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AUTHOR’S NOTE



I DON’T KNOW IF MY LIFE ENDED OR IF IT BEGAN WHEN I STARTED WORKING with Tony. Whatever the hell I did for a living was so vivid and spectacular, it all but consumed me. Then, without warning, it was over forever, reduced to nothing more than a memory.


In my case the old cliché that life has a funny way of turning the tables when you least expect it rang uncomfortably true. Each two-week shoot contained a lifetime’s worth of adventures, and there’d been so many trips, I’d lost count. Accustomed to the adrenaline rush of making split-second decisions with far-reaching consequences, I now found myself unemployed, with nowhere to go and poorly suited to handling simple everyday tasks. I still wrote 2006 on checks. I still wrote checks, for Christ’s sake. Even more disorienting, I went from the comfortable position of hiding behind the camera to struggling to articulate my own story.


And by struggling to articulate, what I really mean is that I found every excuse not to write this damn book. I grew a pandemic mustache. I consolidated, then organized, my extensive matchbook collection. I researched the nesting habits of a threatened species of birds that I didn’t have the heart to evict from my chimney. I learned how to make mulberry jam. The one thing I didn’t do was write.


It’s not like I had a lack of stories to tell. In fact I had too many and spent almost all of my waking hours silently reliving them. Truth told, I was afraid I wasn’t up to the challenge, worried I’d get the story all wrong. When I eventually did the math and realized procrastinating would only lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy, I stayed awake for days straight in an attempt to make up for lost time. In the process I inadvertently discovered the only way I could get anything down on paper was by replicating the extreme intensity and overstimulation of my old job. Like an unhinged detective determined to crack a case, I surrounded myself with souvenirs from my travels, scoured the four corners of my house for transcriptions, travel itineraries, even old receipts. I cross-referenced everything against shoot notebooks, logs, schedules, and emails. But none of it compared to my vast archive of unedited raw film footage. Much of my entire journey with Tony, my whole life really, had been recorded. It was a TV show, after all. I sat, curtains drawn, oblivious to the passing of time, obsessively watching my life play back on an endless loop.


Some memories were so powerful that I was convinced they should have yielded documentary evidence; but of course not everything was filmed, or preserved via email or text. What follows is my best attempt to paint an honest picture of my experience traveling with Tony, the highs and lows, and the bizarre as shit situations in which we constantly found ourselves. It’s a story told by someone who is still trying to make sense of it all.


P.S. INCIDENTS INCLUDED IN THIS book are not intended to glamorize or endorse acts of cannibalism, drug use, smuggling, torture, extortion, bribery, wire fraud, attempted vehicular manslaughter, or the poaching of endangered species.















PART ONE
















Chapter One



AFTERMATH


JUNE 8, 2018, I WOKE UP AT FIVE A.M. TO MY CELL PHONE AND LANDLINE ringing at the same time. It was Chris, owner of the production company. In a quivering voice he said, “Tom, I’m so sorry… Tony killed himself last night…”


Hanging up the phone, I couldn’t make sense of what he’d just said. Tony had just emailed me a routine note about the edit we were wrapping up; he’d confirmed a haircut appointment, leaving as we were in a few days for India. When I’d seen him last week for a voice-over session, he’d been jovial, asked me to join him for a smoke in the men’s bathroom. “What are they gonna do, fire me?” he’d said.


I stumbled over to the TV, turned it on, and there was Tony’s smiling face along with an incongruous banner headline reading, “CNN’s Anthony Bourdain Dead at 61.” My hand shaking, I lit a cigarette, called the producer Josh on location with Tony in France, and asked him what the fuck was going on.


“Tony’s gone,” Josh said through tears. “He hung himself; we’re flying back to JFK.”


The room started spinning. Tony was bigger than life. Superhuman. This couldn’t be happening, but somehow it was.


“I’m going to hang myself in the shower stall” had been one of Tony’s longest running jokes, the sort of dark humor he might have interjected on any occasion he found even mildly uncomfortable or displeasing. As in, “My hotel room is so awful I’m going to hang myself in the shower stall if the cheap-ass curtain rod doesn’t collapse under my weight.” When he said that sort of thing, I’d always laughed.


THERE WAS NOBODY ELSE LIKE him. College dropout, sharp-tongued, anti-host, Tony was the accidental celebrity, an honest voice in a field of saccharine, an “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want,” wild kind of guy. God forbid the network conducted a focus group; he’d instinctively go the opposite direction. But whatever he was doing, it was working. Tony had transformed himself from chef to author, then again into a television personality, ultimately maturing into something resembling an elder statesman, all while maintaining a countercultural New York City punk rock hard edge.


Starting life as the Food Network’s redheaded stepchild—low-budget and almost exclusively about food and travel—the show had shape-shifted into a bizarre cinematic geopolitical mashup that won Emmy Awards for CNN. Tony was constantly increasing the stakes. Each season he pushed further, slowly steering toward less traditional (and often riskier) destinations. For those of us on the show, Tony wasn’t just the guy with his name in the title, he was a friend, mentor, and more.


I didn’t know who Tony was when—back in 2002, fresh out of college—I got a job on his first TV show, A Cook’s Tour. At the time Tony was new to TV as well. The surprise success of his book Kitchen Confidential, an insider exposé on the restaurant industry, had landed him a deal with the Food Network. Tony wasn’t famous yet, at least in a recognizable TV personality sort of way. Bondain, Bonclair—back then everyone always messed up his name.


My official title was “Edit Room Assistant,” a fancy name for logger, which meant I made notations on the raw footage for the editors. It was an entry-level position, but I was electrified at having landed a job in the industry so quickly. From pretty much the first tape, I was hooked. I remember watching Tony fight with the producer over a walk-in shot at a beach bar in St. Martin.


“Walk-in shots are totally conventional man, free your mind,” he said in a mock hippie falsetto. But Tony lost his cool when the producer made the mistake of asking for the shot a third time. “Oh my god! Why can’t you get this through your thick little dinosaur skull?!” he shouted. “Film the kids playing by the fishing boats, the surf, or even a fucking palm tree, for Christ’s sake. Literally everything else here would make a better and more interesting introduction shot than my bony ass!”


Tony was naturally telegenic, possessing an unmistakable star quality; that much was clear. But even more alluring was his antagonistic, devil-may-care, combative relationship with the very machine that created his fame. The more Tony shirked the camera, the more I wanted to see. It wasn’t that I enjoyed watching him squirm; he was just so brilliantly witty and sarcastic when backed into a corner.


In addition to logging tapes, my job responsibilities included doing anything else I was asked. Pick up dry cleaning for the producer, manufacture props for a fake infomercial, and on occasion assist with research for upcoming shoots. I didn’t have to wait long for the most exciting assignment yet. When I heard that a rough cut of the St. Martin episode I’d been working on needed to go to Tony’s apartment, I jumped at the chance. Naïve, impressionable, twenty-two years old, and desperate to make a good impression, I spent the whole taxi ride clutching that VHS tape for safekeeping while nervously rehearsing what I hoped was something intelligent to say.


Arriving at Tony’s rent-controlled Morningside Heights walk-up, I took a deep breath, but before I even knocked the door opened. There he was, barefoot, wearing a black Ramones T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, looking just like he did on TV. Tony never looked up; instead he took the tape from my outstretched hand, and before I could say a word, slammed the door in my face. Despite that inauspicious first impression, I would work my way up the ladder, ultimately producing and directing nearly 100 episodes of TV with Tony. In the process I traveled to more than fifty countries and won five Emmy Awards. It was pretty much the definition of a dream job.


On paper I would’ve seemed like an unlikely candidate: a camera-shy introvert desperately afraid of flying, meeting new people, food with bones, and terrified of things with scales. Like snakes, and fish. Yes, fish. Yet somehow I ended up spending my entire adult life working on the four incarnations of Tony’s ever-evolving travelogue, flying on countless puddle jumpers of questionable airworthiness to almost every snake-infested corner of the globe, constantly meeting strangers, often at some sort of barbeque involving ribs or a seafood extravaganza. Though the job required regular exposure to all of my known phobias (and added a few new ones to the list), the whole insane adventure beat the hell out of working for a living. I felt like I’d run away with the circus; I realized I’d been living my whole life in black-and-white.


Growing up, my sister Katie and I replayed The Wizard of Oz from a well-worn cassette tape. It was my favorite movie despite my problem with the ending. Thirty years later and I still didn’t believe anyone would choose to go back to Kansas after having experienced Oz in Technicolor. That’s what travel was like for me. Transported by mechanical tornado to adventures through colorful, amazing, and sometimes scary lands, I hadn’t worried about a return to black-and-white because the trips to Oz didn’t end, and Tony was the wizard. But better. He was a humbug with a supernatural power to control the forces of nature and alter reality. All the dazzling places we went seemed like a fitting backdrop for the most fascinating person I’d ever met.


This isn’t to say the job was all tap dancing on sunshine, but I worked well under pressure and found the emergency-room intensity addictive. I guess in a way the whole thing gave my life purpose. Although I wouldn’t have dared admit it, deep down I was Tony’s number one fan. Which was sort of a precarious place to be, because he didn’t really like adoration. But over the years I became adept at rationalizing a host of seemingly mutually exclusive contradictions.


“How do I get a job like yours?” is something you get asked a lot when you travel the world for a living. Roughly five times a year I experienced the sort of trips that someone might work their whole life to experience even once. From the outside it looked like an all-expenses-paid vacation—and in a lot of ways it was—but watching the show was nothing like living it. For all the outward simplicity of the show’s concept—a camera crew and I followed Tony around the world while he basically did whatever he wanted—it was actually quite complicated behind the scenes. By the time I worked my way up to the role of senior director, “just another day at the office” had come to include a host of wildly varying responsibilities depending on the time of day, type of scene, country, Tony’s mood, or even the prevailing headwind. It kept you on your toes and required a strong stomach, a tremendous amount of planning, negotiating, cajoling, and winging it off camera. Basically, each shoot often meant actual blood, sweat, tears, and doing absolutely anything that was necessary to get the best results. Between all the high-octane escapades in far-flung locales, navigating a constant minefield of “international incidents,” not to mention countless other challenges involved with working in a new and unfamiliar environment each episode, the job demanded I be part diplomat, part labor leader, and part strike buster. Oh, and as the director, the ultimate creative success or failure of the show was riding on my shoulders.


We regularly worked in unstable or outright hostile countries. Each year we took Hazardous Environment Training that included checkpoint exercises and hostage-situation training. It was a given that the production team would be followed by government minders in communist countries and harassed by tourism boards in others. I found myself in morally dubious positions when our objectives were at odds with the locals who helped us make the show; in fact, sometimes just our presence could endanger their lives.


At the beginning, at least, I either didn’t mind or didn’t realize how isolating, all-consuming, overstimulating, and morally taxing it could be having “the best job in the world.” Growing up, I’d been a quiet kid without a lot of friends, so being part of Tony’s pirate crew was an alluring proposition, to say the least. But traveling for work is a lot lonelier than you would imagine, especially when you get home. Frankly, the whole thing was a mind-fuck. I’m fully aware how many people would kill to have these sorts of problems, but I’m not sure the human brain was designed to handle such a rapid succession of extreme experiences and emotions. For me—as well as for Tony and other longtime members of the crew—the show increasingly seemed like a one-way ticket to insanity. By the end, the work was taking a heavy personal, physical, and emotional toll, and it felt like there was no escape, even if I wanted one. But who could walk away from a job like this? Who on the outside would even understand?


AFTER NEWS OF TONY’S DEATH broke, it didn’t take long for the condolences to start pouring in from everyone I knew as well as a significant number I didn’t. When my message icon blinked above 100, I turned off my phone.


That afternoon I headed to our production office just off Herald Square. The new grand entrance framed an impressive Apple Store–like floating steel staircase, and light from two-story-high windows shined off highly polished concrete floors. The reception kiosk was empty, and I’d never heard the place so quiet. There was the distant hum of midtown traffic, and from somewhere down a hallway lined with framed posters of Tony I could hear the repetitive whirrrshhhhhhhcccchhh of a document shredder. Zero Point Zero, or ZPZ, as everyone called it, had grown over the years as the company branched out to produce other food- and travel-centric shows and had recently completed an ambitious expansion and renovation project. There was a staff of about seventy-five now, including a full-on equipment department, accounting, and office management in addition to countless other changes. But Chris and Lydia, the husband and wife team who’d worked with Tony since A Cook’s Tour and subsequently started ZPZ, were still in charge. From across the atrium I stood staring up at them in the fishbowl conference room one floor above. The plate glass walls did a good job of isolating sound, but seeing Chris pace and Lydia with her head in her hands, I could imagine what was being discussed.


“My father killed himself last year,” said a voice from behind me. Startled, I turned around to find a guy named Austin who did something with computers and was the only person at the office who knew how to operate the espresso machine. “Dad was about Tony’s age, he had a good job, well respected in the town where I grew up.”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” I said.


“It’s gonna get harder. This is the easy part, when everyone is together, all grieving at the same time. But a couple months from now, once everybody goes their separate ways, and life settles back into a normal routine—but you don’t feel normal—that’s when it’s really gonna suck.”


The full weight of things hadn’t sunk in yet, and some part of me must have wanted to keep it that way. I stiffened at his words, not liking the way Austin was talking to me as if we were now in the same sad club. At that moment there was only a very small group of people I wanted to be around, and I knew exactly where to find them.


Along with much of the road crew, I set up shop at a nearby bar we jokingly referred to as our New York office and embarked on a week-long bender of an Irish wake. A general state of intemperance and liquor-soaked disbelief prevailed.


“When Tony wakes up tomorrow, he’s really gonna regret what he did last night,” I recited between double shots of Johnnie Walker Black with a Coke chaser. There was confusion, sobbing, and anger too.


“We fucking risked our lives making that show,” someone slurred. “And do you think Tony even knew your kids’ names?”


“How could he do this to his daughter, she’s only eleven,” came another whinge.


“This is all Asia’s fault, she fucking killed him,” was a popular opinion.


The name Asia Argento came up a lot that evening. Tony had started dating the beautiful and mysterious Italian actress after meeting on our Rome shoot two years before. It was a passionate and volatile on-again, off-again relationship that had supposedly ended for good a few days before when paparazzi photos surfaced of Asia with another man. And then Tony had killed himself.


It didn’t make sense. I played back a litany of “lasts.” Last scene I filmed with Tony on my shoot in Indonesia a few weeks ago. We’d had our last “real conversation” that day. The last time we talked had been at a voice-over session the day he left for France. A few days before that he’d invited me to dinner for the last time. I’d declined, a decision I was very much regretting. Our last communication was an email about my Bhutan edit sent only hours before he died. “I don’t like the cold open and would replace it,” was all he wrote.


The shock and alcohol were bubbling a lot of emotions to the surface. “Tony hated me,” I professed to anyone who would listen. I knew that he’d kept me around because I worked hard; I was confident of that. But as a human being, I was sure he hated me. Now, so consumed by grief and denial, I didn’t have the capacity to think about what any of it really meant.


In the real world—the one that made sense, where the sky was up and the ground was down—I was supposed to be getting ready to leave to direct an episode in India. Instead I found myself in a totally fucked alternate reality standing in front of Tony’s former restaurant, Les Halles. The shuttered brasserie on Park Avenue South had become a makeshift memorial, overwhelmed with pictures, chef paraphernalia, flowers, letters, and a mix of fans and restaurant industry professionals. Seeing it all, arrayed there against the windows and door of the storefront, I was confused. Who were all these people carrying on like it was Christmas Eve and Santa Claus had just been killed in a fucking suicide bombing?


I read a note left by a woman who drove all the way from Tennessee:


Thank you for being real in a world where everyone seems so fake. I hate to idolize “famous” people that I don’t know, but you are different. I love you and thank you for giving me hope. Thank you for showing me how I want to live my life, you set a great example for some of us “misfits.”


Tony meant the world to those who knew him personally, and I was aware he possessed a militant faction of superfans, but they couldn’t account for such a large number of complete and total strangers. Could it be possible that Tony really was that famous, beloved, and inspirational on such a mass scale? If true, had Tony even been aware of this development? Because if he was, he certainly never acted like it. As long as I knew him, Tony seemed to exhibit a real inferiority complex, under the impression that the attention was fleeting and could disappear at any second. Blindsided by the tremendous outpouring of grief, I might have been forgiven for thinking Tony had been mistaken for some kind of Kitchen God. And maybe he was. Nearby stood a group of line cooks who’d arrived after their shift, still in uniform. They were quietly sobbing.


The next day I took a taxi to JFK to meet the crew returning from France. I couldn’t imagine what it had been like that awful morning, getting set up for Tony, expecting him to arrive any second, but instead getting the news that he wasn’t coming. He would never be coming… I both wished I’d been there because maybe I could’ve done something, and was so thankful I wasn’t.


In the roughly hundred shows and thousand scenes I’d filmed with Tony over the years, he’d only ever missed his call one time. We were shooting in Manila, and when he didn’t show up at our location for the day’s shoot, I’d called him up and gotten no answer. This was unusual, but not unheard of. I dialed him back five minutes later and five minutes after that. His phone just rang and rang. His hotel phone also went unanswered. I rushed back through Manila’s painfully slow gridlock traffic and in a panic explained to the front desk I needed to get into Tony’s room immediately. While riding up in the elevator I thought about how easy it had been to convince them. I hadn’t been asked for ID or any corroborating evidence that I wasn’t some “Squeaky” Fromme or Sirhan Sirhan type. I rang the buzzer and knocked loudly; no answer. I stepped back, and the bellman unlocked Tony’s door. Inside, the room was pitch black, blinds drawn. A shaft of light from the hallway illuminated Tony lying motionless in his bed. As my eyes adjusted, I could see he was naked, partially covered by twisted sheets. Something smelled like sour milk, and I was convinced he was dead. Maybe it was the light or my involuntary exclamation, but Tony finally woke up. He looked right at me, blinked, then bellowed, “Get the fuck out!!!”


Practically running downstairs, I wiped the tears from my face and tried to steady my breathing. Not ten minutes later, Tony strolled into the lobby, ready to be on TV. He didn’t mention anything about what had happened, and I never brought it up. From what I understood, that’s pretty much how it happened in France. Except this time, Tony wasn’t in the lobby ten minutes later.


After an emotional reunion at the airport, we all went back to the Brooklyn home of our longtime director of photography, Todd, where we started drinking or, more accurately, continued drinking. While we got plastered, Tony was waiting. Tony hated waiting, he’d be furious, I thought. But this time he was waiting on a refrigerated tray in a far-away morgue while his family figured out who was in charge. Word eventually came that he was to be cremated in France and sent home via messenger. There would be no body. There would be no funeral. He just… disappeared.


Tony had always been fascinated by Eastern legends of the hungry ghost—a spirit stranded in the netherworld due to a tragic death or lack of a proper burial—and in keeping with everything in his life playing out like a book, movie, or legend, now in some horrific twist of fate he had become a hungry ghost himself.


Eventually I went home to sleep off what was sure to be a Godzilla of a hangover. At the door was my suitcase, ready for the trip to India. That’s when I all but came unglued. Even though by this point I was a travel professional, I habitually waited until the day before leaving, then in a frenzy I’d haphazardly grab whatever was at hand and stuff it into my luggage. Strange irony that I’d packed early for a trip that would never happen.


Over the years, few others had clocked more miles on the road with Tony or had as much opportunity to know, trust, fear, admire, and learn from him as I did. Tony was complex, so much had to be gleaned by paying attention, by filing away some offhand remark, or cataloguing some slip of the veneer, details to be analyzed and interpreted at a future point. In more than a decade and a half, what had I learned? Staring at that suitcase, I thought about how my privileged position, my years of access, also meant I had something else few others had: an opportunity to see the warning signs. So how had it ended up like this? What had all of it really meant? Tony used to say that the questions were more important than the answers. I had plenty of questions. Answers, however, were in short supply.















Chapter Two



READY FOR PRIME TIME


“YOU CAN’T FUCKING BREATHE A WORD OF WHAT I’M ABOUT TO TELL YOU!” Tony said when he spotted me waiting for him curbside at Santo Domingo Airport. In accordance with post-flight ritual, he lit up a Marlboro Red, taking a long—nearly half the cigarette long—drag before continuing, “If this gets out the WHOLE deal could BLOW UP. I just came from a meeting. It was so, so beyond secret they brought me up in the GOD DAMN freight elevator. It was total cloak and dagger ass shit!”


Tony’s eyes darted back and forth as he talked, one slightly larger than the other, giving him the tweaked-out look of a squirrel on amphetamines. This was an unusual greeting—even for the predictably unpredictable Anthony Bourdain.


“We can kiss those fuck-tards at Travel Channel goodbye… No Reservations is… OVER!” Tony said, finishing the smoke and tossing it to the pavement.


Struggling to keep up, I lit a Red and noticed my hands were shaking.


“Congratu-FUCKING-lations, Tom, we’re moving the FUCKING show to FUCKING CNN! Can you FUCKING believe it?!?!?”


Seven months later in November 2012 we touched down in Burma, or Myanmar, depending on who you were talking to, for the Parts Unknown pilot episode. Real life doesn’t offer clear beginings, of course. At least, we rarely recognize them as such at the time. But looking back, our trip to Burma seems like as good a place to start this story as any other. I was thirty-two years old at the time, and for the last six years I’d been on the road with Tony getting paid to goof off and travel the globe while eating and drinking. Emphasis on the drinking. Which is maybe why I still couldn’t believe CNN had given Tony—a countercultural, mostly uncontrollable ex-heroin addict in his mid-fifties—a blank check to go anywhere and do pretty much anything he wanted. It sounded insane to me, and I was the show’s director. Marching orders from our new television masters were simple, at least: “Just keep doing what you’re doing,” citing the No Reservations: Mozambique episode’s blend of history, culture, and personality as an example of what they hoped we’d deliver. But Tony being Tony, he wasn’t going to settle for what worked last week, let alone last season, forget last network.


HAVING SPENT THE PAST FIFTY years under an oppressive military regime, Burma had been all but closed off to outsiders for decades. First impressions on the ground, though, were that Yangon, the country’s largest city, was far from the time capsule I’d been told to expect. Moldering colonial Art Deco buildings from the days of the British Empire were everywhere, but the vibrant street life overflowing with a swirl of colors was anything but caught in time. Pedestrians, vehicles, and monks in scarlet robes fought for space with food vendors, sidewalk haircut stands, and tea stalls. Women wore thanaka on their faces, a natural sunblock made from tree bark, while men chewed betel nut and spat bloodred on the sidewalk. The ringing of bright green sugar cane juice carts was audible over the general din of shouting vegetable hawkers and the grunt of diesel buses bursting at the seams with passengers. Nested in an impossible tangle of sagging power lines, telephone pole megaphones broadcast what sounded like Burmese country-western music. The off-key vocals competed with overmodulated chanting emanating from loudspeakers at the many Buddhist temples and gold stupas. The chaos was almost symphonic.


For nearly half a century, not much had gotten in or out of Burma. Since 1962 a junta ruled the Southeast Asian nation with an iron fist, suppressing almost all dissent and wielding absolute power in what was the world’s longest-running military dictatorship. The government possessed an appalling human rights record of child labor and ethnic cleansing, gagged the press, trafficked in heroin and blood rubies, and was waging an unending civil war in the north. Monks, artists, activists, and journalists were imprisoned for having an opinion. One in four Burmese was said to be a secret agent or informer. While the government was busy ensuring complete lack of personal freedoms through a vast bureaucracy powered by carbon copy, typewriter, and fear, the economy collapsed. Forget the lowest cell phone and internet penetration of any country—including North Korea—three-quarters of the Burmese population didn’t even have electricity.


Then in 2011 something unheard-of happened. Long-ruling military general Than Shwe stepped down, and the junta, fearing an Arab Spring–style revolution, gave the country back to the people. Just like that, generations of totalitarian rule were over. Wildly popular Aung San Suu Kyi, Nobel Peace Prize winning leader of the opposition, was released from house arrest; Obama visited; trade sanctions were lifted; and for the first time in forty-nine years Coca-Cola was for sale on store shelves.


Now, thanks to a well-timed move to CNN, somehow we were going to be the first TV show of our type to come to the notorious hermit kingdom and work without restrictions. In order to do justice to what was an all too rare success story, we pursued an ambitious lineup of former political prisoners and democracy advocates to appear on camera. And much to our amazement, nearly everyone agreed enthusiastically.


Modern conveniences, and even necessities required to make a travel TV show, however, were proving difficult to put in place. Transportation was unreliable and complicated. With Burma having just opened up, there was a lot of demand and nearly zero tourist infrastructure. Hotels had a nasty habit of selling out six months in advance. Arranging domestic flights had to be done within the country, and Myanmar Airways didn’t comply with international safety standards. Due to continued civil unrest, sudden government travel restrictions were a concern. Outside the hotel, there was no internet whatsoever, and our phones didn’t work.


“Afghanistan has better cell service,” Tony complained.


Most difficult of all, there was no banking system. Burma was a cash economy with no ATMs, and nobody took credit cards. We’d been warned that the only acceptable currency were perfect, unblemished US hundred-dollar bills, which money changers examined like diamond merchants. One fold, one imperfection, one stain, one tear would result in a rejection. We arrived with $30,000 worth of crisp new bills in our carry-on.


“ONE HOUR TO TONY, ONE HOUR TO TONY,” came over the walkie. The countdown to Tony’s arrival always had the effect on my nerves of hearing a ticking time bomb. Eleven a.m. and the pressure was rising right along with the temperature in downtown Yangon. This being the pilot episode of our new show, the stakes were high to get things right. One hand holding a Marlboro Red, the other fumbling to untangle Tony’s microphone, I surveyed our location. It was the type of locals-only street-side restaurant Tony loved; low plastic stools, bustling and noisy. But it was also exactly the sort of place that made filming and recording audio nearly impossible. Even though we’d been through this drill literally thousands of times, the crew was especially frantic preparing for Tony’s arrival. Mo was our most daring cinematographer. He was a human avalanche who’d come along on the pilot to operate an additional third camera and was currently vibrating like a massively overcaffeinated hummingbird to get shots of the customers. Veteran producer Josh—code name “Magical Giant” due to his good humor, heart of gold, and larger-than-life proportions—had just returned from making a donation to a nearby temple, hoping they’d turn down music blaring from their loudspeakers. Zach and Todd, our longtime directors of photography, were—as usual—butting heads over where to seat Tony. Along with their local assistant cameramen, they’d spent the last hour frantically lugging sandbags, hanging lights, rearranging tables, blocking shots, checking audio levels, calibrating back focus—in the process transforming an otherwise functioning restaurant into a cluttered and dangerous film set. These highly trained television professionals running around like chickens with their heads cut off were literally the best in the business and had become, over years spent traveling together, my closest friends.


“FORTY-FIVE MINUTES TO TONY, FORTY-FIVE MINUTES TO TONY,” crackled over the walkie. Amid the increasing commotion, it wasn’t hard to spot our fixer, Patrick, wearing a shell-shocked expression to complement the dark circles under his eyes. Predictably, he’d chosen the most inopportune time to ask a chagrined restaurant owner to sign our three-page release (a terrifying document indemnifying the network against litigation resulting from physical damage, personal injury, or defamation of character). As if on cue came a KER-THWAP-SMASH, the noise of someone tripping over an extension cord, knocking over one of our light stands.


Patrick already seemed to regret having taken the job, but I had faith he’d hold it together. I needed him to. Fixers were our lifeline, helping us navigate the often challenging complexities of each new location we filmed. They were almost always locals, but unlike pretty much anywhere else we’d worked, Burma lacked any recognizable film industry. So that left us with Patrick from North Carolina. But beneath the freckles, auburn hair, and button nose beat the heart of a hard-core investigative journalist. He was based in Bangkok, where he reported on Southeast Asia’s illicit drug trade, and most recently he’d been undercover writing about government-sponsored heroin trafficking in the Golden Triangle. Over the two months of pre-production leading up to our trip, Patrick helped plan travel logistics, shared his contacts, assisted with our visa application, collaborated on the storyline, scouted locations, and recommended high-quality locals and experts for Tony to interact with on the show. The “sidekicks,” as we called them, were Tony’s window into whatever location we were visiting. Tony’s experience, and therefore the show, was only as good as the people he spent time with on camera.


With Burma just emerging from fifty years of Big Brother, I’d worried that the local population would be paranoid and afraid to open up to the camera, yet midway into the shoot everyone we had filmed with thus far had been shockingly candid. Instead it was Tony who seemed off his game and generally dyspeptic. Several days ago, he’d greeted me with a stinging accusation. “This show is grievously lacking some quality food porn! All I’ve eaten is the color brown.”


Unfortunately, he’d been right. So far we’d featured what had inadvertently turned out to be a string of monochromatic dishes. Attention had been paid to the “must-have” dishes in Burma, what restaurants were appropriate for which sidekicks, and what they wanted Tony to try. Research had been done on what foods told a story, and everything was carefully cross-referenced with what would fit into the schedule. But in the process an obvious detail had been overlooked: what the food actually looked like. Neglecting color and variety in the food was an amateur screwup.


The truth is, the food part of our food show never ceased to trip me up. It was a central element of each episode, but food was a fleeting and perishable resource that was logistically difficult to work with. Worse, I didn’t actually like a lot of it. I found most of what Tony ate on camera, well… less than appetizing. In fact, I was probably the only person in the world who could go on an all-expenses-paid food tour with Anthony Bourdain and lose weight. Before you judge, please know I considered this a shameful handicap given my job. It wasn’t that I was just some picky eater, although I sort of was. For some reason I’ve still yet to determine, I suffered from a myriad of food phobias since childhood. It was a constant struggle I was forced to deal with on a daily basis, especially when it came to fish. I did my best to keep it a secret from Tony as well as overcompensate for my deficiencies. But sometimes I dropped the ball. Point was, the show needed at least one glorious food scene, and after Tony’s recrimination, it was clear we needed it fast.


“Maybe Ma Thanegi would reconsider if Tony reached out to her directly?” Patrick had suggested. “He could promise to keep away from politics and focus on the food.”


“Wait, do you think that might work?” I asked. “Why the hell didn’t we try that before?”


Ma Thanegi was the one that got away. Preeminent expert on Burmese cuisine, she was the author of books on the subject as well as former aide to the leader of the opposition, Aung San Suu Kyi. She’d spent time in prison for her pro-democratic leanings and spoke perfect English. As far as I was concerned, Ma Thanegi was the perfect person to walk Tony through the nuances of Burmese politics and food. Unfortunately she’d also refused multiple requests to appear on the show, citing a desire to “keep a low profile.”


Apparently, Ma Thanegi had served only three years of a ten-year prison sentence. Given the extremely unclear definition regarding what was and wasn’t permissible to say, I could understand she didn’t want to risk rocking the boat.


Sending an elderly woman to prison was not something I wanted on my already checkered résumé, so I’d reluctantly accepted that Ma Thanegi wasn’t meant to be. But that was before I found myself halfway through the shoot teetering on the edge of yet another food-related cataclysm. So I’d explained the situation to Tony, who rolled his eyes and asked for a pen.


I would be most grateful for the opportunity to do real justice to the extraordinary cuisine of this country and would like to portray it in the best light—as explained by the most qualified person. That would, of course, be you. I am a fan of all your books which I found inspiring and hope we can arrange to meet for a meal of prawn curry or something similarly delicious. I would honor any restrictions you care to impose as regards to subject matter.


And that’s all it took. After two months of saying no, Ma Thanegi agreed to be in the show. Somehow Tony possessed a devilry that made people do whatever it was he wanted.


Ma Thanegi had outlined two conditions, however.


“Don’t say good things about me, just that I write on things, Myanmar and food,” she said. “And don’t say that I was once assistant to Ms. Suu Kyi… too many people ‘use’ her name for reflected glory and I am not from that group.”


Back at the café, the walkie clacked, “THIRTY MINUTES TO TONY, THIRTY MINUTES TO TONY.” Time was running out fast, and there was still a lot left to do. I took a deep breath and went over to check on Ma Thanegi. Pushing seventy years old, she was dressed in black and peered up at me skeptically through Coke-bottle glasses from under the shade of a black parasol. Despite her small frame, Ma Thanegi radiated authority, and her patrician commands had kept the restaurant staff nervously hurrying about all morning.


“Have you had time to think about paring down the menu?” I asked.


“As I informed you, I’m going to do a tasting thing,” Ma Thanegi said, presenting me with a handwritten list of dishes while exposing her lower row of teeth in what was either a smile or a grimace. Her most distinguishing feature was an extremely pronounced underbite, which she accentuated with bright red lipstick. “I’m going to order a lot of salads and then a lot of noodles that Tony probably hasn’t had yet.”


Ma Thanegi was the expert, but I had to regain control of the situation or she was going to food-fuck us. Hours before, when I discovered she wanted to order thirty-seven dishes, I’d delicately explained the gist of how we worked and that to do the food justice we needed to not bite off more than Tony or the cameras could chew. The blunt truth was that I basically had to film all the food three times: first in a wide shot while Tony ate it at the table; after he left, we’d film preparation in the kitchen, then back out at the table, this time getting insert beauty shots, which required lens changes and a hand model, often Josh or me.


For an important meal scene like this, we had to film absolutely everything. Every ingredient, every step in the cooking process, every finished dish, because with Tony you never knew—until weeks later in the edit—what element he was going to want to talk about in his voice-over. And trust me, you did not want to be the one to tell him, “I’m sorry, I don’t have that shot.”


Filming in the kitchen after Tony ate the meal presented its own set of challenges. Over the years there’d been enough instances of “Oh no, we’ve run out of that dish,” after a busy lunch or dinner rush that I’d enacted a policy of pre-ordering seven of whatever one dish might be eaten on camera. One for Tony, one for the kitchen prep, one for food inserts, double the number for fuckups, and add one more for safety. If I didn’t know what he was going to eat, I’d have to order all the possibilities multiplied by seven. My strategic food-hoarding didn’t always go over well in countries where resources could be scarce, and there were a number of times I’d inadvertently triggered a food riot. Worst of all, Tony getting food-fucked, a.k.a. overfed—a constant and very real concern—resulted in additional “digestion time” needing to be factored into the production schedule. Glancing over the scribbled laundry list Ma Thanegi had handed me, it appeared she was failing to grasp that it was in everyone’s best interest to keep the menu as straightforward as possible.


“This is just too much for us to cover,” I said, wiping the sweat from my forehead and forcing what I hoped was a convincing smile. “Normally we only film one or two things.”


“No, no, no!” Ma Thanegi practically shouted. “As I informed you, that’s not the proper way of eating in Myanmar, there must be a full table!”


“FIFTEEN MINUTES TO TONY, FIFTEEN MINUTES TO TONY,” the walkie screeched in my ear. Our intrepid host’s impending arrival elevated the already fever-pitched atmosphere in the restaurant to full-on panic. “I’m getting interference on my microphone,” Todd yelled. Music from the temple had started up again. Zach was still adjusting lights, and it looked like Mo’s camera was being denied access to the kitchen. When it came to Tony and the far-flung and ever-changing locations in which we filmed the show, nothing went according to plan.


“We’ll be ready to start soon,” I said. “How about we compromise on three to six dishes?”


Cursing food under my breath, I headed to the street to intercept Tony’s arrival and clear my head with a pre-shoot smoke. Doing the math, I realized that, including duplicates for safety, I would have to order and film 259 dishes if Ma Thanegi had her way. With a sigh I turned around to get a cigarette, only to find Tony standing behind me. “Ack!” I involuntarily choked. “I mean, hi, Tony. Just a little food delay, we’ll be ready to go soon.”


“FIVE MINUTES TO TONY, FIVE MINUTES TO TONY,” the walkie taunted.


“Why didn’t you tell me we were filming with, like, the most hated woman in all of Burma?” Tony asked, lighting a cigarette. “You set me up with a fucking apologist for the regime!”


“Umm… huh?” I said. “Where did you hear that?”


“I bothered to take like twenty seconds and google her,” Tony said. “She backstabbed all her former democracy buddies in exchange for early release from prison… It has to be acknowledged, or all the other people we filmed with who spent time in prison and didn’t squeal will be furious!”


“But we promised no politics…” I trailed off while affixing Tony’s microphone. Well, this was unfortunate… Screwing up the food and then missing this detail about Ma Thanegi was pretty inexcusable. Even though one of Tony’s mottos, “Prior preparation prevents piss-poor performance,” was drilled into my head, the show had been very much a fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants operation. Make-or-break scenarios often happened in real time, requiring lightning-quick decisions and the ability to adapt to countless ever-changing variables. We were making a show for CNN now, and I’d been playing the television production equivalent of Russian roulette. Even though Ma Thanegi was apparently a “traitor to freedom,” she’d offered her help when I needed it, and as a thank-you I’d put her in danger. I felt awful, and at the moment I wasn’t sure who Tony hated more, Ma Thanegi for crimes against democracy or me for crimes against TV. As I watched him charge toward the table, I estimated there was a fifty-fifty chance of the scene landing like the Hindenburg.


“Thank you so much for doing this,” Tony said, sitting down.


“It’s my pleasure,” Ma Thanegi said, lower teeth glinting white against the red of her lipstick. She barked some orders at the wait staff and straight away, food started hitting the table.


“I want you to try the pennywort salad, give me your plate,” she said. “It’s very medicinal.”


“Mmm, that’s delicious,” Tony said.


“This is tomato salad, and this one is samosa salad, and what is this that we have here?” Ma Thanegi said, raising her glasses to examine the dish in her hand. “That’s either the ginger salad or tea leaf salad.”


“Salad is a loosely used term here,” Tony observed.


“We make anything into a salad, just chop it up. This is a salad of, um, tummy. And this is wild citrus salad with a very bumpy rind. And let’s see,” Ma Thanegi said, lifting a plate of greens up to her face for inspection. “Yes, this is string bean salad.” She waved toward the waiter, who placed several more salads on the table. “This is grilled eggplant salad, and this is fish cake salad.”


Shit. Ma Thanegi had gone rogue. My head was spinning with the number of dishes piling up on the table. Several bowls of steaming noodles arrived, and Ma Thanegi began shouting in Burmese. The waiter retreated into the kitchen, noodles in hand, and I sighed with relief.


“I told them to bring the salad first and then we’ll have the noodles,” she explained to Tony.


At this rate it was going to take all three cameras the rest of the day to get food prep, plating, and insert shots. We were on Ma Thanegi’s turf, but I had to do something.


“I’m sorry to interrupt,” I said. “But we should probably…”


Tony shot a frightening look in my direction, clearly telegraphing it wasn’t a good time to speak up. Okay, message received, backing off.


“This salad is made from all parts of the chicken—the feet, the neck, and everything, and so it’s all the chewy stuff, the skin, chop, chop, chop,” she said.


“This is so good,” Tony said. He’d been eating like a bird, courteously taking one peck from each plate.


If the list Ma Thanegi presented me before the scene was accurate, she’d ordered tea leaf salad, pennywort salad, long bean salad, kaffir lime salad, tomato salad, samosa salad with chickpeas, baked eggplant salad, fish cake salad, pork head salad and kaffir lime leaf, vermicelli chicken soup, shwe taung noodle salad, Putao noodle with soy bean sugar cane paste, and pickled tamarind noodle salad with dried prawn powder. But looking at the carnage on the table, it seemed like there’d been more.


“Well, that all suited me very nicely,” Tony said. “If I didn’t have dinner tonight, I’d eat more. I’m amazed by the variety. Actually, this is the most variety that I’ve seen at a restaurant since I got here. It’s pretty extraordinary.”


“We love to eat and don’t forget, for fifty years we were under two dictatorships especially under socialist regime, not a lot of things to do…” she said with… was it a hint of regret?


“Yeah, socialists are very ambivalent about food,” Tony said.


“No, it was just that there was no private enterprises allowed,” Ma Thanegi said. “So it was like there was nothing to do but—”


“—but eat,” Tony said. “Well, I’m grateful and honored that you did this.”


“No, I’m honored,” Ma Thanegi said, baring her lower teeth. “Very honored.”


“Wide,” Tony said. “Wide” was Tony’s code word, meaning as far as he was concerned the conversation—and the scene—was done.


“Okay, thanks, everyone, take five then reconfigure for food,” I said to the crew. Following Tony toward his waiting car, I crossed my fingers that he’d mellowed in regard to the earlier misunderstanding. All said, the scene had gone well, no lines had been crossed, and the food was certainly pretty. Blubbering apologies didn’t go over well; it was best to stick to the basics. “Are there any dishes in particular we should cover?”


“Film everything,” Tony said. Everything?! He must have known that would sentence me to food prison for at least the next twelve hours.


“So we can use the scene then?” I asked, trying to find the bright side. “Ma Thanegi ended up being okay?”


“We’ll assassinate her in voice-over,” Tony said.


“FRANKLY, I’M A LITTLE DISAPPOINTED,” Tony said. “You had led me to believe there was going to be a colonial-era dining car with liveried waiters serving scones and Welsh rabbit almandine. But my spirits are buoyed seeing your look of utter misery and confusion.”


Tony hated “transport beats”—the beauty shots that showed Tony en route from point A to point B—about as much as he enjoyed making my life a waking nightmare whenever I insisted on filming them. Regardless of the personal demoralization, I fervently believed that, this being a travel show, the spaces in between were worth the risk. And with the stakes so high for the new series, I needed something special. The Night Express to Bagan, a classic sleeper in the Darjeeling Limited tradition, seemed like a two-birds-with-one-stone solution. The British colonial–era train offered a textural and immersive way to film Tony taking in the countryside while also getting us 600 kilometers north to Bagan, Burma’s ancient capital. It was perfect. If I could pull it off.


When we arrived at the station, a worried-looking representative from the Ministry of Rail Transportation and Ethnic Minorities regretfully informed us that the first-class sleeping coach had “lost a wheel.” Fifteen minutes later, news came that the dining car—the main reason I was confident we could get a scene out of the trip—had suffered the same fate. It was looking more and more likely that putting all my eggs in what was turning out to be a rickety basket of vanishing train wheels might have been a colossal error in judgment.


In the interest of full disclosure, it wasn’t a total surprise that moving our crew of twelve people and twenty-something cases of film equipment halfway across the country by rail involved an element of risk. I’d been warned that due to advanced age and poor maintenance, Burmese trains lacked punctuality, reliability, and were prone to “slip on the railway.” Lurid photographs of smoldering wreckage and burn victims from last week’s derailment that killed twenty-five and injured twice as many more were plastered across every front page. But there was no going back now.


A green flag waved, and the bell rang. With a hiss and ca-clack, the Night Express to Bagan lurched into motion. Creaking and shuddering out of the station for the ten-plus-hour overnight trip, I assumed my position behind Zach’s camera.


“Tony, how do you feel finally being here?” I asked.


“I feel jet-lagged,” Tony said.


Since arriving I’d really been hoping to get him to comment about his lifelong desire to come to Burma. We called these riffs “content” and Tony hated them, but he was just so good. When in the right mood, he could fucking talk, elevate the mundane into high art. Extreme, subtle, sentimental, amused, apoplectic, or sarcastic, his reactions spanned the gamut, and it was ideal when the content flowed naturally, but sometimes he needed a little help. The challenge was to keep Tony interested and stimulated. The way I saw it, if he wasn’t inspired, or interested, that wasn’t only my problem, it was my fault. Even though he never did anything but complain about my harassing him, I believed that deep down he was glad I tried so hard. Being oppositional was one of Tony’s core personality traits, but his attitude toward the camera had been even more aggressive than usual this trip. I had a feeling that beneath the tough exterior something else must be going on. Or was the show just not living up to Tony’s expectations?


“Well… this is the true old English experience,” Philippe said. Tony’s good friend and former boss from Les Halles just happened to be in Burma on a transcendental search for Buddha and would be joining us for the rest of the shoot. Thanks to Philippe’s lilting French accent, relentless optimism, genuine curiosity, and classic good looks, for the last two days people had mistaken him for the TV star. “I wonder how old this car is,” Philippe said. “Could be the fifties, maybe the forties?”


“It’s steamy in here,” Tony said. “The fan’s not working…”


Despite the lack of a first-class sleeping coach, dining car, and any enthusiasm from Tony, it was hard to deny the train had character.


Clunking along at a snail’s pace over ancient tracks, it appeared untouched since Burma’s military junta seized power after World War II. Wide-open guillotine-style picture windows were flanked by threadbare curtains swaying in time with the rhythmic clickety-clack, clickety-clack of the wheels. A regiment of small key lime green fans were mounted to the ceiling. Those that worked oscillated in unison, though their whirring did little to move the heavy tropical air. We were the only foreigners among a mix of Burmese travelers, families, one or two businessmen, and Buddhist monks clad in vermillion robes.


From behind the camera, I tried again. “So Tony, perhaps you’d like to comment on the train ride?”


“I’d rather have a fucking water buffalo with a barbed penis chasing me across a rice paddy,” Tony said.


Breaking free from Yangon, the landscape opened up. Low-slung wood and corrugated tin shanties, power lines, and cars soon gave way to endlessly verdant countryside interrupted by the occasional dirt road or thatched roof. The temperature cooled off, and the air developed a sweet, spring-like quality. Out the window I noticed everyone stopped what they were doing to watch the train pass by. As kilometers slowly clattered behind us, the sky lit up neon pink, orange, and yellow. Mist rising from rice paddies incandesced with surreal color.


“Wow. It’s just sensational,” Philippe said, gazing across the horizon. “What a beautiful part of the planet to be at dusk.”


Unlike Philippe, Tony didn’t strike me as particularly impressed. He’d spent much of the day ignoring our surroundings while bemoaning the lack of internet, railing against vegetarians, and trashing the documentary he had watched on the flight over. I tried to console myself that with b-roll and voice-over I’d be able to salvage something from the ashes of my precious train scene. The crew had been on their feet for at least seven hours, so once the sun set it seemed like a good time for a break. The camera guys ravaged our emergency supply of energy bars, chips, and an assortment of unripe fruit while I collapsed into a chair and lit a cigarette. Darly, one of our camera assistants, pointed to a “No Smoking” sign above my head.


Before I could respond, the train took a terrific jolt as it pitched forward and began rapidly picking up speed. Lights flickered and the air pressure dropped, sucking curtains out of any windows that hadn’t slammed shut. The carriages started shaking and undulating; metal twisted, producing alarming squeals and claps. All of a sudden we were going fast. Really fast. The train rocked and rolled back and forth while at the same time seesawing up and down. Loose film gear and our bags tumbled onto the floor, where cans of beer and camera lenses rolled around in every direction. Josh and Patrick grabbed whatever they could, trying to prevent anything else from following the case of water that had launched out the window.


“It’s getting bouncy,” Tony said. “Bouncy not like in a fun bouncy-castle kind of way, bouncy as in a pulverize-my-spine, turn-my-kidneys-to-gel kind of a way.”


This was what we’d been waiting for. The train wheels screamed for the engineer to slow down and I shouted, “Battle stations!”


Within moments the cameras were rolling, with Zach, Mo, and Todd operating with one hand, grasping on to whatever they could with the other.


“Wheels have been falling off left and right. Now I understand why!” Philippe said, white-knuckling his armrest. “We must be going what? About forty, fifty miles per hour at this point?”


“Meh,” Tony said, reclining his seat. “I could sleep like this.” Which is exactly what he did, seemingly immune to the violent wrenching of the train as it shuttled along at an ever more frightening pace.


“Tony clearly got the best seat in the house,” Philippe said. “I’m hitting the ceiling every two seconds and he doesn’t even move!”


“Dude, it’s the pilot,” Zach said. “We came all the way here so Tony could sleep through this?”


I let go of the overhead luggage rack, trying not to lose my footing. Steadying myself against the yawing train, I leaned over and poked Tony with my walkie-talkie. “Wake up!” I said over the noise. Getting no response, I went for a Hail Mary pass. “Tony, you’re missing out. This is so Parts Unknown.”


His eyes instantly opened wide, then narrowed. “I got a part unknown for you right here,” Tony said, giving me the finger. Not the reaction I was hoping for, but at least he was awake.


“The other part that remains unknown is whether or not we’re going to make it alive,” Philippe said. “I mean this thing is going to derail at some point.”


Despite every indication the train was going to fly off the tracks and accordion up like a pile of crushed aluminum cans, somehow it hadn’t. Even better, the whole death-defying adventure was shaping up to be the best travel beat we’d ever filmed. One of the amazing things about making the show was that whenever things went wrong, plan B had a magical way of working out even better.


“This is Shwedagar,” Patrick said as the train slowed down and clanked into the next station. “Time to reconfigure for the night.”


The first-class sleeping coach had been swapped for one consisting of non-communicating berths, meaning movement between them was only possible when the train was stopped. This presented a number of logistical hurdles given we were expressing straight through until the morning. I worked out a plan to split up the crew, with Josh and me each supervising one member of the camera team. But of course, as always, nothing went according to plan. At the last moment Tony and Zach conspired to mutiny, exiling Josh, Patrick, and me to a shared compartment.


“But we need to film a night beat!” I protested. “And a morning breakfast beat!”


“Don’t worry, we’ll cover it,” Zach said. Seeing the look on my face, he added, “I promise… have some faith.”


Having faith was a tall order when it came to Tony spontaneously delivering transport beat content, but there wasn’t time to argue. The bell rang; we were pulling out of the station. Fuck it. The universe had smiled on me thus far, and I could use an evening off. I settled in with Josh and Patrick, and soon we’d put a sizable dent in one of the six cases of jungle-temperature beer stowed in our cabin. My eighties playlist blared at full volume on battery-powered speakers, Depeche Mode, New Order, Erasure, and Talking Heads barely audible above the rattle and clank of the train hurtling through dark countryside.


The full moon glinted off flooded rice paddies, and the occasional stupa sparkling with strings of electric lights whizzed by. We burst out laughing each time the train would take a sickening plunge and everything that wasn’t bolted down levitated. Once I resigned myself to dying in a train wreck, I started really enjoying the real-life roller coaster ride. The beer helped.


“Thank you, guys,” I said, offering a toast. “This is turning out to be one hell of an experience.”


Around the time we finished the second case of beer, the train had slowed to a crawl, and I seized the opportunity to take a much-needed piss. Though I was quite drunk, or maybe because of it, I calculated relieving myself while hanging out of a moving train was preferable to our shadowy and malodorous bathroom. No sooner had I stepped into the doorframe than a palm frond whacked me in the face, and my glasses went spiraling into the jungle.


“Fuck, where the hell did that come from?!” I shouted. “Josh, spot me.” When I was done, we traded places, and I took the lookout squinting into the dark, blurry void.


“Ahhhh… yeeeeaaahhh… that’s soooo good,” Josh said.


“Josh! I see lights ahead! I think we’re coming up to a crossing!” I shouted midway into what was shaping up to be a Guinness World Record contender of a piss. “Put it away!!!”


“Oh god!” Josh yelled. “I’m trying! Oh god, I can’t stop!”


A wall of motorbike headlights illuminated our train car wobbling past, treating men, women, and children perched on the handlebars to a full-frontal view of Josh spraying back and forth.


“I’m so sorry!” he cried. “I can’t stop! I’m so sorry!”


I slept poorly that night, occasionally waking up midair before crashing back down onto the mattress. The next thing I remember was the shunting and screech of the train slowing down. Sunshine filtered through the gently swaying tatter of curtains. Outside, jungle rice paddies had given way to a vast stretch of arid yellow grassland. The train hissed and ground to a halt. We were surrounded by a rush of food vendors dressed in brightly colored fabrics selling fried fish, bean curd, and samosas from trays and baskets balanced on their heads.


I hopped out of bed and made my way through the crowd gathered around the train. When I found the rest of the crew, they were already filming Tony and Philippe looking for breakfast.


“How was your night?” I asked when the cameras cut.


“Fantastic,” Philippe said. “Eight hours solid.”


“I was bouncing around like a pachinko ball,” said a less than enthusiastic Tony. “It was just like bang, bang, bang, bang. I literally got whacked into the side once, it woke me right out of… well, I wouldn’t say a dead sleep. So do we have any idea when our mystery train arrives?”


“I’m told another hour and a half,” I said.


“That’s not fourteen hours,” Tony said, checking his Rolex.


“It’s looking closer to eighteen…” I conceded.


“Ten, fourteen, eighteen. Who’s counting? We could have literally flown to Hong Kong, had dinner at the Peninsula, and then flown to Bagan in the time this train has taken… or is taking.”


Nineteen and a half hours after departing Yangon, the Night Express to Bagan reached its final destination. We limped off the train a bit worse for wear: grumpy, hungover, exhausted, and injured. Zach was coughing up brake dust, Patrick’s hair was matted with what looked like the same dried puke on Josh’s shirt. I was squinting to see without glasses and rubbing at a palm-shaped welt on my cheek while Tony grasped his lower back.


“All right, Bagan, here we come!” Philippe said, springing onto the platform like an adolescent gazelle. “Mingalaba!”


A BILLOW OF MARS RED dust swirled skyward, dwarfing our van as it navigated a rutted dirt road. We passed horse carts, farmers working their fields, and villagers carrying yokes laden with buckets of water. It was a sleepy agrarian scene set against a gothic backdrop of pyramid-sized temples and stupas stretching to infinity. Bagan had once been the capital of a mighty ancient kingdom and was said to be one of the most impressive archaeological sites in the world, rivaling the likes of Machu Picchu and Angkor Wat. International sanctions and tourism boycotts had thus far left the crimson-tinged landscape spectacularly untrampled. With the recent changes in the country, though, cranes stood sentinel on the fringes, silent for the moment and poised to begin constructing hotels for tourists that were soon to come.


Early morning light revealed the scars from a millennium of earthquakes and neglect. Some of the grand and mysterious edifices were partially covered by shrubs, others rose dramatically from stands of palm and tamarind. Livestock grazed in what would surely one day be a parking lot. There was an eerie feeling of emptiness to the place, only heightened by the lone tour bus that bumped through. Other than the farmers and a handful of aggressive children selling trinkets, we had the whole vastness of Bagan to our cameras.


Taking it all in, though I couldn’t put my finger on it, I knew something had shifted. The move from the Travel Channel to CNN meant the show had a new gravitas. A giant leap toward what Tony had always wanted it to be. That ambition seemed to match his brooding, almost guilt-tinged outlook on his own celebrity, that it didn’t really mean a damn thing unless he made it mean something. So, yeah, that probably was why he’d been so insufferable since we’d arrived. Here we were, poised to introduce the world to a country few outsiders had seen in nearly fifty years. Surely Tony felt the weight of what he was trying to do. And to a certain extent, its successful execution was entirely in my hands.


“FIVE MINUTES TO TONY, FIVE MINUTES TO TONY,” the walkie chattered. The clock was winding down fast on this shoot. The cameras were ready to go when Tony and Philippe arrived. We removed our shoes and began climbing the crumbling stairs of a large bell-shaped stupa mounted on a decaying wedding cake base. Grass poked out of fissures, and small chunks of red clay broke off under foot, tumbling down the fifty-five-degree incline, which only got steeper the higher we went. Arriving out of breath at a platform near the top, we were rewarded with a stunning panorama of the temple-strewn valley. A couple hundred feet of elevation demanded a whole new appreciation of the landscape. The Irrawaddy River glistened in the distance while a low line of golden mist clung to the horizon, silhouetting countless intricately shaped stupas and rising hot air balloons.


“Oh, this is stunning,” Philippe said, his eyes wide with amazement. “This is so beautiful. So much like an ode to human, you know, beliefs and adoration and worshipping and—”


“Slave labor,” Tony said. “I don’t want to sound like a Debbie Downer here, but I’m thinking, you build this many temples—thousands of them—in a relatively short period of time, chances are, you know, somebody was working for less than minimum wage. Let’s put it that way.”


“Nevertheless, this is truly extraordinary,” Philippe said. “Totally unique, I’ve never seen anything like this.”


“Yeah, pretty awesome,” Tony said. “Makes me almost wish I was a spiritual kind of a guy.”


Tony had spoken to remarkable people who freely discussed politics, their experiences, and expectations for the future. We were going home with a strong story set in a beautiful, fascinating, visually arresting country opening up to the outside world. I should have been happy, but I wasn’t. We were missing something. There was no question the move to CNN meant the stakes were higher. So much was riding on bringing back a kick-ass pilot episode for the new series, I needed Tony to express that he’d been genuinely moved or changed by the trip. I wanted Tony to be present this time. Fuck, I wanted to be present. The usual drill was weeks or months from now when the experience felt more like a dream than reality, the whole thing at a comfortable distance, Tony would write some poignant voice-over and then I’d know I’d actually been to Burma. But I didn’t want to wait for the edit to know I’d been somewhere amazing this time. I gave it one last try.


“Umm… so… how do you feel being here?” I asked.


“I feel hungry,” Tony said. “Like I’m waiting for my fucking chicken curry breakfast.”


My heart sank. When Tony connected… well, it was the most amazing rush, my reward for a job well done. I felt like I’d moved mountains to put him in front of perhaps the most spectacular vista we’d ever filmed and it still wasn’t enough… Prepared to throw in the towel, I had a thought. Could the problem be Tony was suffering from the same self-imposed pilot episode anxiety as me?


“Let’s get some deep thoughts,” I said, going for broke. “Deep thoughts” was production code for Tony silently looking out over a landscape. Maybe without the pressure to talk there was a chance he’d finally be able to get out of his own head. If that was the issue. It was worth a try. As Zach and Todd backed off to reset, Tony sat down on the ledge and gazed over the landscape backlit by the rising sun. A distant jangling of cow bells and the occasional bleat of a goat along with wisps from the perfume of a wood fire drifted on the morning breeze.


“Well… actually… I’m amazed being here,” Tony said, breaking the silence. “… I mean… generally speaking we’ve been to a lot of places where people aren’t happy to see cameras… whereas just about everybody here has been really, for lack of a better word, open and friendly. Which is really weird considering just last year and to some extent still, they’re living in a place where for fifty years all that most people remember is an incredibly oppressive government. It’s really extraordinary.”


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing! It appeared somehow I was getting what I wanted—what the show needed—and at the absolute last possible moment no less. I held my breath, worried that even exhaling would disrupt whatever magic we’d struck.


“You know I look at this as an essay,” Tony said. “I spend a little over a week in Myanmar, Burma, this is what I saw, this is what it felt like. But something that we very much have to consider is that at the end of this week, we’re all going back to New York. Where I can have myself a nice Frappuccino, and edit this show any way I want, right? But what we have to consider is whoever helped us off camera, whoever we hung out with, whoever we saw, whoever was nice to us, whoever associated with us during our time here, the point is, we don’t pay the price for that show. Everybody who helped us could very well pay that price, so that’s something we really got to balance especially when you know… we’re not journalists.”


Tony paused and looked back out over Bagan. His hand fidgeted. “What happens to the people that we leave behind?”
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