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Men wanted for hazardous journey to the South Pole. Small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, constant danger. Safe return doubtful. Honor and recognition in case of success.

—Ad placed in a London paper by Ernest Shackleton for his 1902 Discovery Expedition. He said later: “So overwhelming was the response to his appeal that it seemed as though all the men of Great Britain were determined to accompany him.”


Foreword

Asked why they bought an SUV when a sedan or minivan made more sense, many Americans cite the concept of “personal freedom,” meaning that—if they wanted to—they could take it off road, into the trackless wilderness and fordable streams featured in the commercials. Of course, only 15 percent of owners actually take their SUVs off the school/work/mall/house-of-worship axis, but it’s important to these buyers to know they could.

Four-wheel-drive boxes are dominating the market, while battery electrics are in the doldrums—only .37 percent of the American market in 2016. Why? Price and range anxiety mostly, though that’s changing as affordable 200-mile cars like the Chevy Bolt hit the market.

The Tesla Model S, the car owned by Off the Grid author Randy Denmon, can travel up to 265 miles on a charge. And that means owners rarely suffer range anxiety, and they can—and do—take their cars across country, or at least on long vacations. You meet Teslas in the craziest places these days.

There are 790 Tesla Supercharger stations in the United States, and what a comfort that is for travel in the Lower 48. But somebody had to be the trailblazer to take their Tesla further afield, and that turns out to be Randy Denmon, with his complaining sidekick Dean Lewis.

In the grand tradition of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, or more recently Bill Bryson and Stephen Katz taking a walk in the woods, they leave the Superchargers behind at the Mexican border and head due south—with the Panama Canal as their destination. And bicker with each other the whole way.

Like Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas—without the drugs, but with the paranoia—this is a road book and a rollicking adventure story. It’s called Off the Grid, but actually it’s about the grid, or at least the patched-together, intermittently available version of it that exists south of the border.

Will our intrepid heroes connect to 230 volts before their battery indicator reads zero and they’re stranded in the middle of nowhere, waiting for the drug cartels to swoop down? Will the Tesla survive potholed roads, torrential storms and crooked customs officials with their hands out for bribes?

You’ll have to read the book to find out, but there’s no doubt that even attempting a crazy trip like this is a sign that electric cars are—finally—entering the mainstream. And you bet that’s a good thing.

Jim Motavalli

Fairfield, CT

January 2017


We’re Off

Under a sapphire sky, the guard post on the south abutment of the three-mile long Anzalduas International Bridge came into view. Below, in a deep gorge, the Rio Grande trickled by, an unassuming brown slice of water. The far bank seemed no different from McAllen, Texas, a multitude of concrete and buildings wedged between throngs of people.

But on the other side, everything was different. The land was foreign and exotic, the people mysterious. Over there, nothing back here mattered. The little river divided two peoples, one born into a fortunate land, the others….

The federal agents of the United Mexican States stood in their imposing uniforms, machine guns held at port arms. The cool January morning was clear, temperature in the forties, and a half-moon was setting to the west.

Where were we going? Butterflies filled my stomach. My hands twitched.

I have heard all journeys have a purpose, even directionless ones. This journey had a direction, if little else. Maybe it was a spiritual trip as much as a physical journey.

The queue of cars inched forward. I turned to Dean Lewis as I eased the wonderful piece of modern technology that would get us across the border, just a few feet in front of us. The four-door sedan looked rather plain, like something any typical American salesman or soccer mom would employ to efficiently move through suburbia. But this high-tech machine, the new Tesla Model S, was powered only by electricity.

Two Louisiana rednecks were fixing to drive this car through Latin America to Panama, and maybe beyond. Perhaps not my brightest idea, but then, I have been known to pursue some insane endeavors.

The EPA estimates the range of this Tesla at 265 miles per charge. Of course, that’s running at a constant 65 mph, with no air conditioning, with only 300 pounds of cargo, over flat ground, without headwind, and without other devices—wipers, lights, radio, etc. Who knew what the real-world range of the car would be over bumpy, third-world roads, crossing varied terrain loaded down with 600 or 700 pounds of cargo? Theoretically, the car could travel over 400 miles at a constant speed of 35 mph. But then, everything works in theory, or over a smooth test track somewhere in California.

I looked to the dash and the car’s speed-range curve. Bigger problems lay ahead other than the car’s range, most notably, how would we charge the vehicle’s lithium-ion battery pack every day? It takes twelve hours to charge the Tesla with standard 240-volt, 30-amp power, and two and a half days with 120-volt electricity, equivalent to a two-prong plug for a typical American living-room lamp.

I had conjured up the idea of this trip a year before, really only hoping I might get a chance to give it a go in the near future. Maybe the trip would produce a book? We’d see how it all turned out.

I had, over the last year, learned how to get a Tesla charged in rural Louisiana. Two factors were critical: 1) have plenty of charging cords—the power source might be a significant distance from the pavement, and 2) have plenty of charging options. In the United States, there are more than twenty-five available sockets that supply 240-volt power.

Before the trip, I fabricated two very long 240-volt extension cords with a combined length of three hundred feet. These are big, thick rolls of three-quarter-inch wire that weigh about thirty pounds each. I had also purchased all the plugs and adapters I could get my hands on.

As for driving through Mexico and Central America, I did very little planning. It’s kind of like driving across America. Of course, there are a few small differences. It’s too dangerous to drive at night, and the roads are much worse or likely to be closed without warning, and you’ve got perpetual military checkpoints, shady cops, and bad guys. You get the picture.

A couple of weeks before we departed, I did research the best route through Mexico, the best route being solely determined by safety and the current status of the Drug War. There were three or four areas that needed to be avoided at all cost, but there’s no ducking the bloody, border region south of Texas. What was the best and quickest way through here? I thought I had it. Onward, where to get a charge and how to keep safe on the road would govern the route, and determining that would likely be best determined by word of mouth and day to day.

We had really departed on a whim. I had a rare break in my work schedule. Dean was available and willing. It was now time to get in the car and GO.

The third world lay ahead. Charging the car and finding our way would certainly be a difficult, cautious process of trial and error.

•   •   •

How had I arrived here? Somehow, my life had gotten too boring, plain. It needed spice. Something more than just producing more goods and services than I consumed. What had happened to that young, adventurous, romantic young man who freely passed the days doing nothing, smiling, enjoying almost anything, even a trip to the grocery or just a beautiful spring day?

Surely, like many urban American men of my age, in the prime of their lives, I wasn’t starting to suffer from that awful disease—having such a vastly inflated opinion of one’s self-worth that my disappearance for just a few weeks would result in a national disaster or cause the Earth to stop spinning. Still, I needed something—adventure, freedom. Maybe this—especially if we succeeded—would appease my trampled, wandering spirit before I looked into the mirror and saw nothing but a nerdy, yuppie robot.

Somehow my life had been transformed into a daily grind of bland social outings and long hours at the office, all without zest. Now in my forties, I seemed to move through the world without meaning or direction. Nothing made the soul explode with anxiety or joy as it did in my youthful days, when optimism penetrated everything. I needed to get off the grid, away from the cell phones and emails. I needed some freedom. An overreaction? For sure it would be a hell of an undertaking, worthy of headlines.

Just a few days earlier, the national papers had been filled with stories of the first cross-country trip in an electric car, Los Angeles to New York. That was peanuts compared to what we were attempting. A few electric vehicle (EV) enthusiasts had plans to drive to Alaska, and message boards across the country were filled with threads discussing how to drive an electric car across rural Wyoming or Texas. But nobody had yet attempted anything this bold. Even if we failed, just trying would soothe my psyche. We had the balls to try if nothing else.

•   •   •

I reached to the backseat and grabbed a pack of cigarettes, throwing it on the dash.

Dean looked at me, his forehead crinkled. “You’re not going to smoke those all the way there, are you?”

“I’m only a recreational smoker,” I said as I lit up, exhaling a long drag to calm my nerves. “I’m trying to take up Nicorette gum, but it’s costing me a fortune. Not from the price of the gum, but the two root canals I needed from chewing on that shit. But my experience has been, in Mexico, and probably everywhere else we’re going, American cigarettes seem to appease the local bureaucrats.”

“Just give them the pack then. Save your lungs.”

“Giving them a pack of cigarettes might be construed as bribery. Having a smoke with them, and accidentally leaving a pack is just good foreign relations and forgetfulness.”

I pulled up to the Mexican Customs and Immigration building. We had to get our driving permits and bond the car to get it across the border, in addition to our passports.

Another long drag, and the nicotine shot through my synapses. The last two days had been hectic. I had no idea what the coming ones would bring, or the magnitude of problems and setbacks we’d face.

What could go wrong? For months, my mind had been besieged with endless scenarios that now sped into my brain. A stolen car, a wreck, or mechanical problems were statistically the most likely. The latter two were as problematic as the first because repairing a Tesla in Latin America would be almost impossible.

Could we get such a car across so many borders? Would the primitive roads be too much for the sedan, its clearance only a little over five inches? Would we get stranded in the middle of nowhere, unable to charge? We’d be driving through the murder capital of the world, Honduras, and a few other countries not far behind that statistic. My simple little life was about to enter a realm of chaos.


One Day Earlier

The silver Dodge truck nudged forward atop one of HWY 59’s triple-deck overpasses. Ah, Houston congestion. Hardly an open space occupied the thirteen lanes of freeway. I scanned the strip malls and subdivisions outside the window, where the traffic, clustered and snarled, moved along at a snail’s pace. It was only 4:30 in the afternoon. What would it look like in thirty minutes or an hour?

I looked around in amazement at the urban jungle. I knew this city well, and its traffic. Over the years, I’d wasted what seemed like years sitting idle on these modern concrete arteries, watching bright red taillights and listening to honking horns. We were now south of Houston and might make the 300 miles to McAllen in time to get some sleep before our early start the next day.

•   •   •

The day before, I’d left my dizzying world behind. There had been the mundane, personal chores before any extended leave: paying bills, arranging for mail to be picked up, etc. These were rather simple as I’m single and without dependents.

But as a partner in a multimillion-dollar engineering firm, for which I had been named president only a year earlier, larger problems had to be sorted out. There were dozens of projects and clients to keep happy. Needless to say, it was a monumental chore that would require managing, even from half a continent away.

I looked at my desk one last time. Stacks of paper abounded: bills, invoices, drawings, letters, engineering reports of every type. My days were filled with endless meetings and emails. I was a dull workaholic. My profession had been partially responsible for this, if not the catalyst. Engineering is a job with long, mind-numbing days filled with paperwork, deadlines, endless correspondence, staring at a CADD drawing on a computer screen, and worrying about your work. I’d even started to find the task of sending out invoices burdensome. Certainly, I wouldn’t miss that world.

Over the years, my friends had become dads, some with kids now in college! A few friends had even passed from this world from natural causes.

Ahead there would be no monotonous meetings to attend, no agonizing decisions of whether to go on an exhausting run or bike ride, no worrying about what to wear, or having to attend the social gatherings to see the same people talk about the same things.

I had decided, at least for a time, to start living again, not in the cookie-cutter box the world had made for us but instead unbound by everyday rules and norms. What I really yearned for—a challenge, the unknown, some true gratification—hopefully lay ahead.

I turned to my computer where I’d typed out an email to some current clients. The missive was carefully vague, stating only that I’d be out of the country on vacation for several weeks, and giving the contact information of others in my office who could lend a hand in my absence. Only a fool would entrust the management of a multimillion-dollar project to someone who would head off where I intended to go. A few recipients might envy me, but most would probably think I was crazy.

I clicked the mouse and sent the message out into cyberspace, almost not believing I was really leaving.

•   •   •

Now, beside me in the Dodge truck, Dean silently doodled on a computer pad. Fraternity brothers at Louisiana Tech a quarter century prior, we’d both been reared and had spent our formidable years in Louisiana’s Mississippi Delta, traipsing the flatlands in the heart of the Protestant South.

Black-headed, with sharp, alert eyes, Dean stands about my height, five feet, ten inches tall. I’m thin and wobbly, but Dean’s frame is thick and sturdy. Or at least it used to be sturdy. Like me, a bulging, pudgy ring of tissue had developed around his mid-section in recent years. Dean’s life wasn’t as rigid as mine. After we’d both served in the Gulf War, the Army had sent him on to the Defense Language Institute to study Chinese. Where he’d gone from there was probably classified. His military days long over, he’d recently returned from working as a business consultant in China for several years. His side of the story was that the pollution in China had chased him back to the land of capitalism and federally mandated environmental laws—which usually means clean water and air. Whatever the truth, he had a break from the real world while he looked for a new career, and the trip fit his meandering nature.

I wasn’t really surprised when Dean agreed to take the trip with me. He was well equipped for it, having frequently spent months, if not years, working in some of the world’s most exotic locales in the Middle East and Asia. Extremely low maintenance and frugal by nature, strange landscapes didn’t frighten him. Unlike most travelers who go away and think of nothing but home, almost ready to return the day they leave, he liked to wander without the constraints of time.

At least I’d thought he fit the profile until that morning. As we departed, he walked down the stairs of my house carrying two king-sized pillows covered with 300 thread-count cotton cases.

“Do we have room for these?” he asked.

“You gotta be shittin’ me,” I said. “Where the hell do you think we’re going?”

I leaned up from the Dodge’s back seat to look at Steve Malloy, a friend of ours with a trucking business who’d agreed to lug us and the Tesla to the border.

Steve flashed his blue eyes at me as he tuned the truck’s radio. “I’d love to go with you.”

Boy, I bet you would, I thought, knowing his marriage was on the rocks. I said, “You’ve got your kids and your business.” I turned to Steve’s driver, Rick. “You two have got a ten-hour drive back to Monroe. Maybe you can give Steve some marital advice to pass the time.”

“Not me,” Rick said, laughing. “I’m on my fifth wife.”

The traffic slowed a tad. I looked out at the maze of people rushing to be somewhere, rats in a race. Strangely, I felt sorry for them. In the car beside us, a middle-aged man talked on the phone. He wore a nice suit and looked the part of a successful professional. How uninspiring. Above, a flock of seagulls darted gracefully toward the Gulf, above all the mayhem. I felt like the seagulls, gliding effortlessly along, pushed by the free air without a care in the world. I mean, what was there to worry about?


Drug Lords and Federales

To my amazement, we finished all the paperwork at the border in less than an hour. That is, we finished after I ponied up 550 bucks with the promise from the Mexican Government that I’d get $400 of it back upon safe return. Had the IRS possibly infiltrated Mexico? I stuck the car permit on the front windshield and pulled out of the secure customs compound.

Our only hitch at the crossing had been the Federal Police’s inspection of the car’s trunk. The bundles of electrical wire perplexed the soldier. Was I up to some mischief? I quickly explained that the car was electric. “No petro,” I said. “Loco gringos.”

The soldier never modified his tough face, but shut the trunk and motioned us on. We didn’t need any more major problems this morning. Only twenty minutes earlier we had avoided a small mishap. Tesla’s Model S does not come equipped with a spare, jack, or lug wrench. With some effort, I had bought a spare, specially made in Indiana and shipped to me in Louisiana, and got my hands on a jack and matching lug wrench. All had been loaded in the car, or so I thought, but as we approached the border, the jack was nowhere to be found.

Pondering whether we should turn around and go back to the Walmart in McAllen, like a magician performing a trick, Steve found a small scissor jack in the bed of his truck. This was incredibly fortuitous. With the Tesla’s limited clearance, this was the only type of jack that would work. What a mess if we had a flat on some desolate road only to discover we had no jack.

Ten minutes later we were on the busy streets of Reynosa. The industrial border city of half a million was once a hot spot for vice and partying, a place where American college boys went for the anything-goes atmosphere or to lose their virginity. Sadly, it’s now one of the most dangerous cities in the world, an epicenter of the Mexican drug war, known for endless running gun battles, dismemberments, and bodies hanging from overpasses. Fortunately, tourists are not typically on the target list.

I weaved around numerous potholes on the lookout for drug lords. I wasn’t sure what a drug lord looked like, but almost anything seemed plausible. The four-lane road resembled any American street through a run-down neighborhood, but the cars were older, more worn out, and the drivers crisscrossed the pavement without regard for traffic-control measures.

I’m quite familiar with Mexico, having lived here for a year about a decade ago when working in the oil industry. The northern border region is one of the few areas of the country where I truly feel uncomfortable, so I’d hoped we’d be able to shoot over to our first destination, Saltillo, non-stop. We could quickly cover the two hundred miles in a few hours and put the worst of the border area behind us.

Constantly checking the road signs, mirrors, and GPS, I sliced in and out of the hectic traffic. Where would a wrong turn here lead? The sights were minimal, mostly pedestrians and businesses.

•   •   •

Only a month earlier, on a Saturday afternoon, journalist Michael Deibert made a turn down a side street here and found himself eye to eye with the unthinkable—a cartel roadblock manned by machine gun-toting enforcers inspecting every car. Fortunately for Michael, the gunmen were apparently looking for someone other than him.

About two months after we passed through here, the city erupted with firefights and roadblocks. Over a two-month period, sixty-four ambush killings, or ejecuciones, took place on these streets. Let’s get the hell out of here as fast as possible, before we run into a drug lord who wants to reduce his fossil fuel emissions!

•   •   •

Five more minutes and we found ourselves outside of town. We passed something completely useless to us, a nice, American-style PEMEX Station. In another fifteen minutes, we found ourselves on HWY 40 without a hitch.

I let out a big sigh. We were finally on our way, not simply physically, but also mentally. Even the night before, I had lingering doubts. Would we actually go through with this? Would Dean or I have second thoughts at the moment of truth?

One of the biggest impediments to the trip had been actually finding someone to go with me. Plenty of people said, “Hell, yeah.” But of the dozens, only Dean climbed in the truck the day before. Some probably had second thoughts after thinking it over, but most suffered from the fear that if they missed a crucial meeting, deadline, or special social event, fire, brimstone, and eternal damnation would arrive on their doorsteps.

Dean synced up his electronic tablet and put on some Jimmy Buffet, “Wonder Why We Ever Go Home,” and I set the cruise control on 50 mph, a speed that should give us about 325 miles of range under optimum conditions.

The scenery seemed to be turning a little more tropical, the land a little more hilly. Or was it? Was my mind hoping for and expecting a change? The terrain rushing by induced trepidation. I was no stranger to traveling. Through work, recreation, or my hiking and climbing when younger, I’d been to over thirty countries, much of it far from tourist circuits, off the beaten track. But I had never undertaken anything like this. Few had.

For this trip, we had no corporate or government sponsorship or aid. We had no logistical support, or anyone to scout the way. We had only our wits. This wasn’t some adventure or reality TV show manufactured by Hollywood, where hidden off-camera lay the safety of a support crew and corporate resources. We had somewhere to go, to prove that something could be done, to satisfy our own wants, egos, and needs, and we had finite assets. Every fiber of our bodies and souls would try to make it happen, if it could be done.

Before the trip, I had reached out to several people for help. One was Mike Nelson, a McAllen native and writer of travel books catering to people driving south of the border. Mike travels frequently to Mexico, and is constantly updating his webpage with current information. The other source was Sanborn’s, an all-service travel company with offices scattered along the Mexican/American border, that provides an array of services to travelers heading south. That was it.

Twenty minutes outside of town my cell phone rang. It was Steve.

I answered, “What’s up?”

“You make it?”

“Yeah, we’re out of town and on the road.”

“Just checking. The Texas cops stopped us after we dropped you off. They saw us headed to the border with the car, and then on the way back without the car. They wanted to know what’s up. We told them the story. They told us you wouldn’t make it two hours until somebody steals that fancy car.”

“We’ll take it under advisement,” I said. “They’ve gotta catch us first. Gotta go.”

I relayed the comforting news to Dean and looked at my door mirror. Prior to our departure, we had spray-painted two of the Tesla’s fenders with temporary paint, one red and one gray, trying to mimic bondo in hopes this might cheapen the value of the car in the eyes of any potential robbers.

As I inspected our artwork, I slowed for a military checkpoint at the state line between Tamaulipas and Nuevo León. The policía checked our papers and asked a few questions. As they did, one of the officers rubbed on the paint and it easily transferred itself to his hands. He looked to his partner. My shaky Spanish and an interpolation of their faces told me they wondered what we were hiding.

“Arte,” I said, spitting out the Spanish translation of “art,” the only Spanish word I could conjure up. Is there a word for “fake bondo?”

A few anxious seconds passed. The two policemen scrutinized the car suspiciously, but a honking horn turned their attention to a car behind us. “Okay,” one of them finally said and handed me my paperwork.

Steve’s call and the serious nature of the checkpoint reminded me we were not on an Americanized vacation, a week sunning in Cancún or fishing in Costa Rica. It saddled me with a strange sensation of both rapture and foreboding.

I pulled forward twenty or thirty feet to let Dean drive. I’d take over the navigation. Less than an hour later I realized what a mistake this had been. As the day passed, Dean developed the annoying habit of playing with his tablet, and worse, video recording the trip from behind the steering wheel. In Mexico, strict, even rigid defensive driving while manning the steering wheel is best for long life expectancy. The driver and director had become one. I’d be up early enough every morning to claim the driver’s seat, at least until the new surroundings had worn off for Dean.

Now on the open road, the landscape unfolded through my six-dollar, truck-stop sunshades, an isolated stretch of rolling sage. Snow-capped mountains loomed ahead, but along the modern freeway, the land lay almost devoid of human presence.

•   •   •

Few, if any, border crossings in the world constitute such an abrupt transformation as the Rio Grande. Paris is a drastic change from Baghdad, but if you drive the roughly two thousand miles along the route, the changes in culture and people are gradual.

Crossing from Texas to Mexico is stark—first world to poverty, order to disorder, lawful to a place where the military and Federal Police wear masks to hide their identity.

We passed an isolated PEMEX station, where Dean wanted to stop and get a Coke and some peanuts. I protested, at least long enough to forestall this as we passed the crossover.

Though traveling through much of Mexico is generally safe, this stretch of land and HWY 40 in particular are somewhat notorious. The two hundred-square-mile wedge of earth bound by Monterrey, Nuevo Laredo, and Reynosa is often called the triangle of death. And HWY 40 is the site of the 2012 Cadereyta Jiménez massacre, in which the drug cartels decapitated and mutilated forty-nine people and left them on the side of the road. Hopefully, the nonstop ride would put us out of this area by noon. This was hardly the place to stop and loiter in an expensive, new car.

Sure enough, we passed a heavily armed patrol of Federal Police, two modern, heavy-duty Ford trucks painted a slick black and white. The soldiers, clad in body armor, stood in the backs of the trucks, their machine guns handy, eyeing every car with unsmiling, alert eyes. Only an hour across the border, the reminders of the ugly side of this land lay everywhere.

The rest of the morning passed eventless other than my constant checking of the Tesla’s range meter. For most of the morning, it suggested that we would only get the EPA-rated range of 265 miles per full charge. This was considerably lower than I’d expected, because in Louisiana I’d averaged well over 300 miles a charge at this speed.

Was it the load? We’d packed light in hopes of increasing our range and nimbleness, a bag each with four changes of clothes, two sleeping bags, laptop computers, a phone, shaving kit, portable commode, and a tent. Additionally, we had a bag with electrical and mechanical tools and extension cords, a cardboard box with a few maps and three guidebooks, and of course, a half-dozen rolls of Charmin toilet paper and box of maximum-strength Imodium. Total cargo: six hundred to seven hundred pounds. We’d forage for everything else.

By noon, we skirted around the north side of Monterrey, Mexico’s third largest and wealthiest city, the evidence of the more than three million residents visible in the thick cloud of smog hovering over the city and seen easily from a distance. Rising above the pollution, jagged, green mountains encased the metropolis.

Leaving Monterrey, we climbed up a high, barren mountain pass to Saltillo. Steep, gray rock rubble slopes tumbled down steeply to the road, only occasionally broken by scant yucca. I had read Sam Chamberlain’s account of his time in Saltillo and Monterrey during the Mexican-American War. Filled with amusing stories of American soldiers wandering the colonial streets and flooding the area’s cantinas and fiestas, he also told the harrowing story of his own trip through this pass. Called the Pass of Death by the cavalrymen, the narrow passage was a favorite haunt of highwaymen and vultures, both leaving the pass pockmarked with cadavers and bleached-whited bones. After the war, Sam moved on to scalp hunting, his story the inspiration for Cormac McCarthy’s modern classic, Blood Meridian.

My fears grew—not of bandits but of the range meter, now showing that we would get only 80 percent of the rated miles. Would we even make it to Saltillo? The destination and range now almost matched.

As we crested the pass, the projected range increased 15 to 20 percent. We’d make it to Saltillo, but with less safety factor than I’d hoped.

Around 1:30 p.m., we rolled under the large Bienvenidos a Saltillo sign spanning the road. We looked for a hotel capable of housing us with Western comforts and, more importantly, a handy 240-volt socket where we could charge the car.

I’d gotten a tip: the Hotel Emperial and Trailer Park. We punched it into the GPS and, to my amazement, it popped up on the little screen—straight ahead, a half mile on the right. Thank God for modern technology. What in the hell did Columbus do?

Pulling in, I saw window air conditioners protruding from the rooms that were likely powered by 240-volt outlets. Unfortunately, none of the hotel’s clerks spoke English, but with my Spanglish, I got the hotel clerk to show me one of the rooms. I quickly checked the AC socket, a standard NEMA 6-20. I had an adapter for the plug.

“Bueno,” I said. “Cuenta questa?”

“770 pesos,” the clerk said.

“Internet?”

The young man nodded.

About fifty-five dollars. In New York or DC I have paid five times as much, no internet included, but with a rat thrown in free. “I’ll take it,” I said.

With the aid of a 200-foot, 50-amp extension cord, I rigged up a connection that worked. The Tesla was charging at 18 amps. It would be fully charged by nine the next morning. I sat down and analyzed the day’s trip. We’d gone 196 miles with 41 miles left in the batteries. Not bad considering our heavy load and the fact we’d climbed from sea level to Saltillo, elevation 5,200 feet.

Not having eaten all day and still in two-day-old clothes, I left Dean with the car and walked down the town’s main street to a small convenience store.

Saltillo, the oldest town in northeast Mexico, founded in 1577, sits on an arid plain at the north end of the Chihuahua Desert on the other side of a mountain pass from its much larger neighbor, Monterrey. Though the city has over 700,000 residents, like most Mexican towns, it’s much smaller, geographically, than American cities of equal population, probably equating in size and services to an American town with 150,000 people. Despite its nice plaza and colonial buildings, most of the town had square, stucco buildings, mostly white, tan, or pink. The architecture, the towering mountains surrounding the city, and the clean, dry air produced the ambiance of a frontier settlement. In the last two hundred years, the old Spanish city had been conquered by the American Army and Pancho Villa.

We were finally on our way. We were here. We had crossed the states of Tamaulipas and Nuevo León, and into Coahuila. Under a stunning blue sky, I felt the isolation of a foreign land, but also an unleashed surge of autonomy and the draw of the open road. Satisfaction oozed over my soul. One day complete. No small accomplishment, but every day would doubtfully be this easy.

I stepped into the store, picked up four bottles of water, two sandwiches, and some snacks. With relief still filling me, I put the goods on the counter. “Buenos tardes,” I said to the short, sun-beaten, elderly man behind the counter as I looked up at a poster on the wall, a bronze beauty in a skimpy bikini touting a brand of Mexican beer. Pulling some money from my wallet, I nodded to the poster. “Dónde este ella?”

“Estados Unidos,” the man said casually as he bagged the goods.

“Too bad,” I said, picking up the bags, “I’m going the other way.”


Don’t Come

The next morning I had a chilly shower as the hotel had no heater. The sexy Mexican weather gal said it was ten degrees Celsius. I’m an engineer, but have no clue what that is. Somewhere in the forties, I guessed. With our batteries fully charged, we were on the road by nine-fifteen, me behind the wheel. Dean could film all he wanted today.

•   •   •

The previous evening had not been completely without drama. Walking Saltillo’s main street late in the day, Dean had stumbled onto a raid by the Federales, locked and loaded, on some establishment right around the corner from the hotel.

While I looked over some maps for the next day’s trip, scanned my emails, and tried to get some writing done, Dean spent a few hours googling Saltillo only to determine it was a hotbed of the drug trade and the Mexican government’s current war on the cartels. Just in the last year, bodies had been found, hacked and deposited along the city’s streets.

I did a quick check of the US State Department’s travel warnings for Mexico. Though the warnings are often overblown, this is what our government has to say about Coahuila:


Defer non-essential travel to the State of Coahuila. The State of Coahuila continues to experience high rates of violent crimes and narcotics-related murders. Transnational criminal organizations continue to compete for territory and coveted border crossings to the United States. Violent crime, including murder, kidnapping, and armed carjacking, continues to be a major concern in the cities….



If there was any good news, the American researchers had less to say about Coahuila than the three other states we’d cross in the first few days. More concerning were the general statements. “Carjacking and highway robbery are serious problems in many parts of the border region…. There are indications that criminals target newer and larger vehicles, especially dark-colored SUVs. However, even drivers of old sedans and buses coming from the United States have been targeted….”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
OFF THE

MUTAVALLI c/m Mll(






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
OFF THE

GRID

MY RIDE FROM LOUISIANA TO THE
PANAMA CANAL IN AN ELECTRIC CAR

RANDY DENMON

Foreword by Jim Motavalli

s

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
FFFFFF





