
sitting down to dinner in their 20th floor apartment!  

Once on the ground Bill and I breezed through customs and 
found our way to Kowloon, and checked into the YMCA. 
Spartan accommodations, to be sure, but I had other things on 
my mind. One thing, actually. I quickly showered and dressed, 
and hurriedly walked the six blocks to the English Tuition 
School. I swallowed hard, and stepped out of  the elevator on the 
4th floor. Lisa was seated at the front desk, just as before. 

Traveller’s Note #63: Focus 

Most people, under the age of  forty or so, approach life 
as though it was about them, personally. You may decide 
whatever you wish, but the world may decide differently. 

“I’m back!” I said, wide-eyed. 
“So?” Said Lisa, flatly. 
 “I’ve come back for you,” I declared, to everyone present. 
“You left,” said Lisa, “and I moved on.” 
“But, Lisa, I love you!” I pleaded. 
“Go away!” she said. “Leave me alone.” 
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I stared at her in disbelief, then slowly turned and retreated 
into the elevator. By the time I made it back to my room at the 
YMCA, I was a complete mess. 

“What happened?” asked Bill. 
“She won’t take me back!” I cried. 
“Are you sure?” asked Bill. 
“She told me to go away and leave her alone!” I sobbed. I 

crawled into bed, and just lay there staring at the ceiling. 
“I’m real sorry, Steve,” said Bill. 
There was nothing more to say. I just lay there, all night, 

crying over the unbearable loss. Thinking didn’t help, and not 
thinking didn’t help either. Sometime during the night, I finally 
got a little sleep. When I woke up in the morning, Bill was gone. 

Later that morning he returned. He looked at me, cautiously. 
“Go see her,” he said. 
“She told me to leave her alone!” I cried. 
“I went and talked to her this morning,” said Bill. “She asked 

how you were doing, and I told her you cried all night.” 
“She told me to go away!” I protested. 
“Since when did you ever do what anyone asked you to do?” 

said Bill. “Go see her. Go now.” 
I quickly showered and threw on some fresh clothes. I made it 

to the school without even noticing anything else, and found 
myself  walking up to Lisa at her desk. 

“I told you to leave me alone!” she said. 
“I don’t want to leave you alone,” I said. I leaned over the 

desk. “I love you, Wai Ching!” 
“No!” she said. 
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“YES!” I screamed, and brought my hand down hard on the 
desktop. The wooden desk was covered by a solid, quarter-inch 
sheet of  glass. Cracks radiated from the point where my fist had 
struck the desktop. I had shattered the entire surface. 

“Let’s go outside,” she said slowly. We went down to the alley 
where they sold noodles. 

“You left!” she said. 
“I love you, Ching! Please give me a chance. Ngaw m’wui lay 

hoi lay.” I had learned the phrase from Frankie months before; it 
meant, “I will not leave you.” 

“We’ll talk tonight,” she said. 
That evening I walked her over to the YMCA and sneaked 

her into my room. We made love on my bunk, Bill having 
strategically evacuated for the day. Laying there, I had an idea. 

“Marry me,” I said. 
“What?” said Ching. 
“Will you marry me?” I asked. She looked dubious. 
“Are you crazy?” she asked. 
“Look,” I said. “You can travel with me for a year. I’ll provide 

you with an open airplane ticket, so you can return to Hong 
Kong whenever you want. If, after a year, we still want to get 
married, then we’ll go to America and get married. What do you 
say?” 

She looked at me. “Alright,” she said, “but if  I don’t like it, 
I’m going home!” 

“Sure,” I said. And that was settled. Now I just had to tell Bill 
we’d have a new partner in our travels. And, I had to figure out 
how to get Ching out of  Hong Kong. It wasn’t going to be easy. 
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Macau 

Bill took the news without much surprise. There was no way 
to add Ching to our itinerary for Russia, so we’d have to leave 
her a plane ticket and meet up with her a month later in Athens. 
Meanwhile, it turned out that she had no travel documents at all. 
No passport, no driver’s license, not even a birth certificate. I’d 
have to start at square one. 

The next day, I went to the Hong Kong Immigration. They 
explained that in order to get a British passport, Ching would 
first need a Hong Kong C.I. (Certificate of  Identity). In order to 
qualify for a Hong Kong C.I., she must have been living 
continuously in Hong Kong for the last five years. She had only 
been living in Hong Kong for three years. I would have to try 
her birthplace, the Portuguese territory of  Macau. 

Macau, like Hong Kong, was actually a Chinese territory and 
port, on lease to Portugal until the year 1999. Portuguese traders 
and naval vessels had controlled Macau for much of  its early 
history. In modern times, it had become the home of  several 
large gambling casinos, sort of  an Asian Las Vegas. Businessmen 
and tourists would take the two-hour hydrofoil from Hong Kong 
and spend a few days playing Blackjack, fan-tan, and many other 
casino games. 

I decided to go with Ching to Macau, in order to get a 
Macau C.I., as the next step in getting her some traveling 
papers. I suggested that we visit her parents’ place in Macau, so I 
could ask their permission to marry her. 

“I don’t think that’s a very good idea,” was all she said. 
“Why not?” I asked. 
“Well, I don’t think they’ll like you very much,” she said. 
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“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I’ll still marry you. But I need to 
at least meet them and ask.” 

“Okaaaaay,” she said, shaking her head. 
We took the overnight ship to Macau. Cheaper than the 

hydrofoil, and much more romantic. The next day, I was 
standing outside her parents flat. Her mother came to the door, 
and let us in. She said nothing whatsoever, and refused to even 
look at me. She sat down on a chair, locked her jaw, and looked 
at the floor. Ching and I sat on the sofa in the living room, while 
her father spoke with her in Chinese. I couldn’t understand what 
they were talking about, but he finally nodded his head, and 
Ching and I headed for the door. 

Outside, I asked her what had happened. 
“Well,” she said, “my dad asked me if  I was sure I wanted to 

marry you. I said yes, I was sure. He said okay, as long as I was 
happy.” That was apparently about the best I could expect for 
now, so I let it be. We headed off  for the Macau Immigration 
office. 

Traveller’s Note #64: Immigration 

Immigration offices are just the same, everywhere. They 
take a person, with all their unique history and rich 
complexity, and reduce them to a piece of  paper. They’ll 
trash your hopes and dreams, then apologize while 
explaining that there’s nothing they can do about it. 

The Macau Immigration office was a small crowded room on 
the corner of  a two-story building, next to a store. The officer 
inside was Portuguese, and he explained that he couldn’t give 
Ching a Macau I.D. card because she’d been living outside 
Macau for more than two years. 
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“But, Hong Kong Immigration won’t give her an I.D. 
because she hasn’t been living in Hong Kong for five years!” I 
complained. “That means nobody will give her an I.D. That’s 
not fair!” I said. 

He looked at me, and he looked at Ching. “Do you love her?” 
he asked. 

“Yes,” I said. 
“And you love him?” he asked looking at Ching. 
“Yes,” she said. 
“Just a minute,” he said. He sat down at a desk and quickly 

typed up a letter. Then he brought it to us. “This is a letter that 
states that Wai Ching has been living in Macau for the last five 
years,” he said. “You’ll need two witnesses.” He reached for a 
pen, and signed his name at the bottom. “Chong!” he shouted at 
the office boy, “Come here.” Chong walked over to the desk. 
“Sign this!” said the officer. 

“I don’t even know them!” he objected. 
“Sign it, now!” said the officer, glaring at the office boy. 

“Right here!” 
The boy signed. We got our Macau I.D. 
The next day, we took the hydrofoil back to Hong Kong. 

Ching had to get back to work, and I had to visit the Portuguese 
Consulate. The consulate was in the Central District, on Hong 
Kong Island. I wore my best clothes and smiled brightly as I 
walked up to the counter. 

“Can I help you?” said a pretty Cantonese secretary. 
“I’ve come to apply for a Portuguese passport, for my 

fiancée,” I said. 
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“Here,” she said, handing me a stack of  forms, “fill these out 
and bring them back to me.” I sat there for a while, filling out 
the forms, and handed them in. 

“We’ll contact you,” she said. 
“I’ll wait,” I said. 
“You can’t wait!” she said annoyed, “It could take weeks.” 
“I’ll wait right here,” I said and took a seat. 
All day, I sat there. Every so often, she’d look up long enough 

to glare at me, and then look back at the desk again. 
The next day was the same. On the third day, she looked 

quite cross. 
“You can’t come and sit here everyday,” she said. 
“I’m only here until I get a passport for my fiancée,” I said. 

“After that, I’ll take here home with me to America.” 
She went back to her work, annoyed. Just then, an amazing 

thing happened. A very official-looking gentleman walked 
through the office. He was young, well dressed, and had the look 
of  someone important. I stood up, and called out to him: 

“Please!” I said, “Help me!” 
He stopped for a moment, apparently weighing his response. 

Then he turned, and walked over to the counter. 
“How can I help you?” he said, pleasantly. 
“I’m in love with a girl from Macau. I just want to marry her, 

and take her home with me to America. But I need for her to get 
a Portuguese passport.” He looked me right in the eye, and 
smiled. 

“Show me what you have so far,” he said. I gave him all our 
paperwork. 
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“Come back in three days,” he said. “Her passport will be 
here.” 

I returned three days later, and there was a brown envelope 
waiting for me. 

“This is for you,” said the secretary, scowling. I opened it up. 
It was a Portuguese passport, with Ching’s name and photo. Yes! 

I gave Ching the passport and a plane ticket to Athens, 
Greece, plus an open return ticket from anywhere to Hong 
Kong. Bill and I packed, and got on the ship to the U.S.S.R. It 
would be 40 days before I saw Ching again in Athens. But I’d be 
waiting for her there at the airport when she arrived. 
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Khabarovsk 

When I applied for a visa in Tokyo to visit the Soviet Union, 
the Russian Embassy was very clear: 

“Before you can visit Russia, you must tell us exactly where 
you will go and where you will stay.” 

I told them I had no idea. That was not a problem. They told 
me where I would go and where I would stay! After some 
discussion, I had a 40-day itinerary for a trip across the Soviet 
Union, east to west, mostly aboard the Trans-Siberian Railway. 
A month later, we sailed from Hong Kong to Yokohama, and on 
to Nakhodka. 

Nakhodka is where they sent you because tourists were not 
allowed to land at Vladivostok, a naval base of  considerable size 
and strategic importance. At Nakhodka, we boarded a train, and 
several hours later we were checked into our rooms at the 
Intourist hotel in Khabarovsk, across the Amur River from the 
Chinese border. 

Tourists were not allowed to wander around Russia 
unsupervised. Every morning, a woman the size and shape of  a 
large refrigerator would appear in the lobby with a white glove 
and an umbrella to guide us to the official sites and tell us what 
we were seeing. We discovered that if  we lined up like penguins 
and walked toward the bus that we could veer off  at the last 
minute and disappear into the crowd with no adverse 
consequences. Thus we achieved the freedom of  the whole town. 
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Bill and I had purchased winter clothing in the China 
National store in Hong Kong, but my hands were cold. January 
in Siberia is something to be experienced in person. Anyway, we 
proceeded to look for a store where I could find some gloves. On 
the way there, I met a young university student, Oleg 
Filyutavich. He spoke English, and offered to help translate for 
me at the store.  

In American stores, the goal is efficiency. In Soviet stores, the 
goal was 100% employment. To achieve this, the store was 
arranged in a way that would take one job and spread it among 
as many persons as possible. I got in line at outdoor wear, and 
waited patiently for my turn. 

After about 20 minutes, I reached the counter and asked the 
young woman to show me their selection of  gloves. They had 
exactly one style, in three sizes: small, medium, and large. All 
black. I picked out a pair, and was handed a small ticket. The 
ticket had the code for the gloves I wanted printed on it. I then 
lined up again, at the cashier. After about 20 minutes, I got to 
the register and paid my two and a half  rubles. She gave me a 
receipt, again with the name and model and quantity on it. I 
lined up at a counter in front of  two doors that led into the 
storeroom. After about 20 minutes, I handed my receipt to the 
woman at the counter, and she disappeared for a time, returning 
with a pair of  large, black gloves. She handed them over, marked 
my receipt, and Oleg and I stepped out into the snow. 

Oleg walked with me to the Amur River, and we strolled 
along the ice. He asked me questions about America, and I 
asked him about Khabarovsk. I saw some fellows ice fishing on 
the river, and it reminded me of  home. We were so engaged in 
conversation, I failed to look down at a critical moment, and 
stepped into an ice fishing hole that had not yet frozen over. My 
whole leg went in, right up to the hip. Oleg helped pull me out, 
and I shook my leg vigorously. 
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“Come to my house,” he said. “We’ll warm you up and you 
can have some lunch as well.” I agreed, and we strode off  into 
town. 

After we had walked for about ten minutes, I stopped and 
looked at my leg. I was wearing wool pants, and the wet pant leg 
had now frozen solid, resembling an aluminum downspout. Oleg 
bent down and whacked his hands along my leg, knocking all of  
the ice off. The pants were now dry again, and quite 
comfortable. 

Oleg lived with his mother in a tiny two-bedroom apartment, 
on the third floor of  an eight-story apartment building. His 
mother was a physician, and he introduced me and we settled 
down in the living room to talk. She brought us each a bowl of  
borscht, a beet soup. It was red, and hot, and had a dollop of  
sour cream in the middle. We ate caviar spread on crackers, and 
talked a little about their lives in Khabarovsk. I really didn’t like 
caviar, but munched appreciatively and told them stories of  my 
adventures. When I found out that Oleg knew how to play 
guitar, I invited him to join Bill and I that evening after supper 
for vodka and folk singing at the Intourist hotel. 

Traveller’s Note #65: Hospitality 

People love to show you hospitality, and they especially 
like to feed you. Eat what you are given. Accept it in a 
spirit of  grateful appreciation, no matter what it tastes like. 
Smile. 

That evening, about eight or so, Oleg showed up in the lobby 
and Bill and I invited him up to our room. We had purchased 
several bottles of  vodka at the tourist store, and we took turns 
playing and singing and drinking. It was great. 
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The following morning, I awoke around dawn. My head 
throbbed, the inside of  my mouth was all glued together, and 
there was dried vomit on my chest. Oleg and most of  our clothes 
were gone. I turned and shook Bill awake. 

“Bill!” I shouted. “We’ve been robbed!” 
“Da!” said Bill. 
“Oleg is gone, and he took most of  our clothes, including my 

winter coat!” 
“Da!” said Bill. 
“I’m going downstairs to report this!” I said. 
“Da!” said Bill. 
I put on Oleg’s coat, which made me look ridiculous, since I 

was half  a foot taller and fifty pounds heavier than him. I 
stumbled to the elevator, and rang the bell at the front desk. 
When the concierge came to the desk, I tried to explain what 
had happened. I was having trouble, partly because everything 
was so blurred and partly because my mouth wasn’t working 
very well. I finally managed to explain that I’d been robbed. The 
desk clerk made a phone call, and in a short time two huge, lean 
men in grey coats and furry caps arrived in a police jeep. They 
were KGB. 

We went for a ride together in the grey dawn, the crisp snow 
crunching under the wheels as we rolled to a stop outside Oleg’s 
apartment building. They got out, walked straight to the front 
doors, and banged hard on the doors while barking something 
sharp in Russian. Every light in the building came on. 

We went in. Oleg’s mom was waiting at the door to her 
apartment, and showed the men in. They quickly searched the 
apartment, and when Oleg was nowhere to be found, they drove 
me back to the hotel. As we were leaving, I noticed Oleg’s shoes 
on the doormat, but didn’t say anything. 
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Robbery or not, we were on a schedule. The staff  collected 
Bill and I and what remained of  our belongings. The KGB 
drove us to the train station and escorted us to our cabin on the 
train for Irkutsk. I told Bill we were going to Irkutsk.  

“Da!” said Bill. 
It would be three days before we began to sort out what had 

happened to us. 
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Irkutsk 

When we reached Irkutsk, it was time to go shopping for 
some clothes. We headed out into the street in the bright, early 
morning snow and realized it was thirty-eight degrees below 
zero, Fahrenheit AND Centigrade! 

Traveller’s Note #66: Cold 

There are levels of  cold, just like there are levels of  
anything else. Above freezing, there is the damp blustery 
cold of  the first storms in autumn. Below freezing, there is 
the dry, bitter, stinging cold of  a wind blowing off  a frozen 
lake. Then there is the far-below-zero cold, a quick sub-
arctic cold that frosts your nostrils and lungs, making you 
cough from the pain. 

I took a deep breath of  fresh air, and the inside of  my sinuses 
frosted shut. I coughed, and realized that before I tried that 
again I’d better do something. I wrapped a scarf  around my 
face, and tried breathing through that. Better. 

The street was full of  people, heavily bundled up, walking 
briskly here and there. Some kids had built an icy ramp and 
were taking turns sliding down it. We followed the directions 
we’d been given at the desk, and were able to purchase heavy 
coats, hats, gloves and so on. Now, properly attired, we did a 
little sightseeing on the way back to our hotel. We saw a man 
selling ice cream cones in the street. 

“Whaddya think?” I asked Bill. 
“Gotta do it,” he said. 
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We bought two cones, and thoroughly enjoyed them, standing 
amid the snow and ice of  January in Siberia. 

It took five more days to reach Moscow. On the way, we 
shared our train cabin with another foreigner, and a beautiful 
young Russian woman named Nina. Nina didn’t speak English, 
but she did her best to smile and wave. She had large, luxurious 
breasts, being just 21 (like myself). I generally saw them well 
before I saw the rest of  her. It didn’t help that I was in the bunk 
above hers, and that she changed her clothes right below me 
every morning, all the way to Moscow 

We reached Moscow and checked into the Intourist hotel. Just 
as in Khabarovsk, we were expected to gather each morning in 
the lobby. There, a middle-aged woman with an umbrella would 
tell us the marvelous sights we could expect to see that day. She 
then would hold her umbrella above her head, and call us to 
follow her like ducklings onto the tour bus. Bill and I dutifully fell 
in line and marched single-file out of  the hotel. As we neared the 
bus, we quickly disappeared down the stairway of  the Moscow 
subway station, and thereby had the rest of  the day to ourselves. 

We rode around Moscow on the subway, stopping 
occasionally to admire the many ornate subway stations. By 
early afternoon, we’d seen a lot of  Moscow, and so we wearily 
returned to our starting point. As we approached the hotel, we 
were met on the sidewalk by an unexpected sight. It was Oleg! 
He had several items under his arms, each wrapped in plain 
brown paper. He explained that he was very sorry for his 
behavior in Khabarovsk, and had traveled all the way to 
Moscow to return our clothes and ask for our forgiveness! We 
immediately assured him all was forgiven, and invited him to our 
hotel for a drink. The three of  us entered the hotel, and rode the 
elevator up to the third floor. 
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When we exited the elevator, we noticed that the concierge 
sitting at the desk in the lobby was different than the one we’d 
seen that morning. There were several people milling about, and 
suddenly everyone turned and walked straight at us! We were 
immediately escorted to one room, and Oleg to another. A 
female police sergeant sat down next to me and demanded to 
know what I was doing with Oleg. I tried to explain the situation, 
but she insisted that I sign a police report that she had already 
prepared. I looked her right in the eye, and refused. 

“Vaht?” she demanded. “You mast saign!” 
“No,” I said patiently. “I am an American, not a Russian. I 

will not sign something I cannot read.” 
“Ees not pairmeeted!” she hissed. “Eyou mast saign za 

raypart!” She was adamant. 
“Fine,” I said. “I’ll write a report in English, in my own 

words, and I’ll sign that.” I sat quietly and stared back at her. 
“Give me a pen and some paper.” 

Traveller’s Note #67: Permission 

People (especially authorities) will try to deny you 
permission to do or not do all kinds of  things. But, you are 
free. Really. The only limits you should accept are the ones 
you make for yourself. 

They gave me pen and paper, and I began to write. Here’s 
what I came up with: 

To Whom It May Concern, 
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On January 10th, 1978, my 
friend Bill Hunter and I met a 
young Russian univers i ty 
student, Oleg Filyutavich, on 
the street in Khabarovsk. After 
he generously invited me to his 
mother’s home for lunch, I 
invited him to join Bill and I at 
our Intourist hotel, to sing, 
play guitar, and drink vodka. 

During his visit, we showed 
Oleg a parade of capitalist 
goods, including expensive 
clothes, high-tech equipment, 
and other signs of American 
excess. Eventually, we all drank 
so much vodka that we fell 
asleep. Alas, the vodka got the 
best of him, and unaccustomed 
to such wealth, he took a few 
of our clothes and other things 
and disappeared during the 
night.  

Upon realizing what he had 
done, he then proceeded to 
board a train and travel over 
4000 miles, just to apologize 
and to return our things. 
Surely, I have never before 
witnessed such honesty and 
integrity. We forgave him 
instantly; having failed to 

To Find Out  |  Page 213



an t i c i pa t e how such an 
o s t e n t a t i o u s d i s p l a y o f 
luxurious possessions would 
affect a poor, young college 
student like himself. 

It is my wish that no action be 
taken against this outstanding 
Soviet youth. Any penalty, 
however small, would be a 
travesty and an injustice and 
would only serve to weaken my 
current admiration for the 
quality of the Russian people. 
If anyone is to blame, it is 
myself, for blindly corrupting an 
otherwise decent and hard-
working student. 

Respectfully, 

Steve Cavin 
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The Russian police captain read over the statement, the 
corners of  her mouth slowly turning up in spite of  herself. When 
she had finished reading, she looked up at me with an expression 
of  understanding. “Beautiful,” she said. 
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Odessa 

We met two beautiful women on our way to Kiev. They were 
studying to become nurses at the university, and they invited us 
to drop by and observe open heart surgery. We stood in the 
“operating theater”, a balcony with a glass dome directly above 
the operating room. 

Traveller’s Note #68: Invitations 

You will occasionally receive an invitation to see or do 
something unusual. These are golden opportunities to catch 
a glimpse of  another world, of  which you would otherwise 
be unaware. Accept them. 

It was fascinating. They cut and peeled back layers of  skin, 
and used a small rotary saw to cut through the breastbone. They 
then inserted bolts and clamps and slowly spread open the 
patient’s chest. There, bloody but easily seen, was a living human 
heart. Unbelievable. 

When we reached Odessa, I saw something I’d never dreamt 
of, and will never ever forget. The movement of  the Black Sea 
prevented the water from freezing, but due to the sub-zero 
temperatures of  Russian winter, the waves that came in were 
waves of  broken ice chunks, mixed with the water. There was an 
awesome clatter as the waves of  ice crashed heavily on the shore, 
leaving small chunks in piles along the beach. Incredible. 
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After forty days and nights of  snow and ice, it was time to say 
farewell to Russia. We boarded a Russian passenger ship, and I 
stood at the bow in my heavy coat and hat in the cold breeze, 
gazing out across the water into the gray dawn as we headed 
south again, this time for Istanbul, and beyond, to Greece and 
the warm waters of  the Mediterranean. 
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Athens 

When Bill and I reached Piraeus, we strode happily down the 
gangway and caught the first taxi we could find. Once in 
downtown Athens, we began asking other travelers where to stay. 
Every big city in the world works the same way. Go downtown, 
look for people who look like you, and ask them for the local 
setup. After a moderately short walk, we found ourselves in “The 
Plaka”, a kind of  hippie ghetto in the shadow of  the Parthenon. 
We checked into the youth hostel and I began getting organized 
for Ching’s arrival. 

Bill’s friend Tony had been teaching in Athens for a while, 
and he made some time to be our tour guide in and around 
Athens. I found that stone buildings were thousands of  years old, 
olive trees grew everywhere, and most Greek food was served 
with a lot of  oil poured over it. 

On the day that Ching was to arrive, we went to the airport 
early to wait for her flight. I had given her an entire page of  
instructions on what to do and what not to do. She had never 
traveled before, and I was worried sick that she’d take the wrong 
plane, or trust the wrong person. She arrived on time, and I 
quickly hugged her and went to collect her bags. We took a taxi 
back to the youth hostel, and Ching and I stretched out on a 
bunk bed to talk and catch up. 

Traveller’s Note #69: Risk 

Travel is crowded with risks of  all sorts, especially 
when you go out of  your way to go out of  the way. Many 
people worry about this, which doesn’t change a thing. Go, 
and take what comes. 
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Ching’s mother had tried to talk her out of  going. I was a 
young, reckless, irresponsible white guy, and would break her 
heart and amount to no good. Looking at it from her mother’s 
point of  view, she was probably right. Luckily for me, love has 
little to do with common sense. 

The next day, we went up the hill to look at the Parthenon. 
Mostly still there, though a little beaten up after all those years. I 
marveled at the care and attention that must have been needed 
to carve buildings out of  raw stone. It betrayed an attitude and a 
respect for beauty that seem to have gotten lost along the way. 
Maybe we’ll find it again, someday. 

Bill and I made arrangements for a ship to take the three of  
us across the Mediterranean to Egypt. It would not be an easy 
passage. 
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Cairo 

The first night out from Piraeus, there was a storm on the 
Mediterranean Sea. Our ship and all of  its passengers rode up 
and down and up and down as the bow crashed through the 
huge waves, pounding its way eastward. Ching turned green, 
and thought she might die, but after vomiting over the rail 
several times, she settled for a general malaise and went below to 
lie down. 

Our stop at Cypress was uneventful, and a day later we 
reached the ancient port of  Latakia, Syria. We went ashore 
briefly while the ship took on provisions and passengers. To the 
locals, a 21 year-old Chinese woman proved an exotic beauty, 
and there was a lot of  attention and friendly conversation with 
some fellows our age on the street. One of  them offered Ching a 
ride on the back of  his motorcycle, and before I could say 
anything she jumped on and held on tight as they disappeared 
down the road. I paced nervously for an eternal 15 minutes or so 
until they pulled pack into view and Ching hopped back into my 
arms, out of  breath, but safe and sound. 

After another two days we disembarked at the port of  
Alexandria. It was my first view of  Egypt, a land that had 
fascinated me since I was a child. The port was 2 miles from 
town, so we began negotiating with the noisy multitude of  taxi 
drivers for a ride. They saw the two heavy suitcases in my hands, 
and the pack on my back, and demanded a very high price.  

Traveller’s Note #70: Baggage 

Some people say carry only what you need. I say, carry 
only what you absolutely, positively cannot do without. It’ll 
just slow you down. 
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Tired of  arguing, I picked up the suitcases and walked into 
town. 

When we reached the city proper, we found a shady, concrete 
hotel with rooms on the second floor and a sunny rooftop patio. 
I hauled the bags up the stairs, and paused to look at my hands. 
Both carried deep purple bruises at the base of  my fingers, 
where I had gripped the plastic handles for two miles. I cursed 
and swore, but quickly forgot my anger as Ching sat beside me 
on the bed. Bill went for a walk, and Ching and I celebrated our 
arrival together. 

That afternoon, I walked along the shore, following an old, 
broken wall to the remains of  a lookout tower. What purpose it 
had served, I could only guess. On the way back, I stopped in at 
a coffee shop. It was full of  old men, all Arabs, and they were 
sipping coffee and playing chess. A crowd had gathered around 
one of  the boards, and there appeared much lively discussion 
regarding the game in progress and what the next move should 
be. Curious, I walked over and studied the board. 

“Ah!” said one of  the players, in English, “you play 
Shatranj?” I took this to mean Chess, and nodded my head. 
“Then we must play.” The other player disappeared, and I sat 
down. There was a buzz of  excitement as our game began. 

I played well and watched my opponent carefully. In Egypt, 
there is no such thing as a private game of  chess, and bystanders 
freely discussed the current position of  both players and offered 
numerous suggestions as to what the next move should be. I 
thoroughly enjoyed playing, and had the good manners to lose 
after making a good showing. 

They treated me to several Turkish coffees, and waved a fond 
farewell as I once again took to the streets. Bill and Ching and I 
turned in early, and we caught the train the following day to 
Cairo. 
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Traveller’s Note #71: Second Class Trains 

Generally, traveling second or even third class is a 
perfectly reasonable and pleasant experience. Not so in 
Egypt. Take the first-class train. 

At the station we inquired about the train to Cairo. The man 
at the ticket window suggested first-class tickets. We said no, 
second-class would do fine. He suggested again that we’d really 
be happier with first-class tickets. We were accustomed to 
“roughing it”, so we declined again. Seeing that we were new to 
Egypt, he tried once more to sell us first-class tickets. We insisted, 
and it wasn’t until we actually stepped aboard the train that we 
began to understand. 

The first thing we noticed was that the train seats were simple 
bench seats, meant for two people in each seat, facing another 
pair across from them. However, we soon found that three or 
sometimes four would crowd into each seat. In addition, the 
racks attached to the ceiling above, originally meant for luggage, 
also served as seating for additional passengers, many of  whom 
had recently been sharing the dirt streets with donkeys and 
camels, and still carried the evidence on the bottoms of  their 
feet, which were now dangling just above our heads. The 
windows, all of  which were thankfully open, also held passengers 
sitting half  in, half  out. And to complete the picture, crowded in 
with the human passengers, were various small animals, mostly 
in baskets or cages. 

To Find Out  |  Page 222



We endured the heat and the noise and the jostling for the 
three hours it took to reach Cairo. When we finally arrived, we 
were accosted at the train station by numerous taxi-drivers, 
travel guides, and perfume salesmen eager to offer their 
assistance. We finally accepted the guidance of  a local chap who 
escorted us to a small hotel, introduced us to the manager, and 
helped get our luggage up the stairs. Relieved to be in Cairo at 
last, we surrendered to the situation and soon found ourselves 
sitting on a cool, peaceful veranda enjoying tea and biscuits. 

Traveller’s Note #72: Negotiation 

Americans tend to approach negotiation as a kind of  
contest, with a winner and a loser. Think of  it instead as a 
way of  getting to know the other person, and thereby 
arriving at a price that is appropriate for both concerned. 

Having reached a satisfactory arrangement with the manager 
regarding the terms of  our stay, we showered and went out into 
the streets to have a look about. As we emerged from our hotel, a 
mob of  children ran up to meet us. 

“Bakshish!” cried one. 
“Bakshish, uncle, bakshish!” cried another. 
They looked scruffy and poorly fed, so I reached into my 

pocket and gave each one of  them a small coin. They were 
delighted and ran off  down the street. I was feeling pretty good 
about myself, until another crowd of  children, twice as many as 
before, came running up to us. 

“Baksheesh!” they cried in unison. I gave up every coin I had, 
and then realized the truth of  the matter. 

Traveller’s Note #73: Poverty 
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Kindness is worthwhile, but it is no remedy against 
poverty. Help, but understand that your help is limited to 
what you can do. 

Another man saw the three of  us walking together. He 
followed us down the street. Then he approached Bill. 
“Whatever he is paying, I will pay twice more!” he offered. He 
thought Ching was a prostitute, I was her customer, and Bill was 
her pimp! 

We were keen to see the Great Pyramid, so the very next day, 
Ching and Bill and I rode the bus to Giza. We got off  the city 
bus, and there was Cheops pyramid, rising from the sand. 
Unbelievable! We were immediately accosted by a cheerful man 
in robes and turban. 

“Camels! Camels! See the pyramids while riding a camel!” he 
cried. 

We turned him down repeatedly, but he kept dropping his 
price. Finally, we agree to ride the camels. He then produced 
three horses! 

“These are not camels!” I protested. 
“Friend, all camels are out at the moment,” he explained. 

“We ride horses.” Ah, Egypt! 
“Alright, alright,” we said, and mounted the horses. We got a 

one-hour tour of  all three pyramids, plus the Sphinx, and got to 
ride across the sands like Lawrence of  Arabia. On the way back, 
we stopped at a large tent. 

“Why are we stopping here?” I asked. 

To Find Out  |  Page 224



“Friend, my brother-in-law sells perfume,” he said. We 
dismounted and spent about fifteen minutes in the tent admiring 
his brother-in-law’s shop and sniffing the many perfumes of  
Egypt. When we finally returned to our starting point, we paid 
our “camel” herder and set off  to explore Cheops pyramid, the 
largest of  the three, on foot. It was very impressive. 

“How long would it take to climb to the top?” I asked one of  
the guards. 

“One half  of  one hour,” he said. Then I had an idea. Ching 
and Bill and I took the bus back to our hotel. I grabbed two 
sleeping bags, and just before sunset Ching and I headed back to 
Cheops pyramid. When the guard saw our sleeping bags, he 
asked what we were doing. I told him we were going to spend the 
night up on top. 

“It is not permitted!” he said. Apparently the issue was that 
we were a man and woman, sleeping together on the pyramid. 

I reached into my shirt pocket, smiled, and handed him one 
hundred piasters, neatly folded. “Perhaps it will be alright, this 
time,” I said gently. 

He smiled. “You and your sister have a nice sleep,” he said. 
Still laughing about our “family resemblance”, a white hippie 

and a Chinese beauty climbed the pyramid (along the edge, not 
the face) and spent a beautiful night on top, admiring the stars 
and the Egyptian desert. In the morning we watched the sun 
rise, descended, and caught the bus back to Cairo. 
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Luxor 

It was an overnight train ride from Cairo to Luxor, the 
ancient city of  kings. We stepped out in the morning and were 
assaulted by flies and loud voices competing for our attention. 
We walked from the train station to a small, local hotel with four 
floors and a rooftop patio. Once settled in, we took the stairs to 
the rooftop and sat down for some sweet tea and plans for the 
day. 

The most prominent feature of  Luxor is the Nile, one 
quarter-mile wide, slow and powerful, flowing gray-green along 
the shoulders of  the desert. We determined to visit Karnak 
temple in the morning, and the Valley of  the Kings and King 
Tut’s tomb the following day. That settled, we wandered into the 
bazaar looking for breakfast and anything else that might come 
our way. We found a relatively clean spot, and sat at an outdoor 
café eating eggs and toast. The flies were so numerous and 
persistent that we gave up chasing them away and regarded 
them as condiment. 

Traveller’s Note #74: Sanitation 

You may not be ready for the amount of  dirt, shit, flies, 
and foul water found almost everywhere in undeveloped 
countries. Instead of  water, drink tea. Instead of  a bath, 
take a shower. Learn to squat, wash your hands when you 
can, and carry your own toilet paper. 
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Karnak temple was every bit as impressive as we’d hoped, 
with 30-foot-tall statues, ancient stone columns, and smooth 
stone walls filled with hieroglyphics. As everywhere else in Egypt, 
there were young men waiting at the gate offering to be our 
guide for a few piasters. We found one with a sense of  humor 
who, with a sly grin, guided us to the interior of  one large room 
where we got our first glimpse of  Egyptian graffiti. There, 
depicted on the wall, was a nobleman with all his wives, cattle, 
slaves and so on. But extending from just below his midsection 
was an erect penis that was nearly as long as he was tall. He must 
have been very popular! 

We got a boat ride in the afternoon upriver to the Aswan 
dam. I had seen enough dams before, though it was an 
interesting contrast to see modern construction in this ancient 
setting. Besides, I love boats of  any sort. 

The following day we took the ferry across the river. When we 
reached the other side, we were so tired of  being “guided” that 
we insisted on walking the road to the Valley of  the Kings 
ourselves. We got lost, of  course, and ended up asking for help. 
We were led off  in the wrong direction to a small café where we 
bought ice-cold cokes and rested our feet before setting out 
again. We visited a few tombs, including the tomb of  the boy 
king, King Tut. On the way back, some boys who apparently 
wanted to practice their English followed us. They meant no 
harm, but after a long day of  heat, dust and noise, we just 
weren’t interested. After several attempts to persuade them to 
leave us alone, Bill picked up a rock from the road and waved it 
at them, threateningly. It worked. It was the only time in my life 
I ever saw Bill Hunter threaten anyone! 
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I decided to swim the Nile. I walked down to the bank of  the 
Nile and stripped down to my shorts. Bill and Ching collected 
my clothes and took the ferry back across to the Luxor side to 
await my arrival. I swam slowly, a nice easy breaststroke, keeping 
my eye on the opposite bank. The river was almost a quarter 
mile across, and it took me almost half  an hour to swim. But the 
current was slow and steady, and by heading slightly upstream, I 
was able to make the other side without being swept too far 
downriver. Bill and Ching were waiting for me, sitting on some 
rocks on the bank. 

“You’re one crazy son-of-a-bitch!” said Bill. 
We stayed three days, and tired of  the dust and the flies and 

the heat, we returned to Cairo, on the first class train. Bill made 
arrangements for a cab to the Red Sea coast, where we boarded 
a small passenger ship bound for Jordan. 
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Petra 

The ship sailed down the western fork of  the Red Sea, below 
the Sinai, and up the other side to Aqaba. Aqaba was a small but 
modern port city. We walked the wide streets and easily found a 
nice little room to rent, near a quiet restaurant. We were 
beginning to get the hang of  traveling together; a Midwestern 
Hippie, a Hong Kong Beauty, and a Southern Gentleman. 

We got a cab the following day. It took us most of  the day to 
reach the ancient city of  Petra. Along the way, our cab driver 
insisted that we visit his home. We were invited in and sat in a 
large circle in a small room with his whole family. Tea was 
served, and we talked as best we could about our travels and our 
lives. There, like almost everywhere in the Middle East, we were 
treated as honored guests. As a parting gift, our driver presented 
me with traditional headgear; a long red and white checkered 
cloth held in place by a thick black rope coiled into a ring. At 
last, I looked like a Bedouin! 

The Greeks had carved Petra into the colorful sandstone walls 
of  a narrow canyon two thousand years before. The entrance 
was a small canyon or “wadi” that was so narrow that only a 
person or a donkey could get through. We walked. 

We had brought all our gear with us, with the intention of  
sleeping in the caves overnight. We checked out several good 
spots, and settled for a simple dry cave with rainbow-colored 
stone walls. I laid out the sleeping bags, changed my shirt, and 
prepared to do a little exploring. 

“What about showers?” asked Ching. 
“No showers,” I said. 
“What about bathrooms?” asked Ching. 
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“No bathrooms,” I said. She scowled at me, and changed her 
clothes. We met Bill outside our cave, and walked into an 
opening in the canyon where people were gathered. We quickly 
struck up a conversation with some of  the local Bedouins. Ching 
sat on a rock and posed for a picture with a little Bedouin girl 
who was selling bits of  pottery to the tourists. 

We walked here and there, admiring many of  the beautiful 
Greek-styled buildings carved right into the sandstone walls of  
the canyon. We stepped inside one, and found a local merchant 
named Mohammed selling little brass camels from a folding 
table. When he saw Ching, he was enchanted. 

“Are you married?” he asked, looking at her and pointing to 
me. 

“No,” said Ching “not yet!” She flashed him a smile. 
“I can provide for you far better than he!” he said earnestly. 
“What can you offer?” asked Ching, with a sly smile. 
“I offer one thousand camels, and one camel!” he said 

proudly. 
“So many?” said Ching, moving closer. 
“For a beauty such as yours, no price is too dear,” he said. 
“Show me!” demanded Ching. He gestured toward the table, 

slowly waving his hand over all the little brass camels lined up in 
rows. We all had a good laugh. He promised to buy us some 
breakfast in Amman some time. 

Traveller’s Note #75: Fitting In 

People are different everywhere you go, but they are 
people just the same. Just relax and join in with whatever 
is going on, and you’ll be welcome. And try not to take 
yourself  too seriously. 
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We stayed a couple of  days. On our last night in the canyon, 
the local Bedouins invited us to a party by firelight. As our hosts 
danced ‘round the fire, one of  them motioned for me to join 
him. I stood, and he handed me a white porcelain plate, and 
held up another one. He swung the plate from side to side, 
holding it with both hands, and beckoned me to follow. 
Everything he did, I did. He held it high, I held mine high. He 
held it low, I held mine low. He spun around, I spun around. He 
rubbed his left hand on the bottom of  the plate and then stroked 
the side of  his face. He rubbed his right hand on the bottom of  
the plate, and then stroked the side of  his face again. I followed, 
motion for motion. Laughter began to erupt from those who had 
gathered to watch us. He began to laugh, too. The he walked 
over and held up a silver tray, so I could see my reflection. They 
had held my plate over a candle, and the bottom was coated 
with soot. I had unknowingly spread the soot all over my face, 
and was now quite a sight! He smiled good-naturedly, and put 
his arm around me as he put the plates away. I laughed, and 
smiled back. We were now welcome among the Bedouin.  
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The Dead Sea 

We arrived in Amman, the largest city in Jordan, late in the 
morning. We checked in at a small, local hotel, and proceeded 
immediately to the immigration office. As far as the Jordanians 
were concerned, the nation of  Israel did not exist, so getting a 
visa to enter Israel was out of  the question. We could, however, 
apply for written permission to visit “the West Bank of  Jordan”, 
which would enable us to take a taxi to the Jordanian side of  the 
Allenby Bridge. From there, we would walk across the bridge to 
a bus decorated with Israeli flags that was waiting on the other 
side to shuttle us to the entry point on the border. The fact that 
people never returned from the “West Bank of  Jordan”, once 
they’d crossed the bridge, was part of  a convenient fantasy that 
seemed to satisfy all concerned. 

Traveller’s Note #76: Point Of  View 

People think they know how things are. While there 
may be in some sense an objective reality, we actually, all 
of  us, make it up as we go along. Try not to get stuck in 
your own creation. 

The border opened and closed at irregular intervals, so it was 
impossible to get a taxi from Amman without checking first and 
displaying the required permission slip. We were told we should 
expect to wait about three days until we could cross. We decided 
to use the time to visit the Dead Sea. 
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We packed our swimsuits and chartered a taxi for the day to 
take us to the shore. When we arrived, there were stone 
changing rooms, showers and toilets. We changed and tested the 
waters. The waters of  the Dead Sea are dense with concentrated 
minerals and salts. The water feels slippery to the touch, and 
after ducking my head just once, I found out how much it stung 
the eyes. One does not “float” in the Dead Sea; one bobs like a 
cork! I tried swimming, but it was hard to get my arms and legs 
deep enough to propel me in the usual way. 

I decided to see if  I could completely submerge myself. 
Sinking was quite impossible, so I dove straight for the bottom. 
Despite all attempts, swimming straight down as hard as I could, 
I was unable to get under the water! It never occurred to me that 
such a thing could actually happen. Determined, I made my way 
back to the shore and began gathering stones, the largest I could 
carry. When I had about 30 pounds of  stones, I picked them up 
in my arms and began walking into the sea. Bill and Ching 
laughed as I strode past, but I didn’t stop until I’d walked out up 
to my chin. Taking a deep breath, I proceeded to walk out 
deeper, until my head was completely under water. At a depth of  
eight feet or so, I released the stones. My body shot up forcefully, 
breaking the surface, nearly tossing me completely out of  the 
water! Amazing. 

Later Bill and I lay “on” the water, and played Hearts with a 
deck of  cards I’d brought along. No need to swim, or even tread 
water. Just lay back and bob along. We passed a leisurely day at 
the beach, and returned to Amman by taxi. 
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The next day we took the long taxi ride from Amman to the 
border. We got out and walked across the bridge into Israel. A 
bus took us to the checkpoint for entry into Israel. Bill and I got 
through the gate in no time, but there was a problem. Ching was 
from Macau, and therefore carried a Portuguese passport. 
Unlike Americans, citizens of  Portugal were not granted 
immediate visas into Israel, but were expected to obtain their 
visa before they arrived. 

They would not let Ching in. Bill and I had to go through the 
process of  legally exiting the country, and then all three of  us 
had to ride the bus back to the bridge, and walk back into 
Jordan. The Jordanians were not happy about this, but decided 
to let us return to Amman. It was then that I decided that 
borders and immigration were the stupidest things on the face of  
the earth. 
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Athens (Revisited) 

We returned to Athens on a Jordanian Airways flight from 
Amman. We got off  the plane, put our bags up on the customs 
table, and braced for the inevitable search. The Greek customs 
officer took one look at us, marked a big “X” on our bags, and 
waved us through. 

“Welcome to Greece!” he said with a toothy smile. Ah, 
Greece! 

Ching and I returned to the Plaka and got a couple of  beds at 
the youth hostel. Bill had spent enough time traveling with us on 
our “honeymoon” and elected to return to the USA. 

It had been a long day of  travel, so we stripped down to our 
underwear and climbed into bed together for a nap before 
dinner. A fairly attractive American woman about our age was 
changing her clothes on the other side of  the room. Sensing my 
interest, Ching suggested that I invite her to join us in bed. 

“Really?” I said, amazed. 
“Sure,” said Ching, in a tone of  conspiracy. 
“Okay!” I exclaimed, and started to get up. 
Ching slapped me so hard she nearly took my face off. 
“WHAT???” I screamed. 
“You were actually going to ask her!” she hissed. 
“You suggested it!” I said. “You told me to ask her!” 
“I didn’t think you’d actually do it,” she said, eyes glaring. 
She turned away and went silent. It would be hours before 

either of  us said anything. Meanwhile, I’d learned a significant 
lesson about the difference between what a woman says and 
what she means! 
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Traveller’s Note #77: Student Cards 

Most modes of  travel, especially trains and buses, offer 
a discounted rate, as high as 50% off, for “students”. 
International student cards are available (for a price) 
almost everywhere. You must present a letter from a 
university to prove you are a student. These letters are also 
available everywhere, sometimes from the very same person 
who sells the student cards. 

At the youth hostel we learned that there was a fellow in the 
alley selling student cards. We borrowed a letter from a friend, 
and went ‘round the corner for some quick mug shots and some 
creative photocopying. We presented our credentials to a young 
Greek fellow sitting at a folding table in the alley with an old 
typewriter, and he made up a couple of  student cards for us. 
These were important, as we were now able to get a 50% 
discount off  all fares on buses, trains, and boats for the 
remainder of  our journey. 

The next day we got up late, and walked downtown. There 
was a big military parade passing by, and Ching and I got as 
close as we could to stand by the road and watch. I tossed Ching 
up on my shoulders, where she could see everything just fine. 
There were modern tanks and guns, soldiers in military 
uniforms, and bands playing. Some of  the men wore traditional 
uniforms, a Greek tunic, a short pleated skirt, and narrow, pointy 
shoes. They looked a little like cheerleaders back home, and a 
little like ballet dancers. 

While we were enjoying the parade, a little old Greek lady 
came wandering up and stared at Ching up on my shoulders. 
After our experiences in Egypt, we thought she’d come to scold 
us. Instead, she looked up at Ching, smiled, and tickled the 
bottoms of  her feet, Ah, Greece! 
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Only one task remained before our departure for Israel. I 
could still feel the deep bruises in my hands from lugging Ching’s 
entire wardrobe, including several pairs of  shoes, across Egypt. I 
wasn’t going to carry a full backpack and two damned suitcases 
any further. Something had to be done. 

Ching and I sorted out the few things we really needed, 
loaded the rest into two suitcases, and walked to a square near 
the Plaka. I spread out both of  my arms and stood there like a 
tree while Ching draped coats, sweaters, dresses and pants over 
my arms and called out “for sale” to anyone who walked by. 
After an hour, we’d sold almost everything. A policeman came by 
and checked out what we were doing. He looked at us both, 
smiled, gave us a little friendly wave, and left us alone. Ah, 
Greece! 
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Tel-Aviv 

When we arrived at the Ben Gurion airport, we got our first 
taste of  Israeli security. We stood by while the inspectors opened 
every bag, every compartment. Everything that could be opened 
was opened; every container was searched. They even squeezed 
some of  my toothpaste from the tube, checked out my underarm 
deodorant, and took a picture with my camera. I removed my 
hat, my boots, my belt, and emptied my pockets. I was frisked, 
turned around a time or two, and carefully watched and 
questioned about my political affiliations and reasons for coming 
to the Promised Land. 

Traveller’s Note #78: Immigration 

Immigration sucks! Under the banner of  “security”, 
ignorant people are allowed to poke, prod, x-ray, 
interrogate, and otherwise detain the huge majority of  
innocent, well-meaning people of  the world. The fact is, 
there is no way to protect anyone from a person who’s 
willing to die for their cause. 

When we finally got through, we found an information table 
at the airport that was able to provide us with the address for a 
youth hostel where Ching and I could go and volunteer for 
assignment to a kibbutz. We caught the bus, and that evening we 
were surrounded by young people from all over the world, 
waiting their turn at the dispatch point for a spot at a kibbutz 
somewhere in Israel. 
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Ching and I were both assigned to kibbutz “Ma‘abarot”, a 
medium sized agricultural kibbutz about 40 miles north of  Tel-
Aviv. The next day we boarded a bus, and about an hour later 
we stepped off  in front of  a line of  barracks for volunteers at the 
kibbutz. Ching and I were assigned separate barracks, and were 
given some work clothes and a list of  possible jobs to choose 
from. 

The next day, Ching reported for work at the pharmaceutical 
plant, a small building that packaged pills to be shipped all over 
the world. I took a bus to the orange groves. Since I had 
experience picking citrus in Australia, I thought I’d be a natural 
in the orange groves of  Jaffa. My partner was Paul, a Frenchman 
who picked the oranges slowly and carefully, one by one. When I 
complained we were not going to make our quota, he explained 
that we Americans were obsessed with speed and efficiency. 

“When you work,” he said, “you work as hard as you can, 
picking oranges as fast as possible. You spend eight hours in the 
fields, thinking only of  reaching the end of  the day. I…” he said, 
holding up an orange, “pick each orange beautifully, one at a 
time, with full attention, and so lose none of  my time.” He had a 
point. Still, when we failed to fill one bin by the end of  the day, 
the foreman was unhappy. I decided to try fishing instead. 
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The next morning I rode out in a truck to a flat place in the 
desert with a crane and a conveyor belt. The equipment stood at 
the shore of  a large rectangular pond. When they told me I 
would be fishing in the desert, I thought they were joking. 
Instead, here was a shallow pond, and a long net with 15-foot 
poles on each end. The Israelis had stocked the pond with St. 
Peter’s fish, a freshwater pinfish with dorsal fins so pointy and 
sharp that you couldn’t handle them very long without getting 
stuck by one of  the bony spines. Two of  us would walk the net to 
the far end of  the pond, lower the net into the water, and then 
walk along opposite sides, keeping the low end as close to the 
bottom as possible and the high end near the surface. We walked 
the length of  the pond, and at the other end we gathered the two 
ends together and hooked them on a large steel hook that hung 
from the crane. The net was winched up into the air, and then 
swung from above the pond to the end of  the conveyor belt, 
where the net could be opened and the fish could spill out to be 
sorted. 

Ching and I lasted about a month at the kibbutz. We decided 
a month was long enough, working for nothing, and headed 
back to Tel-Aviv. Things were not going well between us. Ching 
wanted to try going it alone, and I was tired of  taking care of  
her. After a big fight at the youth hostel, I boarded a bus for 
Jerusalem. 

“Good-bye, Lisa,” I said. It was the first time I’d called her 
“Lisa” since we had first met. 

“Good-bye, Steve,” she said, and turned and walked away. 
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Jerusalem 

I took the bus to Jerusalem. On arrival I walked directly from 
the bus stop to the West Gate of  the old city. The greater part of  
modern Jerusalem was a modern city, very much like any other 
Mediterranean city, but the old city of  Jerusalem was wrapped 
within ancient stone walls, gates on five sides and the interior 
divided into the Christian, Muslim, Jewish, and Greek quarters. 

The old city was a maze of  narrow stone alleys and lanes, 
jammed with stalls and vendors of  all sorts. I found a stairway to 
take me up to the walkway along the top of  the outer wall. From 
there, I could look eastward through the desert sun over the 
plains of  Judea. I still had not yet adjusted to walking around in 
places whose names I knew only from the Bible. Imagine 
swimming in the Sea of  Galilee (it was a lake, actually) or eating 
pizza in Nazareth! 
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I stayed two days in Jerusalem. I wanted to get out and see 
the country, so I caught another bus to Jericho. The sign outside 
Jericho said it was the oldest continuously inhabited city in the 
world. It was mostly ruins, as far as I could see. I took a look 
around, and then hitched a ride on to Bethlehem. In Bethlehem 
I began to notice that most of  the people around me were 
Palestinian, not Jewish. I found a church erected over the very 
spot where Jesus was born. I had to bow low to pass through the 
door. As I entered, I heard a tour guide explain to a busload of  
Western tourists that the door was made low so that even kings 
would have to bow down to pass through. Good idea. I went 
down to the basement, where it is believed that the manger 
existed at the time of  His birth. Wow! I knelt down and touched 
the floor with my hand, trying to feel for myself  what had 
happened here, two thousand years before. Awed, I stepped 
outside for some air. From behind the church, I could gaze 
eastward upon the desert that stretched all the way from the hills 
of  Judea to the Dead Sea. 

I caught a ride with a truck driver to the ancient fortress of  
Masada, at the edge of  the Negev, the barren desert that fills 
most of  southern Israel. Masada was once a stronghold of  the 
tribes of  Israel. It stands atop 800 feet of  sandstone and rock, 
and was virtually unassailable as long as food and water held 
out. When I got there, they had erected a cable-driven gondola 
to carry tourists from a kiosk at the bottom all the way to the 
ruins at the top. I found an old foot trail instead, and about an 
hour later reached the top of  the bluff. The sun was nearly on 
the horizon when I got there, and I found a deer among the 
broken walls. He didn’t mind me being there, so the two of  us 
watched the sun go down together. 

Traveller’s Note #79: Imagination 
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While imagination may lead you one way or another, it 
almost never proves to be the way you thought it would be 
when you get there. Relax, and enjoy what you find, no 
matter what it may be. 

While there was still light, I quickly made my way back down 
to the bottom. When I reached the base of  the fortress, there 
appeared to be nobody around. I spotted a young hippie, like 
myself, and after a brief  discussion we decided that we couldn’t 
stay there. We knew that the Dead Sea was not far, so we headed 
east on foot. It rapidly grew quite dark, there being no lights in 
the area. I glanced up at the stars from time to time, and we 
continued east. In less than an hour we stood at the shore of  the 
Dead Sea, the sound of  tiny waves lapping at its edge. 

“Wow!” I exclaimed. “This is incredible!” We settled down 
for a simple meal and laid out our sleeping bags for a good 
night’s sleep. We lay in our bags, talking carelessly of  this and 
that, when we saw a light. 

The light was a big searchlight, mounted on the back of  a 
jeep. They swung the light over our heads, back and forth a 
couple of  times. They were talking to each other. We couldn’t 
make out what they said, but they turned around and drove 
away. Once they’d gone we resumed talking, wondering who 
they were and where they’d come from. We wondered if  they’d 
be back. We didn’t have to wait long. 

This time, there were two jeeps. They drove directly to the 
shore and stopped. The light swung over us again. We sat up in 
our sleeping bags. The second jeep had a machine gun turret 
mounted on the back. They shouted something at us, but we 
couldn’t understand. Then, we heard, in English, a voice with a 
strong Israeli accent. 
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“Who are you? What are you doing here?” they shouted. I 
thought quickly about which hand I’d rather loose. I raised my 
left hand first, then my right. 

“Don’t shoot!” we shouted. “We’re Americans!” There was a 
long pause. Some discussion, and another long pause. 

“Okay,” he said finally. “Don’t move! We are coming to you.” 
The jeep with the light fixed the beam on us, and the other jeep 
bounced toward us. They jerked to a stop a couple of  yards 
away, and looked at us, first one and then the other. They had 
rifles aimed at us! 

“Do you know where you are?” he asked. 
“The Dead Sea,” I offered. I was trying to be helpful. 
“You are on an Israeli military base!” said the soldier. We 

could see his uniform now. He was maybe 20, just like us. “How 
did you get here?” 

“We walked,” we said. 
“From where?” he said, still very agitated. 
“From Masada,” we said. 
“Didn’t you see the signs?” he demanded. 
“It was dark!” we said. “We just wanted to camp by the Dead 

Sea.” 
He just looked at us a moment longer, and then waved his 

hand. The other soldiers put down their guns. “Hello,” he said, 
amidst a long sigh. “Welcome to Israel.” He was a lieutenant, in 
charge of  border patrol against the possibility of  an invasion 
from Jordan, on the other side of  the Dead Sea. We talked for a 
few minutes about Israel, our families, and our lives. 

“Stay here!” he said, climbing back into the jeep. “Don’t go 
anywhere! In the morning you can pack up and walk out. 
Okay?” 
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“Okay,” we said. We lay down, not daring to move a muscle 
‘till morning. At dawn Brian and I walked back to the road. He 
headed for Jerusalem. I headed south, for Elat.  
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Tel-Aviv (Reunion) 

By the time I reached Elat I was sick with pain and longing. I 
stayed only long enough to shop in the market for a half-dozen 
fresh peaches, a gift for Ching, and bought a bus ticket for Tel-
Aviv. I didn’t reach the youth hostel until early evening. Ching 
was still staying at the youth hostel. I’d been gone a week, and I 
was desperate to find her, so I put the peaches in my hat with a 
love note and left it on her bunk. 

She showed up an hour later, carrying my hat and eating one 
of  the peaches.  

“I love you too, Steve,” was all she said. It was all I needed to 
hear. We rented an apartment and got jobs out in the beach area 
north of  town. She worked as a waitress at the “Singing 
Bamboo”, a Chinese restaurant, and I worked as a busboy across 
the street at the Israeli restaurant “Little Tel-Aviv”. We worked 
all week and made love all weekend. We stayed home, saved our 
cash, and by June we were ready to head north again. 

“What did you do for a week without me?” asked Ching. 
“Explored the Holy Land,” I said. “What did you do for a 

week without me?” 
“Explored Israeli men,” said Ching. I didn’t press her for 

details. 
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London 

Ching and I stepped off  the El Al flight in Athens, grabbed 
our bags, and returned to the Plaka for a quick nap. That 
afternoon we found a bus company called the Magic Bus. They 
offered “no frills” transport; downtown Athens to Victoria 
Station, London in three days, non-stop, for fifty U.S. dollars. We 
bought two tickets. 

The very next morning, we boarded the Magic Bus and 
settled in for a ride. They’d stripped out all the seats, so we just 
laid out our sleeping bags on the floor and stacked our things 
along the wall. Didn’t see much along the way, but three days 
and a ferry ride from Belgium later we got out at Victoria 
Station, London. 

We collected our bags, and headed into the train station. I 
began to look around for fellow hippies, and after a few inquiries 
we descended into the London “underground” and caught the 
Piccadilly Line tube bound for Earl’s Court.  

Traveller’s Note #80: Finding A Place To Stay 

Every major city in the world has a well-known place 
where young travelers of  limited means who are not fussy 
can find a bed. They may not be in the book or brochure, 
but there’s always someone who knows. Just go the center 
of  town, and ask. 
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We reached Earl’s Court, and began walking the long rows of  
townhouses, each with a Victorian façade and a long staircase 
leading up to the open door. We quickly found a place, a private 
bed in a shared room for ten pounds a week. We took it, 
dropped our bags, got a shower, and hung out with the other 
travelers for a while. 

Earls Court is one long street, with a hundred or more houses 
stacked neatly alongside each other on either side, the front steps 
coming right down to the sidewalk. When we got there, most of  
the houses had been bought up by oil-rich Middle-Easterners or 
the children of  wealthy East Indians who’d immigrated to 
London as former members of  the British Commonwealth. 

Ching and I decided to go look at the Queen, so we 
wandered off  in the direction of  Buckingham Palace. I saw from 
the map that Trafalgar Square was on the way, so we went there 
first. Trafalgar Square is a large cobblestone square, flanked on 
all four sides by old stone buildings, including a large post office.  

Traveller’s Note #81: Getting Mail 

Those who haven’t any permanent address can 
generally collect mail at the post office of  any large town. 
Have it sent to “Post Restante”, care of  the city you plan 
to visit. It may take a while, but the mail will catch up 
with you. It’s nice to find a letter from a friend waiting 
when you get there. 

In the center of  the square, there was a low fountain with 
four huge bronze lions, one at each corner. We climbed up on 
the back of  a lion and sat there, taking in the view. There were 
lots of  people, mostly tourists, milling about.  
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There were thousands (yes, thousands!) of  pigeons, some 
flying, some sitting, while the rest walked up and down the 
square, begging. Ching stooped to feed them some bread scraps. 
Suddenly, I heard a whoosh and then a splattering of  pigeon 
poop against my back. The pigeons had executed a strafing run, 
and only my sweater, tied neatly across my back, had shielded 
me from a direct hit. 

It was a hot day, and we thought it would be a good idea to 
strip down to our underwear and take a bath in the fountain, 
which we proceeded to do, gleefully, without much fanfare. 
Several of  the locals saw us in the fountain and decided to jump 
in as well. While we were laughing and splashing about in the 
water, I spied the approach of  a pair of  constables. Ching and I 
slipped our clothes back on, and disappeared into the crowd, just 
as the police put the grab on those who remained. 

The next day Ching and I visited the American Consulate, 
where we heard the distressing news that although Ching was 
eligible for a “visa for the purpose of  marriage to a U.S. citizen”, 
it would take three months to get it. We pointed out to the 
consulate that we really didn’t have enough money to live for 
three months in London while we waited for a visa. He pointed 
out that we should have thought of  that before coming to 
England. Maybe the British Home Office could help us. 

There was no point in arguing. We promptly took a train to 
the British Home Office to throw ourselves on their mercy. The 
British Home Office refused to grant us a temporary worker visa 
to enable us to earn a living while we waited. We explained that 
we really had no choice but to wait for our U.S. visa, and we 
didn’t have any means to survive without working. He said we 
should have thought about it before we came to England. Maybe 
the American Consulate could help us! 
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Living in the streets while slowly starving to death didn’t 
sound appealing. Robbing a bank sounded really hard to do, and 
robbing another person was out of  the question. We decided to 
get jobs and work illegally. 

Traveller’s Note #82: Working in a Foreign Country 

No one wants his job to be taken by cheap foreign labor. 
Most modern countries require a “work visa” before 
allowing a person to work legally. Most young travelers 
lack the credentials to qualify, so they are forced to work 
“under the table”, a situation in which the employer keeps 
a large share of  the wages in exchange for not notifying the 
authorities.  

Unable to work legally, we approached an “employment 
agency” in Hammersmith. The agency hired us immediately (no 
questions asked), and resold us to the Lyons Tetley Tea and 
Coffee Company. We showed up every morning at the agency, 
they called our names from a list, and we got into a van that took 
us to the factory. Ching counted and labeled jars; I moved 
palettes around with a small forklift. We worked hard and steady, 
and were well liked. 

Things were working out well. When we got our first pay 
packet (cash, of  course), we found that half  of  our pay had been 
kept by the agency. The next day, I approached a foreman who 
particularly liked both of  us, and asked if  I could speak with the 
manager. He was happy to arrange a meeting, and I found 
myself  sitting in a quiet office, waiting. A very nice lady in her 
mid-thirties entered, and introduced herself  as the floor 
manager. 

“The agency is taking half  of  our wages,” I said. “Couldn’t 
we just come and work for you directly?” 
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“Why are they taking half  of  your wages?” she asked. 
“Because Ching and I don’t have work visas. We are only 

here for a few months, working to support ourselves while we 
wait for her visa to enter the United States”, I said. 

“Hmmm,” she said. “I’ll see what we can do.” 
When we showed up for work the next day, our names were 

not called. I walked over to the dispatcher. 
“Hey, you forgot to call our names!” I said. 
“I didn’t forget anything,” he said coldly. “You told the 

manager you’re working illegally. You don’t work here anymore.” 
And that was that. Afterward, we were less foolish. We found 

another agency, got new, low-paying jobs, and never again 
breathed a word of  complaint to anyone. It wasn’t much, but it 
was enough to survive until the visa arrived. 
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Edinburgh 

“Get off !” she said. She tugged on the suitcase handle. 
“No,” I said, sitting squarely on her suitcase, on the train 

platform in Edinburgh. 
“Get off !” she repeated. “Get off, NOW!” 
“No,” I said. I kept my butt firmly planted on the suitcase. 
When Ching and I hitchhiked north from London on the 

M1, I thought we were out to see the sights. We’d see a lot more 
before we were through. 

We had taken the bus out of  London, and reached nearly the 
Scottish border by day’s end. We hiked up a hill by the roadside 
and threw our sleeping bags out onto the grass, next to a long 
split rail fence. It had been a long day, and we were asleep in no 
time. 

In the morning, when I awoke, I had the feeling we weren’t 
alone. I looked up and saw two snouts and four eyes gazing 
down at me. Two cows were lazily chewing their morning grass 
and checking us out. Ching woke up and grabbed my shoulder. 
“It’s alright,” I said. “They’re just cows.” 

We reached Scotland by afternoon, and decided to climb Ben 
Nevis. Ben Nevis is a small mountain, just over 1300 meters 
high. It is nonetheless the highest point in the British Isles, and 
we found the trailhead and set out for the top. Ching was 
inexperienced at hiking on mountain trails, and we reached an 
impasse. 

“It’s too steep!” she cried. 
“C’mon,” I said, “it’s quite safe.” 
“No, I’ll fall!” She was almost in tears. 
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I put down my backpack, and her suitcase, and began to 
stride back and forth alongside her. 

“See,” I said. “It’s perfectly safe. C’mon, I’ll hold your hand.” 
So we went, hand in hand, onward and upward into a cold, light 
drizzle. A couple of  hours of  steady walking, and we reached the 
summit. 

“Here we are,” I said, “Ben Nevis, the highest point in the 
British Isles.” 

“I’m cold!” she said, shivering noticeably, her face a bit blue. 
So was I. We immediately commenced a hasty retreat down 

the mountainside, until we neared the trailhead. There below us, 
in a quiet little hollow beside the river, was a little house. A sign 
was lit above the door, “Bed and Breakfast”. Excellent! Turning 
down the path, we presented our damp, frozen selves at the door, 
and were immediately shown a warm fire and a clean dry room 
with a big quilt on the bed.  

Traveller’s Note #83: Sleeping In The Rain 

If  you’re a traveler, you will occasionally find yourself  
sleeping outside. This is not so bad really, unless it is 
raining. A bridge or overpass often affords adequate shelter, 
or even a forest of  trees if  they are thick and close together. 

In the morning we awoke to the gentle sounds of  the river 
close by, and peeked out the window at the deep green hills and 
the sparkling water. We ate a sumptuous breakfast of  eggs and 
sausages, whole milk and scones with real marmalade and Earl 
Grey tea. We thanked our hosts profusely and headed for 
Mallaig. 
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At Mallaig we caught a ferry to the Isle of  Sky. We had spent 
most of  the morning standing by the roadway until an old 
trucker with a broad Scottish accent picked us up and drove us 
to the ferry. He and I carried on a conversation while we wound 
the rocky, narrow road. Ching didn’t say much, and later 
confided that she hadn’t understood a single word he’d said. 

We walked along a dirt road on the Isle of  Skye, hoping to 
find a market or a pub, but everything was closed. It was too late 
to get a ferry back to the mainland, so we hiked into the woods. 
We found a large, dense fir tree and put out our sleeping bags. 
As we climbed in for a good night’s rest, it began to rain. We fell 
asleep to the quiet sound of  rain falling in the forest. 

Despite the shelter of  the tree, we awoke wet, cold and 
miserable. We caught the ferry back to the mainland, headed for 
Edinburgh. 

“Get off !” she said again. Ching had decided she’d had 
enough. 

“No,” I said, sitting squarely on her suitcase, on the train 
platform in Edinburgh. 

“Get off !” she repeated. “I’m going back to London!” 
“Not without me!” I said. I kept my butt firmly planted on 

the suitcase. Exasperated, Ching glared at me and then sat 
down, too. Finally, we boarded the train, and were back in 
London by evening. 
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The Atlantic Ocean 

Ching and I picked up her visa, and spent a couple of  days in 
Earl’s Court. On a gray, foggy morning we caught the train to 
the Tilbury docks. There we boarded a Russian passenger ship, 
the “Odessa”, bound for New York. We were finally going home. 

We stopped overnight in Le Havre, France. Curious, Ching 
and I went ashore to have a look around. It was a medium-sized 
city, with small businesses and large parks. We walked around the 
park awhile, and then stretched out on the grass together for a 
nap. Ching curled up on my shoulder, and was nearly asleep 
when a local gendarme came by and scowled at us. 

“Bonjour!” I said. “Comment ca-va?” 
“Speak English!” he said. 
“Good afternoon, officer,” I offered. 
“You can’t behave like that, here!” he said, indignantly. 

“Where do you think you are, America?” 
“Do what, sir?” I asked innocently. 
“Get up!” he said. “Move along!” 
Shocked and surprised, we rolled to our feet and wandered 

back to the boat, wondering how lying together on the grass in a 
park could possibly be wrong in France. 

The very next morning, underway and bound for New York, 
we got our first lesson in shipboard etiquette from Sam and 
Rachel. Seating was assigned by cabin, and we were seated 
together at a small table in the dining room, opposite Sam and 
Rachel, an old Jewish couple from New Jersey. 

“Oh, stop it!” she said, shaking her head from side to side. 
“Stop what?” I asked. 
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“Stop kissing her and putting your arm around her while 
your are eating!” she said looking at her husband and rolling her 
eyes. 

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” I said. 
“Nauseating!” she said, in a low voice. Sam didn’t say a word, 

but tended to his poached eggs. 
Things had not improved by dinner. We came to the table, 

and sat straight, being careful not to touch each other at all. 
“Oh, please!” she sighed. “Don’t you know how to dress for 

dinner?” 
“Sorry?” I said. 
“You’re like animals!” she said. She put down her napkin and 

told Sam they were leaving. We arranged to be seated at another 
table thereafter, and were delighted to meet some young people 
who invited us to a late-night party. 

Traveller’s Note #84: Social Standards 

There are people who have strict standards of  dress, 
conversation, and conduct. The stricter the standards, the 
more they insist that everyone else follow them. Don’t argue 
with them; simply find someone else to hang around with. 

After dinner we met at the movies a whole gang of  youngsters 
and we abandoned the theater to sit around the pool on the aft 
deck, drinking and smoking and telling loud jokes. At one point 
we all grabbed the hips of  the person ahead of  us and made a 
large human caterpillar that wound its way up and down the 
ship before returning to the pool to strip down to our underwear 
and jump in for a swim. Much better! 
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Days were spent walking the decks, sunning ourselves in 
oversized lounge chairs, or sitting and playing cards at afternoon 
tea. It was relaxing, luxurious, and very grand, although the 
scenery was limited to our fellow passengers and the surface of  
the Atlantic Ocean. 

We began the approach to New York harbor during the night. 
I got up several times to look at the lights growing brighter and 
more numerous. Just before dawn, I spotted the Statue Of  
Liberty. I ran downstairs and woke Ching, threw a wool blanket 
around her, and dragged her up on the bow for the classic 
photograph; an immigrant on the deck of  a ship with the Statue 
of  Liberty lighting the way in the background. Great. 

We were allowed to eat breakfast before the ship finally 
docked, in downtown Manhattan. We stepped off  the boat and 
were nearly run over by a New York taxi. The early morning 
breeze was cold and smelled of  diesel and garbage and salt 
water. I bought Ching a coffee at the only place open, and I got 
a map and began to reconnoiter. 

To Find Out  |  Page 257



New York City 

Neither of  us had ever been to New York before, so we 
stepped across the street and headed toward the big buildings. 
After asking around a bit, we settled on the Avenue Of  The 
Americas, and got a cheap room to dump our stuff. We cleaned 
up a little, and strode out onto the sidewalk to see what we could 
see. 

Ching wanted to see the Empire State Building, and I wanted 
to see the United Nations. According to a map we got in a street 
kiosk, they were both close, so off  we went. In 1978, the Empire 
State Building wasn’t the tallest building in America; it wasn’t 
even the tallest building in New York. It was interesting 
nonetheless, and we took the elevator up and enjoyed the view 
of  the New York skyline. 

The next day, we took in the United Nations. Not much going 
on, but marvelous to think of  all of  those delegates trying to 
create peace and understanding in a world of  hostility and 
contention. Later in the afternoon, we caught a cab to the 
Bowery for an early dinner. After dinner, we decide to walk to 
Central Park. Of  course, we had no real idea how far that was, 
so after a few hours of  casual walking, we finally arrived. 

By now, it had grown quite dark, and we thought exploring 
Central Park at night might be a bad idea. So we walked over to 
the bus stop. On the pole by the bus stop were a dozen different 
signs, all for different busses going God-knows-where. After 
trying to read and guess, we figured we’d just ask the first bus 
that came along. A bus finally pulled up, and opened its doors. 
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“Excuse me, sir,” I said politely, “Which bus do I take…” I 
never got to finish my request. The driver slapped the doors 
shut, and drove off, leaving me standing on the curb, perplexed. 
I’d never seen this sort of  thing before. I looked at Ching. She 
looked back at me. Something would need to be done. When the 
next bus stopped, I leapt into the door well, bracing the open 
door with my shoulder. 

“Hey!” I growled, “How do I get back to Avenue of  The 
Americas?” 

“Number twelve,” he said, completely undisturbed. We 
waited for the number twelve, and made it back all right. 

Traveller’s Note #85: Asking Directions in New York 

Certain words are useless, even hazardous in New York. 
Things like “please”, “excuse me”, or “could you help me 
find” are to be strictly avoided. It’s best to keep everything 
short, and in the imperative. For example, “Hey, where’s 
Central Park?” expressed as a demand will suit. 

We spent three days in New York, just another crowded, dirty, 
hostile city in the world. We were only too happy to catch a bus 
through the tunnel to New Jersey. We stepped out onto the 
turnpike, and headed for home. 
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Home 

We actually had very little trouble hitching to Michigan; only 
two days from New York, sleeping along the road. It was the last 
30 miles that took most of  a day to cross. Imagine, hitchhiking 
30,000 miles around the world, and then not being able to get a 
ride in your own hometown! 

The last ride took us right to my folks’ front door. I knocked 
and my Mom came out to greet us. My Dad came home after 
work, and it was time for introductions. Everybody gathered 
around. 

“This is Ching, my fiancée,” I said. Everybody smiled and 
hugged Ching, one by one. 

“So nice to meet you at last!” said my Dad. 
“Welcome to the family!” said my brother Mark. 
“Do you like dogs?” asked my brother Mike. He held up the 

family dog, Cleo. 
“Yes!” said Ching. “Delicious!” 
Mike’s eyes flew wide open, and he yanked the dog away. We 

all laughed. Maybe he thought she would eat Cleo right then 
and there. 

Dad assigned Ching and I separate bedrooms. Ching and I 
wanted to sleep together. “Not in my house,” said Dad. We got 
an apartment and found some jobs, and on October 16th, 1978, 
we got married at the county courthouse, in our t-shirts and blue 
jeans, with my whole family there. After the wedding, we hugged 
the judge, then jumped into an old Pontiac LeMans and drove 
off  to spend the day at the Department of  Immigration and 
Naturalization in downtown Detroit. 
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I had left home with 57 dollars and a sweater, and returned 
home four years later, after circling the globe, with 11 dollars 
and a Chinese fiancée. I had wondered what the world was like, 
and now I’d found out. Not bad. Not bad at all. 
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