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Part ONE: To Weed and Beyond
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I’ll start by saying this: I have always been
entranced by the idea of travel. I love the idea of looking around
the world, looking it up and down, inside and out. Often I have
felt I wanted to woo the world, to wrestle it to the ground, to
romance it, to know it intimately, break it into little pieces and
suck out its marrow.

When I was a little boy there was a world map
on my wall – a ‘Full-Color Mercator Projection’ it was. I can
remember wondering what it would be like to sail, say, between
Celebes and Borneo, stopping here and there along the way to meet
the locals. I’d heard the area was thick with pirates and I’d
worked out a rough plan for dealing with them. The plan involved
much derring-do on my part, leading to an uninterrupted series of
victories. I found the idea thrilling, and still do.

My motive for travel is basically an inquiry
into how people in different places view life: how they conduct
their own lives, what they think about, what they consider worth
spending their lives upon. What do we have in common with one
another, and what might I encounter that is alien or shocking?
After forty years as a physician, I’ve never lost my sense of
wonder in the human heart and mind; it’s an interest that continues
to grow.

John Steinbeck wrote that whatever this
travel-affliction is, it is altogether incurable. He spoke of “the
ancient shudder, the dry mouth and vacant eye, and how four hoarse
blasts of a ship’s whistle still raise the hair on my neck and set
my feet to tapping.”

It is a lust, a longing, a hunger, a thirst,
an addiction, a yearning, a calling, an obsession, a compulsion, a
demanding appetite that howls to be appeased. All attempts at
appeasement have, so far, proved futile.

When I was a young adult, my parents –
neither of which was so afflicted – said that my passion for travel
was something that “had to be simply got out of your system.” When
the urge comes on me now, it seems reasonable to plan a dozen
journeys in a row, and breezily assume they could all be pulled off
without a hitch. Really, though, that’s like attempting to eat a
dozen meals in rapid succession – basically nuts.

In another sense, the love of travel is like
the love of music. I have met a few people who are not moved
by music, just as I’ve met people who don’t understand the appeal
of travel – they’d rather “stay put.” To my mind, you can no more
get the travel bug out of your system by traveling, than you can
get song out of your heart by singing.

Naturally, there’s a word, derived from the
Greek, for this overwhelming love of travel: it is
hodophilia: love of the path or road. It would be a great
name for a travel company. You’ve got to love those Greeks.

In a lifetime of travel of one kind and
another, it occurred to me some months ago that I had not taken a
long bus trip for ages. It took me a while to remember just
how long it had been. In fact, it was the summer of 1969, when I
was 22, a journey from Athens to London. The ticket cost $35, a
complete give-away, I remember thinking. It was an incredible test
of endurance – sitting up all the time – and I arrived in London
feeling deathly ill. I think it was the ice in the glass of milk I
drank in a bar in Calais while waiting for the Hovercraft. Or it
may have been the ersatz orange juice I bought from a
vending machine on the Autobahn outside Munich. My stomach reels at
the memory.

When I began this book I was 64, and had lost
none of my zest for exploring new places and asking nosy questions
of perfect strangers. I didn’t know a thing about long-distance bus
travel in North America, so I did some investigating. I learned
that a good way to proceed is to buy a ‘Discovery Pass’ from the
storied Greyhound Bus Lines Incorporation of Dallas, Texas. I
decided a 15-day pass would be about right and went ahead and
ordered one. For days I watched the mail closely, like when I was a
kid waiting for something for which I had ‘saved-up, and
sent-away.’

I asked a number of friends and relatives if
they’d like to accompany me. The typical response was, “Eeeee-ew,
are you kidding? Didn’t you hear about that crazy guy on the
Greyhound who decapitated his seat-mate a couple years ago – ate
some of him, too? Not me!”

I had indeed heard the story. It’s true and
horrific beyond imagining. In the summer of 2008, near Portage
LaPrairie, Manitoba, a carnival worker named Tim McLean was on his
way home on the bus and was murdered in the most gruesome manner by
Vince Weiguang, computer engineer and undiagnosed paranoid
schizophrenic.

However, such experiences must occur less
than once in a lifetime, so I thought it would be a pretty safe bet
to enter the Greyhound netherworld. Nevertheless, I resolved not to
be at a loss if I got into a tight spot, and equipped myself with a
Victorinox Swisstool, a shrieking electronic alarm, pepper spray
and a rapier-like steel walking stick. Let any aspiring decapitator
beware of meddling with me. In any case, this was my thinking on
the subject at the time.

Accordingly, I set out on a dark and rainy
Thursday morning, the 9th of February, 2012. I felt a bit keyed-up,
like a fellow who had decided to go sky-diving and was having
serious second thoughts. I live near Victoria, BC, so my wife drove
me to the ferry terminal near Sidney. Bless her heart, she was
delighted for me to be undertaking an unusual project. Besides, she
was probably glad to get me out of the house for a couple of weeks.
On the ferry I could catch a bus and proceed smoothly to the
Vancouver bus station, on Main Street.

I was surprised to find security personnel
scrutinizing the bags of the departing passengers. I wondered how
thorough these chaps were going to be, because the defensive items
mentioned above were expressly forbidden according to a pamphlet
entitled Greyhound Security Precautions. Through the motions
they went, with appropriate facial expressions, grave and
suspicious. However, in spite of all their frowning, rummaging,
huffing and puffing I somehow got through their screening process
with everything intact – every single thing – right under their
noses. It was a wonderful example of mock-thoroughness. I was off
to a good start.

In due course we crossed the border at
Blaine, Washington. I had never crossed the Canadian-U.S. border in
a bus before. We were frog-marched by armed officers into the
Customs and Immigration hall and asked the usual intrusive
questions. From their tone and demeanor I was half-expecting to be
herded into a confined space, shaved and deloused under arc
lamps.

Of all things, the officers were most
interested in how much cash over $10,000 any of us might be
carrying. Among Greyhound passengers, I’ll bet this has never
happened in recorded history, but still they keep looking. I idly
wondered what the protocol was if they were so fortunate as to
catch anyone trying to bring in such a bale of cash. Would they
delay the whole bus? How could you ever catch up to your traveling
companions? Maybe I’ll try it with Monopoly money sometime,
just to see how they handle the situation.

As part of the routine these officers x-rayed
our bags. One bag after another went in and out of the machine…
nothing was turning up. They’d almost finished with us and were
looking pretty glum. Then they came to the backpack of the girl
ahead of me. Suddenly they perked up – something must be afoot.
They had indeed discovered something: firm radiological evidence of
contraband. In actual fact, it was an apple… a solitary, ordinary
apple… but it was clearly the event of the day for them.

Naturally, they confiscated it on the spot.
The poor girl herself was trembling at this point, and I suppose
she was hastily preparing some kind of defense in her mind. In the
end, however, she was not charged, but escaped with only a warning,
stern and official. I wondered if the officers filed a report on
this offense, or whether they discussed the case over beer after
work, or with their wives at home in the evening. You couldn’t pay
me enough to do that job.

As we buzzed down I-5 toward Seattle, it
occurred to me how carefree this type of travel is. No worries
about driving, navigation, mileage, mechanical problems, or
fatigue. Why, you could chat to your neighbor, sleep, eat, read,
and plan your next move, all while sailing down the highway, seated
comfortably upon leather, at seventy miles an hour – for pennies a
mile. How much easier could travel be?

I figured if I had taken full advantage of
the pass, I could cover about 1000 miles a day for $23 – one of the
true travel bargains of all time. You don’t even have to find a
hotel… you can just keep on rolling all night if you want. You can
clean up at a truck-stop in the morning, and get a couple of
toothpicks to prop your eyes open.

I like those big colored printed sheets they
give you in coffee shops along the way. They’re called The
Coffee News… local ads and events, horoscopes, jokes, famous
quotations and a quiz. I found the following on my first day. The
originator of the statement was not given, but it strikes me as
wonderfully true:

The privilege to work is a gift,

The ability to work is a blessing,

The love of work is success.

As night fell we approached Seattle. As we
went through Everett I saw off to my right, on a dark and
rain-swept corner, an old-fashioned red neon sign saying simply:
TOYS … OPEN. It seemed particularly melancholy to me… some
little toy vendor, Mr. Bill Widgett, as I imagine him, sitting
alone in his shop, working late, perhaps dusting the toys, talking
to them, stewing vaguely about Toys ‘R’ Us… holding on by his
fingernails, trying to scratch out a living that dismal winter
night, hoping a customer might come in.

Eventually we made it to Seattle, where I
needed to transfer to another coach. I took a look around at the
people in the terminal. A very rough-looking lot, to be sure, the
motliest-looking assortment I’d ever seen in my life. Most looked
like convicts being transferred from one penal institution to
another. These people looked like the extras in The Shawshank
Redemption. I checked my pepper-spray; I switched off the
safety.

One chap particularly caught my eye; he was
as stocky as can be; his neck must have been 20 inches around. He
was, I imagined, Carlos “Chopper” Ramirez, out on weekend parole.
He had cryptic messages tattooed on his neck and bald scalp. His
head actually seemed suffused, as though it was about to explode.
Oddly enough, he had – of all things – a huge golden polo
medal hanging around his neck. I’ll bet you anything it was stolen,
or maybe won in a knife fight.

I had chosen Olympia, the state capital, as
my stop for the first night. The condition of the bus depot was
utterly deplorable. For one thing, it was locked – indeed padlocked
– from the outside, like a shed. There was a huge sign, in blue and
white, with the letters B-U-S arranged vertically, like children’s
blocks. The B was burnt out; the U was flickering; the S was fine.
The effect was rather disquieting.

I disembarked, and got my bags from the cargo
hold. There I was, standing alone in a strange city on a rainy
winter night, not knowing quite what to do. I was expecting a taxi
to be easily available, but there was none to be seen all up and
down the rainy street. I noticed a seedy convenience store down the
way and I made my way toward it.

In I walked, shaking my umbrella. I
approached the middle-aged Chinese woman at the till. She was
watching a video. She looked bored, but appeared annoyed to be
disturbed.

“Say,” I said cheerily, “I just got off the
bus and need to call a taxi. Can you suggest someone I might
call?”

She looked up and scowled; she evidently
disliked the riff-raff that drifts over from the Greyhound station
– mostly shoplifters and drug dealers, in her books. She said not a
word, but pointed to a phone book across the store. I called a
company called Capital Cab; I asked to be picked up at the
Greyhound depot. I thought I heard the dispatcher laugh as I hung
up.

I walked back to the depot, studying the
shadows, juggling my bags and umbrella. When I arrived there was
actually a cab waiting, but not the one I’d called. The driver was
Ray, a lean, friendly man of about 65. Of course he offered me a
lift, but I decided to wait for the Capital man. He was there in a
minute. I started to feel as though things just might work out,
after all. At least I was out of the weather.

In the light of the next day, the Olympia bus
station was not quite so foreboding as it was the night before, and
a lot more interesting. The woman at the ticket counter, I suspect,
had a number of endocrine issues.

She asked, “What do you want?”

I explained with a touch of pride, that I had
a pass, in fact a Discovery Pass – as if I was likely a
charter member of the Platinum Elite Greyhound
Society.

She was evidently quite unimpressed.

I sat down, a bit crestfallen, and awaited
events.

A gaunt black man about 60 then came in,
hoping to get on the next bus to Denver. He had an enormous black
bag.

The woman said, “So what’s in the bag,
bud?”

He replied that it was a fold-up bicycle.

What ensued was a thoroughly distressing
dispute over whether this bag should be treated as luggage, or as a
bicycle. Luggage was free; a bike was $45; he had a ticket, but no
money for baggage. You see the problem. He had checked with
Greyhound on the matter, and they said that it could go as a
suitcase – but she wasn’t buying it. She said she was “way too
busy” to check with head office herself. She enjoyed her authority,
throwing that considerable weight around. They were deadlocked.

Then this interesting man – for whom I had
much sympathy – pulled out his cell phone and began to call his
children in different cities, asking for a little help. He must
have called four or five of them, most of whom apparently
stonewalled him, for reasons that can be imagined. Eventually he
pieced together commitments for the required sum, and arrangements
were made to wire the money to Western Union in Olympia by four
that afternoon. Throughout, the agent treated him disgracefully, in
spite of the fact he was very polite with her. It was a small
indication of what it must be like to be poor and black in this
society.

At this point I thought it wise to use the
facilities, and I tried the door to the Gents. It was
locked. Unfazed, I approached the battle-axe and asked for the key.
From the back room she produced the key attached to a grubby white
plastic flyswatter.

I told her I’d nail any flies I happened
upon; she was not amused. However, she said that because I was the
first one to use the facilities that day, I had to turn on the
light. Fair enough, thinks I. She then proceeded to give me
detailed directions as to how to find the switch in the dark.

“Right in front of you is a wall, see,” she
said. “You reach around the left end of the wall, see, and there’s
a switch. That’s the light switch.” She gave the directions slowly
as though she were a long-suffering teacher, and I her slowest
pupil.

As we pulled out of the Olympia depot my eye
was caught by an establishment across the street, where, come to
think of it, I might have stayed the previous night, had I known of
it. It was the Olympia Inn, and its sign boasted, among other
alluring features, FREE TV. This was clearly a cutting-edge
sort of place. Another feature of this spruce place were the
numbered plywood diamonds in various faded colors affixed to the
doors. Really sharp.

The scenery along the highway south of there
was soggy and dull. Everything seemed the same color, an amalgam of
green, grey, brown and black. It was the kind of prospect that
makes you want to look away.

It was then I noticed an interesting
passenger ahead of me on the left. He was a giant of a guy with a
full grey beard and for reasons unclear to me, he was wearing red
plaid pajama-bottoms. He had a half-smoked cigarette behind his
right ear and appeared to be mumbling to himself, and grinding his
teeth. Could this be another highway head-hunter? Not a bit; I
later learned that he was an injured commercial fisherman, who was
just in from the Aleutian Islands the day before.

My thoughts were diverted by a woman behind
me talking at the top of her voice on the phone. She was talking to
the parole officer of her lover-boy who had recently failed to show
up for a court-mandated appointment. He was thought to have
possibly absconded, which I thought was pretty much a sure bet. The
woman – I reckoned her name was Shawneeza – was quite agitated. She
let it slip – silly girl – that he had “lit out for North
Carolina,” and wasn’t planning to come back anytime soon.

“I need him to come back,” she said.
“Besides, the kids need shoes.” I pictured him on an east-bound
Greyhound at that very minute, on the outskirts of Omaha, with a
big smile on his face.

The driver of this particular bus was a
remarkably rude piece of work. When I showed him my pass, he
snatched – and I do mean snatched – it from my hand and
demanded, “Where you goin,’ man?” “Well, I never…!”

He never wasted an opportunity to be rude to
a customer; I was watching how they reacted, reading their faces.
It was as though Rule #1 for this lad was to alienate as many
passengers as humanly possible in the time available. He was almost
like a caricature of a rude person, like the ‘Soup Nazi’ on
Seinfeld. I think of him as the ‘Bus Nazi.’

Because this bus was new and had Wi-Fi, I
sent an e-mail to Greyhound head office describing my dismay
concerning the conduct of the driver of bus #86317. My guess is
that my complaint got automatically deleted somewhere in the ether.
I considered slipping the man a note, but I thought that might make
him… snap. He’d have swerved into the oncoming lane, or
perhaps over the nearest cliff. It would have served us right.

And speaking of WiFi: Greyhound offers
Free WiFi on selected buses and routes. I rode on many buses
that claimed to have this feature, however, most were entirely free
of WiFi.

In Eugene, Oregon a disabled woman of about
45 got on the bus. She had a service dog with her, a Siberian
Husky. The driver very reluctantly made adjustments to accommodate
them, grumbling all the while. I spoke to this woman and discovered
that she was epileptic. The dog had been trained to detect a subtle
change in breath-odor, which signaled an immanent seizure. The dog
would raise the alarm, the woman would take an extra dose of her
anti-convulsant, and the seizure would be averted. Very neat
indeed; I’d never seen such a thing before. The dog’s name was Max,
a lovely fella.

We were about to get on the road again when
it became obvious that the bus wouldn’t go into gear. After perhaps
thirty attempts, the driver arose and began to leave the bus.

A passenger called out, “Is everything OK
with the bus?”

He snarled, “No, everything is not OK with
the bus!” With that he stormed out. Out of the corner of my
eye, I think I saw him kick a tire.

After about half an hour in limbo, the word
went out that we were to be sent a “rescue bus” from some distant
place. Now I know a sinking ship when I see one. It was
mid-afternoon and I decided that rather than waiting to be rescued,
and then travel late into the night, I might as well grab a motel
and start fresh in the morning. The other passengers – one of whom
was a dead-ringer for Charles Laughton in The Hunchback of Notre
Dame – did not have this option. They had to use their tickets
on the next available bus. So off I went into the rain in a Eugene
Budget Taxi, a shiny orange minivan. The driver was an intelligent
and articulate man by the name of Gary; we chatted the whole time,
mostly about motorcycles, with which I have had a life-long love
affair.

Later that evening I shuffled across the
parking lot to Denny’s and ordered one of their “skillet dinners.”
It turned out to be a perfectly delicious melange of chicken,
broccoli, potatoes, sour cream and onions. It was the closest thing
to home cookin’ that I’d had for days – two, precisely, but
it seemed much longer than that.

In the morning I called Budget again and in a
few minutes came a heavy knock on my door that made me jump… such
service! The Budget man was a stubby and swarthy hombre originally
from El Salvador, he told me. He carried my bag to his car – which
was a budget rig, for sure. It was a twenty-year-old faded heap of
a Crown Victoria, just about a goner. The steering wheel cover,
originally cheap and dreadful, was worn to the extent that what had
once been leatherette was dirty foam rubber. Never mind, this was
just the vehicle to get you into the right head-space for riding
the ’hound.

The word budget, incidentally, is derived
from the Latin word bulga, meaning a small leather bag, and
is related in some obscure way to the word belly. It forms an odd
juxtaposition with Taxi.

A very pleasant chap he was, too, the
patriarch of a multitude, he told me. Until six years ago he was a
roofer, but a serious fall cut short that career. He landed on bark
mulch, otherwise he would have been killed, he said. Being a cabbie
provided enough income for him to make occasional trips to the old
country. He’d recently been there for two months and had had a
great time. However, he said, there were about 15 murders a day in
his city, although he’d seen nothing himself.

I wandered around downtown Eugene to pass the
time before the bus left. An interesting business caught my eye. It
was, in fact, The David Minor Theater and Pub. I’m not quite sure
how it works, but the marquee showed that there are four shows a
day, and I imagine you can get a beer and a meal while you sit in
the dark on comfy chairs and watch the movie. Seems like a
wonderful idea to me – an idea whose time may have come. Sure beats
watching all the anonymous sports in the ordinary pub, or eating
goopy popcorn in an ordinary cinema.

At the appointed time the bus pulled out.
Today’s driver was a stickler for the rules, and hence I thought of
him as ‘Reg.’ He read us the amplified version of the entire
Greyhound constitution, I think: all about alcohol, drugs,
profanity, cell phone etiquette, musical devices and breaking wind.
He followed up with the one about having to wear shirts and shoes
(“for sanitary reasons”). Strangely, he omitted any mention of
pants; I guess he gave us some credit.

“And remember,” he said, smiling into the
mike, “they’re cell phones, not yell phones.” I liked that one.

A word about the Greyhound dress code: the
men and boys all wore basically the same outfit, almost as if it
were a uniform: dark-colored hoodie, jeans and running shoes. Most
of the fellows who looked like pillars of the Greyhound community
also wore what Canadians call toques, pronounced ‘too-kes,’ and
what are called ‘stocking-caps’ in the U.S. The way the women
dressed was unremarkable, and certainly not as stereotyped as the
men. In terms of men’s grooming, I would say this: if you really
want to fit in, wear a greasy mullet and a scraggly beard.

Another observation: almost all the riders –
including the driver – were smokers. These people were clearly
pretty hard-up, many unemployed, but boy, could they smoke! At one
stop, Reg, a smoker himself, announced, “No smoking this side of
the Coke machine.” He made up rules as he went.

If smoking were permitted on the bus it would
be suicidal just to be there. If I were a politician and asked what
I intended to do about poverty, banning tobacco would be a major
plank in my platform. On average, I reckon, it’s $150 a month up in
smoke, plus, of course, resulting medical costs. Getting the votes
of these guys, however, would be a hard sell.

We soon passed Roseburg, where I’d intended
to spend the previous night. I was attracted to the name of the
town. In reality, it appeared a scruffy and dismal place. I’m an
inveterate reader of signs as I travel; many are amusing to me.
Roseburg offered several signs that caught my eye, so it was not a
dead loss. A shop, barely standing by the look of it, was called
The Other Hand. Then there was the Pepsi sign with M-O-T-E-L
hand-lettered on the bottom half. It makes me shiver to even think
of spending a night in the place. It reminded me somehow of the
Bates Motel in Psycho.

Just down the road was a huge billboard
advertising the local Casino that had signed Herman’s Hermits to
perform at a date in the near future. I remember this group from
when I was in high school in the sixties. I liked their simple
ditties just fine. Judging from the billboard, lead singer Peter
Noone hadn’t changed so much as a hair in 45 years, and his teeth
were whiter than ever – blindingly white, rather like stumps of
chalk.

Onward we rolled, to Grant’s Pass in southern
Oregon. I saw a sign there which is as bad a business name as one
could choose: Lawless Roofing. Pardon me, but I believe I’d
be more comfortable dealing with another firm altogether,
preferably a zealous respecter of the laws of physics, especially
those concerning gravity and osmosis.

Somewhere near there I saw another business,
this one engaged in the art of the tattoo. Now I have seen enough
tattoos to last me several lifetimes, and I confess, I don’t know
what on earth the appeal is. Upon inquiry I discovered some
historical details about what seems to me a lamentable
practice.

The word tattoo is derived from the
Samoan tatau. The first written reference to the word itself
appears in the journal of Joseph Banks, the naturalist aboard
Captain Cook’s ship HMS Endeavour in 1769: “I shall now
mention the way they mark themselves indelibly, each of them is so
marked by their humour or disposition.”

Later I learned that the island of Great
Britain takes its name from tattooing. Britons according to
one account means ‘people of the design,’ and the Picts –
meaning ‘painted people’ – from the north of that island were
famously tattooed blue. Even today, Brits are the most-tattooed
people in Europe. I love knowing stuff like that.

The history of tattooing is fascinating.
Forcible tattooing was done as identification in Nazi concentration
camps. Roman soldiers were required by law to have identifying
tattoos on their hands in order to make it difficult to hide if
they deserted. Gladiators and slaves were likewise tattooed;
exported slaves were tattooed with the words tax paid and it
was a common practice to tattoo Stop me, I’m a runaway on
their foreheads.

As Robbie Burns said, “Man’s inhumanity to
man makes countless thousands mourn.” More like millions, at this
point.

Emperor Constantine banned tattooing the face
around AD 330 and the Second Council of Nicae banned all body
markings as a pagan practice in AD 787. The Latin word for
tattoo, interestingly enough, is stigma.

Tattoos seem to correlate to certain other
unfortunate phenomena such as incarceration, drug abuse, single
motherhood, probation and drunk-driving convictions. Tattoos are
also apparently related to the economic necessity of traveling by
bus. On my way today I saw a tattoo parlour called
Nukklheadz, which seems to me a wonderful piece of
self-parody.

Enough about tattoos! I hope never to think
of them again.

Today I noticed there was hardly any
conversation on the bus. It appears that about 90% of passengers
are traveling alone. Most spend a great part of their time plugged
into headphones, presumably listening to music. I actually found
this discouraging and somewhat annoying. When your seat-mate has
his earphones in, he’s sending you a pretty clear message. My guess
is that a lot of these people have pasts they’re not keen to
divulge to strangers, especially nosy ones like me.

My across-the-aisle neighbor was a seemingly
untroubled soul. He had been eating junk food all day. Discarded
wrappers surrounded him. He was a headphone guy; his head bobbed
sleepily. I wondered what tune he was listening to. About four in
the afternoon he opened up an interesting product – candy, I guess
– called All Fired Up. He kept on bobbing his head. His
incendiary snack seemed not to be firing his brain a bit.

Most of the talking you hear comes from
someone on a cell phone. It usually goes like this: “Honey? I’ll be
at the depot at six… OK… yup, chicken’s fine… I love you, Honey…
bye.”

By late afternoon, Mt. Shasta came into view
off to the north, through the windows on the right side of the bus.
There it was, the most splendid sight: a gorgeous white giant
thrusting itself into the bluest sky you ever saw. Steam trailed
from its peak. At 14,179 feet, it is the second tallest volcano in
the Cascade Range. Shasta is derived from Russian, the
language of early settlers in the area. It suggests: ‘white, clean,
pure’ or ‘happiness, luck, fortune, felicity.’ I’ll wager they
liked it here a good deal better than the Steppes.

This struck me as just the place to stop for
a night or two. The nearest bus stop was in Weed, in Siskiyou
County. The name of the place itself excited my curiosity. When
planning this trip, I learned that the town has about 3,000
residents and was named after lumber baron Abner Weed. He founded
the town because the winds were good for drying lumber.

The bus depot was a most modest affair, even
among bus depots. It was, in fact, a log cabin with a flat roof
perhaps a bit larger than a garage. A few of us got off the bus and
shambled into the hopelessly cramped structure. The only touch of
modernity was a small electric sign in the window saying
Open. I learned that the place opens only when a bus is
expected – not the sort of business that would support its owner in
much style. The proprietor put on the coffee in anticipation: 75
cents a cup.

When I reached the counter I asked the beefy
female agent, “Where’s the Motel 6?”

She answered, raising her nose in a northerly
direction, “Oh, it’s a long way off – maybe 3 miles.”

I said, “Well I guess I’ll be needing a
taxi.”

“Ain’t none,” came the reply. Her mind was
clearly elsewhere.

Now I subsequently found out that Weed itself
has shops, restaurants, motels, a mayor and council, a college,
brewery, a drunk-tank, law courts, police and fire departments –
but curiously, not a single taxi. A curious omission, to be sure,
and a hot moonlighting opportunity for the Greyhound staff, between
buses.

There was nothing for it but to walk – I
figured an hour. I really didn’t mind: the weather was fine and I’d
been sitting on my duff all day. I remember walking three miles
along a highway when I was a boy and found it quite tiring. In
reality, the motel was scarcely a mile away and I had just warmed
to my task, when to my delight, I arrived. There it was – that big,
friendly red, white and blue sign. I could hear Tom Bodett: “We’ll
leave the light on for ya.”

One thing about Motel 6 is that the rooms are
all identical, wherever you go, so it’s like arriving home at the
end of the day. Call me crazy if you will, but that’s how I feel
about it.

Later, just before dark, I went for a walk
around town. The part along Historic Highway 97 is rather
unremarkable, but if you go into the old part of town, under the
newly refurbished iron archway with W-E-E-D welded to the top,
things began to look a lot more interesting. I plunged in and soon
encountered a dog that didn’t seem to like the look of me. He
looked a little like Old Yeller, just before they put him out of
his misery. I fingered the pepper spray, but decided against it. I
simply changed course slightly, avoiding any unpleasantness.

The downtown buildings were old, but
well-built of brick. You could tell the place had once been
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