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For all the people from the Rio Grande down to
 the Strait of Magellan whose trust, generosity,
 and friendship made this book possible.







Overland travel is a great deal more trouble and very slow, but it is uncomfortable in a way that is completely human and often reassuring. A book like this, or any book I have written, is not a problem to study and annotate. It is something I wrote to give pleasure; it is something to enjoy. You should be able to see these people and places, to hear them and smell them. Of course, some of it is painful, but travelits very motionought to suggest hope. Despair is the armchair; it is indifference and glazed, incurious eyes. I think travelers are essentially optimists, or else they would never go anywhere; and a travel book ought to reflect that same general optimism.

Paul Theroux, The Old Patagonian Express
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Gringo







Note to the Reader




Ive been called gringo dozens of times. My first day in Latin America I stepped out of the airport in Guatemala City and baggage handlers, taxi drivers, money changers, and beggars greeted me with a cacophony of oye gringo, mira gringo, vamos gringo, compra dolares gringo, aydame gringo, yo te llevo gringo, buen precio para mi amigo gringo. I was scared, overwhelmed, and I didnt speak enough Spanish to understand much more than Listen up, gringo. I also wasnt sure how to interpret my new nickname: was it offensive, racist, disrespectful? Over the years gringo became a second name but rarely employed with malice or ill will. There was the occasional gringo de mierda, pinche gringo, or gringo culiado, but much more common was the neutral oye gringo, or the warm gringito, or the sweet mi amigo gringo. Since the word was generally used as a friendly nickname when people didnt know, or couldnt pronounce, my nameand I cant really blame them for thatI decided that it didnt bother me. Usage was key.

I heard plenty of theories about the word gringo: Mexicans yelled at Yankee troops in green uniforms during the battle of the Alamo to go home, green-go; during the Mexican-American War beginning in 1846, the troops invading Mexico sang a song called green grow the lilacs and the Mexicans who heard them started calling them the green grows; a United States citizen with the last name Green was in charge of administering a huge banana plantation in Central America and during a labor protest the workers started chanting Green go home! But none of those seems likely given how geographically limited they werethe word gringo is used most everywhere Spanish is spokenand the fact that the United States Army didnt start wearing green uniforms until decades after the Alamo and the Mexican-American War.

The word gringo first appeared in Spanish dictionaries in the late 1700s and was defined as a word used to describe foreigners who had difficulty speaking the language. This version suggests that the word is a bastardization of the Spanish word for Greek, griego, as in its all Greek to me. It might be that the Mexican-American War coincided with a shift in usage of the word to mean English-speaking foreigners in particular and perhaps a negative connotation as well.

Semantics aside, I have been a gringo, for better or worse, going on ten years. Between 1999 and 2008, I was itinerant. I visited seven continents and more than eighty countries and slept on hundreds of couches and sandy beaches. But I concentrated most of my travel time in Latin America, where the languages, landscapes, and politics (not to mention the fried sweet plantains that I devoured every chance I got) captivated me from day one. Over the years, I traveled in search of adventure, to learn a bit about the planet, and to find myself.

Being on the road, traveling the earth, testing myself against a constantly changing backdrop became addictive. Settling down in one place for more than a week seemed undesirable, impossible even. I built a network of friends and responsibilities that spanned the continents and kept me on the move. I resisted certain commitmentsless in terms of relationships or work or responsibility and more in terms of anything that would require me to be in one place for an extended period of timein a way that made it hard to build a stable life. Months in advance, I accepted short-term obligations in random, far-flung parts of the globe that prevented me from staying put. As my Spanish and Portuguese slowly improved I found travel in Latin America more rewarding. In Rwanda or China I had limited communication and, as a result, my ability to understand and access the people, politics, and places was more restricted: language was either a great wall separating me from people and places or a skeleton key opening every door. Drawn back to Latin America again and again, I ended up exploring virtually every country in the region. Of course, I concentrated my time in some countries, and in those places built more intimate relationships with people, politics, and geography than I was able to in others.

My personal journey was set against a constantly changing political backdrop. As I grew and changed, so did the region. I was born into a North American family with anti-imperialist politics at the dinner table and in their blood, but many of my conscious formative personal experiences took place in Latin America. During the decade that I explored myself and the region, Latin America was in the process of making a significant political shift. This book then has two narrative threads: my personal journey, and the places I was passing through. Weaving them together on the page was more challenging than it was in real life. The written word has a unique sort of permanence. In life I can do something one way today and another tomorrow. I can recognize my current perspective and understanding as inherently limited, flawed, and subject to change. Conveying that sense of change, that possibility for evolution in a project that is necessarily finite, sometimes eluded me. The risks of dogma, ideology, and partisanship become all the more perilous on the printed page.

In the chapters that follow, I write about the countries that resonated most with me personally; they are also representative of the regions shifting politics. Cuba, Mexico, and Nicaragua are notably absent from this book. Ive visited all three but those stories will have to wait for another time.

The places I focus on are those that offered meaningful lessons, often from personal, on-the-ground experiences. Many of the people I met and profile here are smarter, more open-minded, and richer in life experiences than I am. I was glad to be an observer ofand sometimes participant intheir lives, struggles, and conversations. I hope my accounts of them, even through what are inevitably partial sketches, provide a window into this dynamic, fascinating region.

I have changed names throughout, to protect privacy. Not all events have been recounted in exact chronological order, and the conversations and descriptions are approximations re-created on the page from memory, notes, and daily journal entries rather than formal reportage or tape-recorded interviews. Memory is a slippery beast, and getting a firm grip on it is, at times, an unattainable goal; I tried my best.








Border Crossings




The rugged handmade wooden canoe fitted with a powerful outboard motor pushed up against the dirt shore of Lake Petn Itz where the towns first houses nestled the beach. There was no Welcome to San Andrs sign. A handful of chickens clucked around, a few pigs rooted in the dirt, and the sweet smell of burning plastic garbage filled the air. San Andrs, with its rapidly growing population of five thousand, covered the steep hill leading up from the lake and back toward a lush tropical jungle where an ancient civilization had reached its peak some six hundred years ago. Mayan stone cities and temples, long abandoned, were the regions primary attraction for foreigners.

On the journey across the lake from the triple city of FloresSan BenitoSanta Elena, with its few tens of thousands of people, I had sat in the rear of the boat near the loud motor and intense fumes: being the gringo and a first-time visitor, I had no way of knowing better. Riding in the back, I had the additional disadvantage of waiting while the rest of the passengersall Guatemalansdisembarked. A group of young men with neatly pressed school uniforms and meticulously gelled straight black hair got out first. Next, an old woman with an impossibly large bag was helped ashore; then a younger woman with an infant at her breast and two smaller ones following behind with sacks balanced on their heads. A couple of men carried machetes and wore muddy knee-high rubber bootsworkers in the fields or the jungle.

As the people in front of me climbed onto the dirt embankment, I looked down the beach and saw small groups of young women and girls washing clothes by hand and carrying water in plastic tubs. On the other side of the beach, heading away from town toward more trees and unsettled jungle between the villages dotting the lakefront, partially clothed families bathed and splashed in the shallows of the cool water. Oye gringo! Hey gringo, time to go. The boatman, no more than twenty with a thin mustache and sneakers well cared for but far past their prime, wanted me off his boat. Sporting new, sturdy boots and a big hiking bag that was strapped, unnecessarily secure, to my back, I jumped out onto the wet ground and started walking up the hill. I passed one-story cinder-block and wood houses on narrow, partially paved streets and footpaths. The sun burned down, scorching everything it touched, and the people I passed stayed in the shadows while children played and ran freely. A few blocks up, climbing steeply, I stumbled on Eco-Escuela. It was a one-room language school built on stilts out over the hill. The back wall was cut away to provide a panoramic view of the lake.

This was to be my new school but I didnt stop there. Instead I continued farther up the hill to the small wooden house of Doa Eugenia, which was where I had arranged to stay for my two-month-long visit. I was to share my new home with Doa Eugenias only daughter, Delia, and, when he got back from working in the jungle, her quiet, amiable husband, Jess. Doa Eugenia had short hair and was one of the only married women in town with just one childan oddity in a community where contraception was rarely used. Her daughter was sixteen, with a squat frame and feet more used to flip-flops than shoes. The women were both tiny, coming up no higher than my chest. It would be a week or more before I met Jess. He had a warm smile, and like most men in town who worked in the fields or the jungle, carried a machete wherever he went. I wasnt the first gringo they had hosted, so my Birkenstocks, headlamp, and wide array of sunscreens came as no surprise.

Dinner on my first night at their house was handmade corn tortillas fried into tostadas and covered with cabbage and grated cheese. While I ate hungrily, I tried out the various getting-to-know-you one-liners I remembered from Spanish class in high school. Soy de Chicago; tengo dieciocho aos; me llamo Chesa: C-H-E-S-A. Cmo ests? We struggled to get to know one another, but my Spanish was a severe limitation, often slowing conversation to a total halt. While on my third or fourth tostada Doa Eugenia asked me Qu hacen sus padres? Small talk about what her exchange students parents did was probably a safe ice-breaking question for most of the gringos Doa Eugenia had hosted in the past. But her question left me with a dilemma.

Ive been open and matter-of-fact about my family situation since before I can rememberas a kid I just took it for granted that it was as normal as saying my parents were doctors or teachers; eventually, I even preferred my whole class to know at the beginning of the year rather than lying or worrying about who knew whatand I didnt see why I should hide it now. But what were the words for jail or adoption in Spanish anyway? Tengo cuatro padres. That part was easy, but I saw the puzzled look on Doa Eugenias and Delias faces.

Cmo as? Son divorciados? came the inevitable reply. No, they were not divorced. They wereI had to rely on my pocket dictionary for this oneencarcelados. If I thought having parents in prison was going to give me street credibility in San Andrs, the distraught look that passed between my hosts dispelled that misconception immediately. They were worried. I started talking fast, making up the words I didnt know. Beb, padres, crimen, tres muertos, poltico, negros, imperialismo, Nueva York.

How could I, with only the most basic Spanish, articulate to my now concerned hosts that in October 1981, when I was just fourteen months old, my biological parents, Kathy Boudin and David Gilbert, had left their Manhattan apartment and dropped me off at my Dominican babysitters house, only to head off into a tragedy? How could I explain that, while I played and fussed as an infant, my parents made a terrible mistake, the worst of their lives? They had waited in a U-Haul in Nyack, New York, as a couple of miles away, members of a radical armed group of black nationalists robbed a Brinks truck of $1.6 million. Tragically bungled, the Brinks robbery left three men dead and an entire community traumatized. By the time my mother and father received a twenty-years-to-life sentence and a seventy-five-years-to-life sentence, respectively, friends of theirs, Bill Ayers and Bernardine Dohrn, had taken me into their family and become my other parents. How could I explain to Delia what the political turmoil of the 1960s and 1970s had been about, or how my parents, white Jews, got involved in antiracist and antiwar activism and ultimately armed robbery?

For more than a decade before I was born, all four of my parents had lived on the run from the FBI as members of the militant political group called the Weather Underground; they had a common history. In 1980, after the Underground had fallen apart, Bill and Bernardine surfaced, and voluntarily turned themselves in to the authoritiesthe most serious charges against both of them had been dismissed because of illegal activities, including wiretaps, break-ins, and mail interceptions, initiated by the attorney general and an FBI assistant director. Bernardine was given three years probation for charges stemming from a protest. When I landed in my new household, Bill and Bernardine already had two sons: Zayd and Malik became my older brothers. With the support of my new family, through visits, letters, and phone calls, before I can even remember, I began to build relationships with my other parents from the distance incarceration creates. Somewhere in the gray area between collective family memory and where my own recollections start, I grew accustomed to going through a metal detector and steel gates every time I wanted to give my biological parents a hug.

As I grew up, my four parents group efforts made feasible the transitions between the mostly white, middle-class, private school day-today and the mostly poor, black, and Latino prison system that was a constant thread in my life. I lived in parallel worlds. My family taught me radical politics from the beginning, but I also learned to prove myself in elite institutions. Brought up with the privileges and opportunities the United States offers some people, and a political line that condemned the very existence of an elite, I lived a contradiction. Lifes incongruities were not merely between theory and practice. Much of the left-wing politics took root, despite the exclusive networks and institutions, because prisons can be a great equalizer. The line for the metal detector at Attica Correctional Facility didnt move any faster for me because I attended the same private school where Nobel Prize winners and billionaires sent their kids.

With one hand cuffed to a barely visible abyss of poverty and incarceration, and the other grasped in the confident handshakes of those accustomed to privilege and comfort, I learned to move freely between different universes. Almost miraculously these existences came to complement each other. Each served as a lens through which life could be viewed and understood, a bridge to reach out and connect with people around the planet in the most unlikely places. Metal detectors, languages, planes, and buses have come to serve as portals between my different worlds.

There was no way I could articulate all this with the little Spanish I knew at the time of arrival in San Andrs, and my fifth tostada was getting cold while I fumbled with my dictionary. Even looking up every word I could barely explain to Doa Eugenia and Delia that my parents were kind, generous, well-meaning people, buenas personas, that we loved one another with the complexity of any strong family, mucho amor, that their crime had been politically motivated, crimen poltico, that despite their incarceration I had grown up in a stable, middle-class family, familia estable. Their tight faces suggested confusion, concern, maybe even fear. I didnt want them to be scared to have me in their home, but the more I tried to explain in broken Spanish and infinitive verbs plucked straight out of the dictionary, the more confused I seemed to make them. I wanted them to see me as a friend, to articulate a self-portrait of a good gringo, an ally, but I wasnt so sure who I was myself.


While I was in Doa Eugenias kitchen, in January 1999, my classmates were beginning the last semester of senior year of high school. I had finished my credits early and decided I would see how well Mr. Fuentess intensive Spanish class could serve me during an immersion experience in rural Guatemala. It was my first trip to Latin America and my first-ever journey outside the United States without my family.

In Venezuela, a few hours flying south from San Andrs, Hugo Chvez was being sworn in as president and would soon begin shaking up the region. Later that year, at the Battle in Seattle, a burgeoning global protest movement would target institutions like the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank that propagated neoliberal policiesclassical liberal economic policies with the goal of transferring control of the economy from the public to the private sector. By the 1990s, neoliberal economic and social policies had become the norm throughout Latin America, though politicians advocating them openly were rarely elected democratically.

On the flight south I had read Stephen Schlesingers and Stephen Kinzers Bitter Fruit: The Untold Story of the American Coup in Guatemala, which described the role of the United States government in overthrowing Guatemalas democracy back in 1954. It was one of a number of books my parents had suggested to help me understand the role North American companies and the CIA played in Guatemalas tragic history of poverty and civil war. Che Guevara happened to be living in Guatemala City at the time of the coup; the events the young Argentine witnessed would forever change his life and with it pan-American history.

The CIA-sponsored 1954 Guatemalan coup, justified in the name of fighting communism, was followed closely by brutal military dictatorships and a thirty-six-year-long bloody civil war that ravaged the country. Dictators and death squads left an estimated 200,000 dead, mostly unarmed indigenous civilians, and the country deep within the United States policy fold. But when I flew into Guatemala for the first time I only had the vaguest idea of what a neoliberal policy was, let alone what it would look like on the ground.

From Chicago I had signed up to study at a language school in the sparsely populated northern region of Guatemala called the Petn, and it was through the school that I was assigned to live with Doa Eugenia. My school tuition of $150 a week included four hours of one-on-one classes per day, and a home stay with all my meals included. The school had an inviting, progressive-sounding name, Eco-Escuela. A family friend who had studied there recommended it.


After collecting my new backpack from the baggage claim in Guatemala Citys international airport, I wandered over to the airport information desk. A woman in a light green dress suit who was working there spoke more English than I did Spanish. She said that I had two basic choices for getting to the Petn: I could board a one-hour flight for $65 or I could take a twelve-hour bus ride for about $9. In a decision that would foreshadow much of my travel over the next decade I decided that a plane ride was too expensive and straightforward. Nervous though I was, I wanted to get into the mix and travel like a Guatemalan: the bus it was.

A taxi driver charged me $4.30 for a ride to the private coach terminal of a passenger bus company called Fuente del Norte, Fountain of the North. It wasnt until I stepped out of the taxi into the sun and smog of downtown Guatemala City that I realized what I had thought to be perfect low-key travel gearTimberland boots, khaki cargo pants, and oversized photojournalist vest with twenty-three pockets (I counted them, though I could never figure out what the little mesh pouch on top of the left breast pocket was for), along with my stuffed backpack that had more straps and hooks and snaps than could possibly be usefulwas conspicuous against the dirty gray central city. There were several rows of seats in the open-air waiting area just off the busy street where the cab left me. In one corner a few men in short-sleeve button-down shirts and thick jeans ate fried chicken and drank Gallo beers. One row of seats was occupied by a family of six with bags, parcels, bundles, and boxes of all sizes spread out around them. Several other travelers sat on duffel bags up against the back wall and kids played on the floor. A steady stream of travelers walked in and out of the terminal from the narrow sidewalks. I realized I was stepping, uninvited, into a new world that I understood practically nothing about and I wasnt at all sure that I was welcome. In my minds eye I regarded myself as a comrade in arms with the downtrodden guatemaltecos I had read about. But how were the dozens of people in the bus station to know that? I had the uncomfortable feeling, standing there in my new gear, that I looked like another rich white tourist dropping into a foreign reality for exotic thrills and narcissistic self-exploration.

I made my way to the ticket office, a dirty Plexiglas cubicle in one corner of the room, and bought a $9 ticket that was handwritten on a recycled paper template. The bus would leave in an hour. I didnt want to wander around the center city, known for street crime, with a bag that could easily be confused for Santas sack by any of the handful of street kids I saw sitting on the sidewalks. So I found a seat in one of the rows of empty blue chairs and took in my surroundings.

People all over were selling junk food, magazines, pens, watches, hairclips, and sunglasses. A young Mayan girl, a toddler, tried to sell me a newspaper. I started talking to a chubby-cheeked young woman but we didnt get far because my Spanish wasnt up to it. I managed to figure out that she was seventeen and married, which seemed to me, at eighteen, an unfortunate state of affairs. Her husband, a powerful-looking man with black eyes and strong jaw, showed up carrying a large machete. I relaxed after he shared a smile. They were as helpful as my Spanish permitted them to be.

Eventually, with the assistance of the young couple, I figured out that my bus was starting to board. The attendant who took my ticket made me check my big backpack. I worried about it disappearing and resolved to look out the window every time we stopped to make sure it wasnt being offloaded along with someone elses belongings. After boarding, I squeezed down the aisle, maneuvering around large sacks of potatoes and live chickens tied together in a bunch by their legs. Many of the seats were broken and the bus was filthy. There was no bathroom and I regretted not having visited the one in the bus station.

The attendant led me past people standing in the aisle to the one seat that was still empty. I was drenched in sweat and overwhelmed by my surroundings. Only later did it occur to me that I owed my seat to my white skin and my helplessness. The attendant had reserved it for me because I was a gringo. In Latin America, at least, a United States passport and a little confidence open doors to an elite world of perks and preferential treatment. Later I was to feel much more uncomfortable about drawing on this kind of white-skinned privilege, what I came to know as the gringo wild card, but on this occasion I was just glad to sit down.

As we rolled out of Guatemala City, we passed by what seemed an endless landscape of industrial parks and free trade zones. The sprawling boxlike factories were surrounded by fences and barbed wire. I later learned that the number of maquiladoras, industrial sweatshops that import raw materials and equipment on a duty-free basis for assembly and then export to mass consumer markets like the United States, had more than quadrupled from 1994 to 1999. Most of them made textiles and apparel products, but the word maquila came from the portion of grain the miller traditionally charged as a service fee. The millers still took their share in rural corn-growing areas but Guatemalas economy, like that of the region, was in flux. Throughout the previous decades the government had privatized the mail, electricity supply, and telephone companies. The Guatemalan state had long since abandoned its role as an agent of social development, cutting social spending across the spectrum and leaving the countrys poor without a safety net. It also opened the economy to foreign, mainly North American, imports while simultaneously implementing policies aimed at consolidating agricultural holdings to maximize cash crop exports that could be used to pay off the foreign debt. Peasant farmers who lost their land converged on cities, providing a cheap, flexible labor pool for newly established industry.

The sweatshops I saw that day, filled with people who a few years earlier would have been planting corn, were one of the faces of neoliberalism that defined the economic landscape I was traveling through. Guatemala, like many countries across the global south at the time, was part of the Washington Consensus, a partnership with American-based financial institutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. These bodies granted loans only on the conditions of fiscal austerity, privatization, and the opening up of local economies to unfettered global trade. This resulted in such dismal economic performance that the 1980s became known as the lost decade in Latin America, although economists continue to debate how successful the model was in countries like Chile and El Salvador. In many countries, including those called successes by some, military dictators forced these policies on unwilling populations. In elections Latin Americans have rarely supported politicians who openly advocate neoliberal policies, yet the whole region ended up with them.

Neoliberal reforms may well have attracted foreign direct investments and created jobs in the maquiladoras I saw out of the bus window on that first day in Latin America. But Guatemalas income distribution and human development index were among the worst in the hemisphere. Only the rich minority was in a position to benefit from these policies. The poor were left with no labor protections or social safety nets, and few options besides jobs that didnt pay a living wage. The sweatshops provided jobs, but they didnt look like the kind of place I could imagine working in. They reminded me of prisons.

After we eventually escaped the sprawling outskirts of the capital, the only roadside buildings that interrupted the passing garbage-strewn rural landscape were little roadside tiendas. Each store was painted top to bottom with either Coke or Pepsi advertisements, depending on which of the two soft drink giants had bought the owner paint and agreed to make regular deliveries. Coke and Pepsi productssodas, bottled water, and juicesare virtually the only affordable drinks in a country where little if any water from public sources is potable. The acid and the sugar in the soda, together with limited access to dentists, left even young childrens teeth rotten, while adults had more metal caps than I had seen anywhere outside rap videos.

As passengers got on and off the bus, different people sat down next to me for an hour or so at a time. Although I couldnt communicate with them verbally, kindness and sympathy were often apparent in their eyes and smiles. Several of them told me cudate, be careful, but I couldnt tell what they were warning me about. The word ladrn was whispered on more than one occasion, with particular emphasis. When I finally looked it up in the mini-dictionary I kept in one of my various vest pockets, I was dismayed to learn it meant thief. Of course! As the only foreigner on the bus I was sure to be a target, I realized, panic-stricken. But who were the thieves? And what was I supposed to do to foil them?

I tried to sleep but was unable to doze off. I was anxious and uncomfortable. Maybe, it occurred to me, we gringos have made life too easy for ourselves. The Guatemalans around me seemed to have an amazing capacity for discomfort. While the bus rattled and bounced over terrible roads, kids slept on the dirty floor and women stood or sat for hours in positions so awkward that I couldnt have maintained them for ten minutes. No one else appeared to mind the large bugs that appeared on the insides of the windows and roof as the sun went down. Hygiene and personal space were quickly taking on whole new meanings for me.

As one of the few people with a functional seat, I felt embarrassed and self-conscious about my aching back and the fact that it made me uncomfortable when random kids draped themselves across my legs without so much as a glance in my direction before they fell asleep. Apparently an empty lap looked to them much the way an empty seat looked to me. Occasionally the vehicle jostled to a stop at some indistinguishable spot on the road and a woman, often clutching a baby, would wake the kid on my knees and lead them off the bus. My eyes followed them as they set out along narrow mountain roads or forest paths, until they disappeared in the dark.

The paved road became a bumpy dirt track, and a thick mist descended outside the windows of the bus. I heard birds and bugs in the night but my eyes were useless in the pitch black under cloud cover: night had fallen with the suddenness and finality of a black velvet curtain. At one point a couple of loud bangs pierced the silence of the jungle and the bus stopped suddenly: I snapped to attention with nervous thoughts of gunshots from armed bandits, or guerrilla holdovers from the countrys civil war. But the loud reports turned out to be only the engine backfiring. The driver announced a temporary breakdown but assured us that it would just be cinco minutos ms as his assistant attacked the engine with a wrench. Twenty minutes later he was back onboard trying to calm the passengers, demanding another momentito. Once we got going again the remainder of the ride was uneventful and I dozed.

I got off in Santa Elena, Petn, around 3 A.M. A five-hundred-yard-long dirt embankment connected the twin cities of Santa Elena and San Benito on the shores of the lake to the island town of Flores, the state capital. My Lets Go guidebook explained that a short walk would take me from Santa Elenas bus station across the land bridge to Flores. But I was frightened of walking anywhere at night, especially with my bags, which, to my relief and surprise, had made it all the way. I jumped in the first taxi I saw and told the driver: Voy a Flores. Hotel. Barato. Por favor. I had practiced the phrases for the last hour of the ride and they were successful. Just a minute or two later we pulled up in front of a small hostel called La Canoa and the driver pounded on the wooden gate until he woke the young boy on the night shift. I splurged on a room with its own private cold water shower for $5.80 a night. Before going to bed I wrote in my journal and marked down every quetzal I had spent that day15 on food, 40 on the hotel, and 120 on transportation. I concluded that my first bus trip in Latin America was overall okay. In eleven hours I had covered a little more than one hundred miles.


In San Andrs, Doa Eugenia and Delia made me acutely aware that the solidarity with the poor and downtrodden of the world that prevailed in my own family, and already shaped my political outlook, was not necessarily shared by the poor and downtrodden themselves. During my time in San Andrs, I regularly sought conversation about the tragic history that decades of brutal civil war, unleashed by a United Statessupported coup, had visited on the country. But whenever I tried initiating discussion about President Jacobo Arbenz and the role of the CIA in overthrowing him back in 1954, my host family and their friends seemed uninterested. Their silence puzzled me at first: Why werent they as eager as I to criticize imperialism in general and United States foreign policy in Latin America in particular?

In retrospect I know that the people I spent time with in San Andrs probably didnt feel they had been directly affected by any United States intervention in their country. They knew little of the radical political history and theory that I had been immersed in growing up. Many in the town aspired to a consumer lifestyle like the ones they saw on television. Delia loved to watch Mexican telenovelas, soap operas, and was constantly pestering me to tell her about life in El Norte. What kind of car did my family drive? How much did my camera cost? How many dollars could a babysitter earn in a week? And a maid? Doa Eugenias primary concern appeared to be ensuring that Delia was a virgencita when she finally married. She gossiped and fussed over what the neighbors said about her and her daughter all day longDoa Eugenia accompanied Delia to the town dance until the last song of the night so there would be no chatter about whether Delia spent too much time dancing with Hector or Luis, or whether her skirt was too short.

My hosts were also surprisingly preoccupied with the material hardships of their daily lives. Doa Eugenia complained regularly about the local mayors failure to provide running water for their casa. Although San Andrs had a pipe system, it didnt deliver any water during the months I lived there. A truck occasionally brought lake water up to the more remote houses like the one I was staying in, which was a long steep climb up the hill from the lakeshore, past where the paved street ended and the dirt road began. But its rare appearances meant that rainwater was a more reliable source of lifes most basic necessity. According to several locals, tax money went to maintaining some local politicians houses and cars rather than the towns pump.

When I first heard about the mayors evident dereliction of his duty to keep the faucets running, I got fired up and suggested we should go to the police, organize a protest, gather signatures on a petition, or meet with the international organizations based in nearby Flores. My hosts and their friends were amused by my ignorance of the way things worked. They explained the lack of running water with a shrug of the shoulders and a simple one-word answer: corrupcin. And so I quickly abandoned my efforts at rabble-rousing and, like everyone else, got used to manually filling the tank in the yard with rainwater before taking a cold shower or washing my clothes by hand. It didnt take much for me to stop shaving.

I was on my own so I could reinvent myself however I chose, but traveling solo highlights the difference between being lonely and being alone. On the road Im rarely alone.

My first and best friend in San Andrs, Juan, worked as an assistant to the director of the language school where I studied every day. A short, mustached mestizoas mixed-race Guatemalans call themselveshe showed me around during my first days in town speaking Spanish slowly so that I could understand what he was explaining. In the evenings he and his buddies would take me along while they hung around outside one of the towns churches to see which girls looked the cutest as they came out after service. When it came to finding girls Juan was ecumenical: he was as happy to spot chicas outside his moms iglesia catlica as in front of the towns Mormon or evangelical churches; for a small town San Andrs seemed to have a lot of churches: I counted at least fourteen just in the part of town between my house and the school. Although he knew the best places to find local talent, Juan preferred gringas he met through the language school and was determined to be the first man from the town to love his way into a green card.

Often, sitting in a barsimple cement-floored stores that sold beer and little elsesipping Gallo beers, or after taking a swim in the lake, we would wind up talking about how he might get entry into the United States. I soon realized how little I knew about obtaining a visa or sneaking into El Norte illegally. It was easy for me to offer a place to stay and help finding a job if he ever made it to the United States, but what he really needed was a way to get there. And he wasnt the only one. Lots of Guatemalans wanted me to help them leave their country for mine. I thought the income the language school provided for the town would help prevent people from migrating, but it seemed the more money people had, and the more access they had to norteos, the keener they were to depart.

The large house across the street from Doa Eugenias belonged to Juans aunt, Rosario, who had previously worked as one of Eco-Escuelas administrators. But Rosario didnt live there anymore. She had moved to the suburbs of Washington, D.C., where she worked as an undocumented housekeeper, sending money home to her husband and three kids. The money arrived every month via Western Union, which took a 10 percent cut for the transfer. The amount received was often further reduced by losses on the currency exchange because Western Union accepted Rosarios dollars in Washington but paid her family with local quetzals.

United States trade policy allowed multinational companies to invest their capital in free trade zones throughout Central America with virtually no taxes or tariffs. Meanwhile hardworking migrants like Rosario ended up paying high fees to send their families enough for the basic necessities. Not that this seemed to dissuade anyone. As many as one thousand migrants a week from across Central America set out from Santa Elena, Petn, for the Mexican border, just a four-hour bus ride away on a little used andmore important for the migrantslittle policed road. Guatemala is Central Americas gateway to Mexico, which is, in turn, the entry point to the United States. The view from my window in Doa Eugenias casa across to her neighbors house made it easy to understand the motivation for this tide of migrants. Thanks to Rosarios support, her family had built a new room on their house, and bought a big screen color television, as well as a bicycle for each person in the family; Doa Eugenias house hadnt been upgraded in years.

Rosarios family also ate meat at almost every meal, something I envied. Although Doa Eugenia used the income my stay generated to supplement the familys larder, I had the appetite of a small army and there was rarely enough to eat, and almost never any meat. I took to filling up on the one thing that was generally in large supply: handmade corn tortillas. I didnt invent this strategy for quelling hunger; indeed most poor Guatemalans had the same approach. Corn was the one staple that was affordable and regularly availableespecially in rural areas where almost every family had someone working on a nearby milpa who could provide the raw material without ever going into the cash economy. A milpa is literally a plot of corn but often refers to a field where farmers plant as many as a dozen crops at oncebeans, squash, corn, chiles, and more. The beans use the corn stalks as climbing frames, and return the favor by fixing nitrogen into the soil, which helps fertilize the corn. In our case, it was Doa Eugenias aging, stooped father who worked the family milpa. He wore black rubber knee-high boots, without socks, to walk five miles each way to his work.

After a week or so I realized that, aside from monotony, there was a more serious problem with my staving off hunger with endless tortillas. There was a protein shortage in my diet. We ate cereal or mush for breakfast, vegetable soup and rice for lunch, and tostadas or tortillas as the core part of dinner with a head of cabbage thrown in for variety. While cabbage is rich in vitamins and minerals, it is also described on nutritional websites as ideal for weight loss. The black beans were tasty and nutritious but appeared on the table infrequently. The little meat we had was generally tough and unappetizing. High-quality meat was being produced locally, often on land that had been cleared of jungle using slash-and-burn techniques, with all the attendant environmental problems. But this was too expensive for locals by far and was shipped to Guatemala Cityor more often to the United States. Only scraps and diseased cows were butchered and sold locally. It was a situation I would run into over and over again throughout Latin America.

After a month at Dona Eugenias I was becoming increasingly concerned about malnourishment. I was only eighteen, after all, and probably still growing to adult size; yet I could see my body progressively shrinking. Days passed and my stomach ached with hunger. I tried to comfort myself by reflecting that I was at least experiencing a mild version of what many local people were going through, but I felt increasingly miserable about the situation. Of course, I could have supplemented my meals at home by visiting the local restaurants or stores. But I was determined to keep track of every quetzal and not to spend money unless I absolutely had to since my tuition to the school included room and board. The money I had with me$500 in travelers checks and $150 in cash stashed in one of the recesses of my hiking bag under the bedhad been earned on summer jobs waiting tables, working on an assembly line at a South Chicago factory, and building houses in Vermont, all for close to minimum wage. Consequently my budget was a real factor in determining how long I would be able to travel. But I also wanted to live with my host family and not above them by treating myself to luxuries they couldnt have.

The lack of protein was an abiding problem, but I had other preoccupations too. I had become involved with a local young woman to whom Juan had introduced me. Flor had been the town beauty queen until she got pregnant out of wedlock and was stripped of her crown. By the time I met her she had a chubby fourteen-month-old daughter. It seemed like all the women my age were either married or had children. Flor and I were together for most of the time that I lived in San Andrs, though small-town gossip eventually caused us to part ways. If I close my eyes and concentrate, I can still hear her saying, in her slow, Guatemalan drawl, pueblo pequeo, infierno grande, a small town can be a big hell. Frustratingly, for me at least, our relationship never got much beyond the odd kiss and cuddle. Partly this was a result of a lack of privacy but I also felt some uneasiness about misleading Flor. I knew I was in Guatemala for only a limited time and that the gaping differences between us made the possibility of a long-term relationship unlikely. She knew it too. A good-bye letter she wrote me said, I believed you would be a good husband for me and for my daughter a good father. But it isnt possible; we live in two different worlds.

Our involvement, while doing wonders for my Spanish language skills, made me aware of the challenges of cross-cultural romances. There is often something inherently exploitive about such relationships as both people project another culture and identity onto the other. Yet cross-cultural relationships present challenges that often make them more rewarding than the simpler, closer to home variety. Individuals and families culturally determined expectations can put unexpected pressures on relationships even years after they begin. When I returned to San Andrs six months after my original visit, Juan told
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