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            Dedication

         
         
            To the memory of my father, Albert Theroux,

            un vrai Québécois dans son coeur

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            O Canada!

            Our home and native land!

            True patriot love in all of us command.

            With glowing hearts we see thee rise,

            The True North strong and free!

            —National Anthem of Canada

            Well, I thought to myself, here I am in a foreign country; let me have my eyes about me, and take it all in.

            —Henry David Thoreau, A Yankee in Canada

            Nothing behind me, everything ahead of me, as is ever so on the road.

            —Jack Kerouac, On the Road
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            Foreword

         
         I had lost my way on Cape Breton Island on what seemed a back road, leading to a dead end, so I stopped near the We’koqma’q
            First Nation village near Whycocomagh and asked a Mi’kmaq elder where the Trans-Canada Highway happened to be.
         

         
         He said, “You’re on it.”

         
         

         One winter day in Sault Ste. Marie I asked a Sikh trucker directions to Thunder Bay. His big rig was parked behind my motel.

         
         “It’s iced up and pretty dangerous. Don’t go today.”

         
         “Is there another route?”

         
         “Only that one, the Trans-Canada.”

         
         

         In the small town of White River, Ontario, I was talking to Riley, a high school girl working at a donut shop. She said, “It’s
            very quiet here and there’s no school. We have to take the school bus all the way to Wawa, but the snow here is insane. Sometimes
            the road is closed for four days.”
         

         
         “The road to Wawa?”

         
         “Yes, the Trans-Canada.”

         
         

         In the town of Revelstoke, British Columbia, I told a man I was going to Vancouver, stopping in Kamloops.

         
         “Skip Kamloops. Don’t take the Trans-Canada—it’s a bitch, and it’s slow. Go via Kelowna. It’s prettier.”

         
         

         The Trans-Canada was more an idea than a fact, often a proud highway, now and then the main street of a town, with stoplights,
            and cyclists and tractors, or sometimes a country lane, a person walking a dog on the roadside, ideal for a traveler in a
            car to see the various faces of the country.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Prologue
The Boredom and the Horror and the Glory

         
         This is a book about traveling in Canada, the land of my ancestors, and by the way probably the last one I will write about
            my journeys.
         

         
         That promise is not related to my age—it’s something else. The visitable landscapes of the world are better known than at
            any time in history. If there’s something new to say, it’s the human story, unique from person to person, and especially compelling
            when it’s confided by a singular unbosoming stranger in a foreign land.
         

         
         That note is seldom struck by florid travel essayists in print and online, whose motto seems to be “Will gush for money”—about
            their freebies: gourmet restaurants, luxury hotels, spa experiences, stylish shopping, or cruise ship bliss. Here’s a typical
            example: a snippet from a June 16, 2025, piece in The New York Times about a travel writer’s meal in the Dominican Republic (where more than 40 percent of the population live below the poverty
            line and a third, according to the World Food Program, are malnourished): “In Las Terrenas, a lush corner of the Dominican
            Republic, the ceviche practically swims into your bowl, and the soft sand and palm trees seem to have no end.”
         

         
         This fruity self-parody could easily stand together with William Boot’s Lush Places, and its signature line, “Feather-footed through the plashy fen passes the questing vole,” in Evelyn Waugh’s satire Scoop.
         

         
         As for books of travel these days, a certain number are earnest and illuminating, the rest are lazy and imitative, celebrating
            the encroaching triviality of popular culture, or else unreadable for their flatulence and frivolity. The worst of them indulge
            in humble-bragging, recounting miles traveled, annoyances endured, or the bliss of quasi-mystical experiences—all of it flapdoodle.
         

         
         

         The planet is overrun with travelers and tourists, like ants on a bruised peach. Years after the poverty and corruption in
            the island Republic of Mauritius was described in detail by V. S. Naipaul in his essay “The Overcrowded Barracoon,” he was
            told that the Mauritius government was now greatly profiting from tourism. “I had no idea the world was so heartless,” Naipaul
            remarked to his biographer, “that people would want to go and have a holiday where everyone was starving.”
         

         
         Mass tourism has created a global blight. Fragile, little-known, lightly visited places of the past are now saturated with
            gawkers. Frenetic, traffic-jammed Bali is a good example, but so is Hawaii, cursed by books called Hidden Hawaii or Secrets of Hawaii that invite unruly snoopers. Hawaii’s natural treasures are no longer hidden or secret, but instead violated by the intrusions
            of (at last count) eleven million tourists a year. Twelve million a year visit what was once the tiny fishing town of Pattaya
            in Thailand, now a city of 120,000 and because an estimated 27,000 of them are sex workers it has been called “Sin City,”
            “the sex capital of the world.”
         

         
         The remote fifteenth-century Inca citadel of Machu Picchu in Peru receives more than 4,500 visitors daily (entrance fee $57),
            and 20,000 people a day crowd into the Salle des États to gape at the Mona Lisa, the Louvre now so heavily visited by tourists that one day in June 2025 the entire staff staged a strike in protest. The
            museum, which had never closed except in wartime, was shut down. Siem Reap in Cambodia, which I remember as a small rural
            community adjacent to the magnificence of Angkor Wat, is presently a city of a million people and over a thousand guesthouses,
            inns, and hotels, a number of the hotels with casinos. Gambling is now a greater draw than the twelfth-century Khmer masterpieces,
            half a mile away.
         

         
         Thirty million tourists visit Venice annually. As with any gated theme park, which Venice now resembles, you need to buy a ticket to enter for the day. Even with this supposed limitation, the narrow cobbled lanes of its islands are crowded to the point of near-blockage, and Venetians subjected to this imbroglio complain of the noise and the mobs, making the city almost uninhabitable for them. Venice’s ancient wooden foundations are sinking into the mud of its lagoon, and in the months between October and March the subsiding city is often inundated by acqua alta—serious flooding driven by high tides and winds. “Consider bringing rubber boots,” the guidebooks now suggest for those months.
            And since the whole of Venice is predicted to be submerged by the year 2050, future tourists—among them my grandchildren—will
            need diving gear or a seat in a submersible to view the sights. So much for the once-tranquil marvel called La Serenissima,
            The Most Serene.
         

         
         

         The clumsy new word “overtourism” was coined to describe a worldwide problem. As a consequence, outraged local people—notably
            in Amsterdam and in the Spanish cities of Granada and San Sabastian, as well as the islands of Ibiza and Mallorca—have waved
            “Tourists Go Home!” signs in massive protests. In some cities they’ve screeched at tourists while squirting them with water
            pistols, and in Barcelona organized noisy rallies under the Catalan banner “Decreixement Turistic!” (Decrease Tourism!).
         

         
         Around the same time, crowds of anti-tourist demonstrators in Genoa created a hostile cacophony by dragging roller bags through the city center’s streets. In Lisbon, protesters against tourism carried an effigy of Saint Anthony, the city’s patron saint, to the site of a future five-star hotel. Two months later Portuguese officials claimed overtourism burdened a funicular railway car in the city, causing it to crash, killing seventeen people, most of them foreign nationals. Meanwhile, throughout the Canary Islands, tourists cowered in their hotels while thousands of protesters marched under the banner “Canarias Tiene un Limite”—“Canaries Have a Limit” (in a birding context, a fact most people already know). In the fall of 2025, large gesticulating crowds thronged the streets of Mexico City, chanting, “Gringos Go Home!” Overtourism caused the 2026 cancellation of the annual cherry blossom festival in Fujiyoshida, near Mount Fuji (“foreign tourists defecating in private yards and raising a fuss when residents pointed this out”), and the Australian government blamed an influx of taunting tourists for a significant rise in dingo attacks. 

         
         But tourism shows no sign of diminishing: The number of gapers, shufflers, drifters, sunbathers, safari-goers, campers, curb
            crawlers, backpackers, soccer louts, cruise ship passengers, spa-seekers, bird-watchers, bludgers, bikers, hikers, kayakers,
            snorkelers, wine snobs, boasting gourmets, and tumescent sex tourists is growing every year.
         

         
         Ironically, a great deal of tourism is often an experience of disappointment. Indian industrial pollution and smutty smoke
            from the household cooking fires of smoldering cow shit (gobar upla—India’s traditional fuel) are fouling the air with fecal particulates, posing serious health risks, and staining portions
            of the pure marble of the Taj Mahal the yellow-brown of a mild curry. The once-massive elephant population in East and Southern
            Africa is in steep decline because of poaching by ivory hunters and loss of habitat, the lovely cities of Cape Town and Rio
            de Janeiro are dangerous, and penetrated by shanty towns, the spectacular atoll of Christmas Island in Kiribati is carcinogenic—contaminated
            by radioactivity from American and British nuclear bomb tests—the sixth-century Buddhas of Bamiyan in Afghanistan have been
            blown up by Islamic fanatics, the splendors of Iran are off limits to foreigners, the fabled city of Aleppo was bombed to
            oblivion in the Syrian civil war, Burma is a tyranny, the eastern Congo is a crime scene, Holy Bibles are forbidden in the
            Maldives, chewing gum is banned in Singapore, where the penalty for drug trafficking is a long-drop hanging.
         

         
         Intrepid ethical travelers continue to persevere off the beaten track, but are well aware of how blighted the world has become.
            Nevertheless, I’m still able to summon the strength to travel to remote and ruinous places, and (as T. S. Eliot advised poets)
            “to see beneath both beauty and ugliness; to see the boredom, and the horror, and the glory.”
         

         
         To that end, I’ve described the boredom and the horror and the glory of travel in eleven travel books. Yet it’s a soul-crushing way to spend what remains of my traveling years. I’ve chronicled the caste-bound world of overpopulated India and urbanized Africa, the criminality of Russia, the desert wastes of Patagonia, the slum-culture of Brazil, the frenzied contradictions of China, the Mexican border that is dominated by drug cartels, the paranoia of imploding Albania, the dusty precincts of Turkmenistan, the lugubrious wet weekends of provincial Britain, and more, including the rising ocean levels brimming against Pacific atolls—I got wet feet on the flooded roads of the Marshall Islands, twenty-nine atolls and five large islands, which climate experts say will be entirely submerged in about twenty-five years. 

         
         Consider also—not the tourist’s, but the risk-taking traveler’s daily ordeal of waking at four on a chilly morning in a malodorous
            flophouse and groping through the reeking back streets of a dark town guided by the stink of diesel fumes to the decrepit
            bus station to sit on a hard bench with yawning or abusive passengers and their puking infants and clucking chickens in an
            inevitable delay to await in scorching heat a rattling trip over potholes to the next inhospitable town.
         

         
         No more of that for me, thank you.

         
         

         The young, being innocent of a more thinly populated past, with fewer violated spaces on the world map, are better equipped
            in their naivete to botanize in what are now befouled landscapes, earnestly interrogating desperate folk. Because I’ve spent
            so much time in such places, I don’t want to read the latest portentous crop of shocked accounts of them. I hear shouts and
            murmurs of concern, but I wish there was more action taken to reverse the blight and save the planet. Yet as all serious travelers
            know, it just gets worse.
         

         
         The solution for most desperate people is migration. When I asked Mahbub Ali, a Bangladeshi migrant in Atlanta, why he left
            his home in Chittagong, he did not mention freedom or democracy or opportunity. He said, “It is too hot there.” A Filipino
            friend, new to Hawaii, said exactly the same thing to me about his former home in Ilocos Norte province in Luzon. “Too hot
            these days!”
         

         
         And of course it’s growing hotter, not only in Bangladesh and the Philippines but all over the world. India’s capital, Delhi (its metro population near thirty-five million), in May 2024, recorded a temperature of 126 degrees Fahrenheit. This is greater than the paralyzing heat on a bad day in Death Valley, in the Mojave Desert, and it drives people to leave for cooler countries. Scientists have cautioned that, past certain levels, the warming is probably irreversible, and that even if we take steps to control emissions the world will go on warming. 

         
         

         All this being the case, why bother to leave home?

         
         The answer is easy. Because it’s fogeyish and infuriating to complain about the state of the world, musing on how things used
            to be, when the going was good. And also because, with a little calculation—the right itinerary to certain destinations, and
            traveling on the ground—the going is still good. In addition, writing about travel is a contribution to human memory—granular
            detail for future historians.
         

         
         I have stopped flying, except when there is no alternative. Airport crowds are chaotic and impatient, and there is nothing
            positive to say about any flight except that, though it is dehumanizing (“Take off your shoes, raise your arms, any metal
            in your body? Hey, mister, I said, ‘Wait!’”) it’s usually the quickest, and sometimes the only way to get to a place. I have
            never been in a hurry as a traveler, slow trains suited me best, but some years ago I found a greater freedom in road trips,
            driving my own car, throughout the American South and up and down Mexico, experiences I put into books.
         

         
         So this may be my last book-length chronicle of travel but it is not my last long trip as a senior road warrior.

         
         

         I am not a particularly restless person, my career as a writer has taught me the importance of sitting meditatively at my
            desk; and I suppose my guilty secret is that I am happier at home—writing, cooking, gardening, sleeping with my wife in my
            own bed—than any other place I’ve extravagantly praised. But I also understand D. H. Lawrence, when he writes at the beginning
            of Sea and Sardinia (1921), “Comes over one an absolute necessity to move. And what is more, to move in some particular direction.” Around the
            same year, and in a similar vein, the widely traveled novelist Stefan Zweig reflected on setting off in an essay, “To Travel
            or Be ‘Travelled’” (1926), writing, “We want to interrupt a life where we merely exist, in order to live more.”
         

         
         Growing up in a large and fractious family, the third of seven children, I felt the first stirrings of this early in my life—not hodophilia, a love of travel, but a desire to flee what I felt to be confinement. Leaving home was one of my abiding wishes—so keen as to be a visceral need, amounting to a survival strategy. And not merely leave home, but vanish into the wide world. 

         
         Being away at university helped, but I wanted to be farther off. In the spring of 1963, a week after I graduated, I traveled
            to Italy, where I worked as a teacher in the ancient hill town of Urbino, and still in Urbino completed the paperwork (references,
            fingerprints, affidavits) to be a Peace Corps teacher in Central Africa. That refuge was remote Nyasaland, which became Malawi.
            After two years I went from Malawi to Uganda, and four years later to Singapore, for three, finally giving up teaching and
            moving to England, where I lived for almost eighteen years. All this time—twenty-seven years on the move—I was writing: novels
            and travel books, short stories and journalism.
         

         
         When I finally returned to the United States I chose to live in Hawaii, five thousand miles from where I was born, and where
            my extended family still lived. But I kept traveling, on long journeys, writing seven more travel books while calling Hawaii
            home. If baffled Hawaiian friends, content on the islands, asked me why, I said it was for work. But that was evasive. “Work”
            was an excuse, and “work” to me is a crude euphemism for what I regard as the joyous process of writing. It was easier for
            me to avoid justifying my travel and my writing to islanders who were committed to family, paddling, surfing, beachcombing,
            and the life aquatic.
         

         
         In the rhythm and routine of my writing life, whenever I completed a book I felt an urge to leave my desk and take a trip.
            It was not the idea of writing a travel book that drove me, though a book was the inevitable result of a long journey, since
            I needed to pay my way. Necessary episodes of travel constituted my mode of being, and they did not diminish, in fact they
            have intensified, as I’ve grown older. I never examined this necessity, I accepted it, and thankfully so did my wife. I rationalized
            my disappearing act by talking about growing up in a big family, my hatred of confinement and scrutiny, my need for space.
         

         
         That much was true, but I had deeper reasons, which at first I was unable to articulate, because I did not fully understand them. Yet the passage of time has allowed me to see better: Aging is a magnificent clarifier, offering wonderful, unanticipated perspectives. Growing old is a lesson in time-keeping: You value time as precious, and want more. I began to see that the natural wish in old age for more time can be granted by travel. 

         
         I always knew travel to be an enlargement of life, something richer than anything I’d experience at home. But now I saw that
            travel also offers an expansion of time. I was not alone in seeing this. The German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer once observed,
            in a mathematical way, “When we are traveling: one month away seems longer to us than four at home.” So I suppose a year on
            the road feels like four years at home.
         

         
         Simone de Beauvoir discusses this in her exhaustive study of aging, La vieillesse (old age), its tactful English title, The Coming of Age. And she mentions the French ethnologist Georges Condaminas, whose book L’exotique est quotidien (The exotic is every day)—an account of village life in central Vietnam—alludes to the sense of time in travel. “Speaking
            of this elongation of time in travelling,” de Beauvoir writes, “. . . Condaminas says, ‘It must be understood that when a
            day spent in travelling is transposed to memory it takes up a far greater ‘space’ than a day spent at home. Above all, if
            the journey takes one into an entirely unknown country . . . the hours spent in perpetually drinking in and absorbing this
            new world go beyond the natural and measurable intervals of time. The facts beat so powerfully upon the memory that the images
            come back in rather the same way as a film in slow motion. The playing-back time is a magnification of the real time.’”
         

         
         

         Travel as a strategy for more time! Who wouldn’t want to keep traveling? With this in mind, when I found myself, in a vagrant
            mood, after finishing my novel Burma Sahib, I felt a renewed impulse to abandon my desk, and find stimulation in a journey. I’d always luxuriated in the richness of
            choosing a place to go. Early on, I was tempted by names alone, the Far Rockaways, the Khyber Pass, the Zambezi, Patagonia,
            the Outer Hebrides, Zanzibar, Easter Island, and more, eventually satisfying myself by traveling among the people and the
            landscapes of those destinations. I was always confident in my feeling that going slowly, being frugal, I could travel anywhere
            I wished in the world, though with the passage of time it became clear to me that war zones are to be avoided.
         

         
         Now and then a well-wisher would suggest a country to me, but these suggestions were always less compelling than the countries I chose for myself. And I was especially drawn to large regions, the mosaic of multiple countries, since the best trip to me was a long one, with a revealing itinerary—crossing borders, down a river, along a coastline, island-hopping, or linking together a succession of railway lines or back roads. 

         
         The writing life has its uncertainties, especially for someone self-supporting, without a travel grant or fellowship, unconnected
            to a university or any sponsoring institution. Yet the compensation of such a life is its freedom—to write as one wishes,
            to travel at will, impulsively or dragging one’s feet, indulging in the excitement of vanishing. But with this insight in
            mind the Québécois artist Jean-Paul Riopelle (1923–2002) once said, “Being free is another way of being stuck [d’être coincé], more personal, more intense. Intensity is the essential thing [L’essential c’est l’intensité].”
         

         
         So I always went alone, and I never asked for a ticket, or permission, or a formal invitation, and for that reason, I always
            felt in my bones that wherever I went I was an anti-tourist and an obvious alien. That I could not presume, nor expect hospitality;
            that I had nothing to offer except a willingness to listen.
         

         
         And I agree with Paul Bowles, who wrote, “If I am faced with the decision of choosing between visiting a circus and a cathedral,
            a café and a public monument, or a fiesta and a museum, I am afraid I shall normally take the circus, the café and the fiesta.”
            I would add that I normally choose a country town over any big city. And that, wherever I happened to be, I had no business
            there, and had to justify my intrusion by writing about what I saw and heard. Yet it’s a fact that most travel, even the most
            high-minded, must be filed under the heading “Trespassing.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1
The Strangers Next Door

         
         The most satisfying journeys are those to unknown or overlooked places, no matter the difficulty involved. In the course of
            pondering where I might travel next, I thought of twenty-eight-year-old Robert Louis Stevenson, impatient and uncomfortable
            in what he called “an immigrant train” traveling from New York to California. An observation he made on the way had stayed
            in my memory. He was hurrying to meet his lover in San Francisco, the discontented, but still-married Mrs. Fanny Van de Grift
            Osbourne. Fanny was not only ten years older, she also had two children, Isobel, twenty-one (nearer to Stevenson’s age, potentially
            an object of desire), and Lloyd, eleven. But Stevenson’s mind was on his romantic quest and his fellow passengers.
         

         
         “This is one of the lessons of travel,” he writes in his breathless account of the journey, Across the Plains, “that some of the strangest races dwell next door to you at home.”
         

         
         And on that same page Stevenson mentions Canada, and Canadians among his fellow passengers, which reminds the American reader
            that Canadians are the strangers next door. But though it is near, and easily accessible—no visa required, no special documentation,
            unlike the burden of red tape for anyone driving across the Mexican border—Canada is a blur to most Americans.
         

         
         “If there’s a country that understands America it’s us,” Canada’s foreign minister said early in 2025, when the American president was loudly threatening to annex Canada and make it the fifty-first state. But the reverse is not the case. If they think of Canada at all, Americans tend to see it as Samuel Johnson saw it in 1756, when he denounced it as “Canada, a cold uncomfortable uninviting region, from which nothing but furs and fish were to be had, and where the new inhabitants could only pass a laborious and necessitous life, in perpetual regret of the deliciousness and plenty of their native country . . . In this region of desolate sterility they settled themselves.” 

         
         And there are those who dismiss Canada as “America’s Hat”—a big fur hat sitting askew on top of the incurious noggin of the
            United States, indistinct and bulky and baffling. Apart from iconic poster views of snowfields, or rocky mountains, or great
            plains, tundra or grasslands, Canada’s landscape is too vast to sum up, its population without an identifiable face, its politics
            so nebulous and British in form as to be undefinable, its economy a mystery, its weather punitive, as in another American
            gibe, “Canada has two seasons—winter and August.”
         

         
         “An enormous portion of this second-largest country in the world is a barely inhabited Siberia,” an English traveler once
            wrote. That’s true. The majority of Canadians live in the temperate zone quite near the American border.
         

         
         To goofy, grinning readers of an old National Lampoon (August 1971), Canada is “a retarded giant on America’s doorstep,” patrolled by Royal Mounties, its people rugged up in thick
            woolens, screaming at hockey games, its emblem a russet maple leaf, the British queen’s haughty face, and now her brooding
            son’s, King Charles III, on its money—antiquated European royalty on its unusually crunchy banknotes. The late queen’s face
            is on the Canadian penny too, though Canada hasn’t minted new ones for years, and they are no longer used in transactions.
         

         
         Being Canadian is a 2015 documentary more or less seriously wondering (like Malawi and Singapore and other tiny bewildered and conflicted republics) whether Canada has anything resembling a national identity. In the film, Canada’s love-hate relationship with the United States is discussed by numerous manic, gifted, and successful Canadian comedians, who agree it’s a futile search, concluding, “Canada is like an attention-seeking younger brother.” 

         
         The question of national identity was answered by an eminent Canadian writer, Mordecai Richler, quoting an equally eminent
            Canadian writer, Morley Callaghan: “Forget all about the words ‘identity’ and ‘culture,’ just never mention them. Seek only
            excellence and in good time people all over the world will ask about Canadians.” And yet this query, “Canadian identity—do
            we actually have one, and if so what is it?”—still perturbs the Canadian mind.
         

         
         Richler also wrote (in Commentary, August 1961) that his Polish-Jewish refugee relatives who lived in what he referred to as “a ghetto” in Montreal delighted
            in thinking, “It made us nearly Americans.” Richler generally disparaged French Canadians for their cultural tenacity, especially
            what he took to be their efforts to preserve their language. Embroiling himself in this and other matters, he published a
            long polemical book about this, Oh Canada! Oh Quebec! Requiem for a Divided Country, accusing the Québécois of intolerance and antisemitism, but admitting (though born and bred in Montreal) he did not speak
            French well.
         

         
         Richler was not wrong in many of his charges, and is convincing in his assertions. Numerous instances of antisemitism could
            be found in both Québécois politics and the media, as well as from intolerant clerics in the province’s Catholic Church. Richler’s
            1992 book is a persuasive piece of history, but most of its arguments are now dated. It’s hard to believe there are still
            believers today in the sentiments of the Québécois politician Adrien Arcand (1899–1967), whose supporters had praised him
            as “Canada’s Führer.” Arcand founded Canada’s fascist party in 1934, the National Unity Party of Canada, which (stimulated
            by Arcand calling Jews “cockroaches” and “insects”) advocated deporting all of Canada’s Jews to Madagascar.
         

         
         Richler had also previously teased (and let’s hope it’s untrue), “A book sure to lose money, Canada, Our Good Neighbor to the North.” I might add that I knew Richler in London in the 1980s—he was ten years older than me, but treated me as his equal. I thought he was a wonderful fellow, saner, friendlier, more gregarious, and much funnier than most other writers there, as well as an excellent satirical novelist. But Richler was known in Montreal as an écrivain provocateur, a committed contrarian, and like most contrarians, he needed to be noticed, even if it meant talking through his hat.
         

         
         For example, Richler claimed that in spite of the divisive language question and much else, Anglo Canada and Quebec were united
            in one significant trait, their bad taste. A character in his novel Solomon Gursky Was Here (1989) describes Canada as “not so much a country as a holding tank filled with the disgruntled progeny of defeated peoples.”
            Richler spent many years as an expatriate, and his foreign travel gave him a helpful perspective, turning him into an explainer
            and interpreter of Canada, believing as he once said—and this might have the merit of being true—that the most positive aspects
            of Canada were invisible to non-Canadians.
         

         
         Canada’s total population—forty-one million—is about the same as California’s. It’s also roughly the population of Tokyo,
            and it is actually smaller than the monstrous agglomeration in the sprawl of metro Jakarta, Indonesia (forty-two million),
            now called a “megacity.” Canada’s birthrate is in decline, its “ultra-low fertility rate” is on a par with Japan’s and Switzerland’s.
            Canada’s land mass (almost four million square miles) is greater than China and a bit larger than the United States.
         

         
         Canada seems to me in many respects like a vast archipelago, a country of far-flung urban islands, as well as actual islands,
            and settlements like atolls, and remote villages like islets, each with its own peculiar weather and character and lingo,
            proud in its own way, and with its own distinct perimeter, surrounded by either water or forest or tundra or prairie, separated
            by featureless emptiness or inspissated gloom.
         

         
         But to know this is to know very little.

         
         

         Pierre Elliott Trudeau, the popular late Canadian prime minister and father of Justin, the recent unpopular one, on a visit
            to the United States in 1969, said, “Living next to you is in some ways like sleeping with an elephant. No matter how friendly
            and even-tempered is the beast, if I can call it that, one is affected by every twitch and grunt.”
         

         
         Canadians assert, often derisively, that Canada is not the United States and, when pressed, define themselves by insisting at the outset that they are not Americans. For some Canadians—perhaps many—their aggrieved anti-Americanism inspires Canadian nationalism, fueling the boast that they do things differently in Canada. There’s some truth in the boast. In certain matters Canadians manage things much better, though when they confide that to an American it might be delivered with a sniff of moral superiority, tinged with self-righteous shaming, bordering on hostility. Sanctimony—laughable in most other cultures—is a Canadian weapon, a blunt one, but there it is. And Canadian self-deprecation, music to some American ears, is seldom convincing. 

         
         “In 1963, when I was working for a market research company, the majority of Canadians in one of our surveys answered ‘No’
            to the question ‘Is there a difference between Canada and the United States?’” Margaret Atwood wrote this in late 2025 in
            Elbows Up!, a collection of essays by Canadians about their sovereignty and identity. She added, “Though they also answered ‘No’ when
            asked if Canada should join the United States. It seems they knew there was a difference, but they didn’t know what it was.”
         

         
         Here are some differences. Canada protects the reproductive rights of all women and girls. Canada’s gun laws are more sensible
            and provide greater safety. Capital punishment does not exist in Canada—the last executions took place in Canada in 1962;
            but in 2025, the year I’m writing this, forty-seven prisoners have been put to death in the United States. Canadian public
            education is generally superior. Canadian society is more secular, unburdened by religious orthodoxy, thus a rational trust
            in science is far greater than in America. Based on my random personal encounters the average Canadian reads more books. Canada’s
            publicly funded and free health care system is open to all. Canada’s national broadcasting corporation, the CBC, is, for the
            better, more a reflection of the BBC than it is NPR, and never pleads for donations, though you can buy a CBC tote bag or
            ball cap at their logo shop, as long as you don’t pay for them in Canadian pennies.
         

         
         The Canadian government’s Council for the Arts is a generous patron, handing out prizes, promoting poetry, funding music,
            drama, and dance, bankrolling art exhibitions, investing in art spaces, paying writers to write books, and publishers to publish
            them. Canada manages all this in ways that make the US National Endowment for the Arts look stingy, swivel-eyed, and philistine.
         

         
         In terms of America’s LGBTQ, Canada becomes much more inclusive with—as I was to see on signs throughout the country—“LGBTQIA2S+,” the taxonomy of the additions meaning Intersex, Asexual, Two-Spirit (Indigenous androgyny), and the plus sign indicating as-yet-undreamed-of identities. Canada provides gender-neutral passports for those wishing to identify themselves as such, listing X as their gender. This posed a problem for these passport-holders entering the US, because in 2025, within days of taking office, the American president signed an executive order banning “gender ideology,” and declared in a speech to Congress, “There are only two genders.” He then ordered the government (and the border patrol) to recognize only male and female identities. In response to that, Canada issued its US-bound gender-neutral passport holders an emergency travel warning. 

         
         “Nearly every Canadian feels, as a special part of his national identity, a closeness to the wilderness,” the English anthropologist
            Hugh Brody wrote in 1981, adding, “and many a Canadian’s personal identity is bound up with the pleasure he takes in wilderness
            activities.” Brody might modify that thought today because, since he made this judgment, the Canadian population has in the
            intervening forty-five years almost doubled in size, due to immigration from India, Africa, and the Caribbean.
         

         
         Canada shares America’s shocking history of dealing with its Indigenous people, harassing them, laying siege to them, driving
            them off their land, and, when those brutalities failed, cheating them with treaties, condemning them to punitive schools,
            giving them cheap booze in return for valuable furs, and flagellating them with promises of damnation—the white man’s fatal
            magic.
         

         
         The struggle with raw nature has been more difficult in Canada than in America, and yet Canada has been a better steward of
            its environment, its national parks far less commercialized. Canada has become more immigrant-friendly than America, with
            the result as The New York Times reported in October 2024, “one in five Canadians were born overseas.” This statistic was so daunting it was hard for me to
            regard such a large number of new people as simple transplants, but rather in a dramatic sense, a mass of urgent souls having
            found a home, less a traditional form of migration than a species of rescue.
         

         
         In contrast to the United States, the Canadian “national character has not been tempered in the crucible of violence,” historian and journalist Pierre Berton wrote in his chronicle, The Klondike (2003). “In all the Americas ours is the only country that did not separate violently from its European parents . . . If
            this lack of revolutionary passion has given us a reasonably tranquil history, it has also no doubt contributed to our well-known
            lack of daring. It is almost a Canadian axiom that we would rather be safe than sorry; alas, we are sometimes sorry that we
            are so safe.”
         

         
         “Canada is unique,” Jan Morris wrote in O Canada, her breezy 1992 collection of pieces about Canadian cities. “It is pure nonsense to say that it might as well be part of
            the USA—almost nowhere in Canada could I suppose for a moment that I was on American soil. Not only is there the utterly distinct
            French element, not only are the political and social systems quite different, but the whole temper of life in Canada, its
            manners, its looks, its values, I think, are unmistakably Canadian.”
         

         
         Another English traveler in Canada, V. S. Pritchett, has written, “They are relatively free of that desire to be loved, which
            haunts Americans.”
         

         
         Admirable Canadian traits and a tradition of friendship have greatly benefited the United States, Canadians fighting alongside
            American soldiers in two world wars, serving as peacekeepers in Vietnam, and later engaged in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan.
            After the World Trade Center was attacked on September 11, 2001, Canadian firefighters and emergency medical teams rushed
            to New York City to assist in rescue and recovery efforts.
         

         
         Canada’s accomplished writers, artists, athletes, musicians, composers, comedians, actors, and able-bodied workers have served
            as American culture’s farm team. Though many Canadians look at the United States with mingled fascination and disgust, it
            is a historical fact that for centuries migrants from Canada (with the exception of the Ontario-born fascist “Radio Priest,”
            Father Coughlin) have helped make America prosperous.
         

         
         Add to that the hundreds of Canadian inventions that have enriched American life, among them not simply (and predictably)
            ice hockey and the snowblower, the paint roller and the garbage bag, but innovations that Americans cherish as their very
            own and consider definitive to their culture. Yet in each case, it was a Canadian who invented the telephone, insulin, Superman,
            the Wonderbra, basketball, and peanut butter.
         

         
         “Canadians founded the great American cities of Chicago, Detroit, St. Louis, New Orleans, Saint Paul, Louisville, Des Moines, Mobile, Baton Rouge, and Biloxi,” a Canadian historian wrote in 2014, adding, “which today have a combined metropolitan population of more than twenty million.” 

         
         A last difference. The American dream, enshrined in the Declaration of Independence, is for “life, liberty, and the pursuit
            of happiness.” But the Canadian ideal, spelled out in their Constitution Act of 1867, often quoted by Canadians as a vivid
            distinction, yearns for “peace, order, and good government.”
         

         
         

         None of this history was apparently known to the new American president either before or after his inauguration in January
            2025. In his first months of campaigning, he mooted the idea of absorbing Canada into the United States and soon after insisted
            in writing that Canada “will someday, maybe soon, become our cherished, and very important, Fifty First State.”
         

         
         This seemed preposterous, the lunatic idea of America’s annexing Canada. The Canadian people were rightly incensed. Yet the
            provocation had an historical precedent that went back to the late eighteenth century. One of George Washington’s ambitions
            was to expand the United States by acquiring Canada. “A mere matter of marching,” Thomas Jefferson wrote in encouragement.
            Determined to act, Washington ordered the Continental Army to invade Quebec in 1775, hoping to stymie the British in Canada
            in their helping to suppress the American revolt and at the same time win the favor of the habitants, inspiring them to rise up against their masters.
         

         
         In November of that year, Major-General Richard Montgomery captured the British stronghold Fort Saint-Jean on the Richelieu River north of Lake Champlain. In the process he took many prisoners, including my ancestor, militia officer Joseph LaFerté, along with his landlord, the Yamaska aristocrat Joseph-Marie Godefroy de Tonnancour. But the Battle of Quebec in December was hampered by snowstorms and counterattacks; Montgomery was killed leading an assault and, deprived of his command, his troops and those of Major General Benedict Arnold were repulsed by a massive British army. The Americans were defeated again in a subsequent attack on Montreal in the summer of 1776. Joseph LaFerté and his landlord were released by the Americans and sent back to Quebec in 1777, in a prisoner-swap. 

         
         The War of 1812 offered another opportunity for invasion and annexation, Henry Clay assuring President Madison beforehand
            that it would be a pushover, saying, “I trust I shall not be deemed presumptuous when I state that I verily believe the militia
            of Kentucky are alone competent to place Upper Canada at your feet.” His fellow war hawk, Congressman John C. Calhoun, promised
            that Canada could be captured within four weeks. But the invasion was called off. A decade later, in 1822, John Quincy Adams
            urged President Monroe to make Canada part of the United States. Monroe considered this, then sensibly argued him out of the
            idea.
         

         
         That was not the end of the push for invasion. After the conclusion of the American Civil War, Irish American veterans of
            the Union Army launched armed incursions into Canada with the bizarre Fenian notion that they might capture enough territory
            to force Britain to grant Ireland its freedom. A “rag-tag of Irish bigots and hooligans,” wrote Canadian multimillionaire
            and white-collar criminal Conrad Black in his history of Canada, describing the invaders. The Fenian raids failed, but the
            horror and division of the Civil War seized Britain’s attention and persuaded her that her assortment of colonies called the
            Province of Canada would be better off as a confederation. This became law in 1867, an early example of American pressure
            and hostility uniting Canada.
         

         
         Recalling his visit to Quebec, Henry James, in Portraits of Places (1883), reflected on the likelihood of the United States gobbling up Canada: “I suppose no patriotic American can look at
            all these things [in Quebec City], however idly, without reflecting on the ultimate possibility of their becoming absorbed
            into his own huge state,” James wrote. “Whenever, sooner or later, the change is wrought, the sentimental tourist will keenly
            feel that a long stride has been taken, roughshod, from the past to the present. The largest appetite in modern civilization
            will have swallowed the largest morsel.”
         

         
         Canada’s prospect of joining the United States continued to remain an issue in both countries. In 1892 Rudyard Kipling alluded
            to this in his essay “Across a Continent,” collected in his Letters of Travel, when—newly married—he was on his way to Vancouver with his American wife to board a ship to Japan, to spend his honeymoon. Kipling is on a Canadian train, and “a fellow-traveler spoke, as many others had done, on the possibilities of Canadian union with the United States.” The Canadian passenger objects to it, his language is “brutal in places . . . It seemed quite otherwise in New York, where Canada was represented as a ripe plum ready to fall into Uncle Sam’s mouth when he should open it.” 

         
         “I once asked a Canadian with a Scottish name if Canada might one day join the United States,” V. S. Pritchett wrote in 1964.
            “He went white with rage, turned his back on me and sat muttering in anger.”
         

         
         Defiant Canada, often muttering in anger, has remained its sovereign self. Although it has followed its own path, developed
            its own institutions, and stayed true to its own pieties, it has always been a loyal American ally, while remaining a reliable
            trading partner. Canada and the United States have enjoyed a warm friendship, with such a degree of trust that their shared
            frontier is the longest undefended border in the world.
         

         
         Yet American presidents have tended to ignore Canada. The first sitting president to visit the country was Warren G. Harding,
            forty-two years after confederation, in the summer of 1923, a one-day stop in Vancouver. He was bilious and lethargic—he died
            of a heart attack a week later—but fought through his ailments to deliver a friendly speech. Harding’s visit is recalled in
            a memorial in Stanley Park in the city, on a tablet inscribed with his words: “What an object lesson of peace is shown today
            by our two countries to all the world. No grim-faced fortifications mark our frontiers, no huge battleships patrol our dividing
            waters, no stealthy spies lurk in our tranquil border hamlets. Only a scrap of paper, recording hardly more than a simple
            understanding, safe-guarding lives and properties on the Great Lakes, and only humble mile posts mark the inviolable boundary
            line for thousands of miles through farm and forest.”
         

         
         

         The spirit of neighborliness chilled, and finally froze, when the newly elected American president began clumsily wooing Canadians in 2025, saying, “I love Canada. I have so many friends up in Canada. And they like us. They like me.” Then he went further, pressing for Canada to become an American state, offering inducements, writing, “And if it is a state, the people of Canada would pay a much lower tax. Their taxes would be cut in half. They would have no military problems. They’d be much more secure in every way. And I think it’s a great thing for Canada.” 

         
         The 5,525-mile US-Canada border was established over the centuries by legal bilateral statutes, notably the Oregon Treaty
            of 1846, which used the forty-ninth parallel as the line of demarcation. This issue was revisited in the Boundary Treaty of
            1908, which established the International Boundary Commission to create physical markings and monuments on the frontier in
            a spirit of friendship, and to signify sovereignty. Yet the president, exhibiting a lightly furnished mind, claimed a few
            days later that these treaties were invalid, that it was not a real border at all but an artificial line that he intended
            to redraw or eliminate entirely.
         

         
         “Because Canada and the United States—that would really be something,” he said, harping on this same theme. “You get rid of
            that artificially drawn line and you take a look at what that looks like, and it would also be much better for national security.”
            Rebuffed by Prime Minister Trudeau, the president sniped at him in a subsequent post on social media as “Governor Justin Trudeau.”
            After the prime minister visited him to discuss trade and the threat of tariffs, the president, hostile to compromise, reported
            with sarcasm, “It was a pleasure to have dinner the other night with Governor Justin Trudeau of the Great State of Canada.”
         

         
         “Canadians are polite,” Trudeau replied in a stiff rejoinder.

         
         Actually some Canadians question their own politeness, calling themselves “slaves to their courtesy,” and suggest that their
            niceness might be passive-aggressive.
         

         
         “We’re reasonable,” Trudeau went on, “but we also will not be pushed around.”

         
         The president threatened that these comments, and Canada’s refusal to become an American state, “would cost a lot of money
            for the people of Canada.” Asked whether he intended to use military force, the president replied that he would annex Canada
            with “economic force.”
         

         
         After the Canadian ice hockey team beat the United States in sudden-death overtime in Boston in a thrilling game in February 2025, the president’s mood became darker and more abusive. He called Trudeau “weak” and “dishonest,” “a loser” who’d done “a very bad job for Canada.” He rubbished the country itself: “Canada has been taking advantage of the United States for years, and we’re not going to let that happen.” He implied that Canadians were lazy and unproductive: “We’ve been subsidizing them!” He then accused them of thievery: “If you look at Canada, Canada has a very big car industry. They stole it from us. They stole it because our people were asleep at the wheel.” 

         
         Ignoring the polls that reported that Canadians overwhelmingly rejected joining the United States, the president wrote, “Many
            people in Canada LOVE being the 51st State. The United States can no longer suffer the massive Trade Deficits and Subsidies
            that Canada needs to stay afloat.” And he added another falsehood: “Justin Trudeau knew this, and resigned.”
         

         
         “The artificial line of separation drawn many years ago will finally disappear,” the American president wrote a week later.
            And unaware of the forty-ninth parallel treaty, specifying the apparent knife-edge of the border, the president amplified
            his comment in a television interview, saying, “It looks like it was drawn by a ruler—I don’t mean a ruler like a king, but
            a ruler ruler.”
         

         
         As for its national anthem, he clarified, “‘O Canada’ will continue to play, but now representing a GREAT and POWERFUL STATE
            within the greatest Nation that the World has ever seen!”
         

         
         Piling on, one of the president’s friends and a key political advisor, who is also the richest man in the world, a South African
            immigrant with dual US and Canadian citizenship (his mother was born in Regina, Saskatchewan), announced, “Canada is not a
            real country.”
         

         
         Most American citizens were either bewildered or indifferent to what sometimes sounded like political buffoonery, at other
            times gratuitous bullying. But Canadians regarded the president as a megalomaniac and took him seriously as a threat. Some
            weeks later, Prime Minister Trudeau said, “What he wants is to see a total collapse of the Canadian economy, because that’ll
            make it easier to annex us.”
         

         
         Canadians were understandably insulted, and, in a national show of solidarity, supported Trudeau for his defiance in the face of disparagement, and strengthened his party, which had been faltering. They canceled proposed holidays in the United States, removed American goods from their shelves, displayed “Buy Canadian” signs in shops, and, at basketball and hockey games in Canada involving teams from the two countries, began loudly booing “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Graffiti began to appear, daubed on Canadian walls and bridges, “There Is No Enemy Like a Friend Betrayed” along with the image of a crossed-out American flag. 

         
         “Why don’t we join up with the United States?” Pierre Berton asked almost fifty years ago in his book Why We Act Like Canadians. “The short answer is that we wouldn’t mind, but only if you let us call the country Canada and retain the parliamentary
            system of government, along with our flag, anthem, and bilingual policy.”
         

         
         On his election as Mr. Trudeau’s replacement to lead the Liberal Party, Mark Carney struck a somber note, unprecedented in
            Canadian politics: “I know that these are dark days, dark days brought on by a country we can no longer trust.”
         

         
         With his customary imprecision, ignoring that remark, the American president said on television, “To be honest with you, Canada
            only works as a state. We don’t need anything they have. As a state it would be one of the great states. This would be the
            most incredible country visually.” As for the border, he added, “If you look at a map, they drew an artificial line right
            through it—it makes no sense.”
         

         
         Two days later, at his swearing-in ceremony as prime minister, Mr. Carney addressed these assertions, saying, “We will never,
            ever, in any way, shape, or form be part of the US.” He added, “America is not Canada. We are very fundamentally a different
            country.” He then swore allegiance to King Charles III, referring to him as “the king of Canada.”
         

         
         This defiance seemed to annoy the American president, who lashed out in another television interview. “Canada was meant to
            be the fifty-first state! We subsidize Canada to the tune of $200 billion a year [actually a $35.7 billion trade deficit].
            We don’t need their cars. We don’t need their lumber. We don’t need their energy.” He shouted, “It’s one of the nastiest countries
            to deal with! They give us nothing and they’re the worst people to negotiate with. They cheat!”
         

         
         The premier of Ontario, Canada’s most populous province, replied, “It’s like a family member stabbing you in the heart.” Agreeing with this, the new Canadian prime minister added, “In this crisis caused by the US president and those who are enabling him, we lament a friendship lost,” and later said, “It is clear that the United States is no longer a reliable partner.” 

         
         For well over two hundred years Canada and the United States had enjoyed friendly relations as well as military and economic
            cooperation without the slightest suggestion of rancor. Remarking on this singular amity, the Canadian newspaper tycoon and
            convicted felon Conrad Black begins his 2014 book Rise to Greatness: The History of Canada with this sentence: “Canada has often had a perilous existence, but not for a long time has the threat been ravenously belligerent
            neighbours or exploitive colonizers.”
         

         
         But this was ten years before the American president became confrontational, and a ravenously belligerent neighbor, with the
            intention of being an exploitative colonizer.
         

         
         In a stupefying irony, Mr. Black had previously celebrated this same president in an effusive book, A President Like No Other (2018), praising him as “magnificent,” a great leader with “unquenchable energy,” before the president became an instigator
            of the combative back-and-forth. But Mr. Black might have had an ulterior motive in his un-Canadian fawning. He wrote the
            biography as a fraudster, guilty of embezzlement and obstruction of justice, having been ordered to pay a hefty fine, and
            then sentenced to six and a half years in a Florida jail, a pompous felon of the sort a rapper might term “a paper gangsta.”
            Though Mr. Black called his prosecutors from the US Department of Justice “Nazis” and “pygmies,” he extolled the president
            as a towering statesman. His book, selectively sourced, part hagiography, part special pleading, was instrumental in the president’s
            pardoning him a year after that book’s appearance.
         

         
         So, on his release from prison, Mr. Black returned to Canada a free man, proclaiming “I have no shame,” ultimately to witness
            his American emancipator denounce his native land as “nasty,” and its citizens cheaters and thieves. Funnily enough, Mr. Black
            had been a cheat and a thief, having been convicted of stealing millions.
         

         
         

         Because of the American president’s effrontery, bolstered by his belligerence, Canada was now in the headlines. A country with a reputation for kindness, understatement, and tact, a land of mild-tempered citizens, little known and seemingly unremarkable, seldom in the news, Canada was united and roused to fury in a matter of weeks. 

         
         I had been visiting Canada for years, keeping notes, with the idea of sometime in the future writing a book about my road
            trips. Now I was determined to go back, make it my mission and complete it. There is nothing like national drama to lure a
            traveler. Among many other roles, a traveler is a witness.
         

         
         

         The Canadian border is four hours by car from my house. I could go there without leaving the ground, driving into Canada as
            I’d done for my book Deep South, when I’d crisscrossed the Southern states on back roads. I’d done it over four seasons, glorying in this singular place
            within the United States, finding new revelations every day on the road, discoveries that sustained me in the chance encounters
            and improvisations of a road trip. Later when I contemplated driving all over Mexico, and friends said it was risky and tried
            to discourage me, my mind was made up. The result was my traversing twice the strangeness of the border and then plunging
            into the marvelous country to distant Chiapas, for On the Plain of Snakes.
         

         
         Driving through Canada seemed to me to complete a North American trilogy of road trips. And unlike the places where I’d traveled
            as an alien, a stranger, a trespasser, going there would be something new. For the first time in my life I was to take a trip
            to a country where I could not be turned away. I had a desire to go that amounted to a family responsibility, as well as moral
            obligation. It was an opportunity to experience the challenges and delights of a long road trip, but in addition I had a profoundly
            personal reason to travel to Canada that was almost a legal right.
         

         
         The palpable embodiment of this right is a village, the small (population about 1,500) farming community of Yamaska, an hour
            or so southeast by road, from Montreal, on the reedy banks of the narrow Yamaska River. More a stream than a river, the Yamaska
            flows north into the Saint Lawrence at its widest point, a bulge called Lake Saint-Pierre that locals call “le lac.”
         

         
         More than three hundred years ago, a Theroux named Antoine settled in Yamaska with his wife and his married children. It was as though he was heeding the biblical command in Genesis, “Be fruitful and multiply,” because the direct descendants of Antoine and his wife Marguerite now number in the many thousands, quite a few Paul Therouxs among them. 

         
         How Antoine Theroux got to Yamaska is an example of dumb luck and good timing. He’d migrated to the wilderness of Nouvelle
            France, becoming a combatant in the wars against the encroaching British and the beleaguered Indigenous people in the youngish
            colony. A Frenchman from a provincial village, he’d been on the move for twenty years before he finally settled in Yamaska,
            though his journey had started when he was a young man, eighteen years old and barefoot.
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The Adventures of Antoine Theroux

         
         On an April day in 1693, among the skiffs and rowboats on the riverbank of the tiny village of Verdun-sur-Garonne in Gascony,
            southern France, this barefoot youth of eighteen was approached by a well-dressed stranger. The teenager had to marvel at
            the person he saw. In his own language, which was not French, but Gascon—an Occitan dialect—he was meravelhar (astonished) and must have thought, Estranh! (Odd!)
         

         
         The stranger was outfitted in a magnificent uniform, a jerkin of gray-white linen, the inside lining powder blue, rows of
            pewter buttons, trousers and leggings of deeper blue serge, a pale linen shirt, and a loosely tied red cravat. His burnished
            leather belt was wide, a scabbard hanging from it, the hilt of a sword visible. In contrast to the young man’s bare feet,
            the stranger wore stout shoes with buckles, and on his head a black tricorn hat, with a ribbon, indicating he was from the
            government, not Paris, but possibly nearby Toulouse, or else from the provincial administrative office—the intendence—in distant Rochefort, on the western coast. No one in obscure Verdun wore such elegant clothes.
         

         
         The teenager was a waterman, dressed in knee breeches and a long cotton shirt—a sort of tunic—as well as perhaps a homespun jerkin, typical garb for a French peasant at the time and, as he was very poor, probably ragged. Like all adult males in France he was clean shaven—it’s obvious in the paintings of the period—because, though massive wigs for men were mandatory in his court, Louis XIV discouraged beards. Being barefoot was customary in fine weather for someone who poled and rowed the narrow skiffs and hauled ferries on the Garonne. In cooler weather he wore sabots, wooden clogs. In winter, when the river was frozen, he was probably reduced to menial chores, gathering firewood, caulking
            boat hulls with pine tar, taking orders from the seigneur. As a freshwater sailor he knew his way around small boats, but
            as a peasant—his clothes showed his status—he was without any prospect of advancement except a life of drudgery on the muddy
            banks of a slow-moving river.
         

         
         “Planvienut,” he might have said (Welcome). And “Encantat” (Pleased to meet you). And “D’on ètz?” (Where are you from?) And
            perhaps “E parlas lo Gascon?” And when the man shook his head no, and addressed him in French, he may have cautioned, “Parlatz
            mei a plàser, en ve pregant” (Please speak more slowly), and then attempted that same sentence in French.
         

         
         Verdun-sur-Garonne was then a small fortified village of two streets, divided by a canal, a rural settlement clinging to the
            west bank of the river. A contemporary map shows the church of Saint Michel at the northern end of the Rue de la Bastide.
            This street, with its bridge over the central canal, ran lengthwise through the village along the edge of the Garonne past
            the Bastide itself—a fat medieval tower that served as its fortification. The Grand Rue, parallel to the Rue de la Bastide,
            was dominated by the village meeting house, “the Hall.” The population was probably fewer than two hundred, living in the
            cramped houses and one inn, located in alleys and on coins (corners)—the Coin de Forme, the Coin du Four, and others. Beyond these streets and alleys of the village, garden plots are
            indicated as empty rectangles on the simple map.
         

         
         The word verdun is Gaulish-Celtic, meaning “fort,” and this Verdun was ancient, like the larger and more famous First World War battleground
            with its citadel, Verdun-sur-Meuse in the north; or Verdun-sur-le-Doubs, a town in the east. But Garonne’s verdun was a dot on the medieval map, merely a strategic ferry crossing on the river.
         

         
         A place of little significance, the village was far from Paris but only about twenty-five miles by river from the cathedral city of Toulouse, capital of Occitania. The stranger would have said he was from Rochefort, where Gascon was not spoken. The two must have conversed in French, though the waterman, who had never been to school and had hardly left his town, spoke it as a second language. He undoubtedly wished for a latinier—an interpreter—but even so, the stranger was able to make himself understood.
         

         
         This man in uniform said he was a member of the Compagnies Franches de la Marine, and had come with a proposition.

         
         The young man had to have heard of this government department, reorganized three years earlier by King Louis XIV to recruit
            men to serve in the outre-mer (overseas) colonies, especially in New France, across the Atlantic. The CFM had just been ordered to recruit five hundred
            men to swell the ranks of French soldiers and defend the colony from attacks by Indigenous people and the British, as well
            as to protect the fur trade and intimidate the British in their settlements to the south. Because the French government needed
            sailors, another obvious place for CFM recruitment—in addition to France’s harbors—was the riverine settlements of France
            where watermen, freshwater sailors, and boatmen had useful marine skills.
         

         
         In the past decade, the Garonne River had become important because, since 1681, it had been linked via Toulouse to the Canal
            Royal en Languedoc (later renamed Canal du Midi). Financed and encouraged by Louis XIV, this complex engineering achievement
            continued in a southerly direction to the lagoon, Étang de Thau, on the coast. It was Verdun-sur-Garonne’s boast that a passenger
            stepping onto a vessel from its muddy riverside could sail into the big blue world, by transferring to a ship at the Mediterranean,
            where a choice of destinations was available. Perhaps a voyage to New France, or the French settlements on the Florida coast,
            or the port of Louisiana, or the thriving sugar-rich colony of Saint-Domingue (later Haiti)—the “Pearl of the Antilles”—as
            well as to Martinique, Guadeloupe, and other French islands in the Caribbean where slaves worked themselves to death cutting
            sugar cane while their owners prospered.
         

         
         The stranger in Verdun said he was a recruiter, and that his proposition was for the young man to enlist in the Compagnies
            Franches de la Marine and train to become a mariner in the defense of New France.
         

         
         The waterman must have smiled: He had a powerful incentive to accept this offer. At this same time, other recruiters for the king were wandering the towns and villages of France, looking for potential sailors for the Royal Navy. France was at war—in the middle of what was later called the Nine Years’ War—against the Grand Alliance of the League of Augsburg, the grandiose name for a collection of countries and kingdoms, England, Spain, the Dutch Republic, the Holy Roman Empire, Sweden, and several German states. They had combined to counter the expansionist policies of the self-aggrandizing Louis XIV, whose mission was to push into Germany and elsewhere and who hoped (because he was a militant Catholic) to return the Catholic James II to the English throne, by force if necessary. 

         
         The king had raised a standing army of four hundred thousand men, but the war had not gone well for France. A major defeat
            in a sea battle at La Hogue off Normandy against the Anglo-Dutch fleet in the spring of the previous year, 1692, had been
            a humiliation (five thousand men killed or wounded, twelve ships destroyed). And it was openly talked about by veterans that
            conditions were appalling on the large French warships (vaisseaux), ships of the line, and smaller frigates. Sea combat like the Battle of Beachy Head in 1690 off the south coast of England,
            and the more recent one at Barfleur, had resulted in many dead or disabled, great numbers taken prisoner, others vanished
            in desertion.
         

         
         It was a feature of Louis’s reign that France was constantly at war. As a result, conscription, though unpopular, was necessary and widespread. Sailors were needed for these coastal battles against better-equipped and more ably manned foreign warships. To inspire morale the king himself announced that he would personally lead a campaign against his enemies in the Spanish Netherlands, in a field battle, the allied troops commanded by England’s King William III (William of Orange). But after marching—or more likely riding in a luxurious coach—the 110 miles north to Cambrai, Louis was deflated on his arrival by heavy rain and a neck ailment he suffered on the way. He changed his mind and returned to court. But the assault went forward, resulting in a French victory, the Battle of Landen (thousands of deaths on both sides). Military actions continued, to such an extent—another French triumph in the sea Battle of Lagos a month later off Portugal—that later historians of the period called 1693 “the Year of Battles.” 

         
         The year was not even half over. Insisting that he was not looking for cannon fodder for the Royal Navy, the stranger facing
            the young man by the river in Verdun, described a happier alternative: a voyage to New France, emigrating to “a new country
            with a great future,” as it was described by courtiers of the Sun King, who declared it a Royal Province. This was a tempting
            offer: liberation from the hardships and uncertainties of his peasant existence at Verdun, deliverance from possible death
            in the coastal battles of the ongoing war, a voyage to New France, an adventure, a career, a uniform, sturdy footwear, a salary.
            A new life.
         

         
         His father, André, born in the reign of Louis XIII in 1638, had died in 1688. His widowed mother, Jeanne (née Clamens), who
            had been a servant in Verdun’s Auberge du Lion d’Or—a local inn—needed support for her three small children. She had remarried
            and lived with her new husband seven miles away at Comberouger, a tiny settlement on the Lambon River.
         

         
         The young man boarded in Verdun with his brother-in-law, François Vignaus, another waterman. They were too poor to own their
            boats—these were the property of a local seigneur, to whom they paid a yearly fee for their use. The young waterman was nearly
            indigent. He knew he was in danger of being conscripted without warning as a combatant into the Royal Navy and assigned to
            a warship. There would be more sea battles the rest of the year and a major action against the English and Dutch at Brest—the
            Battle of Camaret—the following year, a French victory with many casualties.
         

         
         In addition to this national disruption, France was faced with a natural disaster, an unforeseen calamity, the failure of
            successive harvests, causing famine in much of southern France, and a massive death toll from hunger and destitution. A disappointing
            harvest the previous year, the failure of the corn to ripen, and crop failure generally, had been caused by low temperatures
            in the autumn of 1692—what some historians have called an effect of the Little Ice Age, which lasted for decades and was particularly
            severe in the 1690s in France.
         

         
         This widespread cooling—the worst in seven hundred years—plagued the whole of Europe with hunger and social unrest, hampering military campaigns because of incessant rain and mud, causing the collapse of farms and the early freezing of rivers such as the Garonne. It burdened the life of a humble boatman like Antoine with a litany of hardships, keeping him hungry. After the terrible winter of 1692–1693 and the late spring, which delayed planting, the summer ahead was expected to be no better than the previous year’s, cold and wet, ruinous to crops, with a killing frost in September. The outlook? More destitution and great fear among the peasantry, who, compared to the French aristocracy, were like another species of human altogether. 

         
         Poor, landless, and without prospects, the waterman spent his days on a riverbank, a foul place because it also served as
            a sewer, “a merderel,” a French historian has written, “which took away everything that was put into it.” But the waterman could say that he and
            the Sun King had one habit in common: Both men habitually ate their meals with their hands, plucking the food with their fingers.
         

         
         There is another, more romantic aspect to consider. Gascony has been called “the breeding ground of soldiers.” Its soil is
            poor and relatively unproductive, making farming especially arduous. “When one’s native soil is of mediocre fertility, one
            has nothing to do but live elsewhere, to make one’s place in the world through ruse, diplomacy or the sword,” Louis Puech
            writes of this dilemma in his chronicle of the province, Histoire de la Gascogne (1914). The French historian Louis Barrau-Dihigo improved upon that maxim: “History and the natural milieu have made the Gascons
            bellicose and practical, seekers of adventure and hungry for Glory.”
         

         
         Historical evidence supports this view, and French opinion generally, that a Gascon male is reckless and combative, with a
            fiery temper. Its stereotype in fiction is d’Artagnan—the man on whom Dumas, in The Three Musketeers, based his main character, the swashbuckler from Gascony who teamed up in Paris with Athos, Porthos, and Aramis to join them in their adventures. The actual man, Charles de Batz de Castelmore, Count d’Artagnan, was born in Lupiac, about twenty-five miles from Verdun-sur-Garonne. He was famous in his lifetime as the pride of Gascony, for his military exploits, and had been killed in battle in 1673, just twenty years before the meeting on the riverbank between the uniformed recruiter and the barefoot
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