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			To tell the tale of the journey is to go on it a second time.

			—PONCE DE LEÓN

		

	
		
			 

			Oh, there’s the whole universe.

			When I closed my eyes, I could see it. Just beyond the parades of dancing animals and dinosaurs.

			The whole everything of the cosmos. Expanding out in every direction. Beyond the stars, through the galaxies, to the bright edge of everything, and infinity. In, too, inside my brain and my body, down to my very molecules, until they became galaxies of particles, infinities of their own.

			I did know where I was, don’t get me wrong. Like if you’d asked me, I could’ve told you I was lying on my back on the wood floor of the shaman’s house, under a mosquito net, about an hour’s walk from that village, San something, on the Rio Amazonas. Two hours’ boat ride or so, plus an hour walk, from Iquitos, Peru. So if there was an emergency, I could . . . I dunno, walk two or three miles, until I got service, and text . . .

			Eh, forget emergencies. I felt better and safer than I had in a long time. Geography, where I was, that all seemed like a meaningless detail right now, when, if I could just keep my eyes closed, the whole meaning of everything would be revealed. Any question I ever had could be answered. Cosmic harmony would wash over me and swallow me like an ocean.

			If I could just remember: What was I looking for, again?

		

	
		
			What Kind of Book Is This?

			This is the story of a trip, from Los Angeles to Patagonia. True tales and stories and adventures collected by a traveler. As long as there’ve been books, this has been a kind of book.

		

	
		
			Who Should Read This Book?

			
					Anyone taking a trip

					People who would like to take a trip but can’t, because they’re stuck, like at work or in a waiting room someplace or at home with their kids, but wish they could take a trip

					Anyone who can happily remember taking a trip

					Or anyone who hates taking trips. They can read it, laugh at the discomfort of the traveler, and experience the best parts of a trip without ever even getting up.

			

			So: People taking trips, people who aren’t taking trips, people who like trips, and people who don’t like trips should all enjoy this book.

		

	
		
			Plus:

			On this trip, I went through Mexico, Central America, and the western half of South America. So this book should also appeal to:

			
					People who don’t know much about the places south of the United States but are curious

					People who know a lot about that part of the world should also read this book, so they can scoff at my many naive impressions and misunderstandings.

			

			So: People who do and do not know a lot about Latin America should also read this book.

			Plus, just general fans of books.

			Or people who are new to books—why not start with this one?

		

	
		
			Also: Young Adults

			Young adults read lots of books, I’m told. Teens and preteens. This could be a good one for them. I write at a level suitable for a clever ten-year-old.
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			The Beginning / Los Angeles

		

	
		
			A Travel Book

			There were stories like this way before there were books.

			I’ll bet you the cave paintings they find in France, all those bison and horses running around, those were illustrations for tales of trips. Maybe they also served as base camp for kinds of mental or spiritual trips, shamanic trips, practice trips.

			What we call humans climbed out of the trees, two million years ago let’s say, in eastern Africa. We started walking and we haven’t stopped. We filled up the Earth, every crevice and corner. Now we’re poking about looking for new Earths.

			Campfire stories aren’t always about trips, it’s true—sometimes they’re about Hook-Hand Man, for instance—but then again you’re already camping. You’re reenacting the major activity of human history: walking the Earth.

			For as long as there have been books, there have been books about trips. In the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh, King Gilgamesh and his grass-eating, wild-haired buddy Enkidu are off to the Cedar Forest by tablet 4.

			In fairness, Gilgamesh and Enkidu aren’t just going on vacation—they’re going to kill the monstrous giant Humbaba because it will make them even more famous. Gilgamesh is already famous—back in tablet 1, it’s established that he’s had sex with every single hot woman in Uruk, to the point that it’s a problem. But he feels called to go on an adventure.

			Maybe the first person to take a trip just to write about it was Herodotus, who lived in Greece, or maybe western Turkey, in the fifth century BC. He went across the Mediterranean to have a look at Egypt.

			Herodotus showed the way to write this kind of book: Put in anything interesting you come across. He believed anything anybody told him, like for example that in Central Asia, there are enormous ants that dig up gold. This might sound ridiculous, but it may even be half-true. The pro-Herodotus historians will inform you that the Brogpa people of Ladakh, in far northern India, sometimes collected gold dust from burrows dug by Himalayan marmots. It doesn’t matter. Herodotus’s point was that the world was interesting, and if you had a look at it, and told people what you saw and heard, they’d be interested, too.

			He was right. The story goes that Herodotus got back to Greece with his pages and went immediately to the Olympic Games, where he read his work out loud in an arena and was celebrated by the crowd with thunderous applause.

			That’s what later Greek writer Lucian claimed, anyway. Lucian might’ve been joking, come to think of it, or making fun of Herodotus in some weird, jealous way. You can feel the professional envy dripping off Lucian: “There was no man who had not heard his name . . . he had only to appear, and fingers were pointing at him.”

			Lucian was so pissed, in fact, that he wrote True History. As best as I can tell, True History was meant to be a wicked, brutal parody of Herodotus’s travel stories. Lucian goes on and on about how when he was traveling, he saw a river of wine and a cheese island, and he visited the morning star where dog-faced men fight each other on flying acorns.

			I won’t make anything up, though. Everything I put in this book is true. I saw it or heard it or experienced it myself, or else it’s something I learned that I looked into and I believe to be true.

			There’s no need to make up experiences. Why do that extra work of imagining? If you just go out into the world far enough, you’ll find plenty that’s crazy and worth putting down.

			Ancient China was full of travel tales. In the 1600s, Xu Xiake went all over China, along the way earning extra money from Buddhist abbots who would pay him to gather and write the history of local monasteries. There’s enough odd and exaggerated stuff in Chinese travel literature to fuel a whole industry of people who believe ancient Chinese sailors were hanging out in San Francisco Bay by the 1400s.

			Then there was Rustichello da Pisa, who’d had some success writing a romance about King Arthur before he got thrown into a dungeon in Genoa around the year 1284. His cellmate was a guy named Marco Polo, who, it turned out, had traveled farther than anyone else alive, all the way to the court of Kublai Khan in what’s now Beijing.

			Or had he? Some scholars suspect he made a lot of it up. But in any case, Rustichello saw a chance to make a quick buck ghostwriting, and the result is that Europe heard about China.

			Soon the great age of exploring began. In 1492, Columbus discovered something. It was unclear what, but the desperate and adventurous went to find out. Alcoholic bastard sons of minor nobles in Spain went to South America, lucked into lopsided victories over the locals, and made themselves lords of spectacularly wealthy kingdoms. Others got lost in the jungle and went insane. Magellan set off around the world on a leaky wooden boat that he had barely any idea how to navigate. He got himself speared to death in the Philippines by natives who guessed, correctly, that he was up to no good, but the survivors of his expedition became the first people to circumnavigate the Earth.

			From there traveling and travel writing were unstoppable. People couldn’t get enough. The English went particularly nuts with exploring, maybe because they were from a cold, dreary island where nothing fun ever happened, and meanwhile the first English captains to reach Tahiti were writing stupefied entries in their logbooks about what Tahitian women had just taught them about blow jobs.

			The American scholar Paul Fussell wrote a whole book, Abroad, about this history of English travel writing, about sensitive aristocrats and shell-shocked survivors of World War I who set out for the tropics, for the desert, for the source of the river Oxus, and for the peaks of the Himalayas. There were so many English writers taking trips that they’d run into each other. Eric Newby was trekking around Afghanistan writing A Short Walk in the Hindu Kush when he ran into the legendary explorer Wilfred Thesiger, who was living with a local tribe and who told Newby the route he was taking was for pussies.

			Travel books were a massive form of entertainment in the nineteenth century. Robert Louis Stevenson commissioned one of the world’s first sleeping bags so he could write his bestseller Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes. Herman Melville got famous writing about his real-life adventures with cannibals in the Marquesas, and then went broke when he switched to fiction. The freelance reporter Henry Stanley went to Africa to find lost do-gooder doctor David Livingstone. All along the way back, he got chiefs to sign contracts they didn’t understand, which he then sold to the king of Belgium, who used them to claim the entire Congo.

			For most of human history it was a lot easier for men to chuck whatever they were doing and wander off somewhere. But the stories of women who did it are incredible. There’s an old theater near my house in Los Angeles where a packed audience heard a speech from Amelia Earhart, who soon thereafter took off on a flight around the world she never came back from.

			Lately, women have been dominating the field, perhaps because they’ve realized the emotional journey is more important than the physical one. Elizabeth Gilbert and Cheryl Strayed wrote massive bestsellers that are on the surface about geographical trips but are really about journeys of growth and restoration.

			(There’s much more about female travel writers tucked in at the end of this book.)

			The world has changed so dramatically in the past ten to twenty years it’s difficult to contemplate. One result has been that firsthand reports, dispatches, and images from anywhere in the world are about a thousand times easier to get than they were when I was a boy poring over the murals of Bonampak and the Amazon in National Geographic.

			But I think I still have something to offer.

			It seems like there might be some ground for me to stake out in the realm of travel reporting. Somewhere between a hard-nosed reporter who’s camping out with the dwellers of the garbage dumps of Nicaragua, and Rick Steves, who tells PBS viewers where to find Stockholm’s best cinnamon buns.

		

	
		
			How I Came to Write This Book

			Leaving my house, heading south, and going all the way down the globe to the very bottom tip of the Western Hemisphere. That was an idea I’d had for a while. To be able to draw a line of travel down the side of Central and South America seemed like it would be satisfying.

			And then one day a sign appeared. A map on the wall of my local coffee shop. It was a big colored relief map like you’d hang on the wall of a sixth-grade classroom, showing Central and South America. Everywhere from Mexico down to the end, to Tierra del Fuego. Everything south of where I was.

			Just a bit of hipster style, really, nostalgic-retro interior decoration. The map was in bright 1970s colors, covering the concrete wall.

			But to me it was like a dare.

			Maybe I should go down there.

			First I said that to myself.

			Then I started saying it to other people: “I’m gonna leave my home and go south.”

			“South where?”

			“I dunno, everywhere south, until I get to the bottom. Across Mexico, Central America, and South America down to the Straits of Magellan.”

			If this was a bad idea, no one told me. I live in Los Angeles. In Los Angeles, nobody ever tells you if your idea is bad.

		

	
		
			Los Angeles, I’m Yours

			Los Angeles is fantastic. In LA, dreams erupt out of the ground like water gushing from fountains, and it’s sunny every day. The beach is there, the mountains are there, but it doesn’t matter if you never go to either of them. Many people don’t. They prefer to mix it up and eat and drink and party at the exploding carnival camped out in the valley by the Pacific, the most wonderful carnival in the history of the world.

			Before I moved to Los Angeles, a friend told me, “In Los Angeles, a complete idiot becomes a millionaire every single day. Don’t come here if you’ll hate that. Come here if you’ll love that.”

			Well, it scared me a little, but I decided I’d love it, too. I came. He was right. It’s stupefying and wonderful.

			Carved into a monument in Pershing Square in downtown Los Angeles, I mean as close as possible to the exact old civic heart of the city, presumably the most sensible and stodgiest place in the city, a short walk—walk!—from the courthouse and City Hall, is a true story, from journalist Carey McWilliams’s 1946 book Southern California Country. McWilliams says—again, his words describing this are carved in stone in the heart of Los Angeles—he got blackout drunk one night, woke up at the Biltmore Hotel where some friends had carried him, stepped outside to the park, and saw a blond woman hike her skirt up, get into the fountain, and start singing while “grimacing and leering old goats” cheered her on. “Here indeed was the place for me,” says McWilliams, “a ringside seat at the circus.”

			That’s what you get in LA, you get a ringside seat at the circus, and I love the circus.

			Don’t get me wrong, there are times when Los Angeles drives me crazy. That’s my fault. That’s because I came here from Massachusetts and sometimes my stubborn mind wearies itself out working away, working its feeble little gears of logic to try to figure out questions like What is happening? That is a terrible instinct, a curse, really. It’s never gotten me anywhere but frustrated. Los Angeles doesn’t make sense, it’s not supposed to. If it ever did, it gave up long ago. Sometimes somebody tries to make sense, to implement some plan. The result is always ridiculous, any work on it ends up abandoned, one more absurd and baffling ruin to point out and idly wonder about and tease until it’s another chunk of beloved eccentric ephemera on the landscape, something you smile at from the 101 as you whizz past.

			No, Los Angeles operates on dream logic. People come out here because of dreams and then they work in the field of dreams at huge dream companies that try to make and bottle and sell dreams. Which is of course impossible. You can have no idea what dream people want, what dream they’re having, but somehow everything works out and everybody who does it in the right spirit, accepting that it’s all a dream, seems to me to get some version of what they were after.

			There are the movie and TV and music businesses, sure, but my opinion is that’s not even where the biggest dreamers are. Close to the core, those businesses get kind of conservative, actually, from what I’ve seen of the inside of them. But real estate? Technology? The energy business, design, fashion, art, communications? Those people have no limit. You can easily meet well-groomed people in very nice clothes who will tell you they intend to die in space or their children’s bodies will be kept in silicon isospheres while their consciousness experiences the singularity through neurotech. Then they might tell you they’ve been distilling their own mescal and offer you some.

			Everywhere, there are tacos and delicious cheeseburgers and cold-pressed juices and Salvadoran pupusas and Korean barbecues, and every week somebody tells you to drive out to some mysterious suburb like San Gabriel or Alhambra to get a soup just like they make it in the southern beach villages of Thailand, or a special tea dumpling you could only get in Sichuan. And the fruits and vegetables! In Los Angeles, it’s legal to pick any fruit that hangs over the sidewalk. No one minds because there’s so much of it! I used to walk up the street from my house and pluck grapefruits. There are palm trees and cactuses, and in the hills there are deer and coyotes.

			For some people this dream is too much, too intense. Scary, even. They try to warn everyone that dreams sometimes turn into nightmares. There are police helicopters overhead and there’s not enough water, the hills could slide into the ocean at any minute, and who knows what’s coming from south over the border?

			To these doom prophets most people shrug and say “Maybe!” Sure, maybe in your twenties you read the pessimistic LA urbanist Mike Davis or talk to people at parties about the Manson family and Blade Runner, but you can’t take it too seriously. Keep some of it on your shelf as a souvenir and then move on to Reyner Banham, who drove around in the 1970s filming himself marveling to his English countrymen at how fantastic everything was. Or pick up Joan Didion, who stared hard in the face at everything terrible about Los Angeles but then went off to vacation in Hawaii with the shitloads of money she made writing movies that never even happened.

			The English painter David Hockney came to Los Angeles in 1963 and he said, “Within a week of arriving there in this strange big city, not knowing a soul, I’d passed the driving test, bought a car, driven to Las Vegas and won some money, got myself a studio, started painting, all within a week. And I thought, it’s just how I imagined it would be.” I quoted that one time to a woman I knew in New York, and she said to me, “Yes, everyone from Los Angeles is always bringing up that quote.”

			A few years later she moved to Los Angeles to work for a guy who’s trying to pioneer electric cars, travel through space, and build a hypertube to San Francisco.

		

	
		
			Don’t Wake Up LA!

			Don’t get me wrong: I kind of agree with the doomsayers. If anything, I think it’s worse than they do. From what my eyes have seen, the apocalypse is well under way and spilled long ago into Los Angeles County. The local news is nothing but fires and murders and gangs of barbarians and people driven mad with rage, and law enforcement overwhelmed or driven themselves to madness. Drive out to Palmdale or Lancaster and see cities that were sold as bountiful beacons of promise now dusty half ruins overrun by wild dogs. Drive out to Mojave and you’re in full-on Mad Max country. Beyond that, the desert is mostly owned by the federal government, which long ago gave up stopping weirdos from ripping around on it on their ATVs, except on those stretches the military uses to do practice bomb runs and/or build mock Iraqi towns to invade.

			For a while I got interested in fly-fishing. It was fun, but the real lesson I took from it is how far from Los Angeles you have to go to be near even a minor stretch of running water, even a stream. We used to drive 266 miles to get to the nearest fishable river. Los Angeles, just the city, has 3.8 million people or so, and it has nowhere near enough water to drink, let alone to water everyone’s yards and grapefruit trees and fill everybody’s swimming pools. Los Angeles is a dry place, it’s a desert culture. That’s why the first thing that happens whenever you go to an important meeting is someone offers you a bottle of water. As with desert tribes, offering water is a sign of power. The last true tyrants of Los Angeles understood this, and that’s why all along the banks of that fishable river 266 miles away, you see signs that read PROPERTY OF LOS ANGELES DEPARTMENT OF WATER AND POWER, because they bought/stole it a hundred years ago and drained whole lakes and valleys and pumped water over miles of hills and through mountains and sent it gushing down the great concrete aqueducts into Los Angeles.

			So: Yeah, I get it. My one point might be it’s too simple to say there’s a catastrophe coming. I’d say the catastrophe’s already happening. We’re in it, this is it, the whole thing’s a catastrophe. And you know what? People are still desperate to come here. Most of them who make it want to stay. It’s possible Los Angeles has its doom coming. But I doubt it’s anything we can predict or do anything to prevent. If the whole thing ends, it’ll be with a big sudden jolt—like waking up from a dream.

		

	
		
			Where I Was From

			Before LA, I lived in New York City. I moved there in 2003, probably in the last generation when kids just out of college could afford to live in Manhattan. On an island! In Manhattan, every single street is interesting. There are whole neighborhoods just for partying, blocks and blocks with a bar on every one. You could drink in the courtyard of one bar on Saturday afternoon and stumble up the steps and into the sunlight from another bar on Sunday morning and round the corner and there are your friends having brunch right there, and on the way home, there’s a store to sell you Advil and toilet paper and Gatorade and there’s Julianne Moore walking her dog.

			New York is wonderful, all praise to New York. But when I’ve gone back there it’s felt fun but a little off somehow, like it’s becoming a theme park of itself. Some people are enjoying the theme park but some people are grumbling because it isn’t the theme park they wanted or were sold or the ticket was too expensive. Or they’re just tired because they’re not part of the theme park of New York at all. New York’s just the place they live in, but the theme park’s taken over all the good stuff, so it’s just a long train ride to work every day.

			That’s what it seems to me, anyway. But if somebody asks me, “Which one do you like better, New York or LA?” I say, “They’re both great!” while also fretting because this conversation is off to a boring start.

			But where I’m really from is Massachusetts. Sometimes in a brief exchange I might shorthand and say I’m from Boston. That has the danger of giving the wrong idea, like I grew up with a bunch of Irish drunks and armed robbers who never pronounced the letter r, when really I grew up in a pretty nice suburb. There were plenty of Irish drunks, though.

			Boston is clannish, tribal, and boastful. It makes sense if you imagine it as being more an Irish town than an American city. If you follow the stories of Boston sports teams, you realize they’re written and told in the same dramatic, histrionic way the Irish tell their history, maudlin, weeping years of famine and then wild, outrageous victories behind stupendous white heroes. Even the greatest black athlete in Boston history was named Bill Russell. But what comes with that, too, is Irish Catholicism, a thick, long-brewing stew of guilt and self-pity and -aggrandizement and -aggrievement. Mix that in with the pockets of Italians and the French Canadians and the Jews and the immigrants and the black people and it does make everybody funny.

			There’s also the whole Puritan strain, which runs from the witch-hanging founders of Boston, the Pilgrim fathers who arrived and straight-up declared they were here to set up God’s shining city on a hill and then went to work translating the Bible into Algonquin. Their children and grandchildren turned this drive toward generating uptight and industrious families and building empires of mills and whale ships, leaving their names behind on the dorms at Harvard as their trust-funded descendants slipped into the decadences of the time, like schizophrenic poetry and art collecting.

			Combine these two traditions and what you get is an insane self-regard. I mean it’s really so delusional as to be endearing, the regard in which Boston people hold Boston. When I was young, it was once reported in The Boston Globe that Supreme Court Justice David Souter of New Hampshire, while walking in Boston’s Public Garden, remarked, “Who needs Paris when you have Boston?” and many Boston readers heartily agreed. People in Boston call it the hub of the universe and the Athens of America and they pretend they’re joking, but they’re not. If anything, they think that’s a bit too much of a compliment to Athens, which they hear has fallen into a scuzzy shambles lately, not that they’ve bothered to go. This insane Bostonian self-regard is also why people who went to Harvard get weird one way or another when it’s time to tell you they went there. It’s because they’re so certain of the godlike power Harvard’s name will mean to you that they get self-conscious. They think they’re being, like, humble or courteous, but thinking that just shows how insanely highly they regard Harvard. It’s a truly, psychopathically Puritan way of self-aggrandizing while also simultaneously self-congratulating for, of all things, modesty! Truly unbelievable. (I went to Harvard.)

			New England is brutally cold and harsh, the soil is rocky and stingy. In the summer the air can get heavy and thick and humid for weeks at a time, only releasing now and again in a violent thunderstorm. There’s every sign that God is showing no favors to this place, which of course is just how the Catholics and the Puritans like it. They convince themselves this is all edifying, that God, like a tough coach, is giving them just as much as they can handle because He wants to make them stronger. He loves them so much He gives them lots to complain about. When there’s a perfect day, in October or May, it’s true there’s nothing like New England, it’s so beautiful. But that’s a bit like eating a pound of cold broccoli every night and then rewarding yourself with a single bite of a chocolate macaroon from the world’s best bakery. It doesn’t make a ton of sense.

			*   *   *

			This is all to explain why when I got to California it kind of blew my head off.

			Here was a place where every day was gorgeous. When it rained, every rare once in a while, even that was thrilling fun. Everybody freaked out and water gushed down the canyons. The next day it was green everywhere and the air was so clear you could see Catalina Island from the hills.

			But it wasn’t just the climate. The whole way of seeing the world was upside down. In New England, nobody has a positive attitude. Why would you? It’ll be winter again soon, and that’s gonna be a friggin’ nightmare (pronounced “nightmayh”) so suck it up and get on with it. You’re lucky to be walkin’ around.

			But in California? Dude! If you’re not crushing it? Your problem must be you’re not projecting enough positive vibes! Or else your vision isn’t epic enough. Every day, somebody will tell you about a juice cleanse or cultish exercise and how amazing it’s making them feel. Every single conversation has at least some element of delusion. You might spend a very happy morning talking to five or six people about a project everyone knows is never going to happen. But everybody has a good time, so who cares? You get a bottle of water when you arrive and parking validation when you leave.

			People in Boston are more buttoned up than people in Los Angeles, that’s for sure. I mean literally: They button up more of their buttons. That probably started just because it’s colder in Boston, but something like that can grow into a whole philosophy, whole ideas of restraint and propriety and decency. There are lots of ideas like that in Boston.

			There are none of those ideas in Los Angeles. To suggest them is to be kind of rude, actually. Suggesting, for instance, that filming yourself having sex is a less “respectable” job than, say, being a public school principal is a mark of deep confusion, if not very wrong, malevolent, “judgy” thinking. That can go too far, of course, it can get a little crazy, and for someone from New England, it can be disorienting. But the value at the root of it is tolerance, acceptance, openness to possibility, the belief that there’s a whole wide range of realities, maybe not just yours. In a way it’s a kind of moral humility. At its best, that openness is what makes Los Angeles so great.

			Sometimes, people from elsewhere in the world tell me that they’ve heard the people in LA are “fake.” That’s totally true. People are working to put across some invented image all the time. Literally, a lot of them are acting. You don’t just stop doing that after work. People are auditioning for you all the time. For what part, you often have no idea. They may not know. You do get the feeling, all the time, that you’re a bit player in somebody else’s whacked-out reality show.

			But mostly, I think the fakeness is a kind of politeness. Courtesy. There are lots of people in LA who are working very hard on wild, creative endeavors. Lots of wild, creative endeavors turn out to be disasters. Many more, probably most, turn out to be just . . . nothing, mixed-bag experiments presented to a public that shrugs, says “Okay,” and moves on. One in ten thousand will be a stupendous, world-changing success. But do not trust anyone who tells you they know which one it will be. No one knows. If you’re right more often than you’re wrong you’re a genius. If you’re right once you might be a genius. You can be wrong ten times and then really right once and retire in comfort to Ojai.

			So people default, sensibly enough, to a generic, noncommittal sunniness. What else is there to do? Somebody tells you an idea that sounds insane, that you suspect will lead them, at best, to skulking, humiliated retreat and, at worst, to major public embarrassment and all you can do is say, “Sounds great!”

			You could say this is a kind of moral cowardice. Maybe it is. But I think it’s a kind of modesty, an acceptance that this is all beyond logic, and that all you can do is root for good things and make honest efforts and be around fun people. And maybe it’s a kind of respect for anybody who’s bold enough to spend their life running after some illusory vision.

			Even if their vision sounds super stupid.

		

	
		
			So Why Was I Restless?

			I don’t know, but I was.

			I had a great life in Los Angeles, writing for TV shows like The Office and American Dad. When you write for a TV show, you get something called hiatus. Hiatus is a word television people—not just writers but other kinds of con artists like actors and (most amazing con artists of all) producers—got together and made up because “two to three months of vacation” would induce outrage in the general public. The trick worked, which shows you the power in naming things, and so people who work on TV shows get huge amounts of time off.

			When I was twenty-seven, I used my hiatus to travel all the way around the world by ship and train. A TV writer friend of mine—you may have heard of him, his name, Vali Chandrasekaran, lives in infamy—and I cooked up the idea of having a race around the world. We’d leave Los Angeles. I’d go west, Vali would go east, and the first person to make it all the way around the globe would win a bottle of expensive Scotch. The only rule was no airplanes.

			What happened next is recorded in our book, The Ridiculous Race. It was a great adventure for me: I saw whales breaching off the volcanic Aleutian Islands from the deck of a cargo ship, road-tripped across China with my beautiful translator and two prostitute-loving drivers, stayed with a nomad family in Mongolia, took the Trans-Siberian Railway through days’ worth of forests to Moscow, partied with Swedish celebrities, visited very distant relatives in the mountains of Italy, ate in Paris, sailed from Southampton to New York on the Queen Mary, and rode with a truck driver across the United States and back to LA the long way.

			That should’ve cured me, but it didn’t. I was still itchy. Every chance I got I went someplace interesting. Cuba, Vietnam, India, Dubai, Texas. None of it fixed whatever wanderlust or curiosity monster was eating me. All that happened was I got more ideas of places to go. My work was really interesting and fun, but still I’d catch myself staring out the window, wondering what it was like in the Mauritius islands or Mali or Micronesia.

			Maybe I have some kind of genetic wandering disease. There might be a strain of that in Americans.

			Now I couldn’t stop thinking about going south to the bottom of the map.

			Maybe lots of people get ideas like this, daydream about them. Some obvious excuse comes up, or the dream passes, and they never do it. Probably their lives are no less happy for it.

			For me, there was no excuse. By luck, good or bad, or choice, wise or stupid, or some swirly combination of it all, I was at that moment thirty-four and completely free of commitment. What came instead, in fact, was an odd, accidental gap in work, maybe three months before my next TV writing job started.

			*   *   *

			This was a lucky break like nobody ever gets. I had to go someplace.
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			The Wonder Trail

			My idea was to get to the bottom of the continent. Puerto Williams, in Tierra del Fuego, at the southern tip of Chile, claims to be the southernmost city in the world, and most reasonable people agree. That was my target, but there was a whole lot of world to see on the way.

			Now, if I were a real hero, I would never once leave the ground. I would travel by bus and horse and foot and train and boat. But: In this part of the world, there are very few trains, at least trains that carry humans instead of loads of coal and nitrate.

			Bus, horse, foot, boat, I’d try all the rest, but in three months. I’d never make it. Plus, there were the wonders. I wanted to see:

				[image: ] the Mayan villages of southern Mexico

				[image: ]the ruins of the ancient Mayan cities

				[image: ]at least one good waterfall

				[image: ]the volcanoes of Central America

				[image: ]the best coffee in the world

				[image: ]the Panama Canal

				[image: ]some traditional and strange Easter festival

				[image: ]the Amazon jungle

				[image: ]Machu Picchu

				[image: ]the Galápagos

				[image: ]the Andes

				[image: ]Lake Titicaca

				[image: ]the Atacama Desert of Chile

				*   *   *

				And at last to the wind-worn plains and jagged mountains and dramatic coast of Patagonia. It seemed like there was a trail of wonders that led down to the bottom of the globe.

				*   *   *

				Now, look, three months isn’t long. I couldn’t see it all. There’s a fork in the road there, south of Panama. I chose west.

				That meant I’d miss Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Venezuela, Suriname, Guyana, and French Guiana.

				I know. I’m sorry. Suriname is worth seeing for its toads alone. I skipped Belize, too. Belize, once known as British Honduras, is a whole interesting weirdness of its own. Another time, Belize.

				So: west. I made one plan for where to be at Easter, and then I went to work on how to cross the Darién Gap, the most lawless and dangerous stretch of this trail.

				Beyond that: Well, you can’t plan too much for this kind of thing. Sooner or later you just go.

		

	
		
			Possible Alternate Title for This Book:

			A Gift to Those Who Contemplate the Wonder of Cities and the Marvels of Traveling

			Didn’t think up that title myself, actually. That’s the title of Ibn Battuta’s book. He dictated it in the year 1355. Ibn Battuta was probably the most widely traveled man in the world before Magellan. When he was twenty-one, he left his home in Morocco on a pilgrimage to Mecca. He didn’t make it back home again for twenty-four years.

			In that time, he visited China and Vietnam and Malaysia, he crossed the Sahara a few times and maybe went to Russia. Along the way he got married three times. Battuta was a proper Muslim. In his book he complains about topless women everywhere. On the paradise island of the Maldives, he basically got kidnapped by King Omar, who liked him so much he not only made him be chief judge, he also insisted Battuta marry his prettiest sister. Battuta, meanwhile, sat around stewing that no one listened to his complaints about the topless women.

			Look, I’m not saying I expected that would happen to me on this trip. I’m saying I was open to it.

			It’s a tiny bit presumptuous to call your book a gift. I’m far from comparing myself to Ibn Battuta, who was obviously one of the coolest men who ever lived (if a bit uptight about tits). But it wasn’t lost on me that I’m lucky. I don’t mean to brag or tempt fate. What I mean is, I was in the position to take this trip because I was born lucky. I was born where I was and when I was, I got a chance to get the best education in the world, to follow my passions and go down the roads I thought looked most delightful and interesting. I was a young (well, young-ish, even one more year and it might get creepy, I had to go now) healthy white man in America who made more money than he needed just by doing what he loved and would’ve done anyway.

			That’s not because there’s all that much that’s special and amazing about me. It’s because I’m lucky. The world is wild and arbitrary, so much of it is based on luck. If there’s a moral to a book about the southern half of the Western Hemisphere, it might be “life isn’t fair.” I don’t know what you should do about the inequality of luck that exists in the world. That’s probably the greatest moral issue of our time.

			The one thing I do know is that if you’re lucky, you should try to share it. That’s the point of this book. To make out of my journey some informative entertainment, and I hope you enjoy it.

		

	
		
			So:

			I got a backpack, threw in a few shirts, socks, underpants, a first-aid kit, malaria pills, cigarettes (I’ve found you can always start a conversation if you have cigarettes), and a couple of good books, and I went south.

			When you go south from the United States, the first place you come to is Mexico.
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			Mexico

		

	
		
			Spanish Level: De Gravedad

			Before my trip, I’d signed up for an eight-week Spanish course at the Beverly Hills Lingual Institute, but truth be told, between the awful fluorescent lights and the persistent sweatiness of my teacher, it reminded me of everything bad about school and I skipped half the classes.

			With discipline, I made up for this by practicing with an iPhone app called Duolingo. Duolingo is like a little video game that teaches you a language. You are encouraged to learn by a cartoon bird. The bird is happy if you do well. If you skip too many days in a row, the bird grows sad. The bird will cry, and grow sadder and sadder. Soon the bird was so sad I couldn’t bear to look at it and I stopped practicing.

			No worries. Immersion is the best way to learn anyway. On the streets of San Cristóbal and Medellín, Spanish will flow into my ears and soon out my mouth. That’s what I decided, possessing as I did a rich, imaginative mind gifted and honed to make excuses for laziness.

			With confidence I went to LAX, said, “Uno person por Mexico DF,” and boarded my flight.

			There was a boy in the window seat in the row across from me. He was with his father, who sat, tired but calm, as the boy leaned forward as hard as he could against his seat belt to look out the window. The boy had Down syndrome, but you could tell he was a wonderful boy and his father loved him very much. His father was one of the most patient and gentle fathers I’ve ever seen, having so much calm it couldn’t help but calm the boy himself when he would get excited.

			As I watched this, I was moved in the deepest places of my heart. I tried to listen to the soft words the father exchanged with the boy, the patient answers to his simple questions.

			Then I fell into a panic.

			I can’t understand most of this. Oh God. My Spanish comprehension, let alone my speaking, is way below the level of an eight-year-old with Down syndrome.

			Maybe it was lucky I was skipping half of Mexico.

		

	
		
			The Bad North of Mexico

			Some of the best writing in the world, the best fiction and the bravest journalism, is about the border country of northern Mexico. Cormac McCarthy, Roberto Bolaño, Charles Bowden, Don Winslow, Ambrose Bierce, these are some of the ones I learned about it from: hard guys looking hard at a hard place.

			It’s very strange country for sure. Tough country, dry and hot and dusty. On top of that, there’s a border there, a line violently imposed and held that didn’t used to be there.

			From the Atlantic Ocean to El Paso, Texas, the border follows the Rio Grande, but that doesn’t make it natural. Comanches, Apaches, Jumanos, and people before them walked and camped and crossed all over this land for 11,000 years before there was a border. After the Republic of Texas had joined the United States, and the US Army had raised the American flag over Mexico City, the border was created. By no accident, most of the good stuff was in the US and the shitty part was in Mexico.

			Don’t get me wrong. There’s a lot of Mexico that’s wonderful and interesting. My goal was to get to that part of Mexico as quickly as possible. I’d already seen as much of the bad stuff as I cared to.

			In a previous burst of restlessness, years back, I took a bus from Los Angeles to Mexico City. My idea was that maybe I’d see “the real Mexico.” I think I did, and I didn’t like it. I changed buses in Ciudad Juárez. This was in 2008, when the mayor and the chief of police of Juárez had fled the city. What I saw mostly was the bus station, which armed soldiers with automatic weapons discouraged me from leaving. This was when Juárez was still the world’s murder capital, with drug war killings piled onto what some suspected was a diabolical serial killer, or killers, who was murdering some unknown number of young women from the city’s maquiladoras—“assembly factories,” or “sweatshops.” What I saw once I got on the bus were streets that looked half-abandoned as the sun rose on the dismal paint of lifeless-looking stores, but it was very early in the morning, so who knows? Since then, I’m told that Juárez, murders much reduced, is having a mini renaissance. I hope so. When the mini renaissance has taken full hold, maybe I’ll go back.

			What I saw for two days on the bus were Mexican men in white straw cowboy hats sleeping through Spanish-dubbed American movies like Alex Rider: Operation Stormbreaker.

			What I saw outside the bus was dry, rough desert. Off to the side of the road, across the dust and brown earth, we passed a prison. Wow, I thought to myself, inside of that prison is one of the top places on Earth I never want to be. Some months later I read an
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