














PRAISE FOR
Travel Mania


“Travel Mania is a godsend. It’s the perfect way to imagine I’m a seasoned traveler, without having to leave the comfort of my living room couch. Gershowitz who responds to the suggestion ‘let’s go’ by packing her bags, hasn’t quite turned me into a travel junkie, but she has hooked me on reading about a woman who just can’t sit still.”


—CHARLES SALZBERG, two-time Shamus Award nominee and author of Second Story Man


“Buckle up! Travel Mania is pure adventure and passion, circling and crisscrossing our exotic globe, ever eager for the next horizon. From those pre safety-belt days in the back seat of a DeSoto to the uncertain risks of traveling during our present-day pandemic, each leg of Karen Gershowitz’ life-long voyage is fueled with insights and intimacy, humor and poignancy. This is no mere itinerary or travelogue, but an inside passage.”


—MARC NIESON, author of Schoolhouse: Lessons on Love & Landscape


“Karen Gershowitz suffers from the only traveler’s disease that’s fun to have and be around: the compulsion toward travel itself. This book is full of terrific stories, revealing with richness and particularity not just places and people, but the traveler herself— complicated and often conflicted, comforted by certain traveling companions and people met on the road, driven to distraction by others, but never daunted, never able to resist the pull of another journey. This book was a delight to me during these times of shutdown and is an inspiration for the times to come.”


—LON OTTO, author of A Nest of Hooks, Cover Me, and A Man in Trouble


“Prepare to be swept around the world in the capable and enthusiastic company of KG. You will climb Mt. Kilimanjaro, ‘poli-poli’, eat the famous-for-its-revolting-smell durian in Malaysia, trek through a scirocco in the Sahara, watch bribes being passed on Moscow sidewalks, ride a felucca on the Nile, and spend New Year’s Eve in Saigon. Wherever she goes, Karen is an astute observer and willing experimenter. You are in for a treat.”


—CHRISTINE LEHNER, author of What to Wear to See the Pope and Absent a Miracle


“No ‘guided’ tour here. The only fitting description is: page-turner. Karen gives us wondrous—whether white-knuckled or resplendent—nuggets. Her own growth as a global citizen winds through the decades and essays and leaves me wishing I might have trailed along at least a few times. I’m already looking forward to dipping in repeatedly, and without booking a single flight.”


—CAROLYN LIEBERG, author of West with Hopeless and Calling the Midwest Home


“Alone or in the company of others, Gershowitz navigates the world with an open heart and a sense of adventure. This collection covers impressive ground, and whether she’s rocking out with Moroccans to the Blind Boys of Alabama, struggling up the slopes of Kilimanjaro, or doing business in Asia, her sharp eye brings the wonders of the world in focus.”


—MARILYN JOHNSON, author of Lives in Ruins and This Book Is Overdue!


“As a travel-industry professional, I’ve watched the world shrink as access has grown. Gershowitz’s lovely travel memoir is a look back at a time when faraway places really were far away, distant cultures were very different, single women travelling alone were an unusual sight, and travelers with open hearts had extraordinary experiences. Travel Mania made me appreciate current travel opportunities even more.”


—SUE SHAPIRO, former President of NY Skal, former President and CEO of GIANTS consortium




TRAVEL MANIA


[image: Images]




[image: Image]




Copyright © 2021, Karen Gershowitz


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2021


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-126-7


E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-127-4


Library of Congress Control Number: 2021900223


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


Book design by Stacey Aaronson


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


Included photographs are from the author’s personal archive. Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.




To my mother, Mary Lotker Gershowitz,
who taught me to be curious about the world.




“All journeys have secret destinations
of which the traveler is unaware.”


—MARTIN BUBER
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INTRODUCTION


At a farewell dinner the night before I left on a one-year journey, a friend proposed a toast: “May you have a few really terrible days, when it pours, and you get stuck in a laundromat or inch along in a ten-mile traffic jam. You’ll need those days to remind you how great the rest of the trip is.”


It was a reminder I didn’t really need. I’ve spent many hours, sometimes days, bored while waiting for delayed flights or stuck inside in beautiful places unable to get out and explore because of relentless, torrential rain. While traveling in Thailand, I tore my meniscus climbing onto an elephant. In Guatemala, our Land Rover was stuck in mud so deep and viscous it took six people almost an hour to extract it. Across the world I’ve experienced terrifying taxi rides, pickpockets, and run-down hotels in dicey neighborhoods that have put me into a state of tense alertness. But no matter what mind-numbing or frightening events have occurred, my enthusiasm for travel remains undiminished. I am very lucky to be able to explore the globe. When I’m on the road, I wake each morning eager for the adventure to begin.


I was seventeen when I boarded a TWA flight bound for Amsterdam, my first solo adventure. I didn’t return for three years. Traveling became a passion. At least a couple of trips are always in some stage of planning, and I’ve got a backup list of another two or three. No matter how many places I explore, my list of must-visit destinations only gets longer. For me, travel is an addiction, but one for which I don’t want treatment. I’ve even compiled a list of places that will be easy to negotiate as I grow old and frail.


When friends are looking for a companion to explore some remote or bizarre destination, I’m often their first choice. They call prepared to twist my arm to convince me to, say, go camel trekking in the Moroccan desert in the summer when it’s 110 degrees or to tool around the Galapagos Islands on a decrepit fishing boat or explore the extreme northern tip of Japan. My usual answer is, “Sure, sounds great. When were you thinking of going?” An out-of-the-way destination, especially one I know little about, is my personal drug of choice.


When I can’t find anyone who’s able or willing to come with me, I travel alone, often picking up traveling companions along the way. Some have become lifelong friends.


What is my favorite place? It is an impossible question to answer. At almost any given moment, I am enamored with the scene in front of my nose. Spectacular beauty, astonishing accomplishments, and warm, generous people intermixed with outrageous schlock all captivate me. Over six decades, I’ve experienced over ninety countries plus all fifty US states and all ten Canadian provinces. There are many cities that, over time, I’ve been to a dozen times or more, allowing me to witness major change and subtle shifts. As time has passed, I’ve learned to look more deeply for the less obvious things that define a culture.


In 2001, when I took a yearlong sabbatical and traveled around the US, I developed a website. A blog, before there were blogs, I intended it to let family and friends know where I was and what I was doing. But long before that blog and after it ended, I have always kept a travel journal. Recently I uncovered one from 1967, a time capsule from my earlier self. Those scribbled notes and outlines of events, some detailed, some sketchy, have been memory prods helping me to fill in details about trips and, occasionally, whole journeys that might have vanished forever if I hadn’t written them down.


This book is a compilation of stories that explore how travel can change a life. I am an ordinary person. Through travel I’ve learned courage and risk-taking and succeeded at things I didn’t know I could do.


Each story can be read and enjoyed independently, but taken together, I hope they convey the profound impact travel can have and the joy that can be found in exploring the world. My hope is that these stories tickle your travel bug and give you the courage to set off on your own adventures. Maybe we’ll meet in Tonga, high on my must-visit list.





THE INAUSPICIOUS BEGINNINGS: 1950S


[image: Images]


My father was a workaholic, too busy running his sponge factory to consider anything as frivolous as a long weekend or an extended vacation. But every summer, during the first two weeks of July, he shut the factory down to give his employees a vacation. My mom insisted we travel, though my father would happily have stayed home. She picked our destination and planned the itinerary. Nothing about those two-week excursions could have predicted two of the three children in my family would become passionate travelers.


I remember packing up our DeSoto Woody, filling every inch of the massive station wagon with stuff. There were clothes and footwear suitable for every potential weather condition (including snowstorms). We packed inflatable rafts, plastic flippers, and swimmies if we were headed to a lake, as well as towels and metal folding chairs with webbed plastic backs. Cardboard boxes filled with rain gear were shoved into a far corner—galoshes, umbrellas, and yellow rubber slickers so hot and sticky I don’t recall any of us ever wearing them. More cardboard boxes held decks of cards, the Monopoly set, a game my brothers played with frightening intensity, and my personal favorites, Chutes and Ladders and Candyland. It took hours to pack the car, and sometimes I wondered if there’d be room for all of us once everything was loaded. Looking back, I can’t imagine where all of this gear was usually stored; the five of us were a tight fit in our two-bedroom apartment.


When my father announced we were ready to go, there’d be last-minute elevator rides to the fifth floor for one final bathroom stop. Then Mickey (nine years older than me), Roy (five years older than me), and I would fight about who would sit in the middle, over the hump on the floor. It was a foregone conclusion that, as the youngest and smallest, I’d sit squashed between my brothers. But before every trip I’d cry, threaten to throw up on them, plant myself by a window, and refuse to budge. It never worked.


By the time the Woody slid away from the curb, it was late morning, no matter how early we’d woken up. My father was already in a dither, concerned about reaching our destination before nightfall. He was the only driver and must have dreaded eight to ten hours of traffic with three whining kids.


We lived in upper Manhattan, in Washington Heights. It meant nearly every vacation began with a trip over the George Washington Bridge. My brothers and I had a ritual of singing “George Washington Bridge, George Washington, Washington Bridge,” from the second the car hit the on-ramp until we arrived on solid ground in New Jersey. On a typical weekend, this was annoying enough for my father. In the thick of Fourth of July traffic, it must have been torture.


After about five minutes, as we crept across the span, my father would turn around and calmly say, “That’s enough.” We kept singing.


“Stop.”


Our voices got lower for a few minutes, whispering, “George Washington, Washington, Washington,” but we persisted.


“Stop. Now. Or I’m throwing you out of the car!” He wasn’t shouting, but his voice was definitely louder.


My mother didn’t acknowledge either my dad or us but remained a 1950s Madame Defarge, knitting as the war raged on.


By the time we crossed the span and entered New Jersey we were all exhausted, with at least seven hours still ahead of us. That was when we’d start singing “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall.” My father would turn on the radio, and if he was lucky, he’d be right in time for the start of Saturday’s Texaco-sponsored Metropolitan Opera broadcast. If he was even luckier, it would be Tosca or La Traviata, his favorites. He’d turn it on full volume, drowning us out before we hit “Ninety-eight bottles . . .” At about sixty-five bottles, we would have entered into the mountains, and the radio would begin to crackle and fade in and out. With one hand on the wheel and one on the tuning knob, my dad would try to extend the range of WQXR for a few more miles.


Since we traveled in the heat of summer, we always headed north. When I was six, in 1957, we drove via a circuitous route toward the Laurentian Mountains in Quebec. Our first overnight stop was at Gastown, not far from Niagara Falls. The location had been selected, I’m certain, because the motel was cheap. A child of the Depression, my father could “pinch a nickel so hard, it would scream.” The name “Gastown” said it all. The drinking water, the pool, even the air smelled like rotten eggs. My parents tried to be stoic. My brothers and I had no such discipline—the stench made us gag. We held our fingers to our noses, screaming “P-eww!” and “Fart!” over and over. At dinner, none of us had an appetite. Even though my parents were only picking at their food, there were a lot of reminders from them about the starving children in China. My brothers and I didn’t care. When my dad lit up one of his five-cent stogies, we remained silent. Normally the stink from those cigars would send us running from the room. In Gastown, the familiar odor, pungent though it was, was an improvement. Without air-conditioning, the room was hot and smelly. It was a long night.


The power of Niagara Falls’ thundering water, the cool droplets spraying our faces, and the ice cream we hurriedly licked before it melted improved our dispositions. My brothers and I were disappointed my father wouldn’t let us ride the Maid of the Mist, the boat that traveled under the falls. He assured us seeing the falls from both the American and Canadian sides was just as good and, of more relevance to him, free. My brothers and I weren’t convinced; donning yellow slickers and riding under the roaring falls sounded exciting, but we didn’t get a vote. We stopped for a quick look at the Floral Clock, then back into the car for the next leg of our journey.


Our ultimate destination was a provincial park many miles north of Montreal. As the sun was setting, we were nowhere near the cabin we’d reserved. Thinking back, I realize it must have been very late—just past summer solstice in the far north, the sun wouldn’t have set until ten o’clock or so. The road wasn’t great, more pebbles and ruts than macadam, few signs. Nerves were on edge. My brothers and I knew to be quiet, though a lot of elbowing and shoving went on silently. Any squeaks or squeals or giggles provoked an angry “Be quiet!” from my exhausted father. There was no La Bohème on the radio to soothe him, nothing but static to drown us out—so we drove in silence. We always got lost at least once on any excursion in those pre-GPS days. Mickey was an excellent map reader, but even he had no idea how far we were from the lake. There was no one to ask.


I must have fallen asleep; the car’s sudden stop jolted me awake. We had pulled over to a small building, the official entrance to the park. The ranger on duty gave directions to my father, assuring him we were close. “Go to the second stop sign, make a left. You’ll be in the third driveway.” What he hadn’t told us was it was eight miles to the first stop sign and another four to the second one.


For a family from New York City, this was serious culture shock, the first I ever experienced. I remember my father muttering, “We must have missed it, we must have missed it.” My mother reassured him with five pairs of eyes on the lookout, we hadn’t passed the stop sign. Twenty-five minutes later, we pulled into the driveway of the rustic cabin that would be our home for the next ten days. The powerful scent of pine, gentle lapping of wavelets at the lakeshore, and cool, fresh air emphasized how far we’d come.


We did all the usual things a family did at a cabin at a lake in 1957—swimming, canoeing, cooking out on the grill. Days were warm; nights were cool. Far away from the dangers of Manhattan, I was allowed to go outside by myself, as long as I didn’t go near the lake. It was the first time I had that freedom; as a city kid there was no backyard to play in. I would go in and out, letting the screen door slam behind me, dozens of times a day. I didn’t have anywhere to go, didn’t really even want to be by myself; I just loved that I could go out and about on my own.


News was sporadic, but we did receive one snippet of information from a newly arrived family—the Northeast was suffering from a heat wave. Temperatures in New York had been over ninety degrees for a week. We were giddy in the cool. To celebrate our escape from the oppressive weather back home, my dad hauled in wood from the massive pile behind the cabin, arranged it in the fireplace, and ceremoniously lit it.


It was one of the first important travel lessons I learned: the whole world doesn’t experience the same thing at the same time.


On our first trip to Canada, we must have passed through border control and customs, both entering and returning, but it made no impression on me. Being so young, I’m not sure I even understood the concepts of “borders” or “countries.” Everyone we met spoke English, and I could read the words on signs with a little help; nothing looked or felt different from our vacations in the Catskill Mountains or the Adirondacks. “Foreign” meant my grandparents, immigrants who spoke English with a thick accent or never learned to speak it at all.


My second international trip, two years later, was once again to Canada. But this time, in Quebec City, my focus was on language— French. At age eight, I knew about French and Italian but had never heard them spoken. I grew up hearing the guttural sounds of Yiddish at home. My best friend Judy’s parents spoke German. Some of my grandparents’ friends would occasionally speak Russian or Polish. On our jaunts to Chinatown, the waiters spoke to each other in a strange singsong way, but they always used English with us. The chalkboards listing the specials of the day, with their odd up and down symbols, had an English translation.


Now, on our annual Fourth of July vacation, after the predictable preparations and arguments about seating arrangements and songs, we’d arrived in a magical land where everyone spoke in a melodious tongue. Once across the border, years before Canadian law decreed all signs must be bilingual, there was no English to be seen. We were immersed in French; it was beautiful, mysterious, exotic. This was a foreign country.


My father’s approach to resolving the language difference was to speak louder, as if everyone in Quebec City had suffered severe hearing loss. If he just spoke loudly enough, they’d be able to direct him to the zoo or advise him on a restaurant. When volume didn’t help, he’d turn to my mother in frustration. She had come armed with a small English-to-French phrase book. While she struggled to find and then slowly read the phonetically spelled-out sentence, I’d try to help by acting out what we wanted. Charades was a game at which I excelled. I’d also picked up a few important phrases—bonjour, merci, parlez-vous anglais?—and was happy to try them out. A child with a big smile and no fear can butcher a language horribly and still, miraculously, be understood. My enthusiasm usually made my victims smile and try especially hard to help us. Somehow, between kind people who spoke a little English and getting information from the travel guide, we managed to get around just fine.


I emerged from that trip so overconfident about my ability to communicate with anyone, I’ve never learned to proficiently speak another language. In foreign lands, I still rely on kind strangers, especially those who are good at charades. In retrospect, I wish I’d made a serious effort to learn other languages. Still, that early experience taught me I’d be able to negotiate the world even without understanding the local language—it made me a lot braver.


I remember one final trip across the border from my childhood. The year following our trip to Quebec, we headed to Nova Scotia. Mickey had gotten his driver’s license and had been driving for about six months. My father, happy to be able to share the time behind the wheel, alternated with him as soon as we were out of city traffic. Roy and I must have teased Mickey and made jokes about the new seating arrangement—when he drove, we shared the back seat with our mom. But Mickey took his new responsibilities to heart, even yelling at us to be quiet.


For some reason I can’t recall, I was in the front passenger seat and the designated navigator as we made our way into Halifax. I was a proficient map reader; it was considered by my family to be a crucial survival skill, and I can’t remember a time when I couldn’t read one. My guess is my parents taught me about maps at around the same time I was learning to read Dr. Seuss. As we got closer to the city, my brother Mickey asked me which way to go. I studied the map and called out a route number I was certain would get us close to our motel.


When he asked, “East or west?” I confidently replied, “East.” Then we approached a traffic circle.


“There’s nothing marked east. Do I go inbound or outbound?” His voice was tense, and I could see him gripping the steering wheel just a smidgen tighter.


I looked up at the sign, then studied the map. From what I could tell, we were heading from one suburb to another. Was that inbound or outbound? “I’m not sure,” I said in a small voice.


He tersely repeated the question.


“I don’t know, just pull over,” I begged. You’d have thought I’d asked him to dance naked in front of the mayor. He screamed at me, infuriated that I couldn’t give him a simple answer.


“I can’t pull over, we’re in a traffic circle—inbound or outbound?”


I began to cry. Mickey drove around the circle two or three times, cursing and yelling at me. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t figure out which way to go. I knew giving the wrong answer would be worse than admitting I didn’t know. It would have meant days or even weeks of teasing. As usual, my mother was doing her Madame Defarge act, and my father didn’t want to get involved. Finally Mickey picked a ramp, exited the traffic circle, pulled over, and grabbed the map from my hands. I sniffled while he studied it intently for several minutes. He finally growled, “Stupid signs.”


We proceeded in the direction he’d turned, which was incorrect. When we stopped at a gas station to get directions, we got a tip about a local fish and chips place that turned out to be the best restaurant of the entire trip. After he’d calmed down, Mickey apologized and peace was restored. We eventually found the motel, a big relief. That my big brother couldn’t read the map any better than I could was an even bigger relief.


This was another crucial travel lesson: sometimes you get lost, but you don’t get lost forever. Eventually you find what you’re looking for, and sometimes the best part of a trip is the unexpected gem you discover while wandering.


And so began my life as a traveler.





FUELING THE PASSION: 1960S
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My grandma Bella was one of the most self-absorbed, flamboyant people I’ve known. She was also one of my greatest inspirations.


My brothers, cousins, and I all found Bella completely annoying; our litany of kvetches about her could fill an encyclopedia. To put it kindly, she wasn’t the stereotypical grandma of the 1950s. Bella never wore flowered housedresses, knitted scarves for us, or baked apple pies. In fact, her cooking and baking went beyond bad —it was dangerous. You could easily break a tooth if you bit into one of her oatmeal cookies more than twenty minutes after it emerged from the oven. For years I refused to eat strudel because I’d been raised eating her version—rubbery dough filled with overly sweet apricot jam, often burned at the edges. In my thirties, I spent time in Vienna and tasted the real thing: it was revelatory.


Bella was a talker. She knew how to hijack any topic and twist it to something she wanted to discuss. In my home, all conversations abruptly ended when she entered a room. We’d try to sneak away before she could catch our eye, but if we weren’t fast enough, we’d still be there an hour later. In public, she’d grab anyone in sight and, in heavily accented English, chatter away without pause. As a child, I’d be mortified when she’d do this with strangers in the park or the supermarket, but people found her delightful. Within minutes, Grandma would have a new friend. As an adult, I now marvel at both her charm and chutzpah.


But her chutzpah often went too far. Bella showed up at my brother’s wedding in a sparkling silver dress with matching high heels, wearing a vast amount of fake glittery jewels on her ears, wrists, and around her neck. It would have been an unusual outfit for any wedding guest but was especially startling on someone in her late seventies. Even though the photographer spent a lot of time shooing her away, she weaseled her way into at least half of the photographs. In some of the outtakes, her broad smile, oddly reminiscent of the Cheshire Cat, can be seen peering around other members of the wedding party.


Bella had three husbands and buried them all. Harry, my mother’s dad, died before I was born. From the stories I’ve been told, he was quite a catch—kind, good-looking, a union labor leader, and a scholar. A few years after Harry died, Grandma remarried, this time to a chicken farmer in New Jersey. He lived for only a couple of years after their marriage, and I can’t remember him at all. Grandma’s third husband, Izzy, she met and married in her early sixties. A dapper gentleman, he was always well-dressed, with perfect manners, and he adored Bella. Sadly, he passed away while I was young.


She never married again. I’ve sometimes wondered why she didn’t remarry. Perhaps when she was widowed for the third time, there simply weren’t enough men in her age group. Maybe her charm had worn off a bit by that point in her life—I do remember her bossiness with Izzy (and every other family member). Perhaps she decided three husbands had been enough. But, for whatever reason, she found herself single.


When she had only her own needs to consider, Bella decided to do things she’d always dreamed about. High on her list was to see America, her adopted country. She’d arrived at Ellis Island from the Ukraine and then lived in Manhattan for decades, too poor to take a vacation. Later, she and Izzy became snowbirds, traveling every winter to Miami to escape the cold northern winters. But New York and Florida comprised her knowledge of the US, and that didn’t satisfy her curiosity. About a year after Izzy’s death, Bella announced to my mom and aunt she was going to see America. And she planned to go alone.


In the 1960s, this was a shocking idea. Sixty-five was considered old, and women of any age rarely traveled alone. I’m certain Mom was surprised by her mother’s unexpected wanderlust. Thinking about it now, I realize she was also probably a bit jealous. But she was supportive. Mom had always been somewhat unconventional and longed to travel. I think she appreciated her mother’s ambition and bravery. I always suspected she helped Bella make her dream come true by providing financial support and taking care of some logistical arrangements.


At age sixty-five, Bella boarded a Greyhound bus and set off on her adventure. Her chattiness must have been a big asset. I imagine her looking out the window and providing her seatmate with a running commentary on the scenery, the old country, her family, and whatever else popped into her mind. I’m sure she must have always had bags of treats and cookies (thankfully not home-baked) she offered to everyone seated near her. At rest stops, the driver would have gallantly helped her off the bus, for which he would have received one of Bella’s dazzling smiles.


She spent six weeks visiting distant relatives and one of my mom’s friends who had moved to California. Sometimes, when no one she knew lived in a place she wanted to visit, she’d stay at a cheap motel while she looked around. Every few days we’d receive a postcard; they rarely contained a message, just a signature. It was how we knew she was okay, long-distance calls being expensive. I loved getting those shiny pictures of the Grand Canyon, San Francisco, and Chicago. Bella returned with a couple of boxes filled with gifts for us. The gifts, like her cooking, were well meant but awful— T-shirts too small to fit any of us, cheesy plastic doodads, oranges that had been fresh and delicious in California but were long past their prime by the time we received them.


Her first trip was such a success she did it again the following year. Then she got more ambitious: she decided she wanted to track down long-lost relatives in her homeland. While my mom and aunt had been okay with her travels in the US, they weren’t too happy about Bella traveling to the Soviet Union. In the thick of the Cold War, relations between the two countries were tense. Though she had become an American citizen and would carry a US passport, her origins were clear from her appearance and accent. I remember overhearing a lot of heated arguments in Yiddish, which I couldn’t understand, but the tone and volume made their disagreement clear. In the end, as in all things, Grandma prevailed; she wore them both down.


Because Bella’s English was “sketchy,” I usually helped her compose letters to businesses and friends. This time she had no problem writing notes in her spidery penmanship, on tissue-thin paper, in a language I couldn’t read. She mailed these aerograms to people I’d never heard of who lived in far-off places. I found the whole process intriguing, especially when the replies returned bearing colorful foreign stamps. With each letter she received, she became more excited, and her planned trip got longer. Looking back, I wonder how she located so many of her relatives—nearly a half century had passed since she’d lived there. Then again, communist Russia was hardly a mobile society. Her relatives were probably in the same houses their families had lived in for generations.


Bella departed from Idlewild Airport with several overstuffed suitcases. She brought her relatives clothing, shoes, and packaged food, items difficult to obtain in Russia at the time. The gifts would repay her relatives for their hospitality, but as important, they would demonstrate her success in America.


I can’t recall how long she was gone, but it seemed an extended visit, at least a few months; after half a century, I guess they had a lot of catching up to do. We may have received a few postcards, but for most of her trip, there was no contact at all.


Unlike her journeys around the US, Bella’s suitcases were lighter when she returned home: the gifts had been distributed, and there was little to buy in Russia. But she did bring back stories. Of all of the tales of shtetls and distant relatives, the one most fascinating to me was about a second or third cousin just about my age. Grandma told me she looked so much like me she could have been my sister. She even had a blurry photo, dutifully snapped with her Brownie camera, to prove it. I stared and stared at the picture. In it I saw an alternate universe, the life I might be living if my grandparents hadn’t come to America.


That trip to Russia was the last of Bella’s international travel adventures. But the following year, and every year after until her late seventies, she traveled back and forth to Florida on the Greyhound bus.


Among the many things Bella taught me, the most important lesson was that it is possible for a woman to be adventurous, travel alone, and not just survive but thrive. She paved the way for me to make my own journeys—if my mom allowed Bella to travel, I knew she’d permit me to do so too.





LEAVING HOME: 1970
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It was my first solo trip, and I was heading overseas. My parents and brothers had accompanied me to the gate, hugging me and saying goodbye only as I handed over my boarding pass. I walked across the tarmac toward the plane; in 1969, there were no jetways. Nearing the plane, I stopped and turned around to get one last glimpse of my family, but all I could see were reflections on the building’s tinted glass. I was on my own. Heading toward the plane, it felt as though the heat-softened tarmac was grabbing at the soles of my shoes. I walked slowly toward the beckoning stewardess.


Fourteen months earlier, I had been a freshman at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn. It hadn’t been my preferred college; my heart had been set on art schools outside the New York City area, but no other college accepted me. It wasn’t because of my grades, SAT scores, or my portfolio, which everyone assured me were superb, but because of my age: I wouldn’t be seventeen, their minimum age for living in the dorm, until midway through the fall semester. The schools feared liability if, entering at that young age, I got into any kind of trouble. Growing up during the height of the baby boom in overcrowded NYC schools, I had skipped eighth grade. It may have helped the board of education by getting one more child out of the overburdened system faster, but it hadn’t done me much good. At age sixteen, I was socially awkward and too young to live alone or work.


Pratt was willing to admit me on the condition I live at home. The college was within commuting distance, if one considers a three- to four-hour daily round trip on subways and buses reasonable. I was continually bleary-eyed and dragging, too scared to sleep on the subway, too harried and wound up to get much sleep at home. The one saving grace was that my best friend from high school, Cassie, also chose Pratt.


In the beginning, I loved thinking about and making art in new ways and tried to ignore the horrid logistics. Then things began to change. The spring of 1969 was tumultuous in New York. The city was filthy and dangerous. Vietnam War protests, draft card burnings, and student riots shared the nightly news with an upswing in murders, muggings, drug busts, and other violent crimes in all five boroughs. Pratt Institute, located in one of the most dangerous neighborhoods in Brooklyn, Bedford-Stuyvesant, hunkered behind fortresslike brick walls. Outside the college walls, graffiti decorated every surface, and rats scuttled through piles of trash. Bed-Stuy was home to an especially active and violent group of Black Panthers who were gathering strength and making headlines. I almost never ventured through the neighborhood alone.


One bright afternoon in early spring, Cassie and I were walking from campus to the subway station. Sensing movement behind us, we picked up our pace. The footsteps were loud and getting closer. We moved faster, nearly trotting, but not fast enough. A loud explosion rang out, a cherry bomb, I think. I grabbed for Cassie, flailing to reach her hand. A shrill, jeering voice screamed, “Black and white don’t mix!” Cassie yanked at my hand, and we ran from the explosion. The voice trailing behind us called out, “Stay friends and there’ll be worse to come.”


As the voice had warned, things got worse. Cassie and I had been close friends all through high school and had gotten beyond the differences of our skin color. Our similar interests, likes, dislikes, and bizarre humor made the issue of race insignificant. After the cherry bombing, Cassie and I began to drift apart. Most days she sat with a group of black kids at a table on the opposite side of the cafeteria and walked through the neighborhood in the company of her new friends. Every time she and I did get together, there would be hate mail in my school mail slot the next day reminding me we were being watched. I hadn’t made many new friends at Pratt and felt isolated.


While on my endless commute a few weeks later, I sat alone on the F train reading a magazine, avoiding eye contact with everyone, and ignoring the graffiti-covered walls of the subway car. Something splashed on me. I looked up. A middle-aged man was standing over me. “Help me,” he rasped. He collapsed into the seat next to mine, his weight pinning me into the corner. The splash had been drops of blood. Then the blood gushed. Had he been stabbed? Shot?


I don’t remember the next hour clearly. Someone must have pulled the emergency cord. In 1969, violence on the subway had become routine, and the police had a lot of experience dealing with it. They boarded the train and efficiently removed the man. Everyone who had been near him was briefly questioned about what they’d seen. Then the train got moving again. For me, the violence was horrifying. I went into a state of shock, emerging from my haze only to realize I’d missed my stop, gone to the end of the line, and was heading back through Manhattan to Brooklyn. Spattered with blood, I had the seat to myself for the entire trip, everyone carefully avoiding me.


After that incident, with bloody images always at the periphery of my consciousness, I had to force myself to ride the subway or to walk in the area outside the campus. I was on constant alert for danger but continued my daily grind. In addition to school and the commute, I’d gotten a part-time job shortly after I turned seventeen; my wages paid for art supplies. Hadassah, a women’s Zionist organization, was converting their mailing list from a mechanical to a computerized process. Two afternoons a week, I sat in a windowless room filled with other college students poring over lists of names, playing “Hadassah Bingo,” a way to eliminate duplicate names.


“Annie Schwartz in Miami Beach,” the caller would scream out. We all scanned our lists looking for the right Annie.


“I’ve got her—she’s on Jefferson Avenue!”


“Sadie Schwartz in Dallas,” the game proceeded.


It was mindless and dull—exactly what I needed. Once an hour we got a ten-minute break. People ran off to smoke, use the bathroom, or go to the deli next door for much-needed caffeine.


One afternoon at break time, I was staring into space when a young guy came over to chat. A brief snippet of our conversation is imprinted in my memory like a tattoo.


“If you could do anything, anything at all, what would you do?” he asked.


Without hesitation I said, “I’d quit school, work for a year, save every dime, and go to Europe.”


“So why don’t you?”


I couldn’t think of a single reason why not.
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In mid-August, fifteen months later, having done exactly what I’d blurted out, I was on the tarmac leaving for Holland. The Koninklijke Academie van Beeldende Kunsten, the Royal Academy of Fine Art, in The Hague had accepted me as a transfer student.


I was anxious to leave yet terrified of going. I’d never traveled anywhere by myself—not even to nearby Connecticut. I knew not one person in Holland, didn’t speak Dutch, wasn’t even sure why I was going there instead of California or Florence. I’d picked Holland on a whim. My parents had recently visited Amsterdam, and I thought they’d be less opposed to my studying in a place with which they were somewhat familiar. And I liked the idea of having an ocean and six time zones between us. When my mother understood I was determined to go through with my plan, she was encouraging—it was something she would have liked to have done in her youth.


My fear of staying in New York had propelled me forward. Now, step after slow step, I made my way across the tarmac, up the stairs, down the center aisle, and into my seat. I burst into tears but willed myself to stay seated, not to run off the plane in a panic. When the doors were secured, and the plane taxied to the runway, my tears dried up. My breathing slowed, and a deep calm settled over me. Much later I understood that distance wasn’t really the point; it was the act of leaving that counted, the separation from the familiar and constricting. I thought I was going to experience a foreign culture. In retrospect, I went to reinvent myself.


By early October, just two months after arriving in The Hague, I’d found a place to live, and the scant bit of Dutch I’d learned at Berlitz had improved (besides, nearly everyone spoke fluent English). But each time I entered the art academy, it felt as though I’d time-traveled to the 1890s. At Pratt we’d been encouraged to experiment and to stretch the limits of our imaginations and materials. I’d used soda cans to create a 3-D chess set and in life-drawing class had drawn two-minute charcoal sketches capturing the spirit of the pose, if not the precise anatomy. In the academy we spent hour after dull hour standing silently at easels sketching from plaster busts or bowls of fruit. In desperation, I began to draw dust motes floating in a beam of sunlight and the patterns of raindrops streaked across dusty windows. I’d made some acquaintances, but no one I thought of as a friend. Desperately lonely, I knew I’d made a horrible mistake.


I considered returning to New York. But I couldn’t. I knew what I’d be going back to. The Hague may have been a poor choice, but surely there was somewhere else, some safe yet engaging, stimulating environment. I struggled with what to do. After yet another dull afternoon sketching, when even a couple of mugs of strong coffee couldn’t prevent me from continually yawning, I packed up my belongings, bought a train/ferry ticket, and headed for London. I had lasted five weeks at the Koninklijke Academie.


On the ferry, my mood reflected the North Sea’s steel-gray, choppy waters. Others on the ferry must have thought I was about to be ill, but my pallid complexion and ragged breathing were caused by fear, not seasickness. I was glad to be escaping yet again, but fearful I wouldn’t like London any better. Then what would I do? Still, I looked forward to being around people whose mother tongue was English, naively assuming because we shared a common language, the British would think and act just like Americans.


The Princes Square Hotel was described in Frommer’s Europe on $10 a Day as inexpensive, centrally located, student-friendly accommodations. Dragging my massive suitcase, I navigated my way from the Liverpool Street train station onto the Underground and made my way to Bayswater and the hotel. The manager, Mr. Singh, told me the only available room was a small one with a shared bathroom, on the first floor, one flight up. For several long minutes, I stood frozen in place, unable to decide if I should stay. The stress of leaving Holland, aching muscles from hauling luggage, and just plain tiredness immobilized me. A flight of stairs was daunting, finding another hotel more so.


I was saved from becoming a permanent front desk fixture by a young man who cheerfully offered to carry my luggage. That was enough to convince me to take the room. I told myself I would move the next day.


As we climbed the stairs the young man gave me a quick primer on the hotel. There were few available rooms, he said, because almost everyone at the hotel was a student at the University of London. The same baby boom that had caused my progress through school so quickly in New York City had also overwhelmed London. The university dormitories couldn’t accommodate everyone, and school officials suggested several hotels to late-registering students.


“Breakfast is terrible, but you can steal toast and hard-boiled eggs for lunch.” He shifted the suitcase to his other hand and bumped it up step-by-step, talking as he went. “The TV is pretty useless, all wavy lines, and it fades in and out, but we all watch it anyhow. Make sure you take a bath early in the day; by evening there’s never any hot water.” There were lots of British students, the young man continued, as well as many other nationalities. “But you’ll be the only American.”


The room where he dropped me off was furnished in what could only have been castoffs—a shaky table and equally wobbly chair, a dresser marked by dozens of cigarette scorches, and a scary-looking electrical device I couldn’t identify. I flopped down on the bed, surprised it was comfortable and the sheets looked clean. As I lay there in stupefied exhaustion, the floral pattern in the wallpaper transformed into gremlins laughing at me.


My room was perched on a landing between floors, so everyone going upstairs had to pass my door. In my haste to lie down, I hadn’t fully closed the door. Within minutes I had visitors; word had quickly spread, and they were curious about the new American. By evening, I had eaten dinner with several new friends and decided to stay at the hotel for a few more days.


One of the students told me about an art school in the East End he thought would accept me, even though the semester had already begun. By the following evening, before I’d seen the Tower of London, Piccadilly Circus, or Buckingham Palace, I was enrolled in the Sir John Cass College of Art and had taken my first ceramics studio class.


The life I’d been imagining had begun.





THREE LEAVING LONDON: 1971


[image: Images]


After a few months in London, I was enjoying my classes, had begun a part-time job working for the instructor, and developed a circle of friends. It was time for a holiday from my new routine.


“The car’s gone,” Ron howled. I wasn’t really surprised; Roby had parked her ancient Fiat in what was clearly marked as a no-parking zone. She’d told me not to worry, getting coffee would take only five minutes. What could happen in five minutes? When she said it, I’d shrugged. After all, what would one more unpaid parking ticket mean? Roby, an Italian studying for her PhD at the University of London, had been parking her car illegally since she’d arrived four months before. Each morning she plucked a parking ticket from under the wiper and used it to clean her windscreen. She was disappointed when she didn’t get one—her wipers didn’t work well, and she hated looking through streaky glass.


Ron, Roby, and I were traveling to Paris for the winter holidays. Ron, always a worrier, began to panic. “We’ll miss the ferry. Oh, my God! All my stuff is in the car. Thieves have taken it; we’ll never get it back. Oh, my God!” While he worked himself into a frenzy, Roby calmly approached a bobby (policeman). After she explained our plight, the bobby used his walkie-talkie to call in the information.


“Miss, your car has been impounded. You’ll have to go pick it up in Islington.”


I flashed on all those parking tickets and silently swore under my breath. Ron was right: we’d never get our stuff back. We were students with very limited resources; between us we couldn’t begin to pay what Roby owed.


The three of us had met by chance, living at the Princes Square Hotel at the height of baby boomers entering college. The seedy hotel had been transformed by the University of London into student housing to accommodate the overflow. Greasy eggs and soggy cornflakes for breakfast every morning, furniture that seemed ready to collapse at any moment, and evenings spent watching one small TV with a wavery image had created a strong bond among the thirty or so students living there. I was eighteen, and it was my first experience living in a community of my peers. It became an adventure, and the living conditions seemed only a minor inconvenience. I reveled in both my freedom and new friends. But as winter break approached, and everyone shared their plans for holiday time, my elation sunk into dread. Left by myself, the hotel’s dim lighting and cramped quarters would merely be damp, dirty, and depressing rather than inspiration for endless jokes. When Roby proposed I join her to visit friends at the Sorbonne, I didn’t hesitate in saying, “Yes!”


In our excitement planning our getaway, Ron had somehow invited himself. My friend Michael had repeatedly told me to uninvite Ron. “He’s a right bloody twit. It won’t take two days for him to send you right ’round the bend.” I protested; while Ron was a bit naive and childlike, he wasn’t a bad sort.


While saying goodbye earlier that morning, Michael was still trying to convince me to dump Ron. “Bloody Midlands wanker—I don’t know how he manages to get around London without getting lost and going home to cry to Mummy.”


I’d nodded and ignored him.


“Really, it’s not too late to chuck him out.”


I’d nodded again.


“Well, don’t come back and complain. You’re going to have a bloody awful time, and I won’t listen to it.”


Despite Michael’s warnings and a small inner voice murmuring, He’s right, it’s a bad idea—a really bad idea, the three of us had climbed in the car and set off. Now I wondered if we’d even make it out of London.


“So where exactly is Islington, and how do we get there?” I asked the bobby. He gave us directions, and off we went to the Tube to retrieve the car.


On the long ride to Islington, we considered how we might extricate it while still holding onto some cash for the trip. Roby, in her airy, nonchalant manner assured us, “No worry. I get the car. I talk to them. You see.”


I wondered if the car was worth what the parking fines were likely to be. And had they actually brought it to the pound? Or had they taken one look and just towed it to the dump? The teensy white Fiat was adorned with multicolored streaks of paint from cars she’d sideswiped. The front headlight was secured to the frame with black-and-white-checked electrical tape, as was a portion of the rear fender and a side panel. Fascinated by people and the city, Roby spent more time looking at the sights than at the road. Worse yet, she kept forgetting to drive on the left. A few harrowing drives with her had metaphorically put the first gray hairs on my head. Going the wrong direction around a London traffic circle must have cut a year or two off my life expectancy.


Despite being less than a half mile from where we’d exited the Tube, the walk to the pound took nearly an hour. There were no signs, and we seemed to be going in circles. Though I knew she had no idea where she was headed, Roby strode confidently along, clacking her high heels on the pavement. Ron slunk along a few steps behind her. Nearly six feet tall, he seemed to shrink into himself and looked as if at any moment he might begin to cry. I began to think of him as a seven-year-old in a nineteen-year-old’s body.


I stopped the few people we passed, and they gave conflicting directions. It was only when we saw a car being towed and followed it that we finally found the entrance to the pound.


Pointing her finger at Ron, then jabbing him with it, Roby said, “You let me talk. You say nothing. Nothing. You understand?”


“Yes, I understand,” Ron mewled softly.


She crooked her finger at me. “You come with me. You also say nothing unless I tell you to. You understand?”


At the front gate, she explained to the officer there had been some mistake and her car had been towed. She went on to tell him we were headed to the ferry for Calais and then on to Paris. It took a lot of self-restraint to keep me from throttling Roby. Knowing we were about to head out of the country, the police would never release the car.


While the officer shuffled through a pile of papers, Roby smiled and chatted. She was tall and striking, with dark sultry looks, a mane of shiny jet-black hair, and tight jeans. She turned on the charm in a way I never thought possible, except maybe by Gina Lollobrigida in the movies. While another officer tore himself away to bring the car around, the desk officer said, “That will be a hundred fifty pounds to release your car.”


In 1970 that was a lot of money, more than I had with me for the entire ten days. “How much is that in lire?” Roby asked sweetly as she pulled out a checkbook.


With a rueful smile the young officer told her, “I’m sorry, we can’t take a foreign check.”


Roby’s eyes opened wide, and she fluttered her long black eyelashes. “What am I to do? Only lire, no pounds.”


“Sorry, miss, we can’t take your check.”


One lone tear slid down her cheek. “My momma, she’s meeting us in Paris.” The officer fidgeted a bit but didn’t relent. Roby’s eyes softened, and more tears flowed. “Without the car, I can’t visit my momma.”


Her momma? That was pouring it on a bit thick. The plan was to crash at a friend’s flat and party for a week. Next she’d say her momma was sick and if we didn’t get to Paris today, her mother would die without her saying goodbye.


“Maybe I could pay you when I get back?” Roby asked hopefully. When the officer didn’t immediately say no or, as I would have done, laugh at her, Roby pressed on. “I’ll be back in a week. I promise, cross my heart, I will pay the hundred fifty pounds.” With that she put her hand on her chest and ever so subtlety caressed her breast.


The officer’s eyes lingered as he murmured, “It’s most irregular, but . . .”


“I’m a good Catholic.” Roby moved her hand just enough to fish out a gold cross from under her sweater. “Lord Jesus is my witness, I pay you when I return.” I followed her gaze to his left hand; there was no wedding band. “And maybe we go to dinner?”


Ten minutes later, Roby was in the driver’s seat, and we were headed toward the ferry. It was a typical drive with Roby—I spent my time alternating between navigating, yelling at Roby to “Keep left, dammit, I don’t want to get killed. Left. Left,” and replaying the scene at the pound. While I would love to be able to pull off such an audacious con, could I ever summon the nerve or sultriness to do it? I decided not. Maybe it was an Italian thing. My American accent just wouldn’t work. Neither would my American forthrightness and compulsion for honesty. And, even with my best effort, my short curly hair would never have the same impact as Roby’s suggestive flipping of her long lustrous locks.


Ron fretted because they knew his name. Since he was the only Brit in the car, they’d come after him for Roby’s unpaid fines. He sniffled and sniggled until Roby turned 180 degrees to face him in the back seat and shouted, “Basta! Enough! Be quiet!” I grabbed the steering wheel as the car lurched. Surely, we wouldn’t make it to Paris alive. And even if Roby and I did, Ron wouldn’t—we’d throw him off the ferry in the middle of the channel.


In Dover, we got lost several times before arriving at the terminal, tired, hungry, and grumpy. The ferry on which we had a reservation had departed long before. There’d be a two-hour wait. Roby ordered Ron, “Go for a walk. Don’t come back until the ferry go.” I was hoping she’d pull another con and we’d leave without him. I was ready to heed Michael’s warning and ditch Ron at the first opportunity. But no, she and I choked down dried-out cheese sandwiches and lukewarm tea with milk from the commissary while she licked her lips and described brioche, croissants, and other culinary delights of Paris.


I finally began to relax and even began to get excited. Warm yeast-scented brioche. The Louvre. The Eiffel Tower. With no more driving on the left and on roads with which Roby was familiar, we might make it to Paris after all.





CAPTURING JAPAN: 1974
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After three years in Europe, attending classes and working, I decided it was time to return to the US and get my college degree. I visited the American consulate in London and researched art programs, willing to live anywhere in the States except New York.


The Kansas City Art Institute seemed to have a good ceramics program, was willing to accept me without an interview, and would grant me credit for my time in London. Initially, living in the Midwest produced extreme culture shock—I’d been used to going to Paris for the weekend, not Omaha. But after a year there, I came to love the school.


When I returned to Kansas City after a summer vacation visiting friends in London, the culture shock wasn’t nearly as disorienting as it had been during my first transition. Still, it only took a couple of weeks for me to become antsy and to begin pondering my next adventure.


Ken Ferguson, chairman of the ceramics department and ever-present figure in the studio where I worked, had spent his summer traveling in Japan. From the moment classes began, he regaled us with stories of the pottery studios he’d visited and the fabulous artwork he’d seen and artists he’d met. There didn’t seem to be a corner of the country or a famous potter with whom he hadn’t connected. However, show-and-tell was mostly tell, with only a few tea bowls, teapots, and plates he’d brought home as tangible evidence of his adventures. The one photo he did pass around showed him standing next to Shōji Hamada, one arm casually draped over his shoulder. Hamada, one of the most celebrated artists in Japan, had been designated as a national living treasure by his government. Standing next to six-foot-six Ken, who at about three hundred pounds dwarfed almost everyone, Hamada looked like a porcelain miniature. The snapshot was later pinned to a corkboard in the ceramics studio.
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