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About the Author

Christopher Isherwood was born in Cheshire in 1904. He began to write at university and later moved to Berlin, where he gave English lessons to support himself. He witnessed first hand the rise to power of Hitler and the Nazi party in Germany and some of his best works, such as Mr Norris Changes Trains and Goodbye to Berlin, draw on these experiences. He created the character of Sally Bowles, later made famous as the heroine of the musical Cabaret. Isherwood travelled with W. H. Auden to China in the late 1930s before going with him to America in 1939, which became his home for the rest of his life.

He died on 4 January 1986.
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Introduction

Christopher Isherwood was a lifelong chronicler, an almost obsessive connoisseur of the roles we play all the time and of his own untiring quest to cut beneath them. Over and over in his works he writes of ‘play-acting’ or ‘performance’ – usually with reference to himself – and his books offer us a long parade of the parts in which others cast him: ‘Herr Issyvoo’ when he was in Berlin, and ‘Mr Kreestoffer Ischervood’ in Prater Violet and Christopher and His Kind later on. Perhaps this derived in part from his upbringing amidst the polished stagecraft of upper-middle-class England, his inherent gift for detachment, watching even himself from the wings, and his homosexuality at a time when homosexuality was a punishable offence in the land of his birth. But the upshot was that he always had a keen interest in covers, and what lay beneath them. Life may have been a cabaret for him, but it was one in which he was most of the time looking to snare a backstage pass.

Only Isherwood, on joining a monastery (in part to find out who he was – or wasn’t – behind all the faces he put on), would note, almost with admiration, of one of his order’s leading saints, that Swami Vivekananda ‘might well have been mistaken for a great actor’; writing on Robert Louis Stevenson, he casually remarks that ‘All legendary figures have been poseurs of one sort or another.’ It is well known that Isherwood devoted himself for forty years to a rigorous Hindu practice in the Vedanta Society of Southern California in order to try to locate the something, or nothing, beneath his disguises; but at some level writing was his more effective and steady tool in holding himself up against not a mirror, but an X-ray machine. In his early writing, in pre-war Berlin, he famously declared, ‘I am a camera’, as if to disengage himself from the shows all around him; in his later work – such novels as A Single Man and especially, of course, his diaries – he turned that lens on the inner life and relentlessly examined the self-doubt, the cattiness, even the very camera-like detachment that lay beneath the boyish charm he flashed upon the world.

This search for something more lasting that he could believe in, something deeper than mere personality, would give Isherwood’s work both its poignancy and its originality, and the travel book he wrote on commission for Random House in 1949, The Condor and the Cows, could best be seen as a farewell to his public self; it was an expert performance, delivered for public consumption, and thereafter nearly all his work would draw upon his more private diaries and insist on cross-questioning himself with the fierceness of a latter-day Augustine. Certainly you can pick it up and enjoy an engagingly brisk, prankish and urbane tour across six countries in South America, seen over the course of six months; but if you care about the state of Isherwood’s soul – and in later decades he’d try to make it our business to do so – you see that in some ways it may be most revealing in the fascinating glimpse it affords into the never-ending struggle between his ‘fatal politeness’, as he called it, and the less acceptable feelings that politeness concealed.

Just four years before he embarked on the trip, Isherwood had joined a monastery, in part, one senses, to get the better of his sensual longings; but the Vedanta temple on Ivar Avenue was located just above Hollywood Boulevard, and asceticism, he soon found, only quickened his restlessness and lusts. He stole out of his cell to take long walks with Garbo on the beach (or to find anonymous sexual partners among the handsome boys there); even as he was correcting the proofs of his rendition of the Bhagavad-Gita, not long before taking off for South America, he was also selling a script to RKO Pictures for $50,000. For Isherwood, this double life would be a perpetual source of tension and a cause for accusing himself of hypocrisy; for the reader, especially the one who realises that the spiritual life is, deep down, rooted in the human (look at Thomas Merton’s similar chafing against the order that he’s chosen), it is the engine of his literary greatness in his later years.

Isherwood ‘loathed’ the word ‘God’, he would write, and all his life was a flight from a ‘Sunday Religion’ that would, in fact, condemn the likes of him for daring to be attracted to those of the same sex; and it was precisely this native scepticism and impatience with all piety, mixed with a tonic British love of common sense (and the pleasures of the flesh), that made his attempts to get the better of himself the more affecting. Much like his cousin Graham Greene, he was fascinated by goodness, but loath ever to convict himself of it. Determined to be neither naughty nor nice, he felt his soul up for grabs in every moment and decision.

Deeper than that, like Greene again, he always seemed to long for a life of purpose, even conscience, although he felt himself only on the margins, far from the narrow-minded, conventional life he’d left behind in traditional England. In time, unlike such friends as W. H. Auden and Somerset Maugham, he would take on Californian nakedness to the point of becoming a gay icon and inspiring many precisely by revealing his human, all-too-human efforts to reconcile his outlaw sexuality with what is clearly a genuine and very deep-rooted hunger for purity. Yet by never giving himself the benefit of the doubt, he gave us a startlingly frank vision of his own foibles: ‘What I really want,’ he confessed in his diaries, ‘is solitude in the midst of snugness.’

Much of his best later writing thrives on the wry and unsparing sound of a man committed to a path he knows he cannot always follow: ‘How delightful religion used to be – in the days when I wasn’t doing anything particular about it!’ At one point, he reveals in his diaries, even the LA cops let him off a speeding ticket because he was so uncommonly ready to confess.

This unforgiving candour and pledge to pursue inwardness through all its twists and turns are exactly what’s missing from The Condor and the Cows and what he tries to excise as he concentrates on externals. The book might almost be a temporary break from both his monastic discipline and his furious rebellion against it. On 19 January 1939, one year to the day after he set off to write his one previous travel book, on China – Isherwood always had a writer’s (a believer’s) interest in patterns, a readiness to convert his life into a morality tale for those unpersuaded by regular morality – he set sail with his boyhood friend, Auden, for America. Given the imminence of war, their departure was seen by many as desertion, and not every friend was prepared to believe that Isherwood was, as he claimed, a ‘pacifist’. But beyond the expedient timing, it seems that Isherwood really had reached the end of the road in Europe, whether amidst the decadence of Berlin in the 1930s or the constraints of privileged England, and was hungry for a more open, unhistoried atmosphere – California – in which Christopher Bradshaw-Isherwood, nephew of Henry Bradshaw-Isherwood-Bagshawe, could be reborn as mere Chris.

Almost as soon as he arrived in California – and his diary accounts of first encountering Hollywood, ‘like a world’s fair, quite new and already partly in ruins’, are among the great passages in travel-writing – his writer friends from England, Aldous Huxley and Gerald Heard, introduced him to Swami Prabhavananda, who had set up the Vedanta Society of Southern California in Hollywood nine years before. Within a year, Isherwood was initiated by the Swami – given a mantra and prayer beads – as if satisfying a strong devotional streak that neither of his more cerebral friends (who never moved on to become monks) shared. Two years later he was living in the monastery in the Hollywood Hills, offering his literary gifts to the Swami and, much of the time, wishing he were loose on the world again. The Swami, for his part, was shrewd enough to wait out every one of his new disciple’s transgressions – ‘You’re almost too good,’ he’d tell Isherwood. ‘You are so frank, so good, you never tell a lie’ – and Isherwood, on his side, seemed to appreciate the Swami, characteristically, for the older man’s small vanities and inconsistencies. One thinks of Leonard Cohen, two generations later, also joining an elderly Asian spiritual teacher in the hills behind Los Angeles to become a monk, and likewise deriving his creative energy from the vividness with which he could conjure up the spell of the fallen world below. At one point one of Isherwood’s young male friends (and a partner in meditation), Denny Fouts, said, ‘Either make up your mind to be a monk or a dirty old man.’ But Isherwood’s literary power would come from the fact that he constantly trembled between the two.

In early 1945 he met a 23 year-old, high-spirited son of a Kentucky horse-breeder, Bill Caskey (Isherwood was forty at the time), and within a few months he had moved out of the monastery for good to live with his new friend. As if determined to make up for all the time and opportunities he’d missed out on while praying, the writer gave himself up to boys and drink, in what would be later reconstructed in his diaries as his ‘lost years’. By 1947, though, he seemed to have exhausted his appetite for dissipation and it was at this point that he accepted the invitation to write a book on a South America trip, for an advance (of $2,500) that amounted to two weeks’ work in Hollywood. It is hard not to feel that he took it on in part to put his relationship with Caskey to the test and to get away from both the dissolution that had claimed him and the wish for a higher dissolving that had been his predicament before.

He was also prey to a free-floating restlessness that came to its peak just then. At the beginning of the year, having drawn up his will and become an American back in California, he had returned to England to see his mother and younger brother and the world he had left (a village glimpsed from the train from the airport now struck him as ‘so absurdly authentic that it might have been lifted off a movie-lot of MGM’). Then, to placate Caskey, he had kicked around New York for a while, hanging out with the likes of Truman Capote and the cultural impresario Lincoln Kirstein. Soon after they boarded the Santa Paula in New Jersey on 19 September 1947, Isherwood began taking notes in a schoolboy’s exercise book, though for more than a month at the end of the trip he took no notes at all. And even after more than half a year spent crossing Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia and Argentina, he refused to settle down, and the pair continued on to Uruguay, Brazil and Senegal and then France before heading back to England.

It says something about Isherwood that he wrote up the trip, in a year, in a two-storey house at 333 East Rustic Road, in Santa Monica, borrowed from Lee Strasberg (who was then setting up the Actors’ Studio in New York). It says something even more essential about him that, upon its completion, he took up writing a screenplay called The Great Sinner, based on Dostoevsky’s The Gambler, and putting together a translation of the yoga aphorisms of Patanjali, which the man who loathed the word ‘God’ decided to call How to Know God.

Thus The Condor and the Cows, for those who have followed Isherwood’s long and complex trajectory, is an intriguingly two-sided book, which shows one face to the innocent newcomer, who can take it as a more-or-less typical English travel book of the period, rich with sparky scenes and feline observations, and another to the person who sees the gulf between public and private that it commemorates. You would never guess, going through its 217 pages, that Isherwood is gay, and you could easily mistake Caskey for just a friend and photographer (in Isherwood’s earlier travel book, Journey to a War, it had been his companion Auden, already a distinguished poet, who had supplied the photographs). You might never know, on encountering an exile called Berthold in Buenos Aires, that he is in truth ‘Bubi’, Isherwood’s first German lover back in Berlin. In fact you could infer very little of the author from the book, and you would surely not intuit that he had recently emerged from two years in a Hindu monastery.

At the same time the work is full of another kind of interest for those who have been shadowing Isherwood as he tosses and turns on his bed every night. The deeper the book advances, the more he seems to find his way to religious sanctuaries; in Bolivia he seeks out a Maryknoll Mission and, near Buenos Aires, the only Ramakrishna mission in South America. You hear with special ears his enraged cry, like something out of Maugham: ‘How dare a comfortably married minister sneer at the backslidings of would-be celibates?’ You notice how, in the clamour of a ship’s landing, his eye alights on a priest seen through an open door, alone at an altar, in candlelight. Most of all, you register how he seems most drawn to the religious when it is tied up with the erotic; when he’d been commissioned to write a script based on the life of the Buddha, the title of the never-made movie had been The Wayfarer, as if it was the constant traveller in the Indian sage that called to Isherwood, more than the silent meditator.

Of course Isherwood could pick up places as easily as he could people and, as an exile from Europe, could find a Polish pension in Guayaquil and a Czech pension in Quito (complete with well-cooked Wiener schnitzel), not to mention Germans everywhere (in the aftermath of the war, rich, perhaps, with uncertain loyalties). He watches, rapt, the ‘hygienic ruthlessness’ of a young North American in pursuit of a local Carmen and – vintage Isherwood touch – gives us skiers singing ‘Oh! Susanna’ as they negotiate slopes at 17,000 feet. Much of the time he could be mistaken for Somerset Maugham’s slightly mischievous nephew, writing the Latin equivalent of Maugham’s South-East Asian travel book The Gentleman in the Parlour. Like Maugham, he travels with a young man who can be guaranteed to sniff out action (though Isherwood keeps most of Caskey’s hot-tempered contentiousness out of the book); like Maugham, he seems interested in everyone, from society hostesses to fellow tourists, from expats to local pundits. In almost exactly the tones of Maugham, he confesses at one point, ‘We are neither of us good tourists’ and, again, ‘We are homesick and bored’, before seeking out a Bob Hope film in Bogotá.

He is also, like his older friend, unfailingly ready to dine with ambassadors, Shell Oil executives and pontificating writers, even as his heart clearly lies with the renegade. We see the two travellers ensconced in Luxury Class and hauling their typewriter and tripod everywhere they go; yet Isherwood was also prepared, with good old-fashioned English stoicism, to get up at 4 a.m. and commit himself to a leaky boat, ‘a quarter full of water’. In his earlier travel book he had gone to China with Auden ostensibly to document the Sino-Japanese War; in this case he is much more like his contemporaries Peter Fleming, Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene (all of whom had written travel books about Latin America), seeming to go for no reason at all save amusement and a chance to be away from home.

Yet the book remains a guide to much that was particular, and enduring, in Isherwood. In the middle of the Ecuadorian jungle, rather typically, he meets an oil driller ‘so perfectly “in character” for his profession that he could play himself in the movies’. Hardly has he boarded the ship, in fact, than he is turning the couple across from him into archetypes (of both the bourgeois life that he is fleeing and the new superpower, America, that he was so keen to prick); as with Maugham again, one might imagine that he was travelling in order to collect characters and materials to be put to better use, later, in fiction, flipping through scenes as through pages of Vanity Fair.

But what distinguishes this traveller is that, unlike most of us, he is always aware of the role he is playing in other people’s stories and the way he will be cast and stereotyped by the very souls he is busy stereotyping. ‘Playing my part’ in Bogotá, as a ‘minor cultural object’, he realises that at least one person had taken him to be ‘the frigid British type’; in Lima, as a visiting writer, he is greeted with great warmth because he is taken to be a representative of Time magazine. In My Guru and His Disciple he would confess that whenever he and Caskey (the great-nephew of two priests) entered a Catholic church, they would ‘kneel down together and pray’; with his mixed Irish and Cherokee heritage, Caskey might have served as a perfect model of the battle between European and indigenous American that the two were witnessing at every turn. But instead, to make his diary a readable romp, Isherwood converts his lover into a quasi-comical sidekick out of S. J. Perelman, a ‘small viscerotonic mesomorph’ who, in Colombia, wears ‘the expression of one who is forced by circumstances to be present at an abortion’.

The other quality that keeps rising up just beneath the lines and the agreeable-seeming surface is Isherwood’s unstoppable seditiousness. Even as he is taken in and entertained everywhere, often by the very rich, he confides that in one such house ‘we were tempted to smash or steal something, just to break the spell of such magnificence’. To the world he might seem a classic product of privileged Britain; to himself that was exactly what he was in flight from. Just underneath its sentences the book is trying to give a voice and a face to the oppressed; in a continent usually associated with caudillos and cowboys, Isherwood concentrates again and again on women and how they are treated, and although his pages are filled with pretty girls, he is always observing them in the spirit of a sympathetic conspirator, and not a predator.

For me, the quintessential Isherwood moment comes when he finds himself in a Shell Oil camp in Ecuador, a kind of all-American quasi-military settlement amidst lowering mountains and headhunters with blowpipes. Instinctively Isherwood realises that this is ‘an absolutely ideal setting’ for a book, with its ‘blend of the suburban and the exotic, of domesticity and danger’. That would always be his spiritual home, teetering on the border between the deeply settled and the completely unsettled, and looking in both directions at the same time. When, in Cuzco, he sees some religious paintings, Isherwood – and perhaps only Isherwood – imagines that the elderly demon in one is a ‘boot-fetishist’, in raptures to be stomped on by a coquettish young angel. Redemption and sensuality would often be inseparable in his mind.

Isherwood habitually berated the book, as if knowing it to be an interlude, a distraction from his more pressing concerns, a public work lacking all the compression and quiet intensity that he brought to his tightly focused novels. ‘I am churning out a travel-book,’ he wrote to a publisher friend upon his return, ‘which is going to be my longest and worst work, I fear. I just cannot do straight journalism, and the truth is that South America bored me, and I am ashamed that it bored me, and I hate it for making me feel ashamed.’ Yet far more of his feelings escaped than he acknowledged. Not many visitors see Cuzco as ‘one of the most beautiful monuments to bigotry and sheer stupid brutality in the whole world’. The Incas, for him, ‘were certainly an impressive people. But they fill me, personally, with a kind of horror. I find them … madly ungay.’ Seven pages later he exclaims, ‘I loathe the prudery of the average Protestant.’ It is as if the spirit of the diaries, and the lust for self-enquiry and a more ‘intentional life’ that he could not forget, were slowly taking over, almost in spite of himself.

Isherwood’s British editor noted, when the manuscript came to him, that it was the subjective passages that were its strength, and it is hard indeed to read the pro-forma summations of politics and economics that keep cropping up here without feeling that Isherwood’s subject would always be the private world, not the public, registering the small print of a courtship across a table or watching the way a beauty exercises her power, rather than emptying his notebook. That’s what makes the fact that he was mistaken for a Time magazine reporter so funny; that was exactly what he could never be. The Condor and the Cows gives us Isherwood trying to pretend to be something he wasn’t and, as often, baring himself, despite all his efforts to the contrary.

It was that inability to write topically – in other words, a habit of seeing places in their essential, unchanging aspects – that became the book’s great, unlikely grace. As it happens, I travelled almost exactly the same itinerary as Isherwood and Caskey twenty-eight years after they did, as a teenager just released from English boarding school, accompanied by an equally clueless classmate. We rode buses, as Isherwood did, through Cartagena and Bogotá and Quito, from Tumbes to Lima to Cuzco and La Paz. We saw ‘strangely mournful’ villages across the Colombian countryside, as they did, and a constant mix of sunlight and storm in Bolivia. And when, in recent years, I’ve gone back to these places, and travelled elsewhere around the continent, I’ve found people in Argentina ‘still living inside an old French novel’, as Isherwood memorably put it, and I’ve felt again and again ‘the manic-depressive atmosphere’ of the Andes among its mists.

In his swelling, grand conclusion, Isherwood serves up the ultimate travel-writer’s cliché: that South America is a ‘land of opposites’. But he also offers a less windy response, which I think catches a truth that a D. H. Lawrence might have intuited: ‘Such an energy in destruction. Such an apathy when something has to be mended or built.’ The ultimate surprise of The Condor and the Cows is that, for any traveller going to South America next year, it could prove the ideal companion and guide. The author’s Spanish may have been ‘awful’ and his research, as he keeps telling us, non-existent; but his instincts are so sure that his throwaways illuminate more than many a pundit’s lofty summations. The travel book he hardly seemed to want to write shows us in fact what an instinctive and unassimilable writer Isherwood was. Much like the author himself, gives us both a likeable surface and something much more real and complex just beneath that.

Pico Iyer, 2013


To the Reader

This book is based on a diary which I kept from day to day during our trip. In rewriting it, I have altered three or four names and concealed the sources of much information, in order not to embarrass individuals who were generous enough to talk to us frankly, sometimes indiscreetly. Because I do not wish to take advantage of hindsight, I have let my remarks about Dr Jorge Eliécer Gaitán stand exactly as I first set them down. I hope they will not seem tasteless or offensive in view of his tragic murder on April 9th last year in Bogotá and the terrible acts of violence which followed it. Much else has happened since we left South America—Rómulo Gallegos has been elected President of Venezuela and later expelled by a military junta; President Bustamante has outlawed the Apra Party and himself been exiled to Argentina, while Haya de la Torre has taken sanctuary in Lima’s Colombian embassy; there has been another attempt to overthrow the Bolivian Government; in Argentina, a plot to assassinate the Peróns has allegedly been discovered, Miguel Miranda has fallen from power, and my friend Rolf Katz, whose pen remains as sharply pointed as ever, has nearly had to fight a duel with the head of the Buenos Aires stock exchange. I have no doubt that many other equally sensational events will have taken place by the time this book is published.

The meaning of its title should be evident, but perhaps I had better explain that the Condor is the emblem of the Andes and their mountain republics, while the Cows represent the great cattle-bearing plains, and, more specifically, Argentina—no offense intended.

I shall not try to forestall criticism by apologizing for the many absurdities, inaccuracies and errors of judgment which will probably be found in my work. A diarist ought to make a fool of himself, sometimes. He aims at being impressionistic and spontaneous, rather than authoritative. That is why I have done no systematic reading on this subject. Increased knowledge could only have induced humility and an inferiority complex. Most likely, it would have stopped me writing, altogether.

However, a certain number of books came into my hands, more or less by accident, as we traveled, and I have gratefully taken something from all of them. Here is a list:

New World Guides to the Latin American Republics. Edited by Earl Parker Hanson. 3 vols., Duell, Sloan and Pearce, New York.

We used Volume Two, which covers all the states of the West Coast including Bolivia, and I have quoted from it very extensively. I cannot imagine a better guidebook.

The South American Handbook, 1946. Trade and Travel Publications, London.

This useful yearbook covers the whole of Central and South America, so its information is necessarily rather compressed. Curiously enough, its mileages and altitudes often differ greatly from those given in the New World Guides. I have followed the latter, because it is more detailed.

Colombia: Gateway to South America. Kathleen Romoli, Doubleday and Company, Garden City, New York.

This is the most popular book on Colombia in English. The authoress is sometimes a little too enthusiastic, but she is very readable and she really makes you want to visit the country—even after you have been there.

… and Points South. Oden and Olivia Meeker, Random House, New York.

This takes you down through Central America and right around the continent—very fast. It is dazzlingly, and sometimes desperately, bright, in the New Yorker manner. But it is a little museum of amusing and accurately described details and contains a lot of good advice. No politics. Few generalizations of any kind. Excellent on food.

Call For Forty Thousand. John J. Considine, Longmans, Green, New York.

A study of the condition of the Catholic Church in South America and its shortage of priests, written after a tour of inspection of the Maryknoll missions. This is the sort of book non-Catholics seldom read, which is a pity. It would give them a broader view of the religious problems involved.

The Highland Tribes of Southern Colombia. Gregorio Hernández de Alba, Smithsonian Institution, Washington.

Inca Culture at the Time of the Spanish Conquest. John Howland Rowe, Smithsonian Institution, Washington.

The Distribution of Indians and Indian Languages in Peru. John Howland Rowe, American Geographical Society, New York.

The first two of these monographs are parts of a large volume, the Handbook of South American Indians. They are, of course, absolutely authoritative. Both authors avoid obscure technical terms.

Lost City of the Incas. Hiram Bingham, Duell, Sloan and Pearce, New York.

Rather too journalistic in style, and perhaps too speculative. But the first-hand account of the explorations is very vivid, and the photographs of Machu Picchu are magnificent.

Bolívar and the Independence of Spanish America. J. B. Trend, Hodder and Stoughton, London.

I am ashamed to say that I had never read a life of Bolívar before. This, for a short one, couldn’t be better. It is unsentimental, sharp and exciting. Like a good novel.

And, speaking of novels, Joseph Conrad’s Nostromo is still, after forty-five years, a wonderfully life-like picture of a backward South American state—never mind which.

Saying thank you is a business which is apt to bore the reader, but I must do it. Everybody we met was kind to us. Any mention of a name, however casual, should, therefore, be taken with a bouquet. Here are some people to whom we are equally grateful—for hospitality, information and advice—and whom I have only omitted from the text for lack of space.

In Bogotá: Srs Gustavo Restrepo and Fabio Gómez, and their families; Ambassador and Mrs Beaulac, and Messrs Canter, Vebber and Wieland, of the U.S. Embassy; Messrs. Millman and Tett, of the British Cultural Institute; Dr Neil Mackay, of the British Council; Srta Sylvia Lopez.

In Quito: Mr and Mrs Le Lievre; Dr Luis G. Camacho.

In Lima: Dr Bruno Vargas Buenano; Mr and Mrs Folger Athearn; Mr Delgado Arias, of the U.S. Embassy; Mr and Mrs Ralph Emery; Mr Harry Tomlinson, of the Grace Line; Miss Mackay.

In La Paz: Mr Ifor Rees, British Minister to Bolivia; Mr Peter Jones, of the Institute of Inter-American Affairs; Messrs. Ashton and Murdoch, of the British Legation; Mr William Dodge.

In Buenos Aires: M René Berger; Sr Pancho Moraturi; Mr William Harris; Mr Ralph Siegmann; Herr and Frau Josef Gielen; Mr Lawrence Smith; Mr Mickle; Sr Luis Saslavsky; Sra Delia Garcés; Sr Alberto de Zavalia; Ambassador Bruce, Miss Gill and Messrs Conklin and Oakley, of the U.S. Embassy; Sr Luis Baudizzone; Dr Enrique Gil; Sr Guillermo Guevara; Mr William Johnson and Sr Roberto Payro, of the Time-Life-Fortune office; Mr Bernard Redmont, of the U.S. News-World Report; Herr Thorlichen.

Outside of this list, I must specially mention three people: Sr. Jorge de Castro, who, with René Berger, made our few hours in Rio unforgettable. My cousin Barbara and her husband Rudolph von Strachwitz; our meeting in Buenos Aires was, for me, the happiest accident of the entire journey.

As for the usual acknowledgments—portions of this material in the form of magazine articles, with or without Caskey’s photographs, have already appeared in the following British and American publications: The Geographical Magazine, Holiday, Horizon, Illustrated, Penguin New Writing, Vogue, Zero.

C. I., April, 1949.


The Voyage Out

September 20, 1947.

First morning at sea, somewhere off the coast of New Jersey. First morning of unsticky sunshine, sootless air, after the weary Manhattan summer. The clean cool cabin, the berth so comfortable, the easy powerful motions of the ship, the laxative plumbing and the liberal shower. Breakfast ready in the dining room, beautiful with cereals and coffee, eggs, toast, fruit and cream. Then the swimming pool and the sun deck till lunch. And South America still five days away.

It is time to wake Bill Caskey. He is asleep in the upper berth, his head burrowing into the pillow, his lips emitting short angry-sounding snores. Caskey wallows in sleep, as if in a hot bath, and wakes slowly, his face flushed, swollen, furious.

He is twenty-six years old, Kentucky-Irish. I suppose Dr Sheldon would classify him as a small viscerotonic mesomorph. His friends often compare him, not unkindly, to a pig. I needn’t add any epithets of my own. He will probably describe himself, by degrees, as the account of our journey continues. He is a photographer by profession, and is coming along with me to take pictures for this book. He speaks as little Spanish as I do, and has only been abroad once before, on a short trip to Mexico City.

We share a table with a married couple from New York. They are cruise passengers, booked for the round-trip—Curacao, La Guaira, Puerto Cabello, Cartagena and home. He is a lawyer and an amateur footballer, in his early thirties; a husky good-looking Jewish ex-college boy who is growing fat somewhat apologetically. She is Spanish-Irish, and still very attractive.

They have been married about ten years, have children, seem happy. This is their first long trip alone together since the honeymoon. It was, almost certainly, her idea. He’s a little unwilling. He can’t quite relax. For him, as for so many Americans of his kind, a pleasure journey is just another sort of investment—a sound one, most likely, but he has got to watch it. With his puzzled collegiate frown, he is perpetually trying to assess the whole undertaking in terms of value and service. He isn’t in the least stingy—all his instincts are generous—but he is determined not to be gypped. He inspects the ship, the cabin, the food, the stewards, the dance band, the amusements—and asks himself: ‘Are these the best return we can reasonably expect for our money?’ I think he’s fairly well satisfied, so far.

She is equally determined—to enjoy herself and to make him enjoy himself too. The energy which she brings to this task is really beautiful and touching. Again and again—while they are in the swimming pool, or drinking a glass of wine, or dancing together—her smiles and her gestures appeal to him to come back with her through the years, to help her recapture the mood of their courtship. And, for the moment, he responds. He is shy and pleased. Suddenly, they both look very young. Then that worried frown returns, and he is caught in another calculation.

Perhaps even she isn’t quite consciously aware of the significance of their trip. A holiday of this kind is the test, and may be the vindication, of an entire relationship. After years of accepted routine—office work, raising children, shopping, cooking—you take your marriage out of its little suburban frame and set it against a tremendous classic background of ocean, mountains and stars. How does it stand up? Is it self-sufficient, deep, brilliant and compact as a Vermeer? Or a messy amateur sketch which doesn’t compose?

What can we do to help them? We have our place, of course, in the scheme of travel values. We belong to that necessary class of Some Interesting People We Met on the Boat. We are like The Ruins and The Little Restaurant with Atmosphere. No journey is complete without us. We shall be discussed and described to relatives and friends at home.

Our duty, therefore, is to be strange. Not alarmingly odd; that would scare them. Not enviably independent; that might make them feel somehow dissatisfied with the limitations of their own lives. I must tell stories about China, England, Germany, Hollywood; about Nazis, missionaries and movie stars. I must appear bohemian, lively, happy-go-lucky. But I must also drop reassuring hints of wander-weariness, of a longing to settle down in a home of my own … And I must make it very clear, especially to him, that I really earn and respect money.

Meanwhile, the waitress watches us. She looks tired and has a gentle indulgent smile. She is quietly firm about punctuality at meals. Like all women who work on passenger liners, she resembles a hospital nurse. At present we are merely under observation; later, some of us may become seriously ill. On the last homebound trip, they ran into the outskirts of a hurricane and most of the crockery in the dining room was smashed.

But now the weather is perfect. The ship swings eagerly forward through the newness of each brilliant morning; and the Atlantic, more sparklingly alive than any landscape, already has those dusky blots of bluish green which you recognize from Winslow Homer’s paintings of the Gulf. The swimming pool is a yelling fish pond of children. The grown-ups, with or without figures, display themselves in gaudy beach clothes and daring swim suits. All have books, but few read for more than a minute at a time, since concentration relaxes too easily into the pleasure of animal sensation. Soothed and excited, we are swept along, our wills all pointed toward our destination, comfortably surrendered to the energy of the engines. On the shore, the circumstances of our lives await us; neatly stored in cellars or scattered here and there in the houses of our friends. We shall have to resume them in due course. But, for the moment, we have all died—tidily or untidily, according to our natures—and rest between death and rebirth in this low kind of heaven. We chatter and behave without responsibility, like immortals.

After the mid-day heat, lunch and a siesta, the late afternoon is majestic and calm. Cumulus clouds are grouped along the sea-line like crumbling Greek monuments. The ocean seems immemorially old—as, indeed, it is. This is the hour for meditation, philosophy and emotionally significant platitudes. The mind, which has idled all day long, begins to bestir itself. You feel almost disembodied—surveying the past without regret and the future without fear or desire. It would not be hard, now, to renounce everything earthly—except, perhaps, the cocktail you are sipping.

Many of the passengers dress for dinner and the dancing which follows. The Latin American girls, particularly, achieve an effect of the most expensive elegance. They wear more makeup and jewelry than would be usual in New York. By half-past nine, the lounge looks like a night club. But luxury has no glamor on a one-class ship. For dramatic contrast, the First Class needs a Second and a Third. When Auden and I were crossing the Indian Ocean, nine years ago, we could wander at will through all the levels of French colonial society. On the main deck was a Parisian ballroom, where silver-sheathed women floated in the arms of bankers and rubber magnates; below this was the comfortable second-class world of the solid bourgeois—mothers knitting and chatting, family-fathers playing cards in their shirtsleeves; below this again was the Third-Class dining room which a detachment of marines had transformed into a Toulon dive—caps stuck on the backs of their heads, cigarettes in the corners of their mouths, they danced to the wheezing of a concertina, lewdly grinning. And out on the fore-deck under the stars, some elderly turbaned Asiatics had spread their rugs and were sitting cross-legged, puffing at water-pipes, while a flute played and a little Negro boy wriggled his belly and his hips … That ship was like a whole city. Ours is only a wealthy suburb.

September 23.

Curaçao: The long barren island, shaped like a ship hit broadside by a gale—it seems to be listing. On the west, the land slopes up gently to a central range of sharp-peaked hills; on the east, it falls steeply away to the shore. Almost no vegetation and hardly any houses, until you round the cape and see Willemstad. The toylike prettiness of the town makes you gasp. It is absurdly gay; orange, crimson, scarlet, parrot-green and canary-yellow. I don’t know if this architecture is typical of the Caribbean, but it is extremely individual: ridiculous little classical porches, window-frames decorated with bold slapdash festoons of color, an air of mock grandeur, of Negro high spirits, and something of the décor of the Russian ballet.

On the waterfront are an old Dutch fort and a row of tall seventeenth-century houses which might have been lifted bodily from a canal-side in Amsterdam. They have the same narrow gables and bas-relief figures, the same hooks for hauling furniture and goods to the windows of the upper stories. The harbor is within and behind the town, a large lagoon called the Schottegat. To enter it, you pass down a long channel which is like a main street. Your arrival has an atmosphere of welcome and triumph. Ships’ sirens hoot their greetings. The ancient pontoon-bridge, the ‘Queen Emma,’ swings back like a gate to let you through. Everybody waves—Dutch and Chinese schoolboys, Negro women with baskets on their heads, Venezuelan girls on the vegetable-boats from La Guaira, American sailors washing their dungarees. The ship seems to have grown suddenly enormous; from the boat-deck you can look out over the rooftops.

Around the Schottegat are the plants and storage-tanks of the oil-refineries. The place reeks sourly of oil. The water of the lagoon is covered with a thin rainbow film and its shores are funereally edged by yards of shining jet-black scum. You might as well be in Wilmington, California. This is the main source of Willemstad’s wealth, a grimy utilitarian backyard behind a pretty showcase of imported goods. Since the town is practically a free port, prices are much lower than in the States, not to mention super-expensive Venezuela. A shopping mania attacks our fellow-passengers. Wherever we walk, we meet groups of them burdened with bags full of Chinese curios, silks, linens, perfumes and bottles of Curaçao. (For some top-secret reason, the peel of the island’s oranges is considered superior to any other as an ingredient in the making of this liqueur.)

But it is much pleasanter just to sit drinking beer on the upper balcony of the Hotel Americano. From here, looking across the harbor entrance to the Governor’s old yellow mansion with its heavy white plaster moldings, you can see everything that happens in the center of town. The narrow streets and the waterfront square are thronged with jingling bicycles. Straw-haired Dutch policemen direct the traffic. Dutch officers walk briskly past in tropical uniforms, their stern young faces burned brick-red. Negro women saunter easily along, in clean white dresses which deepen the midnight blackness of their skin. A nun with flapping garments is driven by the breeze like a little ship. The population seems to spend its time crossing and recrossing the channel—over the Queen Emma, or by ferry when the bridge is open. Vessels enter the harbor continually, or depart and are quickly lost to view in the blinding glitter of the sea. All this color and movement, all this going and coming, are a natural part of the surrounding atmosphere, the immensity of sunlit water and blue windy sky. Laughter and light, the sea breeze and the human gestures, the sparkle of waves and eyes, seem to blend into each other and create the very element of happiness. The tourist on the balcony, with his passport and his money in his pocket, readily accepts Willemstad as a paradise and slips into daydreams of a voluntary exile. ‘I could live here,’ he thinks, ‘for the rest of my life. I could buy that red house on the hill. I should have everything I want. I should make friends. I should meet extraordinary characters. There would always be new faces, new people passing through. I’d entertain them all. I’d become a famous figure. In Europe and the States, travelers would say to each other: “So you’re putting in at Willemstad? Oh, there’s a man there you mustn’t miss on any account. Known all over the Caribbean. They call him Curaçao Chris …”’

The single brutal word SHELL, painted black on silver storage tanks in the harbor, should be enough to recall the tourist from his daydreams. For, alas, Willemstad is among the least secure of tropical-island retreats. It depends on Venezuela for its crude oil and its food, and on the world’s shipping lines for its trade. It is at the mercy of every economic crisis, not to mention local political disturbances and global wars. It has little agriculture and hardly any rainfall. If its life-lines are ever cut, or interrupted even for a comparatively short period, most of its inhabitants will have to quit or starve. This is no place for beachcombers. The romantic tourist had better leave it to its extremely businesslike tradespeople, pay for his beer and get back on board his ship.

September 24.

Most of the passengers were disembarking at La Guaira, Venezuela, so last night we had a ‘get-together’ dinner, followed by an improvised floor show. The getting-together, as always, meant paper caps, which we wore with the dessert, and toy trumpets, which emitted loud farting sounds. Personally, I hate caps but like trumpets—which may merely mean that I hate uniforms but like speaking in public. Our table-companions both put on their caps without hesitation. She adjusted hers at a becoming angle; he clapped his on his head with the assurance of a man who has attended many a business convention. They were both rather scared of the trumpets, however, and only joined in after Caskey had produced some extraordinarily obscene noises. Meanwhile, in the center of the room, three small Ecuadorean children were sabotaging the self-conscious gaiety of the grown-ups by a ruthless orgy of stamping and screaming. The little boy, who is fat and squat with an archaic Inca face, has advertised his presence consistently throughout the voyage. He has two pleasures: gorging food and bullying his sisters. He pinches them, kicks them, chases them around the decks, or pushes them into the swimming pool, hurling himself on top of them. Caskey and I have long since voted him Most Loathsome Child on Board. (Other awards still to be made are: Greatest Drip, Biggest Slob, Hottest Pants, Most Embarrassing Newlyweds, Cutest Cup of Tea, All-American Ghoul and Least Likely to Return.)

The floor show produced a surprise—at least, to us. It seems that
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