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On the last day of autumn, after a ghastly, bitterly cold week I shivered out of bed at three in the morning. It was dark and raining when I clumped into the freezing Adelaide airport. Thank goodness I was on my way to summer in another hemisphere.

I progressed onto the plane for Sydney committing only the minor misdemeanour of setting off the alarm buzzers with my excess of gold buttons. Unusually for me I fell asleep after breakfast was served: I am normally too busy listening for faulty engine noises or looking out of the window for flames. The elderly woman next to me said that she was originally from the United States and returned often for a visit. She was taking the same route as I was to Chicago, via a night’s stop over in Tokyo. When she heard that my ultimate destination was South America, she told me that she had known someone who had been horribly murdered there.

Murphy was at it again. It seemed that everyone I met lately had a tale of woe to tell about South America and the dire fates that had befallen friends – kidnappings, muggings and all manner of foul play. One of the least appealing was the story of a Dutch girl who had been attacked in broad daylight on her first day in Lima. She had been stripped, robbed and left naked in the street. I decided that hiding cash in my undies was no longer a good idea.

In Sydney I very nearly missed the Tokyo plane. I couldn’t find the ticketing counter and, instead of going straight on as I was directed, I went around the corner and came back again to where I had started, as though I had been trapped in a revolving door. By the time I was headed in the right direction my name was being called for the final time.

The plane was a huge two-storey affair that was packed solid. I had requested an aisle seat – necessary for emergency evacuations, not to mention quick trips to the loo. But in front of me was lumped a bulky Australian youth decorated with an apparently permanently attached baseball cap that loomed above the back of the seat and obscured my view of the video screen. The food was okay, but served in midgetsized portions. On the other hand, a bottle of wine was supplied with the meal and the girl next to me drank only a little of hers and kindly donated the rest to a worthy cause. I drank it, purely for medicinal reasons of course: it helps to calm white knuckles.

Then we were coming down through a lot of murk and turbulence into Tokyo’s Narita airport. I had booked my luggage through to Chicago and had just a carry-on bag. O bliss! Now I realise how great it is to travel light. But it didn’t make a convert of me.

A courtesy bus trundled me to my hotel, where I had a very small but nicely appointed room. I discovered that the hotel also ran a free service to the local village every hour, a vast improvement on the taxi fare of eighty dollars Australian. While waiting for the next bus I went up to the hotel’s ninth floor beautiful bar where you could sit in front of a long plateglass window and admire the view in comfort. Unfortunately the prices were enough to make you want to jump out of the window and a very haughty waiter looked absolutely horrified when I asked for a glass of water. Twenty dollars Australian for a beer is a bit rich. A New Zealander I met downstairs later said that a steak sandwich cost one hundred and fifty. I’ve bought a whole ruddy cow for less than that.

In the town a light drizzle fell as I sloshed up and down cobbled lanes and narrow brick-paved streets that wound around and around and were home to many diminutive eating places. I entered one that was built of bamboo, had rice paper windows and was crammed with men, long wooden tables and a minute bar. After much deliberation, food of some description, I have no idea what, was ordered and I waited while the men drank saki from large brown bottles. After a very long time the food arrived, but I left still hungry as it had only been microscopic amounts of raw fish, rice and soup – nothing guaranteed to stick to your ribs.

In the morning I made up for these dietary deprivations by attacking the hotel’s buffet breakfast, anticipating future meagre repasts. Back at the airport I waltzed through ‘exegration’ (the opposite of immigration) and found myself on another massive chock-full double-decker plane. This time, however, I didn’t need to see over the person in front because, wonder of wonders, every seat had its own little TV screen. On take-off it showed you, via a camera in the plane’s nose, what the pilot could see (we hoped!) from the cockpit. As the aircraft trundled out to the runway, there was the tarmac speeding away underneath. I found this disconcerting – it was something I would rather not have witnessed – but my eyes stayed compulsively glued to it.

Having seen the plane safely in the air I concentrated on the video program. You could switch between six films or play games. The flight lasted twelve hours, crossing the Pacific Ocean then flying over northern USA. We left at half past eleven in the morning and, spookily, arrived before we left, at nine the same day. The sun was rising on one side of the plane as it was setting on the other.

The descent to Chicago’s O’Hare airport, the busiest in the world, through a murky sky, was extremely bumpy. The next day I heard that a plane had sat on the tarmac for eight hours unable to take off due to the bad weather.

My first impression of America was that I could have been anywhere – all these huge modern airports look the same. The one difference was that all the staff I saw were Afro-American. I asked the airport shuttle-bus driver if he would take me to the Three Arts Club in Dearborn Street, where I had a booking, and was safely landed on the doorstep. It was still only half past ten and check-in time was not until one, so I had to sit in the drawing room almost stupefied from lack of sleep, with my internal clock insisting that it was long past bedtime. You’d think they could have let me at a bed. The room was ready. Rules are cast in stone to some people.

But I had been impressed when deposited here. The Three Arts Club is housed in an elegant building in a lovely treelined street that contains three-storey apartment blocks, a coffee shop and a classy boutique hotel called the Claridge. The street verges have gardens surrounded by little fences and more of the same front the buildings. Dearborn Street runs all the way down to the centre of Chicago, a few kilometres away.

Looking back I realised that until I reached the club I had not understood one word of the English that had been spoken to me since I left Australia. I was beginning to think I’d gone deaf. Most of the announcements on the Japanese planes had been, naturally enough, in Japanese and the subtitled English ones might as well have been. And in Chicago everyone I had spoken to so far had been African-American and I found their distinctive patois hard to decipher.

The Three Arts Club is a great place. Built in 1912 as a residence and club for women, it was executed in the grand manner of the age. On the front of the building one brass plaque confirms its age and another states that it has been declared a National Trust building. It has an imposing entrance flanked by columns and the facade sports bas-reliefs of three women in flowing Greek robes who represent the Three Arts – music, painting and literature. Constructed of dark reddish brown brick, it has four storeys and a flat roof-top area. A flight of steps up from the street gets you in the front door, then another brings you to a set of double doors where you press a hefty brass bell for admission to a massive lobby. On one side of the lobby is an immense room that contains a stage and an entire wall of French doors that open onto a large and lovely courtyard where a fountain tinkles into a pool that has a statue of a small naked boy in its centre. Around the courtyard sit wrought-iron chairs and tables, and huge flower pots from which cascade red, pink, and white petunias and impatiens.

The drawing room, a long, high-ceilinged chamber with a polished wooden floor on which lie a few worn but good old oriental rugs, is on the other side of the lobby. In here are some lovely pieces of well-polished antique furniture, several elegant couches and, in one of the cabinets, some fine antique china. Next to the drawing room is a gallery called the tea room; attached to it is a small library. All the ground-floor rooms have many glass doors onto the courtyard, which creates a feeling of light and space and makes them ideal for art exhibitions and functions. Behind the reception rooms lie the spacious dining room and kitchen and a couple of guest bathrooms and toilets that have been preserved in their original condition. The elaborately decorated ceramic pissoir on the wall of the Gents is a work of art. The basement is used by the residents as a TV room and the washing machines are also housed there in a Dickensian dungeon that has a welter of enormous pipes overhead like the engine room of a ship.

By one o’clock, when I was finally allowed into my room, I was a total zombie. I had tried taking a walk, but it had been pointless – I felt as though I was walking around underwater. I fell on the bed and slept for three hours until, it being dinner time (and only imminent death can keep me from a meal), I got up and took myself down to the dining room.

Before each meal you had to go to the office and collect a ticket to give to the cheerful kitchen staff, who all looked like they came from south of the border. The food was very good but it leaned heavily, especially at breakfast, on sweet stuff like waffles, pancakes, Coco pops and sticky buns. I counteracted this with cheese and lots of lovely fruit. You could order eggs any way you wanted them by writing your request on a piece of paper and giving it to the attendant, who would disappear into the nether regions of the kitchen to appear shortly after with the goods. You could never complain, as I have been wont to do in other places, that there wasn’t enough to eat. But best of all was the wonderful, freshly brewed coffee.

The next morning I woke very early and did not feel really rested. My time clock was out of kilter. When I was respectable I headed off to the book fair, the putative reason for my visit to the States, by taxi and found out the hard way that it is obligatory to tip the driver at least ten per cent of the fare. Book Expo America, an annual Mecca for those in the trade, was being held this year in Chicago’s McCormack Centre. Irreverently referred to as ‘the mistake on the lake’ by the locals, it is a monstrous 2.2 million square feet of convention space. I’d never seen anything like it. It started with a ginormous entrance hall that a couple of air strips would be lost in while upstairs, in an unbelievably huge area, were four thousand or more stands for exhibitors. All kinds of books were on display: children’s, educational, novels, travel, foreign language, even some erotica. Every time I tried to walk around the exhibition space I failed and after an hour or so had to return for a rest. But boy, you could collect some loot here. I could have amassed hundreds of free books on my rounds. It broke my heart to leave them but I did get a couple to read on my travels. There were also give-away pens, mugs, phone cards and bags. But before you hop on a plane en masse I should point out that the fair is only for book sellers, publishers and buyers with special dispensation for the odd writer. And some were very odd, I noticed.

At four o’clock I returned to the club by the free shuttle bus that dropped people from the fair at various hotels. I crashed on my bed and again only got up to feed. Then I woke in the middle of the night. It took me four days to wake at the right time in the morning.

Next day at the fair I had lunch at McDonald’s. Their food outlets were everywhere and everyone seemed to eat their food, and freely admit it. Not like at home where most people I know do it on the sly and would never confess to it on the rack. A Coke from a machine cost five Australian dollars. I was horrified. I found the States high-priced due to the awful rate of exchange for our dollar at the time – parking downtown was advertised at eight dollars an hour as though it was a bargain!

On the last day of the fair I managed to get through the wine tasting and book signing that had been arranged. A line of people waited for me to appear. This would have been more flattering if my publishers hadn’t been giving my books away.

On the way back the bus driver said that she would take the scenic route. It certainly was; along the edge of Lake Michigan and past the sensational-looking museum and art gallery and other grand public buildings. Passing a pretty park she explained that the lone grave that stood in it surrounded by an iron fence was there because, when all the other remains had been moved, this person’s relatives couldn’t be found to give permission to relocate him. The driver also told us that the great fire of Chicago in 1871, from the ashes of which the modern city grew, was alleged to have been started by Mrs O’Leary’s cow kicking over a lantern. I think the cow may have been much maligned.

My room at the club was large and pleasantly oldfashioned and had an adjoining bathroom that I shared with the person next door. After three days and nights of creeping around in the bathroom so as not to disturb my neighbour, I discovered that she was a permanent resident who was away on holiday. I could have been having jazz parties in there. My room had a Spartan look because the cement floor was painted red and had only a smidgin of carpet in its middle. The furniture was old, functional stuff that included a comfortable bed and two big central-heating hot-water radiators, monstrous iron affairs that were fixed under the windows. Massive pipes lumbered through the room from top to bottom, I had no idea to what purpose. Part of one wall had been built in sections to provide two walk-in wardrobes with a rail for a curtain in front of them. The bathroom was extremely ancient-looking but everything was painted shiny white and it was squeaky clean.

From my position on the third floor there was a pleasant view from the two original, old sash windows that were located in each outside wall. They looked into the roof tops of other apartment buildings one floor below me. I could see a woodenpaling-edged balcony that had an Asian look and the backdrop to that was a spreading tree that gave me pleasure to contemplate.

The club was rather like a boarding school, or worse, a reformatory. Everyone was pleasant but the list of rules was endless. You even had to make an application in writing to use the lift. One morning I found three police officers bristling with guns in the dining room. During the night the club’s female guard had seen a man lurking in the back alley. I got the feeling that they might be a little edgy about men here. It wasn’t as though he could have got in.

One night a wedding was in progress when I arrived for dinner. Two large white bows on the pillars that flanked the front door warned me of this, and once I was inside I saw that the reception rooms had been divinely decorated. Large bowls and urns of white flowers had been placed around the courtyard; drifts and drapes of white gauze tied with bows and frills wafted around the French doors. We lesser beings who merely lived there couldn’t go through these rooms now, but had to circumnavigate to the dining room via the back stairs and the basement. The next day there was another wedding with more beautiful flowers and decorations. During the ten days of my stay several functions were held in the courtyard while we were eating dinner and we could watch them through the glass doors – it made me feel like an orphan putting her nose to the window. I couldn’t help but notice that the guests were eating better stuff than we were (and wasting a lot of it) and the devil whispered to me that fifty per cent of them were too fat to need feeding anyway. But we residents did well out of these bun fights. The orphans in the storm inherited the flowers, great bowls of vibrant colours on our dining tables. And we also scored some very fine left-over food.

The evening that the fair finished it started to drizzle with rain and by the next day it was raining good and hard and was really cold, just fifty degrees Fahrenheit. I wasn’t prepared for this weather clothing-wise but I put on all the woollies I had and went out prepared for a great adventure with Chicago public transport. Two ladies at the tourist bureau in the McCormack Centre had emphatically denied that there was such an animal as a subway. When I asked about those steps I had seen going down under the street they gave me blank looks, consulted each other and decided that, no, there was definitely so such thing. Unconvinced, I started walking in the direction that I thought I had previously seen the subway entrance but found myself in the wrong street and ended up strolling all the way downtown along Dearborn Street. I took my life in my hands every time I crossed the road because, naturally, I looked the wrong way, and the traffic was coming at me from the other direction.

On the edge of the city I discovered that I was underneath the overhead train which goes around the loop of the city centre. Not very imaginatively, it is named the Loop. This seemed foolproof, so I mounted the steps to a platform to try it. The only flaw was that you have to know which part of the loop to get on at and which direction the train is going. I had no idea how to even get started with a ticket – you needed to play all sorts of games with machines that required money. But kind people helped me. I didn’t have enough change so the woman attendant and a woman passenger between them managed to rake up enough money to subsidise me. Nice, I thought, here I am pan-handling in America. This happened again at the next station, where the guard gave me the ten cents I was short. I rode six of these trains and in between spent a couple of hours sitting on windy stations above the city waiting for them.

First I waited for the purple line because I thought it was a pretty colour then I discovered that it didn’t run at that time of the day so I got on another train. This one went out to Midway airport after completing its loop, but eventually after an interesting ride I was back in town and heading in the right direction. Getting off I boarded another train but, discovering that its destination was the outer suburbs, I decided against another foray out of town and got off again. Five trains later I arrived at the station where I could change to the subway that would return me home. I had a marvellous time, with many people pointing the way and many wrong turns, but you can ride for two hours on the one ticket for three Australian dollars and I certainly got my money’s worth.

I saw many acts of kindness on the subway. A well-dressed black woman gave her seat to a blind man, an elderly white man was given a seat by a young man. Another time one young man stood for an older person and a young bloke grabbed the seat so the fellow next to him promptly gave up his seat.

In the subway there were intriguing signs; one huge one advertised ‘DIVORCE for ninety dollars’. But subways are grotty, unpainted cement-coloured dungeons – the sort of place I’d never go at night.

On one of my rides around the Loop I spotted the marvellous Chicago Library and leapt off to inspect it. With nine extensive floors, it is impressively big and as you ascend slowly by escalator past its walls of white marble you feel as though you are being lifted up through a bright, light, gorgeous space. On the seventh floor, just for curiosity, I searched among the literature and found Australian writer Miles Franklin’s On Dearborn Street.

Another floor had computers where you could collect your e-mails or surf the internet for free. I said to the young man standing in line behind me, ‘If you want to get on the net fast, show me how to get my e-mail.’ He did and, much to my surprise, I retrieved a message. Wonderful – I have made it into the twenty-first century! The message had been put on after I retrieved it, if you can work that out. I don’t like it. It’s not natural. I feel as if I am in a time warp. How can you read something before it is writ? I could be drummed out of the Luddite society for this. Later, when I phoned home to ask how Madame Josephine, my cat, was behaving I discovered that it was fourteen hours beforehand. Still, I felt very pleased with myself. I’d found the Library, used the Loop, travelled the subway and discovered the internet. Wow!

Jaunting around on the Loop felt strange because, although you are elevated, the buildings around you are so high that you really don’t see anything of them except their middle bits. You can see the tops of a couple if you look way, way up but there are so many of them crowded around you it becomes claustrophobic. I wondered why the city fathers had decided to make buildings so high and who used them all. Everything here seemed excessively big. Sears Tower, built in 1974, has one hundred and ten floors and, until recently, was the tallest building in the world. The tower is so high that to stand underneath and try to see the top you need to tip your head back until you hurt and then you can only just glimpse its summit. From a distance on the train the tower is long, thin and angular and its black facade makes it look sinister, like Darth Vader. And as for parting with sixteen dollars to ride to the top floor, forget it. This acrophobic would have to be paid to do that. I panicked on top of the Eiffel Tower, refused to get back in the open-fronted lift to go down again and ended up walking down thousands of stairs on the fire escape.

Most of the houses of the suburbs were wood or clapboard, two or three skinny storeys high and appeared European in style to me. But now and then I saw groups of two-storeyed brick houses, dreary affairs of boring identical boxes. On trains to the suburbs many people went to sleep. Every so often there would be an announcement admonishing passengers not to litter or indulge in other antisocial behaviour. And I was astounded to hear a promise to prosecute me if I solicited on the train. Solicited for what? I hate to think. Heaven forbid that it might be that which is not spoken of in polite circles.

Out among the masses it was impossible not to notice how many fatties there were. I don’t mean pleasantly plump, but colossally gross. And sadly, many of these unfortunates were amazingly young. Some of the weight-disadvantaged wore most unsuitable clothes, such as tight lurex outfits in screaming orange, or skin-hugging terry-towelling short shorts that looked revolting. Now that I had seen the glut of sweet goodies that you get offered from breakfast onwards and the fast-food outlets, cafes and restaurants that abounded, I began to understand.

I mastered the international phone card I’d bought before leaving home. You punch in a stream of numbers, give your pin number and away you go. It’s pre-paid and costs far less than locally made calls, especially in places like South America, where the rates are breathtaking.

My visit to the United States and the book fair had been an afterthought. South America was my aim and anything but an aircraft my choice of travel. I had not been able to find a ship crossing the Pacific at the time I wanted to travel but before I left home I had managed to book a passage from Miami to Lima in Peru, via the Panama Canal on a German freighter. I had no idea what I would do when I reached Lima but I wanted to cross the South American continent overland and travel as far as I could on the River Amazon. This incredible river had stirred my imagination for as long as I could remember but I had delayed visiting South America because I was afraid – its reputation as a dangerous place is well-documented. At last, however, I had summoned the courage to take it on. 

My ship didn’t leave Miami for another three weeks. I wasn’t sure where I wanted to go in that time but I wanted to travel by train and even though Chicago is the centre of the country’s railways, I found that I couldn’t get a train to the west coast and San Francisco except by taking a devious and horrendously priced route. So I bought a first-class sleeper ticket south to San Antonio in Texas and a connecting bus ticket to the Mexican border town of Laredo. I had decided that Mexico would be warm and cheap – and I could learn some Spanish in preparation for South America.

At one of Chicago’s drug stores – they don’t just sell drugs but are more like a supermarket – I asked the disinterested black girl who was supposed to sell stamps if I could buy some. She told me that they would have none until tomorrow, and admitted, when pressed, that when they had them they cost six dollars for a book of twenty.

‘How much are they each?’ I asked.

She looked vacant. ‘Six dollars for twenty.’

‘No, how much for one?’

She had no idea. She didn’t know and she didn’t intend to put herself out to find out. She just played with her hair.

I found it extremely hard to find a place that changed money. I went to where the current tourist-bureau publication said this feat was performed and after patrolling up and down the street several times finally found the shop. It was upstairs and at the rear of the given address. It also sported a sign saying that it had moved months ago. Someone directed me elsewhere. Strangely most banks won’t change money. Several more directions later, some in opposite ways for the same place, I finally came to rest at a magnificent bank with malachite coloured marble all over the place in a riot of pomp and splendour.

Another day I set off to explore the streets surrounding the Three Arts Club on foot. This area is a pleasant leafy suburb that formerly housed the affluent in grand mansions, some of which remain. They are different from Australian stately homes in that they mostly have little or no front yard and are, like the lesser houses, right on the street. Small areas of lawns and flowers are dotted between the footpaths and the road among shady trees, and the sound of birds is everywhere.

Downtown looking for the post office, I asked several people the way but I never did find it. I was directed to a place with a clock tower that one woman said must be it. Passing a beauty shop where a big fat African-American with a big fat gold earring sat in the front window having a manicure, I came to this building. It was the old railway station that had been converted to an art gallery, but a computer shop next door sold stamps – logical.

On a frightful day that had suddenly become hot and windy I decided to go to Chinatown. I nearly got my head blown off waiting on the station platform, then got on a train going the wrong way and ended up back in the Loop. I then took the line promoted as the scenic route, but the view was just the same once you were out in the suburbs and, even though I went a long way to the end of the line, it didn’t change. One line dives underground after leaving the city and continues for four stops then emerges into the sunlight like a monster rushing out of its hole. Standing in the gloom of the dingy subway cave waiting for the monster is a creepy feeling. Suddenly, with a tremendous racket it comes roaring up out of the bowels of the earth accompanied by great gusts of wind.

Entering Chinatown you walk through a gate ornately carved with dragons and are transported into streets lined by authentic Chinese shops. The people you pass are speaking Chinese. I came upon the Chinese branch of the public library and, having certain needs that were demanding to be met, entered the premises. Libraries are always a good source of a loo.

I set off to return to the city taking one of my famous short-cuts. I thought that the street I walked down must take me to the train station. It didn’t. It led into a semi-enclosed alleyway. Halfway down it, with no one else in sight, I thought, Good grief, what a perfect place to get mugged. It was not a pleasant stroll and, emerging at the other end, I discovered that I was now really on the wrong side of the tracks. Not a soul was around except a group of black people who appeared to be living under the trees off to one side. I tootled past them as fast as I could then started on a path that I calculated must lead to the train line. But I was now in some kind of railway works. Round and round this I trudged until it ended at a high reinforced barbed wire fence. The place was deserted. I could have done what I liked in there. The gate had been open when I walked in so I wondered why they had all that barbed wire to keep people out. Backtracking to where I had started, I followed the road again for a long way and finally found the station. This time I resisted the urge to board a train going in the wrong direction and miraculously ended up where I belonged.

My last day came. I returned my towels, had my room checked to get my deposit back and, having booked the lift in writing in advance, waited for the escort without whom no one could use this precious piece of machinery. What did they think I was going to do with it – go for a joy ride?

Built in 1925, Chicago railway station has a stupendous, spacious, brightly lit entry hall containing long polished wooden seats. From there you progress to waiting rooms, cafes and shops. I was allowed into the wonderful Metropolitan Lounge, a place reserved for ‘sleeping-car passengers’. Not ‘first-class’, I noted, for this egalitarian society. But what a contrast the Metropolitan Lounge was from the station’s other waiting rooms, where hordes of folk were crammed in front of television sets blaring out soap operas. The Metropolitan Lounge had comfortable leather couches and club chairs, and free coffee, juice, Coke, buns, bikkies, baggage storage, telephones, TVs and marble bathrooms.

I jettisoned my bags, drank some coffee and walked over the bridge on the Chicago River to the downtown area. Now Chicago showed me some of its famous wind. It was incredibly strong. You had to walk perpendicularly to avoid being flattened. I nearly got blown off the bridge into the water and everyone I passed looked really weird with their hair standing straight up on end like a fright wig.
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Back at the Chicago railway station I sat beside the world’s most boring woman, who told me she was reading a Christian romance novel. Apparently there exists a publishing firm that produces only this type of book. More power to them. I availed myself of another free drink. Fortunately this was a most comfortable place to read or knit while waiting, as I had been thrown out of the Three Arts Club at eleven and my train didn’t leave until five. As soon as it was decently possible I moved away from the Christian woman and sat next to a smartly dressed black woman who turned out to be a publisher of travel books.

By listening to the announcements and speaking to other waiting people I discovered that, much as the railway’s publicity department would like you to be impressed by its efficiency, every train runs at least two or three hours late. One man said his last train had been fourteen hours in arrears. My train departed ninety minutes behind time.

Walking out of the waiting room onto the train platform I had been surprised to find that it was already dark. Then I realised that the platforms were underground. I dragged the small bag that I was taking on board with me for kilometres along a long train and was shown into a compartment by a conductor. I was partly unpacked when he told me that I was in the wrong carriage. Then I had to walk more kilometres back again.

The railway personnel mostly gave me the impression of being slightly off the planet. They didn’t know what was going on and they didn’t much care. A National Geographic survey found that one in seven Americans could not identify the United States on a map of the world. I rest my case.

My first-class compartment was a pokey little hole containing two seats that metamorphosed, with great difficulty, into a bed. Supposedly designed for two people, it was hard enough for just one to get in or out of – it would been a circus for two. My young black conductor, Lazy Boy, didn’t help. He left the operation on the bed so late that I performed it myself in desperation. I really needed sleep. And what a struggle it was! Lazy Boy was really strange. Everything I asked him, he didn’t know. His attitude was so laid back, he was almost flat out.

Not long after leaving Chicago the train stopped for a further half an hour’s delay. Looking out of the window I saw several men moving along the line and the conductor said, ‘Ah, they’ve gotta walk the train. That could take some time’. Apparently there was a fault in the air brakes. It was comforting to know it had been fixed. Or had it? No one said. Later several more unscheduled stops occurred.

At dinner everyone complained that you didn’t get anything unless you asked for it on this train. ‘Where’s the sweet on the pillow the brochure advertised, or the early morning coffee?’ But up a small flight of steps from my compartment on this double-decker train was a permanent supply of good coffee, bottled water, juice and Coke to which you could help yourself. On the top level there were bigger compartments with showers and toilets. As they were higher, they afforded a better view of the countryside – down at my level you mostly saw only the trees that were planted thickly along the railway line, although later these did thin out and I could see that everything was beautifully, verdantly green.

By the time I was allocated a dinner sitting at half past seven I was famished. I dined with three pleasant people who had massive, good-looking Texas rib-bone steaks that didn’t, contrary to the description, contain a single bone. I had catfish with a black pepper coating. It was delicious, and I followed it up with a sinfully sweet desert.

After I had fought my way into my bed I tried to sleep, but whoever was driving this train had a mania for the horn – and leaned on it heavy, long and often. I was told that engine drivers had to sound the horn three times at every crossing. Well, the crossings must have been legion.

I woke up in Arkansas to discover that my breakfast sitting was now on. So much for the promised wake-up call. Dashing to my ablutions, I tried to use the shower down the corridor but I couldn’t work out how to get the water to stay on, so I had a sketchy wash. The first time I had used the toilet the night before I had almost brained myself senseless. I had pressed what I took to be the flush button above the loo and, lo and behold, a clunky great baby-change table came crashing down on top of me. I’ve always suspected that babies are a danger to your health.

Presenting myself for breakfast, I sat outside the dining room for half an hour waiting my turn then, finally up at the trough, waited another hour for my bacon and eggs because one of the children at my table had ordered pancakes and they had run out of mix. Pesky child. The whole table had to wait. Eventually the pancake mix was obtained – maybe they got it at the next station. I had a communication problem with the ordering of the eggs. The waiter didn’t understand fried eggs. You had to ask for easy or hard over or whatever, but when at last it arrived around lunch time, the breakfast was decent.

The trees along the line were a type of pine unfamiliar to me. The flourishing green crops were soya beans, a dwarf kind of maize that is used as cattle food, and a corn with a kernel-like wheat that is also used as animal feed.

In Little Rock someone hurled a huge pile of Sunday papers under my door. They contained a staggering amount of advertising pamphlets, confirming that this is a society inclining to the materialistic.

This train had one superior feature – electronic press buttons that opened doors between carriages, no struggling with a heavy door on a rocking train. But otherwise it was not a patch on Australian long-distance trains that run dead on time, are superbly well organised and have marvellous, willing service. Lazy Boy treated me like a nuisance.

It was Sunday in America. All the little towns of twostoreyed houses that we passed through had masses of cars outside their churches. We travelled further south until we were deep in Texas, where the country became less green and a lot like Australia in places. By dinner time that evening we were running three hours late, but it didn’t matter to me as I had a long wait scheduled between the train’s arrival and the departure of my bus. I ate an enormous tender steak then, returning to my compartment, saw that someone had interfered with my case, which I had left on the spare seat. A small purse had been left outside it. There was no way that I had done that. Nothing had been taken – the purse had been empty – but it made me feel peculiar. Earlier I had seen Lazy Boy acting suspiciously in another compartment and, as all the passengers from down this end of the carriage had been at dinner together, he seemed the prime suspect.

I slept a little as it got dark and at half past one in the morning we arrived in San Antonio. The air-conditioning on the train had been too cold and it was lovely to step down into the balmy fresh air. I was told that the four o’clock connecting bus to Laredo would come to the railway station door to collect me. In the waiting room I tried to sleep but it was a small crowded room and the carved polished wooden benches, although mighty attractive, were hard on the rear end and not conducive to a snooze. I read my book and talked to a hugely fat but agreeable woman.

I finished my book. I asked the station master about the bus a couple of times and was told that, yes, it was on time. Far be it from me to nag, but at five I finally said, ‘Has the bus forgotten me?’ And it was decided that it must have. The station master, a handsome, friendly, Mexican-looking man – almost all the locals here looked Mexican and were pleasant – tried to phone the bus depot but got no answer. He then gave me a voucher and sent me off in a taxi. The ease with which he made this arrangement left me thinking he’d probably had plenty of practice at it.

By the time I arrived at the bus station a faint pink glow of dawn was in the sky. The next bus to Laredo left in ten minutes. It was a Greyhound and supposedly a good bus but the seats were uncomfortable and the air-conditioning freezing. Halfway into the two-hour trip we stopped for a feed at McDonald’s. I slept a little and then we were in Laredo where, to my surprise, everyone spoke Spanish. The taxi driver greeted me with ‘Buenos Dias’. No one understood me when I spoke English.

I wanted to leave my big bag in storage at the bus station but the change machine didn’t work. An affable chap who was washing the windows helped me get the bag in the box and minded it while I went to get change from the desk. A taxi took me a long way out of town to Motel Six, where I had booked a room. This district, just off the busy freeway, was a desolate place surrounded by a concrete jungle. By now the temperature was over one hundred degrees but I had a comfortable room so I took to my bed.

A good five-hour sleep later I went in search of dinner. I had used the phone in my room to ring a few travel agents and ask about the train to Mexico. No luck, it doesn’t run any more. If I had known this beforehand I would have taken a bus direct to Mexico from the Laredo bus station.

In the diner next to the motel I ordered a dish of chicken breasts and vegetables that sounded delicious. But everything came fried and oozing fat. The huge chicken pieces were coated with thick slabs of breadcrumbs and the veggies were hidden in deep balls of batter. A large potato was piled high with cream and margarine and the whole mess was accompanied by a mountainous pile of heavily buttered French toast. At least it was filling.

At eight in the evening it was still a hundred degrees of very dry heat, no inducement for a walk. I went back to my room to watch television. There were about seventy channels. I was amazed by the advertisements permitted – cigarettes, medicines, divorce and anti-cancer drugs. Eating, getting un-married and taking medicine seemed to be generally very popular. I went to sleep watching the television and slept soundly for another eight hours.

I had heard that it could be a two-hour hassle to cross the border to Mexico but it was actually a breeze. In the morning at the Laredo bus station everyone treated me kindly again. This certainly seemed to be a friendly kind of town. I needed seven dollars in quarters to liberate my suitcase. Buses from Laredo run frequently to Nuevo Laredo just across the border and I only had an hour to wait for the next one. In the functional – well, uncomfortable – waiting room an old man peddling tacos for a dollar came up to my perch. That was breakfast.

In the fullness of time the bus arrived but the driver warned me not to get on it. He said it smelled very bad. I put my head in the door to perform the sniff test. It sure didn’t smell like violets but I’m not as fussy as some folk; years of bedpans have seen to that. I think an inconsiderate person had left a baby’s nappy in a rubbish bag. The driver said he’d take anyone who was game. One Mexican woman and I decided to brave it rather than wait. Once again everyone spoke Spanish and expected me to do so too.

We headed off. It is just a five-minute ride across the Rio Grande, which isn’t all that grande but forms part of the 3326-kilometre Mexico–USA border. On the bridge long double lines of cars waited to cross from Mexico but there was no one waiting on our side. Once over the bridge I had to go through customs, but there seemed to be no immigration officials. I stepped off the bus, said that I was carrying nothing prohibited, walked through a shed, pressed a button that said ‘passe’, identified my bags and got back on the bus. No one looked at my passport.

Now I was in Mexico, a large country of almost two million square kilometres that borders Guatemala and Belize in the south and the USA in the north. It has coasts on both the Pacific and the Gulf of Mexico and two north–south mountain ranges that frame a broad group of plateaux varying in altitude from 1000 to 2300 metres. In the original land grab from the Indians, the area that is now Texas was part of Mexico, but in 1836 the territory seceded from Mexico to become an independent republic. From 1839 to 1841 an area of the Rio Grande valley of Mexico also declared itself separate and independent, proclaiming the Republic of Rio Grande with Laredo as its capital. The US annexation of Texas in 1845 precipitated a war with Mexico which the US won in 1847. After this the Rio Grande was established as part of the border and the Mexicans built the town of Nuevo Laredo, on their side of the river.

Mexico’s civilization began long before that. The first people came down through America from Siberia across the land bridge that existed 60,000 to 80,000 years ago. By the time of Christ the great city of Teotihuacan was being built. It incorporated the Pyramid of the Sun, still the third-biggest pyramid in the world, and the Pyramid of the Moon, which is only slightly smaller. The Mayan culture flourished from 250 AD to 900 AD. The Mayans had a system of writing and calendars that accurately recorded earthly and heavenly events. Religion played a major role in early Mexican cultures but their gods were cruel, demanding frequent human sacrifices, usually by beheading or being thrown into a well, and blood-letting from ears, tongues and penises.

The Toltecs, who became a power around the thirteenth century AD in central Mexico, worshipped a feathered serpent called Quetzalcoatl until he was displaced by Tezcatlipoca – ‘Smoking Mirror’ – the god of warriors who demanded a regular diet of warm and often still-beating hearts. Wars were fought to obtain a steady supply of these organs from captured enemy soldiers.

By 1426 the Aztecs had become the most powerful people in the valley. They were also warlike and sacrificed prisoners, believing that this was necessary to keep the sun rising every day. In four days in 1487, twenty thousand prisoners were slain to dedicate a temple.

I found an intriguing description of a ball game that all early pre-hispanic Mexican cultures seemed to play. After the game one or more players would be sacrificed. No one knows whether winners or losers were chosen for this grisly end but I can’t see it catching on in Australian Rules.

Nearly three thousand years worth of Mexican culture was destroyed in two years by the Spanish after their invasion in 1519. They annihilated the civilisation and reduced the native peoples to slaves or second-class citizens. In Mexico the Spanish leader Cortes is considered the villain of the piece. By 1821, when the fight for independence from Spain was successful, the population of Mexico consisted of native Indians and Mestizoes – a mixture of Indians, Spanish immigrants and African slaves. Now Mexico is a federal republic and, although it had been an almost entirely agricultural economy before 1910, it is one of Latin America’s most industrialised countries. Ninety per cent of the eighty-one million population is Catholic. The missionaries of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries won the local people over by grafting Catholicism onto the Indian religions, and witchcraft and magic still survive.

In Nuevo Laredo my financial expenditure took a turn for the better. Taxis had no meters but travelling quite a distance to find a hotel cost only five dollars. My first choice of hotel was full but the taxi driver took me elsewhere. At the Fiesta Hotel the receptionist said, ‘Ah, Australian! Crocodile Dundee!’ It seemed everyone who had heard of Australia associated us with crocodiles. The night before the TV in Laredo kept advertising that ‘Croc week is coming’. The show they were referring to was that Australian fellow who overacts with a lot of snakes and crocodiles.

The receptionist also told me that the train I had hoped to take from here into Mexico was no more. ‘There was a train but not now,’ he said. It had stopped running the previous week. The story of my life!

But all was not lost – the receptionist said that there were many buses going south during the day. All I would need to do was go to the station and wait for one.

My room was a few steps off the main street, up and down which I walked several times looking for it before I realised that this narrow path lined both sides with small grotty-ish shops was indeed it. Although unimpressive it stretches for two kilometres in one direction – south. In front of the shops lots of makeshift stalls sold tourist trash, as well as some decent handicrafts, while posters on the walls advertised bull fights. I had expected downtown to be big and elaborate like Laredo across the river, but this was a totally different world. Still, it was pleasant enough, and no one hassled me to buy his wares.

My hotel room was Spanish in style and had a huge bed, much black iron-work placed against white-washed brick walls, a white tiled floor and heavy, black, wooden doors. I knew I was back in the Third World when the first room I was taken to had no light bulbs. We moved on to another. This room had only a couple of missing bulbs but the showerhead sat on the floor. The mattress on the bed was almost as old as I am and sagged nearly as much.

Next morning, when I tried to wash my hair, I found that the hotel’s accoutrements did not run to hot water. I had to brave a cold shower. But my room did have good air conditioning and that was important in the heat.

I ate dinner at a cafe on the main drag. It must have catered to tourist tastes as I had the blandest enchaladas fobbed off on me as Mexican tucker. The meal’s one redeeming feature was that it was cheap. The next day I found a local cafe and ordered one dish. It came complete with bean soup, salad and many side dishes but the food was still uninspiring.

At the station I found that a bus left for Monterrey, three hours south, almost immediately, but the bus to San Miguel de Allende, on the central plateau of Mexico, which I had chosen as my destination, did not leave until six in the evening. I took the Monterrey bus thinking that I would find another from there to San Miguel. I was most impressed by the Mexican bus. It had decent leg room and comfortable seats but it came complete with the obligatory screaming video. I inserted my ever-ready ear plugs and could still hear comfortably. The film was a dreadful James Bond but the subtitles helped me learn some Spanish. Everyone working for the bus line was polite. They found the bus for you, gave you a seat number and stowed your bags. There was even a toilet on the bus, albeit a cantankerous one. From the outside the door wouldn’t open without a strenuous wrestle, and once inside it wouldn’t shut.

We hadn’t gone far into Mexico before we were stopped at a check-point. A soldierly type climbed onto the bus and videotaped us all, while others searched the baggage compartment under the bus. We were stopped and checked several more times along the way. Later, in San Miguel, I learned that highwaymen and bandits rob buses in the remote areas of the north. I was glad that I found this out after I had survived the trip through the most isolated part of Mexico unscathed.

On leaving Nuevo Laredo I had thought that I was now going to see the Mexico of legend, but the country didn’t look particularly exotic. It was early summer and the sparse bushy scrub of the northern desert was still quite green although there were no trees. There was little sign of habitation, though a few cows appeared now and then as we drove further south, indicating that a ranch was out there somewhere. Later we progressed to clumps of trees, not pines and fir as in the USA but scrubby bush trees.

We came upon infrequent buildings that were square and flat-roofed with lean-to verandahs tacked on to their fronts. Some of these houses were crazily warped and their tin roofs rusted and sagging. In this ‘great wasteland of the north’ villages were few and far between along the road, although I saw one tiny place that consisted of a small congregation of primitive dwellings and a dog so skinny that its legs splayed out as though they didn’t have the strength to hold it up.

Apart from the cows and the dog I saw only an occasional lone eagle, hawk or buzzard. Grazing animals had pushed the native mountain lions, deer and coyotes into isolated areas. Still common are armadillos, snakes and rabbits but I saw none. I read that the tropical forests of the south and east continue to harbour howler monkeys, jaguars, tapirs, anteaters, toucans, and reptiles such as boa constrictors, while iguanas and other lizards are found in warm parts.

Then we were driving through desert where prickly pear and cacti shaped like strange, long toilet brushes poked up into the sky. Most of the world’s fifteen hundred species of cactus are found in Mexico. The sides of the road were dotted with shrines made of wood, cast iron, concrete and metal that commemorated road accident victims. Each time relatives or friends visit the site they leave a pebble or stone and cairns are created. A grim warning for the traveller.

Monterrey bus station is enormous. I encountered six waiting rooms in front of the various bus starting gates and several garishly decorated religious shrines where nervous passengers could seek fortitude. The entrance to the toilets was lit up like a nightclub by a big neon sign under which a woman guard was stationed. You put a coin in a box and she moved a turnstile to admit you. When I first saw this alluringlooking place on the far wall of the station I thought it must be something interesting, like a casino.

Sitting in the adjacent waiting room listening to the sound of constantly dropping coins, I decided that the toilets were doing a roaring trade. But it was worth the point two of a peseta you paid to get admitted. The walls were tiled all the way up to the ceiling but the doors didn’t lock and reached only to your shoulders – just high enough to cover your personals and the business end of you. Toilet paper was not provided in the stalls. This ensured that you didn’t play with it or, worse, put it in your pocket. A big communal roll of paper hung on the wall by the entrance door and as you came in you were permitted, under the eagle eye of the attendant, to take some. Later I found some places that didn’t even allow you this liberty but doled you out a ration. Unfortunately I didn’t realise this until it was too late to go back for some.

I had thought I would find a bus to San Miguel de Allende leaving fairly soon but there wasn’t one until nine that night so I had a long wait. Depositing my bags in the cloak room I went into the VIP lounge. I had a first-class ticket so I figured I was entitled to use these facilities, but I was soon disabused of that notion. A guard woman very nicely asked to see my ticket and then directed me back out with the common herd. I was curious to find out who these VIPs were who rode on buses – the lounge was huge but it was empty.

I spent the day hanging about the waiting rooms, trying them all in turn, alternately reading or knitting and watching the people. Many Mexican men are extraordinarily handsome in their ten-gallon hats, cowboy boots and silver-buckled belts. Some are very dark-skinned. I had noticed the change in people’s looks as soon as I had arrived in San Antonio and from there on it seemed every man wore a ten-gallon hat. I did not see one sombrero in Mexico, just ten-gallon white-straw or black-felt cowboy hats. Had they seen too many Western movies? At one stage a forty-year-old man sat next to me engrossed in a comic book. 

I had expected a bit of spitting but it was the nose-blowing with the fingers onto the shiny terrazzo floor that I found offputting. I filled in an hour having lunch in the expensive restaurant, which was baking hot. Conversely, it had been freezing in the VIP lounge so I’m glad I didn’t stay there – sour grapes! 

In the evening I saw a bus pulling in that I thought was the one I wanted. I confirmed this with a gorgeous Mexican man who appeared to have something to do with the staff, and he helped me take my bags to the departure point. I went off to buy a bottle of water and when I returned another man was standing guard over my bags. He proceeded to give me, I think, a lecture along the lines of: ‘You shouldn’t have left them.’ I thought it was kind of him to care. I had been warned that Mexico was the land of machismo and a violent country where you must take all precautions against theft. And that pocket-picking and purse-snatching was common – not to mention highway robbery on buses and trains, especially at night in the north. And Mexico City was reputed to be so bad I had decided not to go there.

The extremely comfortable, but extremely cold bus was almost empty. One other woman, six men and I made up the complement of passengers. After an hour and a half’s travel we stopped for thirty minutes and continued to do so regularly for the rest of the way, probably because we had only one driver, who was closeted like a jet pilot in a curtained cabin at the front of the bus. Noise emanating from in there sounded very much like a television. Was he absorbed in his favourite soap opera? Asleep? Dead? You’d never know. Our driver had to contend with tremendous winds, rain and wet roads coming up into the mountains. We were catching the edge of a hurricane that was causing havoc further south and was spreading across the country.

The first stop we made was at a shop that was really just a cement-floored shed with a few metal racks scattered with a meagre supply of goods. I tried to buy some provisions but the stock leaned heavily to biscuits and drinks and all I got were some ghastly sweet wafers. Back on the bus I slept off and on and it didn’t seem very long before it was a quarter to five in the morning. I snoozed again and then it was seven o’clock and getting light. There were, thank goodness, no videos on this bus.

Approaching San Miguel de Allende the bus stopped in out-back country at a run-down farm house where an old man in a ten-gallon hat and cowboy boots got off. The beginnings of the town were very ordinary looking; shabby ramshackle little square boxes of houses with flat roofs. The bus station was small but pleasing with its religious shrine and a lavatory entrance once again lit up something gorgeous – green on one side for males, pink on the other for females and in between colourful pastoral scenes painted on the walls and flowers, albeit plastic, everywhere.

I taxied to the youth hostel where the taxi driver asked me for fifty pesos. I said, ‘No. Twenty five.’

‘Si,’ he said and smiled.

The hostel was a quaint place that fronted right onto the old cobblestone street. At first glance these streets look as though they contain nothing except decrepit walls, then you notice that there are gates in the wall. The hostel’s gate had an open grille above it and a plaque in the wall that declared its identity. A big piece of wood hung down on a rope and you pulled this to ring a bell and summon help. I pulled the rope and inside the gate discovered a lovely courtyard filled with plants and flowers.

But I soon learned that this was not the place for me. According to the guide book the hostel had single as well as double rooms. The proprietress denied this. She had one double, which she refused to let to a single. That book has a lot to answer for. But the woman was very helpful and directed me elsewhere. The San Bernado Hotel where I eventually came to roost, was the first hotel so far since I’d left home that hadn’t insisted on the money up front. I didn’t have enough Mexican pesos to pay but I was assured that this was okay. I wrapped myself in a thick Mexican blanket, fell on the bed and slept for four hours.
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