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Praise for Hugh Thomson


‘Everywhere Thomson goes, he finds good stories to tell’

New York Times Book Review

TEQUILA OIL
Getting Lost in Mexico

‘A beautiful book, full of appreciation and aphorism, an unashamedly personal story. It’s soulful, very funny, thoughtful, with a deep romanticism at its heart’

Martin Fletcher, Independent

‘A sublime and richly informative travelogue from a true heavyweight explorer … highly recommended for those jaded by travel writing’s cosy and ever-expanding stable of “wits”’

Waterstone’s Books Quarterly

‘A cracking travel yarn, a chemical-addled ramble through small-town Mexico, a land populated with pyramids, volcanoes, mosquitoes and corrupt officials in equal measure’

BBC Top Gear Magazine

‘Thomson steers through a series of hair-raising encounters with wit, wisdom and an easy charm that makes you fall for the road trip – and Central America – at the same time’

Kathleen Wyatt, The Times

‘Delightful, celebratory and honest … In a way it is the first installment of his now-complete trilogy, his Cochineal Red and The White Rock being two of the finest books on Latin America of recent years’

Rory MacLean, Guardian

COCHINEAL RED
 Travels Through Ancient Peru

‘A dizzying tour through five turbulent millennia. The cumulative effect is enthralling’

Sara Wheeler, The Times

‘What makes Cochineal Red such a worthwhile book is that it is written by someone who is both an explorer and a scholar’

Toby Green, Independent

‘Epic – in an increasingly homogeneous world, he has found, and describes to perfection, a mythical land’

Publishing News

‘Conveys not only Thomson’s great knowledge of the ancient civilisations of the Andes, but also the thrill of the chase for such knowledge’

Matthew Parris, Spectator

‘A fascinating, intelligently told tale, full of intriguing revelations, that penetrates deeper into the Andean past than previously attempted’

Traveller Magazine

‘The picture of ancient Peru that bleeds through these pages is of a place so removed from our own world as to be the nearest we can get to encountering an absolutely alien mindset’

Daily Telegraph

‘Reminds us that the world is not, after all, explored’

Benedict Allen, Independent on Sunday, Books of the Year

THE WHITE ROCK
 An Exploration of the Inca Heartland

‘It is a measure of Hugh Thomson’s skill as a writer, historian and explorer that The White Rock is such a pleasure … a moving and meticulously researched account of the Inca people’s rise, conquest of a continent and tragic annihilation by the conquistadors of the 16th century’

Justin Marozzi, Spectator

‘Engrossing … the sort of book that fires the armchair traveller with a desire to follow in its author’s footsteps, not just because it is passionate about its subject … but also because it tells of some quite heroic exploration by Thomson himself ’

Geoffrey Moorhouse, New York Times Book Review

‘In The White Rock, the whole continent becomes a plot with suspense and a cast of outrageous characters … This is Bruce Chatwin with cojones. More than that, it is a micro-allegory of the saga of fantasy, bravado, conquest, and the frustration that is the collective narrative of the Inca hunters’

Andy Martin, Independent

‘The White Rock has a moral depth and intellectual integrity most similar work lacks’

Rhode Island Providence Journal

‘It is Thomson’s generosity of spirit which stands out and makes this a great book … a work that is both accessible and academically rigorous’

Isabel Cockayne, Eastern Daily Press

NANDA DEVI
 A Journey to the Last Sanctuary

‘A welcome escape to somewhere rare and wonderful’

Anthony Sattin, Sunday Times

‘Nanda Devi is a spirited homage to a remote, awesome landscape. Rich in detail and light of tone, it teases its stories out slowly and gently’

Daily Telegraph

‘Thomson tells a story that has to do with politics, ecology and history, as much as with the strenuous adventure in a beautiful setting that his book so vividly celebrates’

Independent

‘Informative, yet never dry, the book offers an insight into a place of near mythical status and takes the reader where they will never have the chance to go’

Adventure Travel

‘Thomson belongs to a rare species of explorer. He is a writer that explores and not an explorer that writes. And it is Thomson’s extreme humility in the face of both danger and extraordinary success that places him in the same tradition as Eric Newby’

Geographical
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INTRODUCTION

Most of the events described here took place a quarter of a century ago, when Mexico was a wilder and stranger place than it is today, although it still has many pockets of surprise and resistance to the modern world – as does neighbouring Belize, where my original journey ended, or was interrupted, and to which I recently returned to complete the last section of this book.

Those wanting a travel narrative in which the author is just a shadowy presence who never declares himself should look away now; this is an unashamedly personal story.



I should have quit you pretty baby, then gone on to Mexico.

HOWLING WOLF, ‘KILLING FLOOR’

Runaway couple at the bar:

GIRL: ‘Goddam, I love tequila. Why don’t we go to Mexico. You’ve been to Mexico, Brad. What’s it like?’

BRAD: ‘Hot.’

Red Rock West (DIRECTOR JOHN DAHL, 1992)

Picaresque:

Main Entry: Ipi-ca-resque

Pronunciation: ´´pi-k&-´´resk, ´´pE-

Function: adjective

Etymology: Spanish picaresco, from pícaro: of or relating to rogues or rascals; also: of, relating to, suggesting, or being a type of fiction dealing with the episodic adventures of a usually roguish protagonist <a picaresque novel>



PART ONE: THEN


I’m eighteen: I just don’t know what I want.

Eighteen: I gotta get away, I gotta get out of this place.

ALICE COOPER, ‘EIGHTEEN’


I’m not sure why the stewardess did it. Maybe out of some perverse sense of humour, or my English accent, or because I had told her that I had never flown the Atlantic before. Or maybe one of my neighbours had complained about me.

‘Come and sit in First Class, honey.’

I gaped.

‘Come on, come and sit up front. There’s a spare seat.’

My hesitation was from embarrassment as much as surprise. I looked a wreck: I hadn’t been able to pack everything into my backpack, so had stuffed things into plastic bags at the last minute. What I couldn’t fit in, I wore. So over a Kings Rd two-tone shirt and black drainpipe jeans, as approved by the punk orthodoxy of 1979, I had a set of survival army surplus fatigues from Millets.

That had been fine going to the airport through British weather. But this was an American flight and properly heated. Ever since take-off I had been discarding clothing. Over the ten hours or so it had taken to get to Houston, there had been so much spillage of one sort or another around me that my legs were now crouched up against my chest in the foetal position as we began the final leg down from the States to Mexico City.

‘Shall I bring all my things, Gloria?’ I knew she was called Gloria because of her Braniff badge. And despite her air-brushed American perfection (blonde, big breasts, big hair), I was enough miniatures away by now to have the courage to get personal.

‘Why not?’ said Gloria, smiling a smile that would have ignited galaxies.

Unsteadily I shuffled with my plastic bags down the length of the plane behind her, past the business section to the oasis of First Class. There were indeed only a few passengers dotted around. Gloria settled me into my new seat like some wonderful nurse. If there had been a hospital corner to the seat she would have tucked it in. I decided that I was in love with her. Wisely, I also decided this was not the time to tell her.

She helped me shuffle my plastic bags into some semblance of order. Miraculously they disappeared into the various and capacious overhead lockers. I surveyed my new quarters. It was like being on a yacht.

There was a Mexican in the armchair seat next to mine. He was well dressed in what I would later recognise as a trademark Mexico City businessman way: a ‘sports’ chaqueta in sombre charcoals, American slacks and a signet ring the size of a bull’s testicle.

He leaned across, conspiratorially: ‘Do you need another drink?’ Although it was obvious to him that I had been drinking for some time before, the ‘another’ did not seem hostile.

‘Have some of my champagne.’ I did. Huge, tender steaks arrived. I was beginning to float. Life should always be like this, I felt. Life could always be like this.

Over whiskies, the businessman asked me what I knew of Mexico. ‘Only what I’ve read,’ I answered truthfully.

‘¿Cómo se llama? What’s your name?’

‘Hugo.’ I knew from trips to Spain that ‘Hugh’ was impossible for the hispanic tongue.

‘Hugo, let me tell you something.’ He paused, for effect. ‘Let me tell you something. You’re a young man [jovencito, literally ‘small young man’, but I let this ride]. Do you want to make some money here?’

‘Yes,’ I replied, cautiously.

The man looked at me with great sadness. ‘In Mexico there is a lot of drugs and narcotraficantes.’ He rolled the last word around with some savour.

Was it a character test or a sales proposition? I agreed as soberly as I could that drugs must certainly be a problem.

‘Of course, you can make a lot of money travelling with drugs – but there is another way, an easier way.’

This was the sell. He leant forward, right across the armrests (a considerable distance) and grasped my shoulder.

‘If you take a car from here’, he gave a vague wave towards the Texas plains below us, ‘and drive it right through Mexico down to Central America,’ he made another gesture straight ahead, as if unravelling a carpet or bale of material, then paused: ‘let me tell you my friend, someone will pay you good money for it. Someone will pay you very good money for it.’

I was being a little slow. ‘Why?’

‘Because of the dollar. Nosotros no tenemos dólares. Ustedes, si. Asi es. We don’t have dollars. You do. That’s the way it is.

‘But also because of taxes.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘We must pay import taxes. And not only taxes. If we drive a car through the borders, bamm!’ He slapped the leather armrests between us. ‘¡Nos muerdan! They bite us!’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Nos muerden, they bite us, they take the little bite from us, the mordida, maybe as much as the whole car is worth. But you, a gringo, speaking fluent Spanish, you could do it.’ He gave another vague, all-encompassing wave of the arms to suggest that in this world all is possible for those who ask for it. It was the first time in my life that anyone had suggested I might have the right qualifications for a job.

‘Why take the car all the way to Central America?’ My knowledge of geography was shaky, but it seemed perverse to travel all the way down to Belize or Guatemala, the first Central American countries going south. ‘Why not just sell it in Mexico?’

‘We have enough cars. But down there,’ he smiled a little patronisingly,‘ellos pobrecitos no tienen nada de nada, those poor little guys have nothing of nothing. You can sell them anything. A big American car, bought on the mercado negro, the black market – they’ll think they own the planet. And because you’ll have taken it through two borders, avoided two sets of import tax, the policía — you’ll clean up.’

He settled back in his seat. By the time we crossed over into Mexico, he was asleep. I never learnt his name.

Under normal circumstances I would have forgotten the whole conversation. But these were not normal circumstances, as I sat there in the hallucinatory unreality of First Class, with Mexico coming up to meet me from the darkness below and pumped up with enough alcohol to have me flying anyway.

I was eighteen, far from home for almost the first time and with time to kill. It sounded the most sensible thing in the world.

I decided to do it.



CHIHUAHUA AND THE NORTH
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On one side of the Rio Grande, Ciudad Juárez, named after Benito Juárez, the great nineteenth-century hero of the young Mexican Republic; on the other side, El Paso, American ever since the Mexicans handed it over to them, and just part of the exorbitant price they had to pay the States after Independence – not only Texas, but New Mexico and California as well.

I knew already about the enormous disparity between the two: how you crossed from a squalid border town of fly-blown llanterías, ‘tyre shacks’, and potholed streets to the hygienic malls of American suburbia. What I also knew, more importantly, was that after Detroit, El Paso was the next biggest ‘used-car lot of America’.

I had earned some money doing odd jobs translating in Mexico City – not a lot, but enough, I hoped, to fly north and buy a (very) cheap car. And I had an accomplice, an amiable Mexican about my age called Fernando, whom I had met in a bar. I had asked him for a cigarette, we had got talking and he’d said he would help me.

Ours was a fairly low-key campaign. Most of it involved hanging around bars and playing pool on the Mexican side of the border, as the minimum drinking age in Texas was twenty-one. Then around midday, after several beers and tequila chasers, we’d cross the border.

There were two sets of controls at the border bridge: one for long-term immigrants, and the other for people passing over for the day; a lot of American families had Mexican maids from Juárez. Once I’d crossed over for the first time by the main post and made my mark, I started using the cotidiano, the daily border control, explaining that I was seeing friends regularly in El Paso. Fernando had rich Mexican parents with an apartment there, so he had a regular pass anyway.

The Mexican guards noticed me because of my unusual passport. Apart from the stiffened imperial blue, they could not understand how it could last ten years; they were used to endlessly renewable short-term visas. When I first crossed, all the guards came over to check it out, their carbines clanking over their hips. ‘This will last you for another ten years, to 1989? ¡Hijo!’ Clearly they didn’t relish having to inspect it on a daily basis for that long, so after the first day they would wave me through.

The American guards also got used to me. I was a distinctive figure: short hair, ‘punk lite’ clothes and my endlessly commented on English accent. One American guard, Rick, would ask me to say something each day and then laugh himself stupid. Although irritating, I made sure always to catch his eye at each crossing. I thought it might help when I eventually tried to cross in a car.

Using Fernando’s family pick-up truck, we visited the various car lots and were laughed off the forecourts: ‘You’ve got [image: image]500 to spend? Don’t spend it all at once, boys.’

Then the small ads. Only one classified had anything so cheap. We turned up at a prosperous middle-class address, with a magnificent station wagon parked outside. My initial elation turned to worry when a policeman walked out. But he wasn’t too concerned about my motives. Courteously he went over the car in detail for forty minutes – a spotless engine, legal tread tyres, no cigarette marks on the upholstery, a jack, full service history.

At the end he asked if we were interested.

Interested? I had the money all ready in dollar bills. He looked sadly at me. ‘You do realise that it’s [image: image]500 a month to the hire purchase company?’

And it was back to our daily routine. Although the hanging around went on a long time, I learnt a lot from Fernando. Indeed, the thing I really learnt from him was how to hang around. English youth culture never allowed for much – a bit of desultory mooching up and down the high street on wet afternoons or round the bus shelter on the village green, but no opportunities for serious time-wasting.

Fernando could hang around on an epic scale. I liked that. Also, I could beat him at pool. And he drank like a dying fish. All the time.

He could make a decision to play another game of pool or pinball seem like a day’s work. Ciudad Juárez was not a place where much happened. It was a town full of breakers’ yards, or ‘yonkes’ as they called them, with cars so beaten-up that even I wouldn’t touch them. Heavy trucks or Greyhound coaches – the Americans sold theirs to the Mexicans once they’d got old and fucked and failed the US safety regulations – would head straight down south from the border with their cargoes.

The bars were all holes in walls, run by men who looked as if they’d served with Pancho Villa. When we were not in Billares Las Vegas, ‘Billiards Las Vegas style’, we would try The Afro Bar, a seedy green building with enticing but false pictures of dancing girls on its outside walls. If unwise enough to eat there (and Fernando and I tried to make sure we did our midday run over the border in time to eat an El Paso hamburger), a shrivelled dish of carne molida would emerge from behind a curtain.

Fernando was tall and lanky, with one constant catchphrase: ‘Vamos a ver. Let’s see.’

‘You think we’ll find a car today?’ ‘Vamos a ver.’

‘Are you going to go back to college some time?’ Fernando had a complicated history of seemingly interminable held-over courses. ‘Vamos a ver.’

‘Why not get a job instead?’ ‘Vamos a ver.’

He reacted with impassivity to my worries about whether there really was a black market for cars in Central America: ‘Vamos a ver’, again. The first time he said this, I thought he meant to come with me. But then I realised it would have been too much effort. Only one thing animated him – whose turn it was to buy cigarettes. Partly because I didn’t do it that often.

Sometimes I stayed at a cheap flophouse in Juárez. Or, when Fernando’s parents were away, at their apartment in El Paso.

One day we were doing our afternoon cruise, trying to work out whose turn it was to buy the Marlboros, when we noticed a lot we’d never seen before, tucked away down an El Paso side street.

Right at the front was an electric blue Oldsmobile 98. Needless to say, I didn’t recognise the model (all American cars looked alike to me – big), but it sounded good once I’d read what it was on the boot. I had heard of the junior version, the Oldsmobile 88, which was a celebrated rock’n’roll car – the ‘Rocket 88’ of the songs. And this was even more powerful. With added Cadillac fins. Walking around it, with all its chrome and its low-slung chassis, I knew what I’d realised as soon as I’d seen the [image: image]600 sign. It was the one.

Nobody seemed to be on the lot. We went back into the shack of an office. There were two men: an older guy with a big pot belly, his feet up on the desk drinking cans of Coors (years later I would see Orson Welles in Touch of Evil – ‘I don’t speak Mexican’ – and recognise him immediately) and a younger, bigger man in a football shirt.

‘What can we do for you all?’ leered Orson Welles. ‘The Oldsmobile?’ He swung to his feet with surprising agility and led us back out.

‘Power-steering. Air-conditioning. Rocket V8 engine.’ He turned the key and pressed a button. We all listened respectfully as the windows purred down. ‘Electric windows.’

I tried to remember what the policeman had said. ‘Could I see the engine?’

‘Of course, sir’. There was something funny about the way he said ‘sir’, but I let it pass. He opened it up. It looked liked … an engine.

‘How about the boot?’

‘The what?’

The big guy with football muscles laughed aloud this time. ‘He means the trunk.’

‘There doesn’t appear to be a jack here.’ I sounded prissy even to myself.

‘Tell you what,’ said Orson Welles, waving his hand expansively, ‘buy this car and I’ll throw in a jack for free.’

I kicked a tyre with my Chelsea boot. It seemed to be blown up.

‘Can we, uh, talk about it in the office?’

‘Sure we can talk about it in the office, but sir,’ and he took me to one side and did a stage whisper that could have been heard in Juárez, ‘what’s with the Mexican?’ He jerked a thumb at Fernando.

I drew myself up to my full 5 feet 10 inches and became very English. ‘He’s my friend.’

‘Uh-huh. He’s your friend.’

Fernando was looking stony-faced and saying nothing. This was because he had never got around to learning any English.

‘Well fine, if he’s your friend.’ Back inside, the good ol’ boy offered us some Coors from a luke-warm fridge.

I had remembered a question I ought to ask. ‘How many miles has it done?’

‘I believe’, said Welles judiciously and looked down at his fingers as if the case was still under review, ‘that she’s done about 160,000. That’s kilometres of course,’ he said hastily. ‘And this is a big-engined car, all of seven litres. They go on and on forever.’ He made a motion as if unravelling the carpet – it was curiously similar to the one the Mexican on the plane had used.

It certainly was a very big engine. That much even I had noticed under the ‘hood’.

He took the initiative. ‘You see boys,’ Fernando was now included in this cordial address as more Coors were handed around, ‘this is a 1972 car. And what that does tell you?’

I was about to say, despite myself, ‘that it was old’, before he answered his own question.

‘It means it was made before those OPEC shitheads pulled their stunt, that’s what. When all that oil crisis sheet hit the fan, they stopped making these gas-guzzlers anymore. Not that it uses that much gas of course,’ he quickly added. ‘But they started bringing in these Volkswagen Rabbits.’ He said ‘rabbit’ with venom, the way the hunter does in Bugs Bunny. ‘And all these pussy-eating environmentalists, [another word with a shotgun up against it] these environmentalists started to use catalysers and stuff. This car,’ he said proudly, ‘will run only on fully leaded gas.’

He paused. ‘Do you two know the story about the lady who gets stopped for drunken driving?’ It was clear he was going to tell us anyway. ‘The cop pulls her over, gets out of the car, gets her out of the car.’ Welles mimed all this elaborately as he did it. ‘Then he unzips his pants. ‘‘Oooh’’ says the lady,’ Welles’s voice went squeaky, ‘“oooh, you want me to take the breathalyser?”’

His belly shook as he laughed. No one else did: the footballer because, presumably, he’d heard it before, Fernando because he couldn’t understand it and I didn’t because it was such a crap joke.

Undeterred, Welles carried on: ‘How can you tell a Polish minesweeper?’ I felt it would have been a Mexican minesweeper if Fernando hadn’t been there. ‘Because when he’s sweeping, he goes like this,’ and he mimed a man with his hands over his ears cautiously treading the ground. This time even Fernando laughed.

‘Now do you intend, sir, to use the car in Mexico at all? Because if you do, then gas is cheap down there. In fact, so cheap they’re pissing it away.’ Given that I did indeed intend to use the car in Mexico in a very big way, this was good news.

Fernando surprised me by saying something: ‘¡Hugo!’ He spoke with unusual urgency. ‘Hombre, tienes que manejarlo.’

He had a point. ‘Can we give it a test drive?’

Welles looked at the young footballer. This was his demarcation zone. We all trooped back out to the narrow drag outside the showroom.

I got Fernando to do the actual driving, which consisted of a stately roll forward and back down the strip. I watched. When the footballer and Welles looked surprised, I just said (why hadn’t I thought of this before?): ‘He’s a mechanic.’

Fernando came back. He looked like Buster Keaton after a fall. He whispered to me in Spanish that the car seemed to be fine. I whispered back to him to keep looking that way as we began final negotiations, which were made simpler by the fact that I really did only have [image: image]500 spending money in the world, particularly after drinking a fair amount away with Fernando. Even at the rock-bottom prices of Juárez bars, we had run up a formidable tab doing nothing.

They accepted [image: image]500. ‘You sure drive a hard bargain,’ said Orson, leering. ‘Now I’m going to give you some temporary numberplates [cardboard, with a number written on them] so you can take it with your insurance details and driving licence to the registration office. When you pay the registration fee, they’ll hand you over your plates. The office is open until five o’clock and you should get registered right away, otherwise the cops will keep stopping you.’

I felt light-headed and happy. ‘Want a cigarette?’, as I offered almost our last.

‘Not for me. Might stunt my growth,’ said the footballer.

‘Boys,’ said Orson, ‘I don’t know where you’re heading, but you’ve got yourself a mighty fine car to do it in.’

And we took it.

[image: image]

I had no intention of going to the registration office.

There were several reasons for this. For a start I had no insurance, nor did I intend to get any. I also had no money to pay any registration fee. I figured in Mexico no one was going to worry too much.

More seriously, I didn’t have a driving licence of any sort. In fact not to put too fine a point on it (and it was something I had only half admitted to myself), I didn’t know how to drive. Which was why I had let Fernando do the honours on the tarmac.

I thought it was time to break this last bit of news to Fernando. He took it calmly. ‘¡Hombre! ¡No importa nada! Man, that doesn’t matter. No one in Mexico knows how to drive anyway.’ He said this in his usual deadpan way. I thought he was joking.

Thank God the car was an automatic. ‘All you do,’ said Fernando, ‘is engage the ‘‘D’’ the drive, and …’ He made the same elegant unravelling of a carpet gesture that everyone else did, implying that the miles would fall away ahead of me.

I tried. It did indeed seem remarkably easy. I lit a cigarette with the car-lighter, turned on the radio. ‘Jesus, I forgot to try the cassette machine.’ I burrowed around in my precious plastic bag of tapes for some Elvis Costello: ‘Oliver’s army … is here to stay / and I would rather be anywhere else / than here today.’

¡Chingada madre!’ said Fernando: ‘What the fuck is that music?’

Crossing the border was a breeze. Rick waved me through without a glance. ‘Have a nice day – or should I say ‘‘What a delightfully nice day we’re having’’?’ He smirked. And I smiled to myself as we cruised on to the next controls at the Mexican end.

This was the bit I was worried about. I didn’t want to have to bring the car into Mexico formally, which would have needed the correct papers, my passport stamped and, if I were to try to sell the car, a retrospective duty of 100 per cent (Mexican duty had been prohibitively high on imported – i.e. usually American – goods ever since 1947 when there had been a run on the peso).

A guard came over. I waved my passport at him like a good luck charm. ¿De quién es el carro? Whose car?’

‘We borrowed it from a friend – just visiting Juárez for the night.’

‘¿Por la noche?, For the night?’ The guard made an obscene hip movement that pushed his carbine against the car door. ‘Fucky-fucky, uh,’ he leered.

He waved us ahead.

I left Fernando at the first bar, as he wanted. We had a final couple of drinks: a celebratory bandera, ‘flag’, where you lined up shorts of red, white and green for the Mexican colours, sangrita, tequila and a lime chaser respectively. Then I said goodbye and left him settling into position by the pool table, waiting for somebody else to come along.

I bought a cheap plastic bottle of tequila at a liquor store. The old guy running it told me that what I really needed was a bottle of mezcal because by the time I had driven all the way down ‘there’ (he made a gesture at the floor) to Belize, I’d be ready to eat the worm at the bottom of the bottle. His Spanish when he said, ‘gusano, worm’, had the slow deliberate stress of the English spoken in the Southern States: ‘gu-san-o’, tasting the words before swallowing them.

Although it was getting dark, I drove on south in a sort of fever. After the long delay in getting hold of a car, I couldn’t wait to begin the journey. The sickly lights of Juárez soon tailed away behind me and there was nothing ahead but the odd cactus silhouetted against the skyline, satisfactorily and exactly like a movie.

Every so often a Greyhound would veer up out of the night into the centre of the road and I would pull over. Discretion seemed the better part of valour. Someone had told me the Mexican rule of the road when you came to what were usually single-lane bridges – the first car to flash its lights had right of way. Get it wrong and there would be no point in arguing about it later.

The driving was a breeze. Now there was nothing but highway, I could drive the car as fast as I liked. The speedometer wasn’t working too well, but the power underneath me felt enormous. I headed for the dwindling horizon. I felt terrific. In fact I hadn’t felt this wired up since Gloria took me through to First Class. Life from now on was going to be good.

I had another tape with me I played over and over again. I had bought it for just this occasion in El Paso:


This is the story about Billy Joe and Bobby Sue

Two young lovers with nothing better to do

Than sit around the house and get high and watch the tube

And here’s what happened when they decided to cut loose:

They headed down to ol’ El Paso

They swear they ran into a great big hassle

Billy Joe shot a man while robbing his castle

Bobby Sue took the money and ran.

CHORUS: Go on take the money and run, ooh, ooh,

go on take the money and run.



By the time I’d gone a few hours to this I was word-perfect. Steve Miller went on in the song to tell of Billy Mac, the detective from Texas who set out after the lovers to find out what had happened (the song neatly rhymed ‘Texas’ with ‘what the facts is’). But it was the glorious moral of the ending that I really enjoyed:


… they got away.

They headed down south and they’re still running today.

So go on, take the money and run, ooh, ooh,

go on take the money and run.

(repeat chorus three times)



I pulled down a side road and came to a tiny rail-crossing, where I stopped for the night. The back seat was easily big enough to sleep on. I had a last cigarette with my feet out of the window and watched as the fireflies clustered against the glass, curious about the dying embers at the end of the nicotine.

[image: image]

I was cold through and through when I woke up the next day. The railway ran in a straight line as far as the eye could see across the high Chihuahua plains. My little road was at right angles to it. There were a few vultures flapping around a dead coyote on the road, which cheered me up. I liked the idea of vultures and never understood why they were reviled. The difference between a vulture and a condor was one only of degree, and bad luck over a haircut. As scavengers they were just recycling. And looking at the vultures reminded me how hungry I was.

I got out a map. I had of course thought a little about how to make the journey while kicking my heels in El Paso, but the full enormity of it was just beginning to dawn on me.

Mexico was a surprisingly big country – surprisingly, because I had always thought of it as small in relation to the United States, and because the Mercator projection compressed it unnaturally compared to Canada above. According to my South American Handbook, which delighted in listing such facts, there were two million square kilometres of country ahead of me. And not only was it a big country, but comparatively empty, with a population the size of Britain’s spread over ten times the land, a quarter of them crammed into Mexico City.

I could take the major routes, the highways like the Panamericano. But I hadn’t come to Mexico to take the main routes and the Pan-American Highway. I had come to get lost.

Older cousins of mine and Sixties survivors had always talked to me as I was growing up of going east to India and ‘finding themselves’. I wasn’t too sure if they had succeeded in this or not; there didn’t seem to have been much visible benefit. What I did know was that I violently didn’t want to do the same. It was a hippy idea. If anything, I wanted to lose myself. And Mexico had always sounded the perfect place for that.

Every cowboy film I had seen as a kid always took on a new lease of life when the cowboys went ‘south of the border’. Mexico was the place where they didn’t have to let the other guy know they were there before shooting him.

So my plan was to do it the long way – to keep heading south, just like Billy Joe and Bobby Sue, but to see what happened and stop off whenever I felt like it, or, more importantly, whenever there was the chance of earning some money or having a free lunch. I needed badly to keep earning as I went, as I now had very little money left. And then, the scenario ran, I would sell my new, wonderful car for a small fortune when I finally arrived in Belize.

I set the milometer to zero and started off for the highway, where I found a shack selling frijoles and coffee. Driving on south, the desert in the dawn light was unexpectedly beautiful – the high chaparral covered with mesquite bushes, underpinned with verdant green creosote shrubs and the little buttons of Spanish bayonet, the mountains cut against the horizon in the familiar tombstone blocks from the movies.

Travelling across the chaparral, I imagined how Pancho Villa’s army had camped here during the Mexican Revolution, each man to his own mesquite bush, with a serape and strips of raw meat draped over the branches and a gun below; behind were the trains that bore the revolutionary army, ‘pillars of fire by night and of black smoke by day’, in the description of the remarkable American journalist who accompanied them, John Reed.

[image: image]

John Reed wrote young and died young: only twenty-six when he covered the Mexican Revolution – by far his best writing – and thirty-three when he died in Russia after the Bolshevik uprising. I had brought his Insurgent Mexico with me because it was as short and direct as a shot of tequila.

Reed travelled with Pancho Villa through this desert at the height of the General’s powers, in 1913. Pancho Villa had been a regular backwoodsman bandit before being elevated to national importance by the convulsions of the Revolution. A supreme showman, able to dance all night and shoot a can at twenty paces, Villa created his own legend as a womaniser and brilliant horseman – but he could also plan every detail of his campaign down to the railway timetables, as Reed shrewdly noted.

The desert made for perfect railway country. Trains became central to the waging of the war, and not just for rapid troop deployment: the locos locos, ‘mad trains’, were packed with dynamite and sent headlong into enemy lines, creating havoc when they exploded.

John Reed described how Villa’s army sometimes had to build and repair the track as it advanced on the railway. On one troop train, Reed rode on the cowcatcher up front, which he shared with a woman baking tortillas and drying laundry by the steam of the boiler; on another occasion, he disturbed an army captain and his woman ‘recreating’ in the engine room.

Reed threw himself into combat with a gung-ho enthusiasm that made for great copy and plenty of enjoyable self-aggrandising. While accompanying Villa’s troops, he relates how they implore him to go back from the front because the risks are too high; he doesn’t, of course, and is embraced by the compañeros, who insist he beds down among them in the lice-infested blankets. Later, he excites jealousy among their women and is ‘one hell of a fellow’, gambling, drinking and setting a pose as the tough, gonzo journalist, a model for later twentieth-century war reporting from Hemingway to Michael Herr’s Vietnam despatches:


At noon we roped a steer and cut its throat. And because there was no time to build a fire, we ripped the meat from the carcass and ate it raw.



With Pancho Villa and his men, Reed created an image of Mexican wildness that was to play down the line to countless Westerns and Sergio Leone movies – of amoral brutality and a wayward sentimentality: singing corridas and sharing your last tortilla, while laughing at how the brains of your enemy had splattered the ground.

He recounts a terrific story of a general retreating with his army. The general has lost everything: his wife, his men, his weapons. Reed commiserates with him as he weeps, telling him that his men fought well. The general brushes this aside:


‘It is not that,’ he replied slowly, staring through tears at the pitiful company crawling down from the desert.

‘I do not weep for them,’ he said, twisting his hands together. ‘This day I have lost all that is dear to me. They took my woman who was mine, and all my commission and all my papers, and all my money. But I am wrenched with grief when I think of my silver spurs inlaid with gold, which I bought only last year in Maipimi!’ He turned away, overcome.



The mountains funnelled down either side of the chaparral as the Oldsmobile powered its way south and the land became more fertile: small green oaks started to show up against the landscape, with a few cotton plantations and cattle ranches. The ranch houses were tantalising oases at the end of long dirt tracks, with their cow-horn gates giving right onto the highway, and often a windmill and a grove of trees surrounding the low terracotta house with its water cistern on the roof.
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