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PASSION…“Then take this,” she moans. She presses the bull’s ear into his palm. “Today it is warm and filled with blood, like my heart. When it turns hard and dry, Travisito, remember the heart of little Carmen.”

DANGER…“Viva la causa!” says Comandante Felipe. “We march together as friends.”

“No, hermano,” says Travis LaFrance. “We march as brothers.”

ADVENTURE…“How does a dame like yourself make a buck?” says LaFrance.

“Adult films.”

Right answer, he thinks. “Let’s get a drink.”

LITERATURE… The owl beckons him thither, southward to the border. There’s no turning back. Ask not for whom the owl hoots, Travis.

Such are the morsels that feed the soul of Travis LaFrance, hero of the acclaimed bullfighting classic Toro: Encounters With Men and Bulls: An Aficionado’s Odyssey from Tijuana to Mexico City and Back.
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I know who I am, and who I may be, if I choose.

—DON QUIXOTE DE LA MANCHA






Chapter One



THE NEWS THAT I WAS TO WRITE A BOOK about bullfighting came after a morning spent emptying tubs of human poo. You might think that in this age of talking toasters and the programmable toothbrush, science would provide a machine for this chore, but no: My only tools were gravity, scrub brush, and a garden hose. The plastic tubs were white and heavy like little ovens, cooking with the waste of twenty-five people who had just rafted for a week down the Colorado River. Beneath the seat was an opening big enough to insert your head, and on the ground where the poo had to go was a hole no wider than my fist.

Before becoming the author of an excellent but overlooked adventure book, I had considered this work filthy and dehumanizing—beneath me, actually—and I would have demanded that the guides clean it themselves. But events in the last year had changed my opinion. Under the name of Travis LaFrance I’d published a slim paperback about hunting for desert rodents with highly trained falcons, a brilliant little book really, not at all about birds if you could read between the lines but rather a deft song of the self in the guise of a swashbuckling how-to. Fun with Falconry is triumphant, soaked in the sauce of boyish lyricism but fried tough in a cynic’s skillet. I recommend it.

But so convincing was my book of meta-falconry that the literati could not crack its facade. “Unfortunately there is no plot,” wrote one newsman, a dim observation he’ll regret until some merciful downsizing at headquarters ends his ill-chosen career. Meanwhile, the book flew over the heads of the bird-of-prey trade magazines, and despite my dreams of seeing Travis LaFrance leaning against Jack London on the Literature shelf, Fun with Falconry was exiled by booksellers to the Animal Husbandry alcove, doomed to obscurity alongside Tricks for Turtles and An Introduction to Llama Packing.

So instead of spending the summer rubbing my chin on book shows and rubbing the knees of ripe coeds who would endure around-the-block waits for an autograph—instead of that, I had returned to my honorable job in the hot Utah desert and was currently faced with the prospect of moving poo from a plastic tub to a hole in the ground. I’d taken this job with the promise that I’d be rowing boats by the end of the season, but three years later I’d proven so indispensable around the yard that the boss couldn’t afford to lend me to the river.

Luckily literature had paid me in a spiritual currency more rare than job advancement. “My art is my life, and versa vice,” says Falconry’s stoic hero, and adopting Travis LaFrance’s creed as my own, I had discovered the virtuosity of poo disposal. Since the book’s publication I had even begun volunteering to do it, a development that had not only fortified my character but delighted my co-workers, who were too simple to understand me.

There is a relatively sanitary method to the task. By fastening a tube you can drain the box into the sewage hold without ever seeing its contents. But I had forsworn this tube as a cowardly apparatus. I wanted to be more like Travis LaFrance, who instead of wincing at destiny grabs it bare-handed and molds it into something beautiful.

My method was pure, expressive, a triumph of both form and function. I set the box on the concrete pad, kicked it once to its side, kicked it twice upside down, then lifted. The box had been topped off with water earlier in the day to loosen the clumps, and now with a great sucking sound there erupted a terrific mountain of shit and toilet paper and tampons and maggots, spilling green rivulets of septic chemical down its ravines. Some of my co-workers, like rubes in a fine art gallery, simply can’t fathom the beauty: They gasp, they gag, they cover their eyes. But I looked on calmly. With my discriminating eye I saw a robust palette of raw tempera awaiting the infusion of human spirit.

“Jimbo,” I called, as he happened to walk by. “Have you seen The Scepter?”

“You mean that nasty broom handle?”

“I mean The Scepter.”

“In the Dumpster, where it belongs.”

It was 100 degrees and I was sweating in my rubber boots and plastic apron and elbow-length dishwasher gloves. Though sometimes the poo is sufficiently soft to be gulped up by the hole in a single prolonged swallow, today as usual we had a clog. I had left The Scepter here in my studio for these occasions, but some unenlightened simp had apparently tossed it. Sifting through the garbage I retrieved the slender oaken staff, gripped it tightly so that our spirits might mingle, and then like Jackson Pollack stirring his bucket I plunged it forcefully through the shit heap. It was just the thing. The heap coughed, I aimed the hose, and then with a spit and a sublime gurgle the poo was slurped into the earth.

A good morning’s work. I rinsed the boxes, slapping to dislodge the lonely corn kernel, then bleached the units and set them to dry. I peeled off my protective layers and washed. Saying good-bye to the guides still busy with such pedestrian tasks as washing pots and scrubbing coolers, I pitied for a moment their artless lives, then drove home to my trailer. Catching a whiff of sewage, I sniffed myself and checked my shoe soles, but didn’t find any residue.

Before I reached the shower I discovered the message from New York concerning a book. Don’t think I’m some hack who lets the latest glossy gazette charter me a camel ride or spelunking tour. I am an artist. Whereas young men in other generations have measured their courage by enemy gunfire, my imagined crucible concerned that inevitable million-dollar offer: Would I stand true to my craft and refuse it or would I sign on the line and go to hell with the rest of the sellouts? So before making the phone call I scrubbed to the elbows for the third time and resolved to accept no work that would demean me.

The agent and I had never met. He was a voice on the line who reported now and then that, like the work of any misunderstood visionary, my writing had not sold. My records showed that he’d earned $64.57 from our arrangement the previous year, and I imagined him at lunch in a fancy bar and grill boasting to all the other agents about the satisfaction of representing a true master. “I used to value money like you do,” he’d scold them, “but that was before I found a higher calling.” The other agents would sulk back to their plush offices feeling at once the hollowness of their riches and a new inspiration to exalt literature to the people.

And now things were turning around, said the agent when his assistant finally took me off hold and patched me through. A publisher wanted to pay me to write a book.

“A book about what?”

“Bullfighting.”

I had never been to a bullfight.

“Are we talking six figures?” I said.

“Not quite.”

“High fives?”

“Nope.”

“Medium fives?”

“Upper fours,” said the agent.

I did not figure that minus the agent’s cut my total payment for Toro would be about seven thousand dollars. My mind computes moods, not numbers. I did not consider how much it would cost to get to the part of the world that has bullfights and live there long enough to write a book, and I certainly did not calculate how quickly I could earn that same sum in the boatyard. In a flicker of fantasy I saw the name Travis LaFrance emblazoned on another book jacket, topping the critics’ top-ten lists, headlining the program for the White House reception. The more I considered a winter in Moab collecting unemployment and applying for heat assistance, the more I realized that, yes, what literature really needs at this moment is a book about bullfighting by a young white American man, and that accepting such a small advance would not be the soulless money grab of a sellout, but on the contrary would constitute proof that my work transcended monetary value. Without a hesitation I said:

“I’ll do it.”

*  *  *

The result, once I iron out a few wrinkles with the publisher, will be Toro: Encounters with Men and Bulls: An Aficionado’s Odyssey from Tijuana to Mexico City and Back. Its phenomenal success will astound everyone but me. By the time you read this, Toro will have already had a long surf atop the bestseller charts, Travis LaFrance will be a talkshow staple, and critics will have talked themselves hoarse pronouncing him the next Ernest Hemingway.

Since you’re reading The Making of Toro, you’ve surely read Toro and want to learn about the man behind Travis. If not, you’ll pop down to your bookseller, where stacks of LaFrance are disappearing by the crateload, but for now a bit of background will help. Here’s the proposal I wrote after the phone call from the agent, which with a few minor edits will grace the bestselling dust jacket.


Ernest Hemingway. Pablo Picasso.

Great artists and great men, united by a passion for fine women, high adventure, and la fiesta brava. In Toro: Encounters with Men and Bulls: An Aficionado’s Odyssey from Tijuana to Madrid, falconer Travis LaFrance takes us on a voyage through the 21st-century remnants of the Spanish empire, in search of the flickering flame of manhood imported from Iberia five centuries ago.

His quest begins in Tijuana, the northernmost outpost of the Kingdom of Carlos, where the blood of the bulls mingles with the sweat of the laborer on his journey toward el norte. Making his way by train, burro, and thumb through the dusty villages, lured by cold cerveza and strong tequila and lusty señoritas, the ever-hardy LaFrance blends the drama and artistry of the bullring with his rich tales of love and loss, and reveals that, yes, beyond that familiar realm of the starched-shirt pencil-pushers, in a land more primitive and passionate than his own, there does yet exist a small yet robust sample of that endangered species known as man.

Toro pierces the heart of la fiesta brava, the soul of Mexico and Spain, and not least of all the spirit of Travis LaFrance.



A month has passed since I shipped the finished manuscript of Toro, and the publisher’s silence has been like that of a stunned bullring after a flawless kill. But I won’t postpone my victory lap waiting for those New York judges to wave a green handkerchief. No matter how great the book is, no one will read it if they don’t hear about it, and I vowed early that Toro would not slip into the same cracks that held Fun with Falconry. Having seen television shows like “The Making of Titanic,” I know that a blockbuster is not the work of some recluse behind a typewriter, but the result of slick marketing that hypes the final product as so fabulous that it merits a documentary on its very creation. What works for movies should work for books, and so as I set out to write Toro I also began this behind-the-scenes memoir of the forging of a classic. Call it a companion piece to genius.

So join me, reader, and learn how an average soul like myself has invented a legend. Do not be dismayed to learn that, like you, I am imperfect and fallible. Do not be disappointed that I am not the man whom you have come to admire and envy. Rather, as we study the evolution of our hero, take heart that even I, his creator, strive each day to be a bit more like Travis LaFrance.








Chapter Two



TO WRITE A BOOK ABOUT BULLFIGHTING I needed to learn something about bullfights. As winter fell in Utah I ordered some expensive books and began reading. Within a month I was, in all modesty, an expert.

I began to write, first summarizing the conclusions Toro would eventually reach:

Concerning el Mundo Latino, Travis LaFrance would discover that Mexico is a land rich in romance and history, where if you close your eyes at night you can hear the footsteps of the Maya padding barefoot across the desert. Same goes for Spain. Like Travis, the Latinos are a people governed by primeval passion, spirit, and tradition, uncorrupted by the materialism of the norteamericanos. Travis would choose a burro and a serape any day over a stucco duplex with two and a half bathrooms.

And concerning bullfighting, Travis would discover an ancient ritual almost indecipherable to Americans. Half artist and half athlete, the bullfighter combines bravery with finesse, strength with dance. We Americans who come from such a superficial culture might consider the fiesta brava gruesome or barbaric, but who are we to criticize? Maybe if Americans had a healthy outlet for our repressed blood lust and a more natural acceptance of cycles of life and death, Travis will wryly note, maybe then we wouldn’t be always shooting each other with machine guns at the post office.

And concerning the great metaphor between writing and bullfighting, Travis after much reflection will come to understand that both artists labor for years at a craft that is rarely understood by the masses. They confront pain not only with courage, but with flourish. And just as a writer’s masterpiece may be trashed by small-minded critics, a matador may give his very soul to a bull and still be panned in the next morning’s papers by jealous newsmen too cowardly to enter the ring. While thousands may attempt with the pen and with the sword, only a handful will actually succeed in either of these great pursuits.

 

Having already reached such canny conclusions, there was little reason to even go to Mexico or Spain. I could have continued the research and written the book from home, and frankly that would have suited me fine. I don’t really like traveling. Unlike Travis LaFrance, bighearted ambassador of unity and togetherness, I could not care less about other cultures, especially not in the third world. Sure: I am impressed when someone comes home from Zimbabwe and brags that he was the only American or, better yet, the only white person in the whole place, but sometimes I wonder why all the effort. If you want to be the only white person, you don’t even need to leave Los Angeles. Just get on a bus. So while others roam the globe looking to be accepted into someone else’s tribe, to smoke their peace pipe or do their Quetzal dance or eat of the sacred bascayabaya melon, the only tribe I ever wanted to join was my own, and I haven’t even been able to figure out if I have one.

I blame my parents for this disability. By age nine I’d already had my fill of the third world. Dad was a college professor who every six years took a sabbatical to teach in some far-off foreign place. When I was three it was Sweden, and I can’t really count this as exotic, because everyone looked like me and besides I have only a few memories: picking strawberries in a sunny field and eating fresh shrimp just off a boat in a harbor. One night we ran over a drunk who stepped in front of the rented Saab, but to this day my parents insist that the man was hardly injured in what was for me a modestly traumatic moment.

Then in 1979 my parents began planning their next adventure and decided we would spend six months somewhere called Iran, and we certainly would have, if not for the trend of hostage-taking that suddenly developed. The plan was scrapped, and with just a few months remaining before his sabbatical, my father scrambled for a new assignment. As a result, in the early part of 1980 my family deplaned in Port Moresby, the capital city of Papua New Guinea, a country that weeks earlier none of us could have located on a globe (it turns out to be an island just north of Australia, if you’re wondering).

Shortly before our departure, Mom had come home from the camping store with four matching duffel bags, one per person—red, yellow, green, and orange—and instructed my brother and me to pick a color and fill it with whatever we thought we might need for six months in the jungle. So at the airport when someone from the university finally arrived in a microvan to greet us, we were waiting somewhat dazed on the tarmac clutching our plump luggage like blond-headed, blue-ribbon farmers at the county fair—a pumpkin for me, a watermelon for Dad, a squash for Mom, and a grand-prize tomato for Richard. My brother and I wore incredibly loud Hawaiian shirts freshly purchased during our three-day layover in Honolulu, a vacation that years later I would recognize as the old bait and switch: “Hey, kids! We’re going to Hawaii! For three whole days!” And for an added bonus, you’ll spend the next six months living in a house on stilts in a country you’ve never heard of.

The degree to which my parents had no idea what they were doing was not evident until twenty or so years later, when my dad and I were recalling that day at the airport and he suddenly rubbed his brow and said something totally unexpected: “It wasn’t until then that it hit me—I guess I’d known it, but I hadn’t really understood it fully—that the people there were going to be black.”

So there we were, white, in the house on stilts across the street from the university, my brother and I attending the international school mixed with Australians, Filipinos, British, and a few Papua New Guinea nationals. We were the only Americans, a mark accentuated by our parents’ refusal to buy the required green-and-gray school uniforms. Their decision was purely economical, but firmly supported by my brother and I, who thought uniforms were for dorks. My parents subscribed to a child-rearing philosophy mandating that as soon as a boy could dress himself he could choose his own wardrobe, so Richard and I arrived on the first day of classes with feathered haircuts, adorned in the traditional garments of the California beach suburbs: two-tone corduroy shorts, white tube socks with stripes, custom Vans skateboard shoes, and wide-collared surfscape shirts with wooden buttons and lightning bolts on the sleeves. I don’t recall any of our fellow students recognizing the degree of fashion we modeled; My brother, who was twelve and capable with his fists, had to throw a couple of punches to defend our culture.

My parents’ scorn for school uniforms was just the beginning of what I now identify as their seriously flawed raising of a child destined to be the adventure traveler Travis LaFrance. How was I to rebel later in life against a straitlaced upbringing when at age nine I was already allowed to wear whatever tasteless clothing I could choose? And how could I long for a taste of the exotic when before fifth grade I’d already been dragged out to Loloato Island, where we snorkeled on top of the Great Barrier Reef and my brother and I learned that a sharp kick to a sea cucumber caused it to ooze spaghetti-like things from one end? I remember going inside a live volcano, climbing atop downed World War II bombers, sinking deep into an underground labyrinth of Japanese army bunkers, guided by the British son of one of Dad’s colleagues. The lad thought it would be funny to scare Richard and me by turning off the flashlight and leaving us there, only to be disabused of this notion when my valiant brother collared him in the darkness and bloodied his nose, leading to considerable embarrassment and apologies by my parents and to secret pride and making of the Hang Loose hand sign by my brother and me. On another of Dad’s so-called research excursions, one of his students took us to his village in the highlands—he was the first from his tribe to attend college—and the villagers hurried out to run their fingers through the hair of the only blond children they had ever seen. Later our host led us to a cave, the village burial chamber, and held a candle over the mummies, the most recent of which was his own mother, still wrapped in blankets.

And then came the trip home. No, we couldn’t just fly back to Hawaii and lie on the beach and watch the girls dance. Onward to Bali, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Hong Kong: a spree of beds without sheets and baths without water, toothless masseuses in palm-frond huts and excitable drivers of three-wheeled taxis, unrecognizable carcasses hanging in restaurants followed by unidentified meat pieces on a plate with rice. By age ten I’d collected a life’s worth of third-world travel, and before I finished high school my parents took me back to Indonesia and all across Mexico, up the pyramids at Chichen Itza, through the subways of Mexico City.

And there were the potlucks at home. Both my parents taught foreign students, and at end-of-term parties I sampled kimchi and satay and curries and briyanis, and met people with dots on their faces and turbans on their heads, not even aware that I was being broadened, experiencing multiculturalism in my own home, but instead squirming for the OK from Mom and Dad to excuse myself from the smorgasbord and shuttle the little black-and-white TV to the back bedroom and watch the Dukes of Hazzard like any regular American.

Later in life my mother continued to flaunt her worldliness by traveling to Guatemala, first on one of Dad’s sabbaticals, then starting a business of importing woven things, returning three times a year, bumping along mountain roads in chicken buses, bartering in broken Spanish with a Dixie accent—what she lacks in language skills she compensates for in excellent facial expressions and hand gestures. So when someone tells me about hiking to Peruvian mountain villages and learning to weave, I think: Big deal, my mom does that.

In short, by being so goddamned open-minded my parents deprived me of my right, as a disaffected collegiate, to reject American materialism and go searching for myself in the third world. As an adult I would gain no thrill from bargaining for trinkets in pidgin English. Never could I grow a beard and trek through Nepal reading Hermann Hesse, sink into a teahouse and scribble in my journal:

I’m beginning to realize that despite what I’ve seen on television, most people in the world are not white. In fact, we’re the minority on this planet. I’m learning that other cultures are very colorful, and different, in a good way. But deep down, I think we are all of the same race: the human race.


All the more reason why I had to invent bighearted Travis LaFrance to report back from the jungles and ranchos of Mexico, befriending natives and spreading goodwill. He’s not so cynical as I am, and would never look back at his travels and wonder who gives a shit about what some middle-class American has to say about the world, and Travis would never despair that it’s all been said, done, and written about before.

So I planned for Travis the quest of a true believer: from north to south, from the rational to the primitive, from the distant echoes of the fiesta brava to its pounding heart. By the time winter ended, I was three months behind in my rent, but I had all the details in place, and I finally called the publisher to find when the check would arrive so I could set out.

“Are you in Mexico City yet?” asked the publisher. “We haven’t heard from you in months.”

“I’m in Utah.”

“You’re already back?”

“I’ve already written a few chapters. What happened to that check?”

“You mean you haven’t left yet?” said the publisher. “You signed the contract four months ago.”

“I’ll be in Tijuana next week.”

“But the Tijuana season is already over. It ended in November. At this rate you’ll miss Mexico City, too.”

I couldn’t reason with a man who suffered from such lack of imagination. When the check finally came I paid my back rent and credit card bills, leaving some two thousand dollars to write the book. For economy’s sake, I scrapped the original proposal—the quest, the narrative progression, the back roads, and the out-of-the-way places—and with a single phone call bought a one-way plane ticket from Los Angeles to Mexico City. I’d worry later about getting to Spain.

And so I began my journey, not with the moonlight donkey ride across the border that you remember from Toro, but with an overnight drive to my parents’ house in California. After snowstorms on the Navajo Nation, I found myself settling down to sleep in the back of my truck in a muddy field behind an Arizona truck stop. As the jake brakes rumbled on the interstate and the headlights flashed through my camper shell, I lay in my sleeping bag and wrote that memorable opening to Chapter One:

 

The desert night is as still and quiet as a freshly killed carcass. Not a light, not a sound, not even a noise. Somewhere south of here, across la frontera, a Mexican owl hoots.

“Vamanos,” I say to Rocinante, draping the blanket across her bony back. “Time to go.”

The burro’s ears perk up as the owl hoots again.

“I don’t know, Roxie. Who do you think he’s talking to?”

We ride along in the darkness. We don’t know where we’re going, but we damn sure know where we’ve been. There’s no turning back now. The owl beckons us thither, southward.

Ask not for whom the owl hoots, Travis. It hoots for thee.
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