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Praise for Overland Before the Hippie Trail

Can you imagine travelling for two years without a credit card, cell phone or internet connection? Travelling over 40,000 miles, across Europe and Asia, without an itinerary, a guidebook or a plan? Patricia Sullivan and her husband did this while carrying all they own in a duffel bag, an attaché case and a small suitcase. At the end of two years, she still had a smile for everyone she met, a fascination with how other people lived and her marriage was stronger than ever.

Sullivan has something to tell us about the 1960s, about the nature of travel, about the peoples of the world, about what it means to be American and, ultimately, what it means to be human.

Sharif Gemie, Author of The Hippie Trail: A History

Patricia Sullivan recounts in touching detail an epic round-the-world trip with her new husband Mick through Western Europe and across the Asian continent. In an era predating the “hippie trail” of the late 1960s, their spontaneous, unplanned journey—via boat, train, van, and sundry other means of transportation—immerses the reader in a world that in many cases no longer exists due to the ravages of war and the resulting destruction of cultural monuments and ways of life.

Donna M. Brinton, author/consultant

Patricia Sullivan writes about a world that is still unbelievably huge in its differences of geography and tradition. At the very beginning of our ultra-modern era the continuing seeds of awful political schism are there. And yet, the sensitive humility with which she describes her experience helps us to see that we can all connect through our deeply common humanity.

Adrian Holliday, author of Intercultural Communication & Ideology and Contesting Grand Narratives of The Intercultural

In her memoir Overland Before the Hippie Trail, Patricia Sullivan gives us an endearing, fascinating account of traveling the world on the cheap in the 1960s.  She and her husband, newlyweds in their twenties, set out from San Francisco with little more than a plan to visit Europe, buy a van, and maybe pick up some teaching work along the way.  They end up instead on a two-year journey that takes them from Europe to the Middle East to Asia as early pioneers on the Hippie Trail, stopping here and there in places that today seem at once impossibly remote but also hauntingly familiar.  A charming and intimate story of a bygone era of travel.

George Bishop, Jr., author of The Night of the Comet
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Human Family

by Maya Angelou 

I note the obvious differences

in the human family.

Some of us are serious,

some thrive on comedy.

Some declare their lives are lived

as true profundity,

and others claim they really live

the real reality.

The variety of our skin tones

can confuse, bemuse, delight,

brown and pink and beige and purple,

tan and blue and white.

I’ve sailed upon the seven seas

and stopped in every land,

I’ve seen the wonders of the world

not yet one common man.

I know ten thousand women

called Jane and Mary Jane,

but I’ve not seen any two

who really were the same.

Mirror twins are different

although their features jibe,

and lovers think quite different thoughts

while lying side by side.

We love and lose in China,

we weep on England’s moors,

and laugh and moan in Guinea,

and thrive on Spanish shores.

We seek success in Finland,

are born and die in Maine.

In minor ways we differ,

in major we’re the same.

I note the obvious differences

between each sort and type,

but we are more alike, my friends,

than we are unalike.

We are more alike, my friends,

than we are unalike.

We are more alike, my friends,

than we are unalike.
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Author’s Note

[image: ]

In 2009, I pulled from my closet a box containing 118 letters, four journals, one daily trip log, maps, and hundreds of photographs, all from my husband’s and my world travels between 1965 and 1967. This was the first time I had read these letters and journals in 40 years. My goal was not to publish a book but to combine these documents into one coherent written account. Four years later I was happy with the result, pleased that I now had a complete record of this important period of my life. I made a few copies to give to my family, while realizing that it was too detailed for a broader audience.

Jump to 2020, the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, when we were suddenly isolated and sheltering in place. It was then that I decided to revise my earlier manuscript. As I reread my old journals and letters, I was able to become that young woman again, and I could see her grow and change. I could relive some of her adventures as a world traveler in the mid-1960s; I could feel her joys, her frustrations, her excitement.

The world seemed bigger then. It took longer to get from one point to another. Differences between cultures were more pronounced, and of course the amount of information people now have at their fingertips was not available then. We not only had no computers, Internet, or cell phones; we had no backpacker guidebooks with their detailed maps and explanations of out-of-the-way places. On the road, telephones were hard to find, expensive, and difficult to use for international calls. To receive mail, we had to plan weeks or months ahead, usually by notifying our families of the address of either Thomas Cook & Son or an American Express office, two businesses that would hold mail for travelers.

And yet, maybe because of the isolation from our families and the slowness of communication, we continually sought out other world travelers in campgrounds and cafés. In these places we were able to share information and get new ideas about where to go and what to see. Rather than read about a site and make plans to visit it, we would often stumble upon a temple or a palace or a parade with no forewarning and no expectation of its grandeur. Of course, this was not unique to the times; many travelers find the most exciting moments to be the serendipitous ones.
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Rereading my journals reminds me of how much the world has changed since the 1960s, not only in communication but in health care, living conditions, transportation. Regions that seemed peaceful then may now be in conflict. Places that were at war may now be thriving with industry or tourism. Hotels and rest houses that were old or run-down may have been replaced with modern structures. Some changes seem to be for the better, others not. This account gives a snapshot of lives—ours and others’—in this changing world. 

Note: I use the geographical term “West Asia” instead of its Eurocentric designation “Near East” or “Middle East.” For names of cities and countries that have changed, I use the term in effect at the time I was there—for example, Burma instead of Myanmar, Calcutta instead of Kolkata.


Introduction

Suitcases are open on the floor, the bed is strewn with clothes, wedding presents are scattered around. Frustrated and tired, I stand in my old bedroom in California. “Mom,” I call out, “I don’t know what to pack. I can’t fit everything in.” She walks into the bedroom with an understanding smile and says, “Why don’t you take one of our old steamer trunks?” Her calm response reassures me. Perfect, I think, as my anxiety begins to melt away. That afternoon I carefully pack a trunk and a few suitcases with winter clothes, towels, books, toiletries, and even a few wedding presents.
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I was 23 that summer of 1965. Mick and I had been married for six weeks. We both had college degrees, teaching credentials, and a year of teaching experience. And we were planning a trip to Europe. We quit our jobs, sold everything we had, and pooled our money. Our immediate plan was simple: we would go to Europe, buy a camper van, travel around, and hope to find teaching jobs. We had no idea exactly where we’d go or how long we’d be gone, but I wasn’t troubled by that. If we couldn’t find jobs or if the trip didn’t work out for some reason, we could come back home. We might even be back for Christmas. 

At least that was what I thought. Mick, though, as I was beginning to realize, had a different view. He was a person who liked to plan way ahead, and his immediate focus was on how to keep us safe and make enough money to keep us traveling, maybe for a year. I hadn’t thought much about safety, but Mick not only had purchased worldwide health coverage for us but also had become certified through the Overseas Division of the University of Maryland to teach college-level classes in anthropology and sociology at U.S. military bases in Europe and Asia. He knew that these jobs weren’t certain, but he felt that something would turn up. 

As I packed my suitcases and trunk that afternoon, I didn’t think it was strange that my mother had suggested that I take a steamer trunk rather than encourage me to pack less. In looking back, I think both she and I were imagining this upcoming trip less in the sense of “going out to explore the world” and more like “going to get a job in Europe.” Besides, it felt normal to me to travel overseas with a steamer trunk. Though these trunks were now filled with Christmas wrapping paper, winter clothes, and memorabilia, they had been used for years by my parents and grandparents for crossing the Pacific Ocean. I was born into a family of travelers and educators. Both sets of my grandparents had lived and worked in Asia, and I had lived in the Philippines with my family for a year in 1953. More recently, in 1961, I had lived in Taiwan, where my father was teaching. I had delightful memories of living and traveling abroad, but that travel was always with my parents and sisters. This was different. Now I would be with my new husband. 

And who was this guy I had married? We had very different upbringings. Mick was the first person in his family to go to college and then to graduate school. When I met him, he had not traveled outside California, but he always knew he would. He remembers opening an issue of Life magazine when he was 12 years old and coming across a full-page photograph of the Potala Palace in Lhasa, Tibet. The light from the intense blue sky was streaming down over the mountain. It was dramatic, unreal to him, and it triggered his imagination. Where was this mysterious palace? Were there other places like this in the world? He knew he would find out someday. 

Though I had lived abroad and Mick had not, in this we were similar: we both harbored a desire to travel and explore new places. I did not question whether he and I would get along. I didn’t wonder whether we would have similar ideas about how to spend our days or whether we would get tired of living so close together in a camper van. I was just thinking of the fun we would have. 

How was I to know how much I would learn from people we would meet? I never thought we would be asked about the war in Vietnam multiple times, even in a small Kurdish village in Turkey. I never imagined that we would be invited to meet a maharaja in his palace in India, nor could I have anticipated that we would float on a barge down the Mekong River in Laos. Certainly, I did not know that we would often be completely isolated from contact with our families, sometimes for months at a time, or that along the way we would little by little jettison our belongings, even the trunk.

This trip, which started out on a lark, stretched out for two years and took us around the world: it became a way of life.
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I had butterflies in my stomach as we waved goodbye to our parents in California. It was early September, and we were off! For the next two weeks, we rumbled along in Mick’s truck on a road trip to New York. I had rarely been in a pickup truck and had never slept in one, but I loved rolling out our blankets and sleeping cozily in the open-air bed of the truck. We had already sent our luggage ahead to New York City by Greyhound bus, so we were traveling light. I felt adventurous and free.

We traveled leisurely, with no specific itinerary, visiting friends along the way. One thing I really wanted to do was go to Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico. Mick seemed happy driving to the Caverns, but he didn’t want to go in. Why? I wondered. It seemed so exciting to me. I wanted us to do it together. He told me to go on alone, and I did, reluctantly. I can still remember my exhilaration in seeing the vastness of the rooms and feeling the welcoming coolness as I walked deeper into the cave. But I missed being able to share the experience of seeing the huge stalactites and stalagmites with Mick. I didn’t fully understand his feelings until many years later when he told me that he was claustrophobic. Then it made sense.
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Our southern route from San Francisco to New York

Though we differed in our desire to explore caves, we were both shocked as we drove right through a hurricane that was roaring into New Orleans. Winds howled around us at 80 miles an hour as we dashed into a boarded-up hotel. Later the winds reached 150 miles an hour, and I read that Hurricane Betsy caused more damage in that area than any hurricane had since 1929. That night I stayed awake, peering through the window, aghast at watching metal signs being torn from buildings and sent tumbling down the street, rooftops being hurled to the ground, glass breaking everywhere. I had never seen such a thing. In my journal I wrote, “I was scared to death. Mick managed to sleep a good part of that night—I don’t know how!” I knew that he was as frightened as I was, but I was beginning to realize that although we might share similar feelings, we didn’t always respond in the same way. 

As I look back on this hurricane experience, what astonishes me is how relatively little information was available about weather forecasts. The first U.S. weather satellite was launched in 1960, but it was many years before people could regularly receive national and international forecasts from newspapers or TV. When I was growing up in San Luis Obispo, California, in the 1940s and ’50s, I thought of “weather” as something that was only happening over the skies of my own town. I had no images in my mind of the ubiquitous swirls of gathering storms over the Earth that we now see in the media. 

WHEN WE ARRIVED in New York City, on September 16, 1965, I donned my new red-and-white-checked wash-and-wear dress, low black pumps, and nylons. Mick put on his jacket and tie. He carried my small green suitcase as we walked up the gangplank of the SS Rotterdam, bound for Europe. It took eight days to cross the Atlantic. Eight days! We did not think of this as a cruise; it was just a common way to travel to Europe. At the time, it didn’t occur to me to fly. 
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Boarding the SS Rotterdam, September 16, 1965

Our days on shipboard passed slowly and comfortably: we ate, we slept, we talked to fellow travelers, we played shuffleboard, we ate again, we slept again. It was hard to tell the difference between night and day, especially since our tiny room had no porthole. Life was easy; all our needs were taken care of, and I loved it. I didn’t think much about what would be coming up; I didn’t worry about our next steps. 

My mood changed immediately when we disembarked in Rotterdam, the Netherlands. Suddenly no one was taking care of us anymore. We entered the vast arrival room of Central Station. People were hurrying here and there. I was overwhelmed. Mick said he would get the train tickets to Heidelberg, Germany, while I stayed with our luggage. Luckily, we didn’t have much with us since we had sent most of our bags to a storage facility in France. I waited, perched uncomfortably on the edge of our largest suitcase. And I waited more. Finally, Mick came back, empty-handed. “Can’t figure it out,” he reported, clearly frustrated. I was tired and crabby as I thought to myself, You can’t even find a ticket counter? In my mind’s eye I was a child, sitting with my mother and sisters as my father went to buy tickets. But my father always came back with the job done. 

So here we were in this new country, new language, unable to figure out the system, both of us exasperated, and no train tickets. Maybe I should do it, I thought. After all, I had studied French and had also traveled a bit by myself in Hong Kong a few years before. So why had I assumed that this was the man’s job? Finally, together, we did get our tickets. I didn’t tell Mick how irked I felt, and he was probably so upset that he didn’t notice. We never did discuss these feelings, but while walking to the train depot, I said to myself, Let it go. I didn’t marry my father.
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1.

Setting Up— Germany and France

“We’re looking for a camper van,” I said to Bodo, the English-speaking agent at the Volkswagen dealership in Heidelberg. “Maybe a used VW?” We were in luck. An American Army major was selling a VW camper that he had brought to Germany from the United States. He had outfitted it so that his family could travel around Europe, but now that the major was being sent to Vietnam, the family had to leave Germany. At the time, I didn’t think about the significance of this man suddenly being sent to Vietnam. I knew that President Johnson had begun sending ground troops into Vietnam and that large numbers of U.S. military advisers were already there. But the war seemed far away to me. I was just feeling excited to be in this city, country, and continent, and relieved that we had already found a camper.

By Monday, we were the owners of a 1963 VW Kombi Camper, which we immediately dubbed “House.” At $1,900, the price was more than we had planned to spend, but we didn’t hesitate. In fact, we were thrilled. In my journal I mention only briefly that we had bought a camper van, but Mick’s letter to his folks was filled with details, some of which I didn’t even understand.

Excerpt from Mick’s letter—September 1965:


It has 20,000 miles on it, but at 12,000 miles, the mechanic reversed the push rods, so 200 miles later it needed a complete overhaul. As a result, our engine has 8,000 miles SMOH, and it runs perfectly. It has the large engine—the 1500cc with 50 h.p. . . . The previous owner also gave us two new snow tires and a chemical fire extinguisher. . . . The interior is all custom with a walk-through to the house section, AM-FM radio, a kitchen with a 15 gal. water pumper (and a two-burner stove that we purchased), a good bed, complete lighting system (12 volt), and even a chemical “potty.” It’s really a cutie, completely insulated, and all the back windows, of which there are 7, are curtained.



The details in Mick’s letter to his parents are indicative of his seriousness and his sense of responsibility. As I was to learn in upcoming months, he was the one who kept the engine in the best condition; he was the one who made sure the gas tank was always more than half full; he was the one who checked the engine fluids and the tires to make sure the van was ready for long-distance travel. Without realizing it at the time, I had begun to count on him to ensure that both of us were as safe as possible.

WHILE WAITING FOR THE CAR PAPERWORK to be completed, Mick went to the University of Maryland European Headquarters in Heidelberg to talk to Jim, the director of education. Jim hadn’t known exactly when Mick was arriving, but he welcomed Mick warmly and seemed hopeful that he could set Mick up with teaching jobs. It would take a while to contact the U.S. bases in Europe to see which ones could advertise a class, but the first prospect was in Seville, Spain, beginning on November 15. With this news, I was now thinking seriously of staying in Europe beyond Christmas. If Mick could get a class during the fall, and maybe another after that, and if I could teach somewhere too, we’d be set. And now, with our new camper and about six weeks before the start of a class, I was ready to play.

AS WE HEADED for the South of France, I looked forward to our first night sleeping in our new camper, all snuggled up in the down-filled sleeping bags we had just bought. We stopped in Basel, Switzerland, to get gas and change our deutsche marks into francs. A few hours later, now armed with francs, I went into a store to buy sausage, bread, and wine, but the saleswoman wouldn’t take my money. I thought I had misunderstood the price and pulled out another franc, but she kept saying “Non” and repeating something I couldn’t understand. I was befuddled. Why couldn’t I pay? Finally, I realized that it was because we had crossed the border into France. I was trying to pay with Swiss francs instead of French francs. How embarrassing, I thought, I should have known that.

For the next three weeks we spent a relaxed though busy time, mostly in Paris and Marseille with my sister, who was attending college in France. She was great fun to be with, as well as an extremely knowledgeable guide. What became frustrating, though, was that Mick did not get any confirmation about teaching. My optimistic, even cavalier, attitude about getting a job with the University of Maryland was dissipating.

Journal excerpt. Paris, France. October 19, 1965:


All week Mick has been trying to find out about where, and if, he will be teaching. There is only one man who knows, and this man has been very inaccessible. Mick has called Heidelberg (collect of course) at least four times expecting to find out for sure each time. Now tomorrow we’re again hoping for sure to reach him. Then we can plan a bit.



The next day, as I had hoped, Mick did reach Heidelberg, and the answer was yes. The class would be in Spain. I was relieved; Mick was more skeptical than I.

Excerpt from Mick’s letter to his parents. About October 20, 1965:


Hi,

I have discovered that I am set up for a class in Saragosa, Spain, which lasts from 15 Nov to 21 January with two weeks at Christmas. However, because it is a small base there may not be enough men enrolling and the class will be canceled. So we may be in France instead—which is all right with me.

	M



With the prospect of teaching in Spain, and now not needing to keep in touch with Heidelberg, I was itching to begin living in House full time. Besides our sleeping bags we now had a Jet Gaz two-burner camping stove, a Jet Gaz heater, a frying pan, a saucepan, two plastic dishes, a Styrofoam icebox, plates, cups, eating utensils, and a washbasin.

Journal excerpt. Uzerche, France. October 21, 1965:


This is our first night really camping. We left [Paris] at 8 a.m. this morning and have driven 314 miles. We stopped for lunch at a secluded spot off the road, and then for dinner and the night at this little deserted campground. We had our first dinner in the camper using all our equipment. . . . We’re really pleased the way things are set up for living. . . . Oh boy.
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Cozy new bed

One of the ways that Mick and I differed in our approach to traveling in Europe was that I was contented to make day-by-day decisions about where to go, whereas Mick was more focused on long-term planning. He especially wanted to visit prehistoric sites where he could get firsthand experience to make his anthropology classes livelier and more personal. Mick had already written to Dr. Hallam Movius, an American archaeologist working on a site in France, and Dr. Movius had invited us to come to Abri Pataud, a Paleolithic site in the town of Les Eyzies in southwestern France. This is the area of Cro-Magnon remains and the location of the Lascaux cave paintings. It was perfect for us, and, like Mick, I was glad to have a specific aim for our travel in France.
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Breakfast in Vézère Valley, France
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River bathing

The lush green woodsy area of the Vézère Valley near the excavations was so delightful that we stayed there for eight days. Each morning in this idyllic spot we were greeted by the quiet rustling of leaves and the cooing of little birds. We even had a river to provide us with water for cooking and bathing. Dr. Movius wasn’t around, but two of his assistants welcomed us. We ended up eating meals with them and exploring caves, castles, cliffs, and tunnels. Even with his claustrophobia, Mick was able to go in most of the caves, as he was so focused on getting an insider’s view of archaeological research.

Journal excerpt. Les Eyzies, France. October 26, 1965:


Today we went to the Grotte de Rouffignac—cave of 100 mammoths. We were the only ones there, so it was a bit spooky. . . . We got into a little open-train and went down into the depths of the cave. Our woman guide knew a bit of English, so we got along with that and my sparse French. The cave is about 10 kilometers in all—huge! On the ceilings are many many drawings made by upper-Paleolithic man. There were beautiful pictures of bison, mammoths, mountain goats, and horses. Their faces were so sweet and kind looking. I was really impressed. The animals were very shaggy—hair hanging down from their stomachs. Also along the walls were bear scratches and on the floors were hollowed-out places where bears slept. The cave was made during the 4th glaciation period. We could see evidence of different levels of water. Also on the ceiling were large rounded areas formed by whirlpools.



As we got ready to leave this delightful region of France, I wrote about the way we got access to the caves.

Journal excerpt. Ruffec, France. October 31, 1965:


The caves were usually on a farmer’s property, and though the state owned them, they were run by the farmers who owned the land. To visit a cave we would go up to some rickety little house, knock on the door, and a little old lady would peek out and ask us what we wanted. I really felt as though I was intruding into their home. She would soon understand that we wanted to see the cave, so she would begin her little spiel about the cave. Then we’d have our private tour with a little speech. I couldn’t understand all of it, but we would get the gist. The whole process was quite something.



As we continued traveling around France, we settled easily into the routine of living together in one small space, adapting to each other’s needs. I was relieved to find that we had the same comfort level in terms of keeping the camper clean. Every morning we would sweep out House and fold up the bed to turn it into a table and seats. We’d open both side doors so that we could stand outside, set up the stove on the door shelves, heat up water for coffee, and bring out the bread and jam. We had similar ideas about when to go to bed and when to get up in the morning. We agreed on how to use our time when sightseeing, whether we were learning about Impressionist paintings at the Jeu de Paume museum in Paris or visiting the World War II beach landings on the Normandy coast.

Although the easy life of going where we wanted whenever we wanted was exhilarating, the lack of information about teaching continued to be nerve-racking. We both had a gnawing feeling that the class might not work out. Even though Jim had said that there would be a class in Spain, he had not contacted Mick with any more details. Classes were supposed to begin on November 15, and in Mick’s November 8 letter to his parents, he added, “I won’t know until tomorrow where I’m assigned, and even then, they may not know.”

Without knowing whether Mick would be teaching or not, we couldn’t make plans, but even more important, we didn’t know how to allocate our money. Being parsimonious was easy for me, though. I liked keeping a daily account of our expenditures, a detailed task I had begun the day we arrived in Europe. My travel log indicates that during the week of October 22–28, our average daily expenditure for the two of us was $5.84. For the week of October 29–November 11, it was $7.83. I was most pleased to realize that we were spending less per person than Arthur Frommer touted in his popular 1957 book Europe on 5 Dollars a Day. Frommer’s five dollars was based on the cost of a hotel and meals for one person, while our average daily expenses included every bit of money we spent, not only for the major items of gas and food but also for such necessities as camera film, museum entrance fees, souvenirs, and stamps. It tickled me that we were spending so little money. (Admittedly, for daily averages I didn’t count the $1,900 we had spent for the camper van.)

Five days before we thought we’d be going to Spain, we heard from Heidelberg that the class was not to be. Mick wrote to his parents, “We are scheduled to teach in Phalsbourg, France, beginning November 15. The base in Saragosa, Spain, closed down and we were switched. However, we have put in for Sevilla, Spain, for the semester following and there is a good chance we may get it.” He gave the military APO address to his parents, but added, “The class could fall through if minimum enrollment is not met, and as such I wouldn’t want mail sent yet.” He concluded his letter with a list of things to send us assuming we would have an APO address. Among the list were my Kodak Instamatic camera, our transistor radio that was broken (“If you have time and the spirit moves you, perhaps you could have it fixed?”), and a list of 29 books for teaching.


2.

A Job and a Dorm—France

Though in some ways I looked forward to staying in one place as we arrived at the United States Air Force base in Phalsbourg on November 11, I knew I would miss being on the road. But since Mick’s classes were only on Monday and Wednesday evenings, I assured myself that we would still have plenty of time between classes to explore the region. Belgium, West Germany, East Germany, and Switzerland were all within easy reach.

We had been married for almost four months and had been camping in House most of that time, but now that we had picked up our trunk from storage in Marseille, I wanted to unpack it. I wanted to use the place mats and matching napkins and other niceties that were still put away. I wanted to live in a real house, but we couldn’t find anything available in the town of Phalsbourg to rent for only two months. When the people at the base offered us two rooms with a bath in the Bachelor Officer Quarters (BOQ) for only $10 per person a month, I reluctantly agreed, at least for the first month. We unloaded our trunk and suitcases and moved in, and after that I never did look for other housing. It seemed too difficult as well as unnecessary for only another short month.

The BOQ was not where I had imagined living. It was devoid of life. The building opened into a long hallway with apartments on both sides, like a boring dormitory. We had one room with a double bed and dresser, and another with a small couch, a desk, and a kitchenette along one wall. It was roomy enough, though bare. At least the building was quiet; it seemed that no one else was living there. I tried to make this barren room look more like a home by putting a few things on the walls, but it didn’t help. Maybe the weather added to the bleakness of the room; it was cold, and the sky was always overcast. On the positive side, our rent included all electricity and heat, maid service, and clean sheets and towels once a week. Another advantage was that the price of food on the base was amazingly low. On November 12, the day after we arrived, I wrote in my journal, “We went into the commissary today and were so excited that we bought T-bone steaks for dinner (.73 a pound). We also had ice cream with chocolate sauce.”

Journal excerpt. Phalsbourg, France. November 14, 1965:


I meant to write yesterday because we woke up to the most exciting thing. Mick looked out the window and gasped. The ground was white and snow was falling. It was beautiful. It snowed continuously all day long, and we were both so excited we could hardly stand it. This morning it was snowing when we woke up but it soon stopped. Now, however, it has started again—2 PM. I love to watch the flakes falling or rather floating gently to the ground. I hope it keeps it up all winter. Mick is studying and preparing for his class now. It starts tomorrow. I have been sick with flu or diarrhea or intestinal something for the last two days. Today’s better, though. We’re still in this horrible BOQ housing.



For me as a Californian, that first snowfall was exciting, but my thrill of seeing it was short-lived.

Journal excerpt. Phalsbourg, France. November 18, 1965:


We are still in the BOQ. Things are sort of at a standstill now because of the weather yesterday. Sleet and ice. Terrible. Everything was covered with ice. Roads were so slick that one could barely walk, much less drive. So the base was closed [that day] and Mick’s class was canceled.



Though I had given up my plan of finding housing in town, I continued to dislike living on the military base. I missed the good times we’d had in Paris, in Marseille, and while we were camping. To compensate, I made a point of going to the small outdoor market in town, using my beginning-level French to buy chickens and vegetables for light cooking. While in town, at least I could pretend that I wasn’t living on a military base. But when I found that the base offered a French class two evenings a week on the same days that Mick was teaching, I signed up. It helped minimally. I studied for my French class and tried out new language skills at the market, but I still felt removed from learning about France and French life.

Time on the base continued to drag. When we had been traveling, we shared our daily routines. Together we decided where to go, what to eat, and what to spend money on. But now Mick was under a different pressure than I was. He had his job, his students, and classes to prepare for. He was meeting new people. He was busy. I knew no one, and I didn’t feel like trying to make friends.

Things looked up for me when I heard that the elementary school on the base needed a substitute teacher, but my hopes were soon dashed. The principal couldn’t accept my California credential because I didn’t have civil service certification. I continued busying myself with reading, writing, and studying French, but at the same time, I withdrew more and more into myself. A mixture of thoughts swirled around my head. Who was I and what was my role now? I was newly married with a new last name that didn’t quite feel like me. I was living in a temporary place where we had a tiny cooking space but none of the new kitchen items and other wedding gifts that were packed away in my parents’ basement. What was a “wife” anyway? And what did wives do on this base? Cooking? Cleaning? Sewing? My mother had not only done all that—she also was the major organizer for clubs and community activities in addition to teaching school for many years. But I wasn’t her, and I didn’t want to get involved in any groups on the military base.

I did not feel that Mick should be spending more time with me; on the contrary, I felt that what he was doing was exactly right. Making money to keep us traveling was crucial; it was his job. But what was my job? I grew up in an era when it was assumed that the wife’s responsibility was to support her husband and keep the relationship healthy. If there were marital issues, she should be the one to smooth things over, not to complain. I did not think my role was to keep Mick happy, but I didn’t know how to fit into this life. I felt stuck and lonely. I didn’t talk to Mick about these feelings; I was embarrassed to admit them. Besides, they didn’t seem important enough to warrant a discussion.

A BOOST TO MY MORALE came unexpectedly. Two weeks after we arrived in Phalsbourg, our van needed a new battery and some other repairs, and the best place to get it done was at the VW shop across the border in Germany. Mick was busy with classes, so I decided that I could take the van into the shop. In fact, I looked forward to the adventure. As I drove off alone toward Germany, I felt free and loose, ready to tackle anything. I was confident in my use of French as well as in my ability to manage the border crossing and the repair shop negotiations in Germany. When I found out that the shop needed to keep the van for a few days, I spent the afternoon exploring the town and had no problem finding the bus station for my return trip to Phalsbourg. Three days later, I returned to Germany to pick up the van, this time going by train, again by myself. The job of handling these tasks gave me new confidence and a revived outlook on life. And it was fun.

OUR CASH WAS RUNNING LOW. The van repairs—new battery, new generator and voltage regulator, plus my train and bus fare—came close to $100. Before I left for Germany, Mick had written to his mom, who had agreed to be our banker, and asked her to send us money from our bank in California. Until it came, we didn’t have enough money to drive anywhere. It was a few weeks before we finally received Mick’s mom’s letter with a personal check from our bank. We thought it would be easy to cash the check, but no—it was complicated and time-consuming. The only place we could cash it was at the military base. And they would only give us American money. We took some of the U.S. dollars to a French bank in town to exchange them for francs but kept a goodly supply in U.S. dollars. This routine, of getting spending money in the correct currency, continued to be a problem, always a headache. During those months in France, we alternately needed French francs, Swiss francs, deutsche marks, and Belgian francs. It would be many years before credit cards, ATMs, and the euro eased the lives of travelers.

Friends in Switzerland

FINALLY, ON DECEMBER 9, now with money in our pockets, we left for Switzerland for four days. How I had missed the excitement of exploring new places!

The cold, blustery wind in Zurich seeped down the neck of my jacket, but I was enveloped in warmth as soon as we stepped into the restaurant. Warmth came not only from the crackling fire in a corner of the dining room but also from people chattering away as they shared pots of fondue. We had not yet tried this dish, a specialty of the restaurant, and so were pleased to be seated at a table with three other people. To our surprise, they all spoke English, and they immediately demonstrated the art of stabbing pieces of bread in the bubbling pot. We talked all through the meal, comparing governments, social issues, and politics. I learned a lot about Switzerland and was surprised when one of the diners said that Switzerland was the world’s oldest democracy. I didn’t refute it, but I wondered if it was older than the U.S. At the time, I didn’t even consider bringing up ancient Greek democracy or the political systems of other ancient nations. But I was stunned to hear our dinner companions say that women did not have the right to vote in Switzerland. Not only that, but one woman did not think it mattered. She explained, “Well, if my husband and I agree, then it’s redundant. And if we don’t agree, we cancel each other out.” I was so surprised that I didn’t even think of asking something such as, “What if a woman is not married? Shouldn’t she be able to vote?”

I was also surprised that our new restaurant friends were so aware of and so interested in American political events. Two years previous, in 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. had given his “I Have a Dream” speech during the March on Washington. President Johnson had recently signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 as well as the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The Johnson administration had begun bombing Vietnam; the war was heating up. At that time, there were not many antiwar rallies in the U.S., but there were sit-ins and teach-ins on college campuses. I knew that changes were being made in my country, but I didn’t realize that people in other countries, like these in Zurich, were also affected by what was happening in the U.S.

When the cheese started to get brown at the bottom of the pot, one couple invited us to their home for wine and Romansh cake. We stayed up late into the night, continuing our stimulating conversation. The topic of Vietnam kept coming up. I agreed with our hosts’ opposition to the war, but I was conflicted. I felt like I should support my country, but I could neither explain nor justify President Johnson’s actions. The best I could do was say that I too did not think the U.S. should be involved in this war.

That night, after an engaging evening, we climbed into House for a comfortable sleep parked in their driveway. Over the next few days, we continued to strike up conversations with people in Lausanne, Interlaken, and Basel, and I realized how much I enjoyed this type of interaction. I liked visiting historical sites, but it was meeting people, hearing their stories and perspectives, that fascinated me. By listening to others, I understood more about myself, was able to broaden my perspectives, and could see my own country in a new light. I was also feeling less shy about adding my own thoughts to a conversation.

After these stimulating few days in Switzerland, in which both Mick and I had engaged in open discussions that included expressing our antiwar feelings, we were driving back to Phalsbourg when we turned the radio dial, looking for a station in English. Up came the Armed Forces Radio.

A: What’s communism like?

B: Oh, you know.

A: No, what’s it like, anyway?

B: Well, it’s sort of like bad breath or body odor. Once you have it, even your best friend turns against you.

A: Oh. How many people are there in Russia?

B: About 250 million.

A: Imagine 250 million people with BO.

B: Yeah, what a place! Aren’t you glad we have a democracy? Don’t you wish everybody did?

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Was this supposed to be a joke? It wasn’t funny at all. I did realize that it was a takeoff on a popular ad for Dial soap (“Aren’t you glad you use Dial? Don’t you wish everyone did?”), but what poor taste. I was taken aback as I realized that the U.S. military was sending this propaganda out on radio waves to anyone who could understand English. It was even more upsetting since we had just had such stimulating conversations in Switzerland. And here we were, living on an American military base. Mick was able to focus on the positive aspects: the relief of having a source of income and the joys of being a teacher. But for me, coming from an antiwar perspective, the only way I could justify living on the base was to remind myself that it was the University of Maryland that was paying Mick, not the military, and that classes offered by Maryland were helping military men explore new ideas while working toward a degree.

Checkpoints in East Germany

SINCE MICK HAD a few weeks off for Christmas vacation, we decided to drive to Paris to visit my sister, but first we headed in the opposite direction, toward East Germany. Our route took us through the ancient city of Nuremberg, a place I associated with the Nuremberg Trials that had occurred 20 years earlier. Nuremberg, where several Nazi leaders had been tried and executed; Nuremberg, one of the cities that had been bombed during World War II: it was not what I expected.

Journal excerpt. Nuremberg, West Germany. December 17, 1965:


What a beautiful city! The old town wall, moat, and towers still remain. There are something like seventy towers left around the city. We went into the gorgeous old church in the center with its intricate fountain nearby. It’s sure nice that at least a few of the items of beauty are left since the bombings of the war.



Having heard fearful tales of the communists, the Iron Curtain, and the Soviet Bloc as we were growing up during the Cold War, we both felt some trepidation as we drove north from Nuremberg (West Germany) across the border toward Leipzig (East Germany). Germany had been divided for 20 years, and American tourists could enter East Germany, but few did. It seemed to be an off-limits area. We were especially looking forward to visiting Berlin, which was a divided city situated completely within the borders of East Germany. The Berlin Wall had been erected four years earlier, in 1961, and we had heard tales of East Germans being shot as they tried to flee to West Berlin. But our sense of adventure took over. We knew that we were leaving “the West” and the diplomatic protection of the U.S. government when we went behind the Iron Curtain. But mostly we were more concerned with whether we could get visas at the border.

Journal excerpt. Leipzig, East Germany. December 19, 1965:


We got to the border at about 11:30 today and got through the many gates without much trouble. It took us about 1½ hours to get a visa and all. We certainly didn’t expect to spend as much money as we had to. The visa cost $5.00 and we had to buy insurance for the car, which was $3.75. Evidently the German Democratic Republic doesn’t honor the green international insurance card. Also we bought gas coupons (30 liters for $3.20). The main thing that came upon us unexpectedly was that we were told that we could not camp, and that we would have to pay for our bed and breakfast there. So the lady took $7.20 from us and gave us directions to reach our destination in Leipzig. Of course they pick out our hotel. So here I am writing in our hotel room near the Hauptbahnhof. When we signed in, the man at the desk asked us for our 19 marks. We told him that we had paid already and showed him our paper. He was quite astounded at that and didn’t know what to do—but anyway we refused to pay. We barely have enough money to get to Paris as it is.



Mick’s journal
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