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FINDING AMERICA
I always thought that you couldn’t “discover” a place if there were people already
living there when you arrived. But later I realized that travel isn’t always about the
place, that the discovery is about you. Christopher Columbus might not have discovered America, but he learned an awful lot about Christopher Columbus twenty-nine days out of sight of land.
The great American story has always been about travel and exploration. When
Horace Greeley advised “Go West! Young man,” he was pointing to millions of
square miles of opportunity and places that very few, if any, people had set foot.
The American story was always about moving, going, finding; dispersing from
high densities to low ones.
I had an English professor once who said to me “There’s really only one story. You
take a man from his home, and he tries to get back.” In so much of the American
tale though it’s a question of taking yourself and making a home — leaving a

place where there is no home, bringing with you what you have on your back and
what you have in your brain. Like Jimmy Stewart in “The Man Who Shot Liberty
Valance”, you arrive in an Alien World with your books and your dreams — you
find That Place is nothing like you expected, but you keep banging into it until
either you, or the place, or both, change shape and you can fit in somewhere.
Gatsby made that journey too, from the front lines in Europe through the strata
of cultural aristocracy, looking for a shortcut to Daisy — how different then is
his bootlegging from John Wayne bellowing “Head ’em off at the pass”? It’s all
the same story.
This place, all of it, was originally Someplace Else and nearly all the people here
now are from Someplace Else. At most we have a five hundred year history. Which
is nothing. There are cakes in Italy older than five hundred years. When the
Pilgrims landed at Plymouth rock the Parthenon had been standing for a thousand years, the Pyramids three thousand more. The world laughs at five hundred
years. So what makes this place any different?
“It took Moses forty years to cross the Sinai,” my college roommate once
remarked, “I did it in two hours.” He paused, and then added, almost incidentally, looking around the room, "but I was on a bus.” This comment rang true while
I looked at maps of America. I’d crossed it dozens of times, from end to end, but

always at 30,000 feet. I’d seen the Grand Canyon all at once, and three hundred
miles of the Ohio River the same way. But I hadn’t sat at a bus stop in
Woonsocket, Rhode Island, or done my laundry in Monkey’s Eyebrow, Tennessee.
So what did I know about America?
I’d always been ashamed that Americans couldn’t find Helsinki on a map, or tell
Moldova from the Czech Republic until I found myself living on a hosue boat in
Holland, watching the TV news. The meteorologist was giving a weather report:
Fifteen degrees in Amsterdam, eighteen in Hamburg, twenty-three in Tripoli.
Twenty-three in Tripoli? The weather forecast covered a dozen countries. It suddenly dawned on me that Europe is so small, and America is so huge. The distance
between Holland and Libya is about the same as the distance between New York
and Florida. Not only did I confuse all of the Scandinavian countries, but I confused all of the square states. I couldn’t tell Colorado from Wyoming. I only had
vague notions of where Kansas was. Most of America was a blur to me. I’d never
been to a movie in Portland, or to the state of Idaho. How could I expect to be
greater than the sum of my parts if all I did was walk in small circles around the
hut I’d been born in? How could I complain about America if I didn’t know
America? And more importantly, how could I love America if I’d never met
America?
My opportunity arrived in the package of my friend, Phil, who had recently left

eight years in the Navy after a grueling stint in Iraq and wanted to move his corporeal self and all his worldly possessions from Los Angeles to Philadelphia. It
seemed obvious. I’d fly to LA, and we’d ride back together
J
Woke up this morning with a great cross country adventure yawning before me
like a chasm thinking “What the hell am I doing? I don’t want to go anywhere!”
— the fact that I haven’t taken a vacation since 2001 is indicative of just how
much I like where I live, though I like to think that it’s also tempered by my indispensability at work. But at that point, laying on the sheets in a panic staring up
at the ceiling as light drifts in through the blinds and the cats are doing their little dance around my head, with my bags packed and sitting by the door with a
plane ticket sticking out of the top pocket of my roll-on — at that point there’s
nothing to do. You started this machine, you have to ride it now.
Leaving is difficult. The English word “depart” derives from the Latin word “dispertire” which means “to divide” — to split yourself in half, leaving sometimes
your emotions in one place and your physical self in another, leaving your comforts and taking on the unknown. One of the great inner conflicts of my life is
that I really like to travel, but I hate to leave home. The thought of packing suitcases, forgetting tooth brushes, saying “goodbye” in airports, and exchanging dol-

lars for the nearly worthless currency of some third world country that looks a
thousand times more beautiful than our own drives me into a frenzy.
Apart from the Indians who were wandering around there already, Juan Bautista
de Anza was the first outsider to really explore California. Born in Mexico in
1736 he spent much time in the Sonoran desert traveling over land and bringing
people from Mexico to live in this uncharted place. It was uncharted when he got
there, it was charted when he left — Anza started the towns of Los Angeles, San
Francisco and San Jose.
As California explorers go though, Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo cut a more interesting figure. Born in the late 1400’s or early 1500’s in some European country
(either Spain or Purtugal) Cabrillo found his way from Europe to Guatemala with
the Conquistadors. A dashing fellow with a pointy beard and noble mustache, he
looked a lot like what I would expect one of the three Musketeer’s to look like.
On June 24, 1542, Cabrillo set sail for California with three ships and two years
worth of provisions in search of the fabled gold encrusted cities of Cibola. It was
a voyage he would never return from. Along the ribbon of points from the port
of Alcupulco to his eventual grave on Catilina Island, he stopped along the way
to claim every bit of land he set foot on for King Charles I of Spain and occasionally kidnap a few of the natives.

He produced the first in depth survey of the California coast, discovered San
Diego, but mistakenly called it San Miguel, lived through the harsh winter to be
killed by Indians in 1543. This is one of the things that makes him more interesting than Juan Bautista de Anza. (Coronado, while he ran rampant through the
southwest and killed lots of people never found gold and never set foot in
California)
Accounts of Cabrillo’s voyage (his own journals were lost, but accounts were written by people who had access to them) tell of great storms during the final days
that swept over the ships, causing all to believe that they were lost. They survived
the storms, but all their food was destroyed. Cabrillo’s crew set ashore to find provisions and met with stern resistance from the locals. Cabrillo himself lead the
rescue party but during the ruckus he suffered a broken leg. They escaped, but his
injury turned gangrenous. Realizing he wouldn’t make it home, he promoted his
pilot and spent his last days furiously writing the account of his voyage. These
journals, as I mentioned, were lost. So much for studiousness.
And so much for my own studiousness. I had a black wheelie luggage bag, the kind
that are more ubiquitous on airplanes than crying babies. Since I was checking it,
I cleverly made a cabalistic symbol on it with duct tape for easy spotting on the
carousel. This didn’t work as planned since the Transportation Safety
Administration yanked all the tape off while rifling through my luggage. It spins

lazily around on the carousel for half an hour right under my nose before I get
worried and start grabbing every black bag that comes past. I didn’t realize it was
TSA at the time, but later I found a note in my bag saying that they’d cut off my
lock and gone through my underwear to keep the skies safer. Apparently the x-ray
machine only works upstairs.
Bag in hand I leave the building with the glee of a ten year old, into the hot air
and palm trees which has always suggested to me that things must be Better Here
than where you came from. Being from the East Coast, I’ve been brought up
believing that any place that has palm trees is Better Than Where You Are. Los
Angeles has palm trees o-plenty and Faruza Balk for that matter; so getting off of
the plane the morning’s trepidations were assuaged. There were palm trees. I had
traded up.
I’d been planning on trying to get out of L.A. by three to avoid traffic, but everybody I talked to started laughing, saying that was so ten years ago. Now if you
wanted to beat the traffic jam, you had to leave by one.
Phil is wearing his desert camo boonie hat which makes him easy to spot at the
door. We cart my luggage across the street to a parking lot. Which is when he tells
me that there really isn’t much space for my stuff, but we’ll jam it in. This is where
he also tells me something that turns out to be much more critical. “You know,”

he says, “that I don’t have air conditioning, right?”
Don’t have air contidioning? How could you live in California and not have air
contidioning?
“I ripped that shit out,” he said, “out here, an air conditioner is just a temptation
for an overheated engine. And you know what happens if your engine overheats in
the desert? YOU DIE.”
In the car I noticed that Phil has gotten tactical and written his name, the word
“driver”, his blood type, and “no allergies” on the windshield in front of him. "In
case the Insurgents hit my Jeep with an IED,” he says, “I want to make sure they
bury my head with my torso.” I start to write my name on the passenger side but
the grease pencil has melted. Yeah. It’s hot. And it’s just going to get hotter.
We head west on the Santa Monica Freeway, route 10, which was part of the old
Atlantic and Pacific Highway. When the Interstates were cobbled together in the
early part of the last century, bits and pieces of existing roads were grafted together and drafted into Interstate service. You can get on route 10 in Santa Monica
and ride it straight across the country until you splash your feet into the Atlantic
ocean in Jacksonville Florida. Sitting at one end of it and looking down at a map,
you realize that this is a road with a future. Traffic is stop and go for a while, as
people apparently sought to get a jump on the office workers leaving at 1:00.

Once we get East of Riverside, things calm down and I start to feel like we were
on our way.
I’d been to Jacksonville Florida once, one July about fifteen years before, visiting
an old girlfriend who had vanished and suddenly re-materialized. It was the most
inhospitable place I could possibly imagine. People would sit forlornly inside their
houses and draw straws to see who had the unenviable task of rushing out to the
driveway to start the car and turn on the air conditioner and then race back to the
house where everyone else would splash them with water and ice as they collapse
through the door. It was exactly as I imagined life on the surface of the sun would
be, if the surface of the sun had 97% humidity all the time.
Every square inch of storage space in Phil’s jeep is taken up. The back seat, the
trunk, the roof. My suitcase is under my feet. It’s sort of like being in a car that
someone has filled up with foam after you got in. The bright side is that if we
crash, I won’t rattle around very much.

FIRE
Indio California is like a prefabricated town made out of television commercials

and dropped from the sky. There seem to be no restaurants or businesses that
aren’t part of a chain, no “mom and pop” outfits. The fact that we don’t see anything that looks run-down flies in the face of the 2000 census data which says
21% of the population lives below the poverty line. Maybe they just keep them
out of the center of town.
Indio was founded in 1894 as a railroad stop because it was half-way between
Yuma and Los Angeles. It’s an inauspicious beginning if your town is only there
because it’s not anywhere else. We stop at a Del Taco — which is new to me —
a slightly crustier version of Taco Bell that seems to have the same interior decorator who designed Dairy Queen. There is an extraordinary cast of characters loitering outside of this particular Del Taco. In the 100º heat there’s a guy sucking
slowly on a cigarette who looks like he’s had his face in front of a blow dryer for
the last fifty years, peering thoughtfully off over the highway with a pile of old
coats on the table in front of him. Dancing around him is another guy, about ten
years younger with a huge tattoo of an eagle on his stomach, flinging french fries
at birds and flapping his arms. “They’re eating them! they’re eating them!” he
exclaims with some joy. He comes inside along with us and immediately beings
trying to talk two high school kids out of their fries so he can feed them to the
birds. “Look!” he says to me, pointing, “they’re eating them!” I look out the window and watch a sparrow yanking backwards on a wedge of potato exactly it’s

own size.
Phil and I order burritos and let the cool air wash over us. Our friend keeps looking out the window and giggling. The floor of Del Taco is sloped 12 degrees to
one side. I imagine that all the change customers drop must collect in the far corner. My major impression of the fare is that it’s slightly less refined than Taco Bell
but for the most part, the experience is largely identical.
We get back on the road and pass through an area constructed entirely of bail
bondsmen and Rolex repair shops. I’m not sure how to interpret this.
“We have deserts in America! We just don’t live in
them!” — Sam Kinison

There are four deserts in America. The Chihuahuan, the Sonoran, the Mojave and
the lamentably sadly named “Great Basin Desert”. Distinguished by their plant
life, elevation, and rainfall, they are as different from each other as bowling balls
are from socks.
After Indio, civilization starts to recede in the face of the sheer force of nature.
The Mojave is a hot place. The hottest temperatures in North America can be

found here. Going up to 134º in the aptly named Death Valley, they hover in the
high teens and throughout the summer. The sun is relentless. You never forget it’s
there. It’s like being under a magnifying glass. Stick your arm out the window and
you can actually feel yourself cooking. And without an air conditioner, sticking
your arm out the window is about all the relief there is.
I remember, as a kid, watching the credible western “Shoot the Sun Down” where
Christopher Walken is captured by a band of thugs outside of El Paso and staked
out in the desert to bake like a potato while hungry vultures flap all around him.
At the time I thought, “How awful, it would take days to die like that.” But after
16 minutes parboiling on the way in and out of the Del Taco, I realize it wouldn’t take nearly that long. Just being in the sun requires that you drink a liter of
water every hour or risk dehydration.
I’m a product of my perceptions. And for some reason, I find it incredibly exciting to say the words “Mojave desert” — it sounds like something someone who
is having an adventure would say. You could be having a great time in Kansas but
“Hey! I’m in Kansas!” just doesn’t ring as high on the Scale of Perceived
Excitement as “Hey! I’m in the Mojave desert!” I spend the next hour or so calling people on my cell phone and telling them that I’m in the Mojave desert. It’s a
good thing I get this out of the way because relatively shortly I hit a cellular phone
dead spot that will last, largely, for about a thousand miles. That guy from the

Sprint TV commercials walking around going “Can you hear me now?” — if he
was doing that out here, he’d be dead.
“Demolition Derby’s real big out here. What do
you do in the desert anyway, except wreck cars
and shoot washing machines?” — Phil

Somewhere in the Navajo Nation outside of Albuquerque, we pull off the highway onto what a handwritten sign warns is a “primitive road” — turn off the
lights and see the sky flooded with stars — more than I have ever seen. We watch
meteors — streak and droop, take some photos. It is silent and empty out there,
the desert spread out around us in short trees and grass. Although we’re miles
from anything, it’s not pitch black, the stars actually provide enough light to see,
but it’s eerie, the isolation is profound.
We pollute the sky with fire — blotting out the stars — from the cities the view
up is a reflected yellow glow — our liberation from darkness is a pustule on the
body of the Earth. We live in bubbles of light.
But out here there are no people, no lights, nothing between you and outer space
but air.

What for miles I thought was sky-glow from a city, splattered across the clouds,
I finally realize is the Milky Way — our own galaxy seen from the inside. Shaped
like a whirlpool, but we are doomed to never see it that way, with arms swirling
around a great central mass. We are way out on the furthest edges of one of those
arms —the spiral boondocks — with no close neighbors but even in our isolation we can see billions of other stars, billions of points of light from which, at
any given moment, another pair of eyes may be gazing back at our own.
Distance and the laws of physics suggest that we’ll never see our own galaxy as
anything other than the cloud of the Milky Way — but when my father was born,
nobody believed that we could ever see the Earth as a big blue marble, round like
a cats eye, hanging in the black velvet of space. Our parents never suspected that
the view of Earth from space would someday be so commonplace that we would
no longer pause to watch it — oh, we’d pause to watch to see if a storm front was
about to rain out a baseball game, but the planet itself, that novelty is long gone.
We get back on the deserted highway, guarded by legions of jack rabbits, standing surprised along the side of the road, as if they were waiting there for us to
pass — like mourners waiting for the Pennsylvania Railroad GG1 to deliver
Bobby Kennedy for a fleeting moment — and kangaroo rats running from one
side of the road to greener pastures elsewhere.

Midnight and we’re getting gas at a shady outlet called “Woody’s Food Stores”
while drunks wander through the parking lot in bandannas and shorts, muscle
shirts and street lights. In Woody’s I experience what I can only hope to be the
filthiest toilet in all the Najavaho Nation.
Finally it’s evident that Albuquerque is too far away. We relent and spend $82 on
a motel room. Gleefully I change my camera batteries, copy files to my iPod, shower the crust of salt from my body and collapse into bed.
“You know what an after hours club is in this
town? It’s someone’s driveway. You have a bottle
of tequila, you’re like a party on wheels.” — Phil

We spend the day in Albuquerque with Phil’s family, his mother and two sisters
in a polite ranch house miles from most anywhere. His little sister is raising a goat
for 4H, it’s in the back yard, making happy noises. Phil tells me that the town only
became incorporated a few years back. “Did that change anything?” I ask. “You’re
not allowed to shoot guns off of your porch anymore,” he says.
Life out here is very different from life in a city on the East coast. The tempera-

ture makes it different, the isolation makes it different. In so many ways, if you
live here, you have to depend on yourself for so many things.
Phil’s father is notably absent, he’s in California, attending to his own father who
is ill. Out here, there’s a real sense of just how small you are and how big everything else is.
We spend the night in a tent, it gets a lot colder than I’d imagined possible, I wake
up a few times shivering, watching my breath. In the morning we leave for Roswell.
Roswell New Mexico is a town trying to live down its reputation and live on its
own. It’s a town of 45,000 people, home of the New Mexico Military Institute,
which takes up some pristine real-estate on the main drag.
Birthplace of John Denver and Demi Moore, the town of Roswell is completely
overshadowed by the enormous cloud of a flying saucer that never crashed there.
The site at which something landed on the Foster Ranch in 1946 is more than an
hour away — Roswell just happened to be the nearest place with more people
than cattle.
By far the most popular tourist destination in Roswell is the self proclaimed
“International Museum and Research Center” which is largely a collection of
photos and documents enlarged and hanging on the walls of a disused theater

poorly lit from overhead fluorescents.
“Did you come here just for the museum?” asks Marcia, who takes our donation
at the door.
“Of course,” I say, “what about you? How did you get here?”
“Kicking and screaming,” she says, stuffing the money down her shirt, “I lived in
long beach island. I lived in Alaska. The last place I wanted to come was to live in
the god-damn desert. People die out here.”
The “museum” is something I’ve waited my whole life to see, I don’t know how
I’d imagined it, that bit’s always been vague, but in truth it’s just sad. The photographs tacked to the walls have captions explaining that this is a picture of Mr.
So-and-so who was the police officer who was in the police station when such and
such a call came in. There are photos of the recovered debris, newspaper clippings,
blown up with large jpeg artifacts, a life-sized plastic horse, whose presence is
completely inexplicable. There’s a small theater which is, at the moment, empty,
showing over and over a video about flying saucers. I stick my head in and listen
to the narrator talk about how the Nazi’s had been working on flying disks.
There’s a machine into which you can put two quarters and a penny, turn a crank,
and have your penny flattened into an alien headed souvenir. There’s a soda
machine with a little green man on it

The most compelling thing though are the models. Made with the most excruciating attention to detail, they dot the exhibit hall, some several feet across, in glass
cases, all recreating some aspect of the crash. And all donated by their creators;
True Believers. They show crashed space ships — none of which bear any resemblance what so ever to the foil and balsa wood recovered at the crash site — surrounded by meticulously painted Jeeps, by soldiers in helmets with radios, pointing, attaching cranes, examining alien corpses, spiriting things away in closed
trucks, along tiny scale dirt roads along which are miniature scrub brush, rolling
hills — all done with the care and talent I would expect from the highest paid
Hollywood model maker and the love that only a fanatic can possess. I’m fascinated by the these. It seems somehow tragic. The thought of these people sitting
alone in basements, late at night, painting creases on the duffel bag of a soldier,
splattered mud on the fender of his jeep, an alien corpse thrown just so from the
crash.... Much of the “museum” doesn’t take itself very seriously. There is a preponderance of cartoonish Little Green Men and goofy space ships, next to these
something seems sadly out of place.
The gift shop is a complete let down. Manned by a woman from England with a
cheerful lilting accent who seems to like her job but can’t answer a barrage of
questions from the tourists in front of me about when the next Alien UFO
Convention is going to be held and if a certain author is going to be there or give

directions to the crash site. Myself, I can’t find a t-shirt that I want, a book that’s
worth reading, nick-knack worth owning. Every item I peruse, like the welcome
mat with an alien face and the text “You Don’t Scare Me, I’m a Teacher” drive me
me to think “I could have done this a lot better myself.” Maybe I should quit my
job and start fabricating souvenirs.
J
122 miles south west of Roswell New Mexico — a person could go crazy from
the emptiness of the land out here — if they weren’t already mad from the heat.
There is nothing — for miles — hundreds of miles — but exactly what you’ve
just seen. Scrub brush, brown grass, and a 360º horizon extending as far as the eye
can see. The heat is a constant, with no relief, and even at 80 mph, it goes on forever. If you broke down on this road, your earliest possible relief would be hours
away. I wonder how many people die out here.
The only thing we see for hundreds of miles is a train, loaded with tanks, APC’s,
and missile launchers, all painted desert camo, traveling alongside of us. Its such
a surrealistic sight we stop in the middle of the road, itself as vacant and lifeless
as the surface of the Moon, got out, and watch as it click-clacks past us, off into
the nothingness ahead. Either we’re about to invade Mexico, or we’re going to be

in Iraq for the foreseeable future. The train passes, but never vanishes from sight.
Visibility here has got to be eighty miles.
West Texas: This is Apache Country.
The Apache Indians came to Texas from Canada about thirty or forty years after
Columbus landed in the Americas. The introduction of the horse by the Spanish
who were busy looting Mexico made it more feasible for the Apache to hunt buffalo. This they did, as well as farming, for two hundred years or so before the
Comanche followed the same route and by 1700 had driven out nearly all the
other indians. Fierce warriors and excellent horsemen, the Comanche didn’t like
to share. They proved a thorn in the side of not only the Spanish, whom they
kept from migrating North into Texas, but of other European settlers trying to
drive West across the plains.
I can’t imagine crossing West Texas on a horse. We travel for hundreds of miles
and the landscape is always the same: spotted scrub brush, 360º visibility, not
another car in sight. For hours. And hours. And hours. The landscape rolls
beneath your wheels at 80 mph, but seems to go nowhere — you might as well
be on a tread mill.
Dotting the landscape every hundred miles or so are genuine ghost towns, the

type of thing I didn’t think actually existed. Places that sometimes limp along, like
Allamore which started in 1884 with a post office and ten years later had 200
people living there, mostly miners and prospectors and ranchers. By the time
World War I came around the population had dwindled to less than a dozen, it
hovered around there for a while, today there might be forty people living in the
town which consists of a dozen or so abandoned houses, a shiny looking post
office, and no visible way that any of these people can survive.
Other places seem to survive by dumb luck alone, like Van Horn which, when it
was settled in the last years of the 19th century, was billed as “The Town So
Healthy We Had to Shoot a Man to Start A Cemetery” which limped along much
like Allamore, until the 1930’s when nearby Carlsbad Caverns was opened to the
public, suddenly turning nowhere into somewhere.
Pecos Texas — 387 miles to Austin. 5:55 p.m. — despite the fact that I’m constantly guzzling tea-hot water, I’m showing early signs of dehydration. My lips are
split open like a dried creek bed. I’m ramming fluids into my body as fast as I possibly can and it’s still not enough. The miles pass, but they’re just numbers.
Realizing that we were never going to make it from Roswell to Austin in one day,
we pull into the small town of Junction.
“Few areas of Texas had more Indian troubles than the picturesque hill country,

and coincidence was interwove into many of the fatal raids in Kimble County in
the heart of the area.” Writes Frederica Wyatt in the history of Junction Texas. She
goes on to tell how Comanches killed many of the early settlers in the 1860’s and
made Junction a pretty dangerous town. Industrious settlers formed posse’s which
never seemed to fare terribly well, Ms. Wyatt writes, they’re always getting themselves ambushed and seemingly generating at least one casualty every time they go
out. Some local residents blamed President Grant that somehow the Indians had
acquired Winchester Repeating rifles and often had the settlers outgunned as well
as outnumbered.
In 1876 as the Centennial exhibition was being held in the bustling and well
established city of Philadelphia things started to settle down between the
Comanchee and the new interlopers — the first houses were being nailed together in Junction and scalpings were at an all time low. Three years later and the little town had several stores and sixty years after that, paved streets.
As we pull in, slightly more than two-thousand people live here. Most of them are
asleep. I’m looking for a wireless Internet connection. The first motel we try
indeed have wireless but no rooms. “Just drive on down main street,” suggests the
clerk, “you’ll find something.” We find a few more motels, but no wireless. We
finally settle on one with a sign out front proclaiming “Owned by U.S. Vet”. We
both figured that was a better reason than most to pick a place to stay.

Inside we meet Kevin, a 53 year old retired cop who owns the motel, the lobby of
which is festooned with stuffed animal heads, with his father, who is not just a
vet. But a Marine. And not just a Marine, but a WWII veteran of the battle of
Guadalcanal.
On the 7th of August, 1942, after the American victory at Midway, eleven thousand United States Marines landed on the island of Guadalcanal where the
Japanese had been building an airstrip. The Marines captured the airstrip the first
day. Fearing an attack by sea, the three carrier groups that had brought them fled
— essentially stranding the 1st and 2nd Marine divisions in enemy territory. Now
highly motivated, and completely surrounded, the Marines set up a perimeter and
began quickly to finish the airstrip. In the six months of ferocious fighting that
followed, 6,000 marines and 24,000 Japanese soldiers lost their lives, and a good
portion of what remained of the U.S. Pacific fleet was sent to the bottom of
Leyte Gulf, but the tide was turned. For the next three years the Japanese would
do nothing but retreat, as the Marines island hopped towards Japan in a bloody
series of battles that would claim thousands of lives. In total, about 87,000
Marines died in WWII — more than all the casualties of all the branches of service in Vietnam.
We pay our $45 and get a cosy room, and sleep peacefully without an Internet
connection.

The next morning Kevin, who totally has the Thomas Magnum thing going,
explains all the animal heads on the walls in the lobby — they’re all African animals, addax, ibex, sable, kudu, etc. that people brought back to their cattle ranches dozens of years ago — some animals escape, now there are wild ibex in Texas.
“They’re not native,” he says, “there’s no season for them. You can shoot them
whenever.”
Kevin recommends a nearby restaurant where Sarah, our waitress, tells us about
Junction.
“All two-thousand and eighteen people,” she says, bright and bubbly, “I know ’em.
It’s a very small town. Nothing to do. I drive to Dallas every week and that’s five
hours away. It’s very small, but very beautiful. There’s nothing like spending all
day on the river, kayaking or tubing.”
I mention all the animal heads in the motel. “Around here,” she says, “everybody’s
got a gun.” And then proceeds to tell us the story of her uncles, Bill and Cody.
“They had a feud going on. The newspapers called it ‘The Caine and Able Case’.
Well, my Uncle Cody always wore a gun in a holster on his hip and they said to
him ’You can’t just go around carrying a gun like that to scare your brother, you
need a permit.’ And he’s like, eighty-five, and he’s ornery and says ’Well, If I can’t
carry a gun, I’m going to carry a big pair of wire cutters.’ So he carries a big ole

pair of pliers in his holster, which is serious. Until two years ago it was illegal to
carry wire cutters around here because of rustlin’, and wire cutters are something
that make a lot of people really angry, just to see them. For a long time, in fact,
way back, if you were found with wire cutters they could hang you. And they’d do
it right there. But anyway, Cody’s over at my Uncle Bill’s on his property menacing him with these wire cutters and Uncle Bill says to his wife Go get my gun!
And Cody goes to his truck and gets his gun and you got these two eighty-three,
eighty-five year old men pointing guns at each other and then Bill shoots Cody
and calls the police and says ’He was on my land wavin’ these pliers at me!’
“After that, it was bad for us, they thought we were all scum, the Church of Christ
people were all like ‘The Methodist Church shot the Church of Christ!’ It was
bad. And then they didn’t put Bill in Jail for trespassing — what are you going to
do? Put and eighty-three year old man with cancer in jail?”
While all this is going on, I eat an enormous baked potato which is layered with
a lump of whipped butter identical in dimension to the potato itself, topped by
a pile of sour cream the same size, and enough shredded cheese to bury the entire
thing.
There are about six people working in the diner — all related — grandmothers,
aunts, daughters, all very talkative and friendly — but it’s a brain bursting endeav-

or to try and construct their family tree.
We leave, refreshed by the sheer joy of humanity. As lizards run across the hot
asphalt gobbling up ants, I leap into the pool, fully clothed.
145 miles to Austin.
J
Bank signs here do not display the temperature — nobody wants to know.
Jumping into the pool turns out not to have been a good idea. While this would
have worked splendidly in Arizona, here in central Texas the humidity is so high
that my clothes never dry off. For the next ten hours, it’s like being wrapped in a
damp, hot towel.
In the booming metropolis of Palestine, Texas (Lat 31.751951N Lon:
95.649818W [according to the GPS] population 1,700 — no cell phone coverage) I dumbfound the waitress at the Taquerita Mexicanna Grill by asking for
something without meat. I might as well have asked her if she would prefer to
burn or drown. She stands there, not exactly with her jaw open, but with her brain
obviously rattling my sentence around trying to jumble the words into an order
that makes sense. Phil had previously suggested that I try and come up with a

“normal” reason that I don’t eat meat, “cause people are gonna get curious,” he
said, suggesting “I’ve given up the one thing I love the most until my brothers and
sisters return from Iraq.” I end up with a plate of beans and cheese that, while it
looks like something vomited by a sick baby, is actually exquisitely good.
Austin
In Austin, finally, Phil and I check into a hotel that smells like abandoned meat.
We plug in all the things that need to be plugged in and get in a cab to find
Wyliee, Rog, and Michelle. The cab driver has no idea where the place we’re going
is and keeps asking us questions about it “Do they have a sign out front?” “Is it
on a corner?” “Is it a restaurant?” each time I repeat, with a slightly heightened
anxiety, “I’m from Philadelphia. Pennsylvania. I’ve never been here. I have no idea.”
This goes on for a while before Phil, a man of action, simply demands to be let
out of the cab. “Stop,” he says, after the fifth or sixth question, “stop the cab.
Right here. We’re getting out.” We get out in a bustling street of bars and shops.
A police officer on the corner politely gives us very accurate directions. It’s only a
few blocks away. Outside a brightly lit shop festooned with novelty t-shirts and
gargantuan silver belt-buckles I toy briefly with the idea of buying a t-shirt that
says “Fuck Y’all, I’m From Texas” but in a rare moment of lucidity I realize that
it won’t be funny for more than thirty or forty seconds.

We find the bar easily. It’s a place on Sixth Street called “Lovejoy’s”. Wyliee, Rog,
and Michelle are already there. We are served credible drinks by a tattooed waitress with arms like a wrestler’s. Austin is fantastic. Apart from the miserable
humidity, I could totally see myself living here. Boasting something like a thousand live bands a night there are actually places along the street marked “musician
parking only”.
We’d met Wyliee earlier in the day at his house in, get this, Kyle, Texas. I spent
some gleeful half an hour getting my picture taken in front of the water tower, the
police station, the general store, and pretty much about any other place with my
name on it in huge letters. That didn’t seem to get old. Rog has brought along the
... manifesto ... of one of his neighbors. It’s an astounding document, fully four
hundred pages long, hand bound, meticulously laid out in Microsoft Word
explaining in the most minute detail how the world is going to end in 2001. “It’s
an old edition,” Rog tells me, “he’s revised it since then.” All of his bizarre predictions: that the Vatican will fire nuclear missiles into the moon in July of 2000,
that Russians will land troops in Ohio several months later, all this are “backed
up” or at least cross referenced to a grid of biblical quotations with lines carefully drawn, charts, boxes, tables. It is a work of such exquisite madness that my eyes
don’t want to leave it — my fingers turn the pages as though handling the Book
of Kells — I’m astounded by it, struck dumb.

Wyliee and Rog have to get up early for work. Michelle goes with us to another
nearby club. At one point in time Michelle was a schoolteacher. “Then my certification ran out,” she says, “it was just impossible to find a job.” Now she’s a librarian, complete with horn rimmed glasses, striped stockings, Betty Paige haircut and
a huge, captivating smile; like a librarian in a movie played by Sandra Bullock. She
also has brain cancer — a little lump that never got smaller despite chemotherapy. Sometimes she looses her sense of direction and may ride a bus in the wrong
direction for half an hour. Michelle introduces us around and we watch a band
that sounds good and looks awful, unenthusiastically prancing around on stage for
a few tables of yarn heads and transvestites.
Afterwards we go out to eat at a diner where I have excellent nachos and equally
excellent enchiladas. Michelle tells us: “I was always fascinated by circus knife
throwers. I thought it would be a great occupation. A few months ago I was
throwing knives at a target in my back yard, and one of my neighbors called the
police. The cops wanted to look at my knives. They told me it was illegal to own
a butterfly knife in Texas. I can carry a pistol, but not a butterfly knife.” Like I
said, she’s like a librarian in a movie, played by Sandra Bullock.
We share a cab and Phil and I go back to the hotel where I’m up for a lot of the
wee hours worrying about the next bit of the trip. There’s no way, I realize, we can
go to Houston and still make it to Asheville by Friday. We leave at 11. Around

12:30 we get a phone call saying that Phil’s grandfather has died.

AIR
Crossing the border into Louisiana is like driving into the bathroom while someone’s taking a shower. You can see the air. It hangs on you like a blanket. Off the
side of the highway you can see hot fog like burning forests hanging above the
treetops. The air here is a thing you can touch it, you can cut it, you can fold it
up and put it in your pocket.
7:00 pm — just outside of Natchitoches Louisiana the skies suddenly open up
and it pours rain for three solid minutes after which a rainbow appears across the
road.
The GPS leads us faithfully to Sonny Carters. A former TV news cameraman,
I’ve known Sonny virtually for seven years. He’s one of the experts on a
Photoshop IRC channel I’ve been on. He just seems to like solving people’s problems. An affable bear of a guy, he scoops half of our luggage in one arm and
invites us in. The air conditioner wraps around us like a happy glove. He introduces us to Southern Hospitality in a royal way; presenting us with a glass of

bourbon, which we finish and then do something unknown in northern circles: we
go visiting. We walk several very peaceable and very lush green blocks to meet
some of Sonny’s neighbors. All of whom greet us at the door like lost relatives,
beg us to come in, and, invariably, produce decanters of bourbon and buckets of
ice. This goes on for a few hours until we are practically cross-eyed with hospitality. People here seem to live in a universe where time passes much more slowly.
Their cadences are slower, there seems to be no goal apart from the journey itself.
If someone banged on my door at seven in the evening the first words out of my
mouth, after I opened the door about five inches, would be “What do you want?”
followed very quickly by “I’m busy. Thanks for stopping by.” But here, people can
visit, their company is the entertainment. At one of the houses Phil is engaged in
a conversation about battleships for nearly forty five minutes before anyone asks
what brought us to Louisiana. These things — who you are, what you’re doing —
they’re incidental — what does it matter why you’re in Louisiana? What matters
is that we’re here and we’ve never met. That’s the lesson I learn. They pack us full
of liquor and send us on our way. It’s like a pub crawl with conversation.
The next morning we go for a drive with Sonny. His speech is occasionally dotted by lines such as “I got a nice photograph of a ten foot alligator right there by
that bridge,” and “about four years ago, my wife hit a coyote right here at this bend
and banged up the front right fender pretty good.” It’s so matter-of-fact for Sonny,

but it’s so exotic for me — this might as well be another country for all this alien
wildlife. Armadillos, another animal I’ve not encountered except for a stint in
1987 when I was working in the Philadelphia Zoo, line the highway with their
carcasses like chicken bones flung from car windows. I point out that there seem
to be enough dead armadillos to up-armor all the Humvees in Iraq, which
prompts Son to remark “Why did the chicken cross the road? — To prove to the
armadillo that it could be done.”
We have lunch with Sonny’s cousin James, a fascinating and scintillating man,
charming and well spoken, who filigrees his conversation with phrases such as
“The war of Union Imperialism” and while showing us a rare Civil War pistol
owned by a great-great-great grandfather, remarks “I sure hope Captain so-andso got himself some Yankees with this.”
Back at the house Sonny laments his sick dog who now has trouble standing,
spending most of her time lying in a corner, eyebrows going up and tail thumping slowly when you reach down to pet her. “I can’t bear the thought of taking her
to the vets,” he says, “If they’d just give me the goddamn needle, I’d do it myself.
I just don’t want to take her away from her home.”
And indeed, so much of what we have seen here revolves around the relationship
of people with “home”. Something they identify with in this slow, hot place. I

realize that I haven’t thought much of home since I’d been on the road. Just the
thought puts me on the brink of homesickness. I wonder if my cats miss me. I’d
make a terrible rock star.
You know, if chicken weren’t meat, a vegetarian
could do pretty well down here. — Phil

WATER
From Louisiana up through Mississippi. Outside a truck stop in Jackson I finally
get a hold of my editor on the phone. He sounds happy to hear from me and
completely oblivious to the forty increasingly frantic and abusive messages I’ve left
with his answering service demanding a call back with exponentially impractical
and violent threats each time. He settles me down from Full Freakout Mode while
I’m standing on the front bumper of the Jeep shouting and waving my cowboy hat
in the air. This sort of display is probably not unusual here.

When we get to the river we stop on the banks and slap our feet down. I pour a
liter of water on my head but this doesn’t do any good anymore. Water has long
since ceased to evaporate. In fact, I become convinced if I can grab a handful of
air and squeeze it just a little that water will squirt through my fingers as though
I were wringing a wash cloth. But then comes Georgia.
And the rain. The rains begin.
In Atlanta we crash on Ashley’s sofa’s. Like so many people of my generation, I’ve
known Ashley for years, but I’ve never met her. I shared the joy when she got married, the sadness when her husband was sent to Iraq and, because I was largely a
stranger, I know things about her that her parents don’t. What are we building in
this electronic world? What sort of relationships? — When confession seems
anonymous to a thousand other souls.
We order pizza. We talk about politicians Ashley has worked for, campaigns, bills,
legislation. Ashley decides that we haven’t had enough Country and Western education. She makes us a CD. Ashley was, at one time, a Congressional aide for
Republican Congressman Bob Barr. We talk about this, about her husband in Iraq,
about her friends and her family. We watch a couple of movies. It’s great to
unwind in a place that, for all its newness, feels like home. Three days after she
got married her husband, a Sergeant in the 101st airborne, was shipped off to

Baghdad. He’s been there for two years with only 14 days home during that time.
This uncertainty is augmented by the fact that she doesn’t know where he is or
what he’s doing. Only that he’s gone for four days at a time, then back at camp for
one, then gone for four more. She schedules her life around days when a phone
call might come through. “I ran out of money last week,” she says, “I had to sit
by the phone for three days hoping he’d call so I could ask for thirty dollars to
pay the electric bill.”
The next morning she leaves early for work, she gives us a key to her house.
Because it’s the south and everybody is friendly, because I’m a stranger she knows,
because the world can be a wonderful place.
Ahead we consider Asheville, which I’ve heard is a wonderful place, home to F.
Scott Fitzgerald and contemporary feminist writer Cindy Gretchen Ovenrack.
Ultimately we skip it, opting to try back another day.
We stop at a Taco Bell in Fayetteville. Looking through my list of Internet
acquaintances we strike out for a place to stay so we walk over to a Motel across
the street. There is no perceptible odor in the lobby, which is now the only quality control I perform and there’s really only one thing that I care about:

“Do you have wireless Internet?” I ask.
The clerk answers with a wide smile, as though I had asked him to tell me about
his days as a high school football hero.
“Yes! Yes” he says, “Of course! And very clean rooms!” He holds up a framed certificate that shows his cleanliness rating as 100% — we’d just been to a fish and
chips that was as proud of their 84%. I handed him my credit card.
“Hey,” I said, “what’s going on in this town?”
“The bar at the Quality Inn,” he says, pointing right across the street, “that’s
where everybody goes!”
The bar at the Quality Inn in Fayetteville is a the bar from a movie where
strangers from the city get beaten up by people in Nascar hats. The place is
packed. Men in tank tops and long beards playing pool, a bar crowded with people actually missing teeth and everybody singing along to a country and western
DJ. The DJ in fact, has a microphone where people who have become hideously
over-served screech along to the sincere delight of their friends.
“Don’t look at anybody sideways,” Phil says, “we will get our asses kicked.” We
order drinks from the skinniest bartender I’ve ever seen, dressed in beige hip-huggers and a frilly shirt. We try to be invisible. And after a few minutes I find

myself wishing that I knew these people — they’re all having a wonderful time,
hugging one another, climbing on their chairs, singing, knocking one another’s
hats off — one woman hits a man so hard in the back with her clenched fist I
expected she might knock one of his vertebra out of his spine and lodge it into
his lung, but he just turns and laughs with the giant guffaw of a bear. I’m not sure
how much of my suddenly kindled love for humanity exudes from me in charm
and how much of it is just Residual Stupid left over from the bourbon and branch
water so I’m not going to test my theory by introducing myself. And I realize at
that very moment that this is my chiefest flaw. The thing that is most wrong with
me on Earth is that I am curious about people, but I don’t love people. My reasons for wanting to be friends with the people in this bar are because I’m curious
about their lives. I want to know them. If I were a better person, I think, I’d just
want to be friends with them.
With this sad epiphany rattling in my brain like a rat in a box we walk back to our
hotel. I make a cursory examination in the sodium vapor lamps, desperately hoping to find that the place has a pool — it does not. I content myself with logging
into the Internet and answering forty or fifty emails. MTV has hypnotically compiled a show of the Best Heavy Metal Bands Ever and is ranking them. I’m glued
to the screen, periodically shouting and throwing books and magazines at the TV
shouting things like “WARRANT IS NOT A HEAVY METAL BAND!” It’s

about two in the morning when I realize that I’ve wasted hours watching this and
force myself to go to sleep.
J
Cary North Carolina is a town of dichotomous personality. Jennifer lives in a
vaulted McMansion with taupe carpets and white walls. Her development is so
new (three months) that it’s not on any of the maps and there are still unfinished
bits of it — blinds not yet hung, light switches not yet installed .... Craig’s house,
on the other hand, is in a thickly grown cul de sac. “These were cookie cutter
houses,” he says, “twenty years ago.” But I can’t believe they were ever as soulless.
They’re built into the geography, for one thing, instead of the other way around
— the new method — this gigantic Levittown — seems to subjugate nature to
achieve complete architectural homogamy: assembly line houses produced like
blobs from a pastry bag. Craig’s neighborhood is built into and on top of the surrounding hills. In Jennifer’s development, they just leveled the hills. Craig collects
trains, well, photos of trains. He has thousands of them. It doesn’t matter who
took them, or pretty much what they’re doing, as long as it’s a picture of a train.
He’s also started a club of people who collect photos of trains taken from
bridges.
“Why would you want a photo of a train taken from a bridge?” I ask.

“So that you can see what it looks like from the top. Do you know what the top
of a train looks like?”
I have to admit that I don’t.
It’s still pouring torrentially when we leave North Carolina, as though someone
has inverted the oceans. I can’t imagine that this much water can possibly be held
in any resivoire, let alone one at 30,000 feet.
Richmond, Virginia is a town of lovely suburbs, neighborhoods of one story
ranch houses set far back from the road with hedge sided walks — comfortable
and cozy living rooms, child friendly front yards. Richmond itself looms over the
top of a hill. “We’ve been married for ten years,” Paul’s wife tells me, “but we’ve
never had our picture taken.”
After crossing the whole country, Virginia doesn’t seem too far from Philadelphia,
but this place is a World Apart. McDonald’s here sells “sweet tea” — and I’m
gleeful to discover a product on store shelves called “EXTRA sweet tea.” It’s like
I’m back in Cairo.
At ten after seven at night there’s a traffic jam leaving the city. The road stretches
before us like a bejeweled but thoroughly dead snake a dozen miles long. We’re all
wasting gas like an oil well fire idling in the drizzling rain. There has been noth-

ing but rain all day, but it has done little to cool us down. We’re just hot and damp
now.
With the rain showing no signs of letting up, we stop in Fredericksburg at a vegetarian friendly restaurant called Sammy T’s and have a splendid dinner big
enough to feet an infantry division.
Early in the Civil War it wasn’t very apparent whose side General McClellan was
fighting on. He lollygagged his way through repeated defeats, most notably the
Second Battle of Bull Run, after which a much chagrined and very annoyed
Abraham Lincoln pulled him off the battlefield and put Ambrose Burnside in his
place. Burnside charged ahead with 115,000 soldiers, headed towards Richmond.
He reached Fredericksburg on November 17, 1862 where a few thousand miserable Confederate solders waited. Burnside lingered outside the town for a month,
hampered by lousy supply lines while Robert E. Lee showed considerably more
moxie and had his troops hard at work digging trenches in the hills. When
Burnside finally did launch his attack the empty town was quickly taken (and looted) but Union forces bled out trying repeatedly to assault the heavily entrenched
though significantly outnumbered Confederate forces. One after another, fourteen
Northern brigades charged and were exterminated. After mounting losses in
excess of 13,000, Burnside limped home where he was swiftly fired by Lincoln.

Two years later, General George McClellan is nominated by the Democrats to run
against Abraham Lincoln.

EARTH
It’s midnight and we’ve been stuck on the beltway around DC for three hours. Our
plans of being home at any reasonable hour are long since abandoned. We’ve had
the engine off for the last two hours, it’s obvious that something is Dreadfully
Wrong, that up ahead there is a horrible accident of momentous proport, vast
fields of dead and dying must litter the road wrapped in burning metal and shredded rubber, cars crushed like cans. We get out of the Jeep and lean against the
embankment. Truckers vanish from their cabs to nap. We are in the for the Long
Haul. The radio has no information. We flip through channels. Finally, Phil starts
telephoning people in California. People with Internet connections who begin to
look on news pages — someone finds a headline: “Mudslide buries DC beltway
in ten feet of rock and Earth”. While the truckers have prudently gone to sleep,
automobile drivers cannot resist the urge to move somewhere, even if they’re not
really moving. They creep up inches to the car in front of them. The car behind
them creeps up inches. Everybody thinks they’re going somewhere. But they’re not.

The road is closed, buried under half a mountain. Suddenly it dawns on me that
cars have moved enough and trucks have remained still enough that we now could
snake our way to an exit ramp a hundred yards in front of us and to the right.
Using the GPS map we see that we could indeed plot a route from this exit to one
of the three bridges out of Alexandra. We make our move; creeping like lung fish,
then off the exit ramp. We are free — free to move anyway — in the labyrinthine
suburbs. We plot a course to the nearest bridge, but are thwarted by police who
have closed a road. We re-route to a second bridge, but again and again, we are cut
off. The police offer no advice, they just wave us on. Finally after three hours of
suburban minotaur zigzagging, continually running into road blocks, we emerge
onto a bridge and escape into Maryland. From there, the last hundred miles seem
like nothing.
As we pull into the driveway, the crepuscular glow of a new day is aching its way
into the sky, I’m home. I was gone, I’m back, and the world is the richer for it.

AMERICA
I think we should pack up our sons and daughters during the summer between
high school in college. Pack them up, put them in cars, give them a map, a notebook, a backpack, and say “Don’t come back until you’ve been four thousand
miles through here.” You can’t be a citizen of the world sitting on your sofa like a
lawn jockey, holding a lantern that illuminates nothing — and you can’t be a citizen of your country if you haven’t gotten desert sand in your shoes, lost your hat
in the Mississippi, camped out under the stars in Kansas and spend an afternoon
at a truck stop talking to a bus driver from Winslow Arizona.
And after that, when our children go to Europe, or Africa or Asia, they won’t be
provincial explorers, lost in a wide new world and marveling at bizarre customs.
They’ll be travelers, ambassadors, and citizens. They’ll think nothing of eating
blood pudding in Europe, because they will have eaten rattlesnake in Texas, they
will be impressed by the view from the top of the Eiffel Tower, but they’ll always
compare that to the view from the top of the St. Louis arch. They’ll realize that
their country is a vast and wonderful place, but that it is only one small place in
a larger world and that to everyone somewhere is home.

A Word About the Type
The body font is Centaur, a warm and friendly font designed over a peroid of four
years and finished in 1915 by Bruce Rogers, one of the greatest American type
designers of all time. It is considered one of his masterpieces. In 1929 the font
was issued by the Monotype foundry. It is based on a font designed in 1470 by
Nichoas Jenson — it is an Old Style font, with low contrast and cove serifs.
The Headlines are Century Gothic, a geometric sans-serif designed by Sol Hess
between 1936 and 1947 and issued by Monotype. Known for its simple construction and readability it is based upon Futura, a Bauhaus font developed by Paul
Renner in 1928.
On the cover is Bergell Let, designed in 1991 by Thomas Finke and Engravers
Gothic, a beautiful but very simple font designed by Olga Chaeva in 1999 for
ParaType.

