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In The Longest Road, one of America's most respected writers takes an epic journey across
America, Airstream in tow, and asks everyday Americans what unites and divides a country as
endlessly diverse as it is large.Standing on a wind-scoured island off the Alaskan coast, Philip
Caputo marveled that its Inupiat Eskimo schoolchildren pledge allegiance to the same flag as
the children of Cuban immigrants in Key West, six thousand miles away. And a question began
to take shape: How does the United States, peopled by every race on earth, remain united?
Caputo resolved that one day he'd drive from the nation's southernmost point to the
northernmost point reachable by road, talking to everyday Americans about their lives and
asking how they would answer his question.So it was that in 2011, in an America more divided
than in living memory, Caputo, his wife, and their two English setters made their way in a truck
and classic trailer (hereafter known as "Fred" and "Ethel") from Key West, Florida, to Deadhorse,
Alaska, covering 16,000 miles. He spoke to everyone from a West Virginia couple saving souls
to a Native American shaman and taco entrepreneur. What he found is a story that will entertain
and inspire readers as much as it informs them about the state of today's United States, the glue
that holds us all together, and the conflicts that could cause us to pull apart.

From Booklist*Starred Review* Miles traveled: 8,314. Vistas condemned: wind turbine farms.
Vistas endorsed: the Natchez Trace and the Alaska Highway. Lesson learned: don’t drive a trailer
where you can’t get it out. Such were Caputo’s concrete experiences on a 2011 road trip in
search of answers to a more ethereal question, What unifies America? That query, if already
asked by literary roadsters like Jack Kerouac and John Steinbeck, bears repeating by writers of
any stature, whether unknown or, like Caputo, renowned. Looking at age 70, Caputo felt a
bucket-list impetus to drive the furthest border-to-border route in America: Key West, Florida, to
Prudhoe Bay, Alaska. With his pickup truck towing a symbol of highway wanderlust, an Airstream
trailer, Caputo convinced his two dogs and, perhaps less quickly, his wife to climb aboard.
Vowing to avoid interstates and motels, he loosely followed the historic route of Lewis and Clark.
Injecting misadventures into the narrative, Caputo recounts an overland voyage that emphasizes
the people he meets: Christian evangelicals; volunteers helping tornado-struck Tuscaloosa,
Alabama; a Missouri farmer; residents of Pine Ridge Indian Reservation; and an assortment of
Alaskan eccentrics. Pithily capturing their characters and opinions about the state of America,
Caputo snares reading devotees of a classic American theme, the road trip. HIGH-DEMAND
BACKSTORY: A new book from the Pulitzer Prize–winning Caputo, famed for his soldier’s
memoir of the Vietnam conflict, A Rumor of War (1977), is always an event. --Gilbert Taylor --
This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorPete Larkin is
an AudioFile Earphones Award winner and a 2014 Audie Award finalist. He was the public



address announcer for the New York Mets from 1988 to 1993. An award-winning on-camera
host, Pete has worked on many industrial films and has done hundreds of commercials, promos,
and narrations. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Review“Pithily
capturing . . . characters and opinions about the state of America, Caputo snares . . . devotees of
a classic American theme, the road trip.” —Booklist [HC starred review](AudioFile)“Caputo . . .
provides ample historical background to the trip’s sites and a nice dose of humor. Curious and
genuine, he weaves these elements together to produce a continental tale that is always
engaging and frequently reassuring.” —Publishers Weekly(Minneapolis Star
Tribune)“Narrator Pete Larkin’s casual, personal sound is perfect for this captivating account of
the ultimate road trip. . . . Armchair travelers AND wanderers will be fascinated by this travel
memoir.” —AudioFile(The Bookwatch)“It’s a good ride, and a good read.” —Minneapolis
Star Tribune“[Caputo’s] journey, narrated by Pete Larkin, comes to life in a fine audio highly
recommended for any who love either travel narratives or stories about America.” —The
Bookwatch--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Review“The best
thing to come along since Blue Highways and Travels with Charley.” —Doug Stanton, New
York Times bestselling author of In Harm’s Way(Doug Stanton Doug Stanton) --This text refers to
an alternate kindle_edition edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.1.I
don’t know why my dream fell into such a long slumber. However, after careful investigation, I
can identify what woke it up.At the root was a condition I’ve suffered from for most of my life. I
trace its origins to my childhood in the forties and fifties, when my father, a traveling machinist for
the Continental Can Company, maintained and repaired the machines leased to canning
factories in central and northern Wisconsin. He would leave our home in suburban Chicago in
the late spring, and when school let out for the summer he returned to fetch my mother, my
sister, and me to spend the next three months with him.After the suitcases were stowed in the
trunk of the company car, always a no-frills Chevrolet, we would head north on U.S. 45 or U.S.
41, then two-lane blacktops. Some kids would have been sad to leave their friends for the
summer, but that moment when we swung onto the highway never failed to fill me with a tingling
anticipation. We lived in different places over the years—backwoods cabins without indoor
plumbing, lakeside cottages, houses in towns with Indian names like Shawano, or French names
like Fond du Lac, or plain-vanilla American names like Green Lake—but the destination never
excited me as much as the getting there. I loved to feel the wind slapping me through the open
windows, and to inhale the strong smells of manure and silage as the Chevy rolled past corn and
pea and beet fields speckled with the straw hats of the migrant workers who brought a touch of
the exotic to the midwestern countryside—Mexican braceros, tall Jamaicans. I loved watching
farmhouses whiz by, barns decorated with faded advertisements for feed companies and
chewing tobacco, and the landscape change from field and pasture to somber pine forests
jeweled with lakes.Long ago, when I was a correspondent in the Middle East, I spent a couple of
weeks wandering the Sinai Desert with bedouin tribesmen and an Israeli anthropologist familiar
with their culture. He told me that their migrations were not always dictated by the need to find



water or better grazing for their herds; sometimes they struck their tents and began to move for
no discernible reason. He was forced to conclude that they were animated by an impulse,
perhaps lodged in their nomadic genes, to get going, it didn’t matter where.I knew the feeling.My
father died on March 2, 2010, at age ninety-four. My wife, Leslie Ware, and I were at our house in
Patagonia, a small southern Arizona town where we spend part of each winter, when my sister,
Pat, phoned with the news from Scottsdale. My father had gone to live there with her and my
brother-in-law after my mother’s death in 2001. His passing, my sister said, had been quick,
painless, even serene, so I felt more grateful than mournful as Leslie and I drove to Scottsdale
for the memorial service. It was held at a spanking-new, faux-adobe mortuary that could have
been mistaken, from the outside, for an upscale desert spa. Before the service began, I spent a
few minutes alone with my father in a back room. He hadn’t been dressed yet, and he lay on a
steel gurney, a sheet covering him to the neck to hide his nakedness and the embalmer’s
incisions. His hair had been combed, a pleasant expression put on his face, makeup applied to
restore his complexion to its former ruddiness. The cosmetics were so artful and he’d been
around so long that I had a hard time believing he was really, truly gone. It became easier when I
laid a hand on his forehead, cold as a rock in winter.I spoke to him nonetheless, on the off
chance that he could hear me, telling him that I would always remember him, that I would miss
him, that although we’d had some sharp differences I’d never stopped loving him. Then I
reminisced about the trip we’d made to Wisconsin a year after my mother’s death. We’d gone to
Shawano Lake to look for the beach where I’d taken my first steps in 1942. He wanted to see it
again. Our only guide was an old photograph showing my mother holding my hand as I toddled
uncertainly in the sand. There in the mortuary I reminded him of how amazed we’d been to find
that beach, hardly changed in sixty years. As we stood on it, he’d grown nostalgic and talked
about his early days on the road, traveling from cannery to cannery with his oak toolbox, its felt-
lined drawers crammed with the precision instruments of his trade. “There was nothing like it,”
he’d said, wistfully. “To be in a car with everything you need, nothing more, and an open road in
front of you.”No two people could have been less alike than my father and Jack Kerouac, yet
there had been the same spirit in the words he’d spoken as in those Kerouac had written:
“Nothing behind me, everything ahead of me, as is ever so on the road.”My father’s death
plunged me into melancholy reflections on old age and the brevity of life, even one as long as
his. In a less-than-celebratory mood, I marked my sixty-ninth birthday later that spring, after
Leslie and I were back at our home in Connecticut, where we live most of the year. The
milestone of seventy was coming up fast. In this era of longer life spans, you can kid yourself at
sixty that you have plenty of time left, but seventy has the unmistakable ring of mortality. You quit
cigarettes and hard partying years ago, you eat healthy servings of fruits and vegetables, you
take your Lipitor faithfully, you exercise, and still you wake up at the hour of the night when it’s
impossible to entertain illusions, and you can almost see him at the foot of your bed, black wings
spread as if about to enfold you.Nothing behind me, everything ahead of me . . . Well, a lot of my
life was behind me . . . and ahead?As if struck by an electrical charge, the sleeping cicada born



on Barter Island cracked its shell, rose in flight, and began to buzz insistently in my ear. By road
from the subtropics to the Arctic.I went to my laptop, looked up directions from Key West,
Florida, to Deadhorse, Alaska. A map of North America flashed on the screen. A blue, diagonal
line zigzagged across it, marking the most direct route from the southernmost to the
northernmost point—5,475 miles, according to the driving directions. And that was one way, not
to mention that I would have to drive from Connecticut to Key West—1,486 miles—just to get to
the starting point. Then, of course, I would have to return to Connecticut from Deadhorse—4,780
miles. The total distance—11,741 miles—gave me sticker shock. Round it up to twelve
thousand. Almost halfway around the world! It seemed slightly mad, but then it might do me
good. To make such an epic road trip, discovering places I’d never been, rediscovering others,
never knowing what I’d find beyond the next curve or hill, would be to recapture the enchantment
of youth, a sense of promise and possibility.The cicada chirped incessantly in my head. I clicked
back to the first map. Looking at it brought on a mixture of eagerness and reluctance. The
buzzing grew more shrill. If you don’t go now, geezer, you never will. I listened to my inner
cicada, and the uneasiness subsided. If I’d learned anything, it was that the things you do never
cause as much regret as the things you don’t.But I didn’t decide to go purely for the adventure.
Fourteen years earlier, standing in front of the Harold Kaveolook School, I’d asked, What held
the nation together? What made the pluribus unum?Now I revised that question—would it
continue to hold together?—because the America of 2010 wasn’t the America of 1996. I’d been
living in it the whole time but in some ways did not recognize it.The worst economic calamity
since the Great Depression. Foreclosures, bankruptcies, millions of homes under water, and
millions of people out of work. The wages of the employed stagnant, except for CEOs,
investment bankers, and the practitioners of casino capitalism on Wall Street, all of whom were
making more money than ever. People were angry. In Texas, crowds at a political event had
called on their governor to secede from the union. In Nevada, a candidate for a U.S. Senate seat
had suggested that if conservatives like herself didn’t get their way they might resort to armed
insurrection. Strangely enough, much of this fury wasn’t directed at the financial mandarins who
had brought the nation to the edge of the abyss; no, it fell on citizens like the aging engineer who,
afflicted with Parkinson’s disease, was mocked and abused at a Tea Party rally in Ohio because
he supported health-care reform. That was the America I didn’t recognize—spiteful and cruel.In
geology, a rift is a long, narrow zone where stresses in the earth’s crust are causing it to rupture.
In North America, one such formation is the Rio Grande Rift, which is pulling apart at the rate of
two millimeters a year. You might say, with considerable license, that it’s very slowly tearing the
continent in half. I couldn’t help but see it as a metaphor for the stresses that seemed to be
ripping our political and social fabric. But was the country really as fractured as it appeared in the
media? As bitter and venomous? It wasn’t my intention to take the pulse of the nation; the United
States is too big, too complicated a mosaic of races and nationalities and walks of life to have a
single pulse or even two or three. But I thought I’d ask people, when possible, the question I’d
put to myself: what holds us together?Copyright © 2013 by Philip Caputo--This text refers to an



alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may
not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If
you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please
notify the publisher at: .For Livia, Anastasia, Sofia, and LindsayACKNOWLEDGMENTSMany
thanks to Aaron Priest, Aaron Schlechter, and Lucy Childs for their suggestions and
encouragement; to John Katzenbach, for giving me a much-needed nudge; and above all to
Leslie Ware, for reasons that need no explaining.ContentsTitle PageCopyright
NoticeDedicationAcknowledgmentsPrefacePart One: Southern CrossChapter 1Chapter
2Chapter 3Chapter 4Chapter 5Chapter 6Chapter 7Chapter 8Chapter 9Chapter 10Chapter
11Chapter 12Chapter 13Chapter 14Chapter 15Part Two: In the Heart of the HeartlandChapter
16Chapter 17Chapter 18Chapter 19Chapter 20Chapter 21Chapter 22Chapter 23Part Three:
Ocian in ViewChapter 24Chapter 25Chapter 26Chapter 27Chapter 28Chapter 29Part Four:
Northern LightsChapter 30Chapter 31Chapter 32Chapter 33Chapter 34Chapter 35Chapter
36Chapter 37EpilogueNotesPostscriptAlso by Philip CaputoAbout the
AuthorCopyrightPREFACEThe idea hatched on Barter Island, a wind-scoured rock in the
Beaufort Sea that was almost not an island; the channel separating it from the Alaskan mainland
looked so narrow a center fielder on one side could have thrown to a second baseman on the
other. It was as remote and barren a place as I’d ever seen, its surface unblemished by a tree,
shrub, or bush. But it wasn’t lifeless. It was in fact peopled by two hundred Inupiat Eskimos and a
handful of whites who lived in Kaktovic, the only settlement within 150 miles. Kaktovic had the
architectural charm of a New Jersey warehouse district: a dirt airstrip, a hangar, houses like
container boxes with doors and windows.All in all, the perfect spot to hide from a court
summons, although that wasn’t why I was there that afternoon in September 1996. Along with
three friends, I was on a layover after a hunting and fishing trip in the Arctic National Wildlife
Refuge; we were waiting for a bush plane to fly us back to Deadhorse, where we’d left our pickup
two weeks earlier.In the lounge of the Waldo Arms, the island’s one hotel—hotel is an
exceedingly generous term for what appeared to be a few double-wides bolted together—we
lunched on turkey soup and watched the Dolphins play the Cardinals on satellite TV.The thick
soup was welcome after two weeks of MREs supplemented by lean, gamy caribou. A change of
clothes, a shave, and a hot bath would have been still more welcome, but those luxuries would
have to wait. After we landed in Deadhorse (its name is of uncertain origin), we faced an
eighteen-hour drive to Fairbanks down the Dalton Highway, almost five hundred miles of
potholed dirt and gravel.“Keep an eye out for polar bears,” cautioned Walt Audi when, bored with
hanging around, I decided to go for a walk. Walt owned the Waldo Arms and Audi Air, the flying
service that had brought us to Kaktovic and, we trusted, would soon take us out. Somewhere in
his sixties, with a white goatee and white hair foaming out from under a beret, he looked more
like a tourist’s picture of a French painter than a bush pilot. He explained that Barter islanders
practiced whaling Melville style, putting to sea in small boats armed with harpoons. The dead
whales were towed ashore to be butchered, which attracted polar bears. If no blubbery scraps



were available, they might settle for a fresh human.I thanked him for the warning and went
outside, passing a DEW-line radar station, now a Cold War relic. Earlier, Walt had mentioned
that he’d come to Kaktovic thirty-four years ago on a contract to refiberglass the dome.“And I
stayed,” he’d added.Naturally, I asked why. He thought for a moment, as if he’d never considered
the question, and replied without a hint of irony, “I don’t know.”For a while, I strolled along the
shore, a strip of dirty sand littered with huge trees washed up from God knew where. A bitter
wind blew in from the Arctic Ocean, ice floes sailed by on lead-colored waters cold enough to kill
you in just slightly more time than it would take a bullet. Across the channel, the Romanzoff
Mountains rose a mile high, snow blanketing the slopes almost all the way down. It was a little
past Labor Day and already full winter.In my mind I fled to another island, Key West, where I’d
lived in the seventies and eighties, indulged in gin and controlled substances, caught a lot of
fish, and burned through two marriages before I left to avoid incinerating my third. But instead of
thinking of that, I imagined the palm trees, bougainvillea spilling over gingerbread porch rails,
dazzling seas under a subtropical sun.Not wishing to tempt any beach-combing polar bears, I
ambled back into Kaktovic and down an avenue covered in tundra grass. It led to a red,
rectangular building raised on piers to keep it from melting the permafrost. An American flag
fluttered from a pole slanting from the front wall; beside it, metal letters spelled HAROLD
KAVEOLOOK SCHOOL.That’s when the idea began to form. My thinking ran something like this:
The Inupiat schoolkids here pledge allegiance to the same flag as the children and
grandchildren of Cuban immigrants on Key West, six thousand miles away. Native Americans
and Cuban Americans on two islands as far apart as New York is from Moscow, yet in the same
country. How remarkable.I felt then a heightened awareness of America’s vastness and diversity.
And a renewed appreciation for its cohesiveness. In an itinerant life, I’d traveled through more
than fifty foreign countries. A lot of them, riven by centuries-old hatreds, all too often delaminated
into ghastly ethnic and sectarian wars. Lebanon in the seventies. The Balkans in the nineties.
Sudan since the dawn of time. What a marvel that the huge United States, peopled by every
race on Earth, remained united. What held it together?In a little while, I would be in Deadhorse,
on Prudhoe Bay. Lying at the end of the Dalton Highway, Deadhorse is as far north as you can go
by road in the United States—some 250 miles beyond the Arctic Circle.My thoughts flipped back
to Key West and a buoy-shaped, concrete monument at the corner of South and Whitehead
Streets. It marks the southernmost point in the continental United States: a mere seventy miles
north of the Tropic of Cancer.With enough time, gas money, and nerve, I could drive from the
southernmost point to the northernmost reachable by road. At one end, I would look upon the
Gulf Stream and the Southern Cross, and at the other the Arctic Ocean and the Northern Lights.
I would leave my country for part of the journey, but not my language or my culture. And possibly
I would discover along the way what Inupiat Americans and Cuban Americans and every other
kind of American had in common besides a flag.I’d driven cross-country more times than I could
remember, but it was always east to west, west to east, as most transcontinental travelers have
done since the first wagon pulled onto the Oregon Trail. Certainly this drive would be the longest



road trip I’d ever attempted.The longest road. The idea brought on a rush of restless blood,
stirred my imagination … and, cicada-like, went dormant, not to be reawakened for fourteen
years.PART ONESouthern CrossThe author and his wife, Leslie, at the southernmost point in
Key West, Florida.1.I don’t know why my dream fell into such a long slumber. However, after
careful investigation, I can identify what woke it up.At the root was a condition I’ve suffered from
for most of my life. I trace its origins to my childhood in the forties and fifties, when my father, a
traveling machinist for the Continental Can Company, maintained and repaired the machines
leased to canning factories in central and northern Wisconsin. He would leave our home in
suburban Chicago in the late spring, and when school let out for the summer he returned to fetch
my mother, my sister, and me to spend the next three months with him.After the suitcases were
stowed in the trunk of the company car, always a no-frills Chevrolet, we would head north on
U.S. 45 or U.S. 41, then two-lane blacktops. Some kids would have been sad to leave their
friends for the summer, but that moment when we swung onto the highway never failed to fill me
with a tingling anticipation. We lived in different places over the years—backwoods cabins
without indoor plumbing, lakeside cottages, houses in towns with Indian names like Shawano, or
French names like Fond du Lac, or plain-vanilla American names like Green Lake—but the
destination never excited me as much as the getting there. I loved to feel the wind slapping me
through the open windows, and to inhale the strong smells of manure and silage as the Chevy
rolled past corn and pea and beet fields speckled with the straw hats of the migrant workers who
brought a touch of the exotic to the midwestern countryside—Mexican braceros, tall Jamaicans.
I loved watching farmhouses whiz by, barns decorated with faded advertisements for feed
companies and chewing tobacco, and the landscape change from field and pasture to somber
pine forests jeweled with lakes.Long ago, when I was a correspondent in the Middle East, I spent
a couple of weeks wandering the Sinai Desert with bedouin tribesmen and an Israeli
anthropologist familiar with their culture. He told me that their migrations were not always
dictated by the need to find water or better grazing for their herds; sometimes they struck their
tents and began to move for no discernible reason. He was forced to conclude that they were
animated by an impulse, perhaps lodged in their nomadic genes, to get going, it didn’t matter
where.I knew the feeling.* * *My father died on March 2, 2010, at age ninety-four. My wife,
Leslie Ware, and I were at our house in Patagonia, a small southern Arizona town where we
spend part of each winter, when my sister, Pat, phoned with the news from Scottsdale. My father
had gone to live there with her and my brother-in-law after my mother’s death in 2001. His
passing, my sister said, had been quick, painless, even serene, so I felt more grateful than
mournful as Leslie and I drove to Scottsdale for the memorial service. It was held at a spanking-
new, faux-adobe mortuary that could have been mistaken, from the outside, for an upscale
desert spa. Before the service began, I spent a few minutes alone with my father in a back room.
He hadn’t been dressed yet, and he lay on a steel gurney, a sheet covering him to the neck to
hide his nakedness and the embalmer’s incisions. His hair had been combed, a pleasant
expression put on his face, makeup applied to restore his complexion to its former ruddiness.



The cosmetics were so artful and he’d been around so long that I had a hard time believing he
was really, truly gone. It became easier when I laid a hand on his forehead, cold as a rock in
winter.I spoke to him nonetheless, on the off chance that he could hear me, telling him that I
would always remember him, that I would miss him, that although we’d had some sharp
differences I’d never stopped loving him. Then I reminisced about the trip we’d made to
Wisconsin a year after my mother’s death. We’d gone to Shawano Lake to look for the beach
where I’d taken my first steps in 1942. He wanted to see it again. Our only guide was an old
photograph showing my mother holding my hand as I toddled uncertainly in the sand. There in
the mortuary I reminded him of how amazed we’d been to find that beach, hardly changed in
sixty years. As we stood on it, he’d grown nostalgic and talked about his early days on the road,
traveling from cannery to cannery with his oak toolbox, its felt-lined drawers crammed with the
precision instruments of his trade. “There was nothing like it,” he’d said, wistfully. “To be in a car
with everything you need, nothing more, and an open road in front of you.”No two people could
have been less alike than my father and Jack Kerouac, yet there had been the same spirit in the
words he’d spoken as in those Kerouac had written: “Nothing behind me, everything ahead of
me, as is ever so on the road.”My father’s death plunged me into melancholy reflections on old
age and the brevity of life, even one as long as his. In a less-than-celebratory mood, I marked my
sixty-ninth birthday later that spring, after Leslie and I were back at our home in Connecticut,
where we live most of the year. The milestone of seventy was coming up fast. In this era of longer
life spans, you can kid yourself at sixty that you have plenty of time left, but seventy has the
unmistakable ring of mortality. You quit cigarettes and hard partying years ago, you eat healthy
servings of fruits and vegetables, you take your Lipitor faithfully, you exercise, and still you wake
up at the hour of the night when it’s impossible to entertain illusions, and you can almost see him
at the foot of your bed, black wings spread as if about to enfold you.Nothing behind me,
everything ahead of me … Well, a lot of my life was behind me … and ahead?As if struck by an
electrical charge, the sleeping cicada born on Barter Island cracked its shell, rose in flight, and
began to buzz insistently in my ear. By road from the subtropics to the Arctic.I went to my laptop,
looked up directions from Key West, Florida, to Deadhorse, Alaska. A map of North America
flashed on the screen. A blue, diagonal line zigzagged across it, marking the most direct route
from the southernmost to the northernmost point—5,475 miles, according to the driving
directions. And that was one way, not to mention that I would have to drive from Connecticut to
Key West—1,486 miles—just to get to the starting point. Then, of course, I would have to return
to Connecticut from Deadhorse—4,780 miles. The total distance—11,741 miles—gave me
sticker shock. Round it up to twelve thousand. Almost halfway around the world! It seemed
slightly mad, but then it might do me good. To make such an epic road trip, discovering places I’d
never been, rediscovering others, never knowing what I’d find beyond the next curve or hill,
would be to recapture the enchantment of youth, a sense of promise and possibility.The cicada
chirped incessantly in my head. I clicked back to the first map. Looking at it brought on a mixture
of eagerness and reluctance. The buzzing grew more shrill. If you don’t go now, geezer, you



never will. I listened to my inner cicada, and the uneasiness subsided. If I’d learned anything, it
was that the things you do never cause as much regret as the things you don’t.But I didn’t decide
to go purely for the adventure. Fourteen years earlier, standing in front of the Harold Kaveolook
School, I’d asked, What held the nation together? What made the pluribus unum?Now I revised
that question—would it continue to hold together?—because the America of 2010 wasn’t the
America of 1996. I’d been living in it the whole time but in some ways did not recognize it.The
worst economic calamity since the Great Depression. Foreclosures, bankruptcies, millions of
homes under water, and millions of people out of work. The wages of the employed stagnant,
except for CEOs, investment bankers, and the practitioners of casino capitalism on Wall Street,
all of whom were making more money than ever. People were angry. In Texas, crowds at a
political event had called on their governor to secede from the union. In Nevada, a candidate for
a U.S. Senate seat had suggested that if conservatives like herself didn’t get their way they might
resort to armed insurrection. Strangely enough, much of this fury wasn’t directed at the financial
mandarins who had brought the nation to the edge of the abyss; no, it fell on citizens like the
aging engineer who, afflicted with Parkinson’s disease, was mocked and abused at a Tea Party
rally in Ohio because he supported health-care reform. That was the America I didn’t recognize—
spiteful and cruel.In geology, a rift is a long, narrow zone where stresses in the earth’s crust are
causing it to rupture. In North America, one such formation is the Rio Grande Rift, which is
pulling apart at the rate of two millimeters a year. You might say, with considerable license, that
it’s very slowly tearing the continent in half. I couldn’t help but see it as a metaphor for the
stresses that seemed to be ripping our political and social fabric. But was the country really as
fractured as it appeared in the media? As bitter and venomous? It wasn’t my intention to take the
pulse of the nation; the United States is too big, too complicated a mosaic of races and
nationalities and walks of life to have a single pulse or even two or three. But I thought I’d ask
people, when possible, the question I’d put to myself: what holds us together?2.I planned to go it
alone because I’d fallen in love with the image of myself as a solitary knight-errant of the road.
My sole companions would be my two English setters, twelve-year-old Sage and her much
younger cousin Sky.Leslie was supportive. Her only objection was that I would make the trip
without her. Seeking a little more support, I consulted other family members. Reached by phone
in Tampa, elder son Geoff said, “Cool,” but had some qualms about my traveling alone.From his
home in Tallahassee, younger son Marc expressed no reservations. “I think you’re fucking nuts,”
he said.From the start, my heart was set on an Airstream, as American as the prairie schooner,
its bright aluminum body and rounded lines reminiscent of early racing airplanes, which is no
accident; the first Airstream to roll off the assembly line, in 1936, was called the Clipper and was
modeled on a design created by Hawley Bowlus, designer of Lindbergh’s Spirit of St. Louis.An
Airstream is wanderlust made visible and tangible. It sings with Walt Whitman, “Allons!… come
travel with me” … sings of lonesome highways stretching on and on.I cannot count the hours
spent surfing print and online classifieds for an Airstream I could afford. No luck. Eventually I e-
mailed Airstream’s CEO, Bob Wheeler, at the company’s factory in Jackson Center, Ohio,



pitching my travel plans—and myself. I told him I would write about the journey, and touted the
publicity value if the company leased me a trailer or sold me one at a discount. Ignorance and
egotism led me to presume that this was an offer he would not refuse. I didn’t know then that the
first vehicle occupied by the Apollo 11 astronauts upon their return from the moon had been a
modified Airstream; nor that carpeted, wood-paneled Airstreams furnished with leather chairs,
TVs, and DVD players are installed in air force cargo planes that fly the president and other
American officials the world over.Thus Wheeler and his marketing people considered my offer
one they could refuse, and they did.By holiday season, I was still trailerless and growing
anxious; I hoped to depart from Key West sometime between late May and early June, leaving
time to reach the Arctic before the snow fell and road travel there became a matter for the
experts on the TV show Ice Road Truckers. I’d begun to consider alternatives to an Airstream
when a friend introduced me to Rich Luhr, who lives in Tucson.In his late forties, dark-haired and
slender, Luhr is the founder and publisher of Airstream Life, a magazine dedicated to
respectable vagrancy, a lifestyle summed up in the gerund Airstreaming. He’s lost count of how
many times he and his family have crisscrossed the country in their thirty-foot trailer.I should
point out that Airstreamers form a subculture almost cultic in its attachment to the trailers; in its
exclusivity (there are Airstream parks that will not permit non-Airstreams past their gates); in its
rituals and in its specialized lingo, which can be as opaque to an outsider as nautical jargon to a
landlubber. Airstreamers disdain recreational vehicles of all other makes and models. Disdain
chills into contempt when it comes to bus-size, boxy RVs with garish exteriors and interiors so
loaded with luxuries they are for all practical purposes condominiums on wheels. As a leader in
the cult, Luhr refused to listen to any talk about substitutes. He was going to help me find an
Airstream.We fell into a routine: I would scan the classifieds, then e-mail him with candidates.
Very few were acceptable. This one was too big; that one overloaded with aftermarket gewgaws;
this other one had the following defects. Luhr was a discriminating judge of trailer flesh.
Whenever he gave one a rare thumbs-up, its price moved me to give it a thumbs-down. I began
to despair of finding a Goldilocks Airstream—and found myself encouraging my own
discouragement.A long journey is more attractive when imagined than in reality; the closer I
came to the start date I’d set, the more I felt a coldness in my feet, while an argument went on in
my head, in stereo.It’s too far, said a voice in the right speaker, it will take too long [three to four
months, I’d figured] and cost too much. Besides, you’re too old.It announced a headline: AGING
WRITER’S REMAINS FOUND IN MIDDLE OF NOWHERE.Buck up! replied the left speaker.
Every year you drive from Connecticut to Arizona and back without a problem. And you’re not
circling the drain yet.* * *In early March, Luhr e-mailed with good news. He’d met a woman,
Erica Sherwood, who restored and sold antique Airstreams from her home in Breckenridge,
Texas. A burnished 1967 Caravel on her Web site caught my eye. At nineteen feet, it was ideal
for a guy and two dogs. But then there was the asking price: $24,500. Private owners almost
never lease their Airstreams, but I phoned Sherwood asking if she would and was surprised
when she agreed. We settled on another vehicle in her inventory: a renovated 1962 Globetrotter,



also nineteen feet, but with higher clearance that would be better on rough roads.Leslie flew
home to Connecticut while I remained in Arizona, where I bought a 2007 Toyota Tundra, a
pickup capable of hauling a boxcar, and then a hardtop shell for the truck’s bed to provide a
home for the dogs. After Sherwood’s lawyer drew up a lease agreement, she drove eight
hundred miles to Tucson and delivered the Globetrotter to Luhr’s house. I met her and the trailer
there at the end of March.Sherwood is a presence, a six-foot, blue-eyed blonde of thirty-seven
who’d played guard for the women’s basketball teams at Baylor and Abilene Christian
universities. As for the trailer, a roof-mounted air conditioner slightly spoiled its aerodynamic
lines, but it was otherwise a compact beauty, so polished that I could have shaved in it without
missing a spot. Inside, it was equipped with a minifridge that ran on propane or electric power; a
galley with a sink, counter, and three-burner propane stove; a dinette in front that broke down
into a bed; a sofa in back that pulled out into another bed; a stainless steel shower stall-cum-
toilet, and a small, chip-burning stove for heat, all compressed into about 150 square feet. Luhr
and Sherwood took me to a Tucson Walmart and a camping supply store for essential
equipment: tools, a 30-amp power cord, a water hose, a flexible sewer hose, stabilizer jacks, a
hydraulic jack, work gloves, butane lighters, and sundry other articles. Sherwood had told me
that her Web site’s domain name, Nomadica, was intended to encapsulate a footloose,
minimalist mode of travel. But after the buying spree I began to wonder just how minimalist it was
going to be.I was introduced to the routines, procedures, and terminology of trailer life: hitching
up, hooking up, leveling and stabilizing, dry-camping (done in wilderness areas lacking sewer,
water, and electricity hookups).Luhr presented a manual he’d written—The Newbies Guide to
Airstreaming—and opened it to the chapter on checklists. There were two daily departure
checklists, one for the outside, one for the inside; ditto for arrival. Total items to be checked:
thirty-five. I was starting to feel as if I were in my first day of flight school.More terminology
followed. GVWR, for Gross Vehicle Weight Rating, meaning how much the trailer weighs (the
Globetrotter was 3,100 pounds); Net Carrying Capacity, meaning how much weight could be put
into the trailer; GAWR, for Gross Axle Weight Rating, meaning how much weight the tow
vehicle’s front and rear axles could take. The trailer’s tongue weight—the weight it exerted on the
tow vehicle’s axles—could not exceed either axle’s maximum rating. Happily, Luhr reported after
a look at the specs, the Globetrotter’s tongue weight was a scant 340 pounds, while the Tundra’s
GAWR was 4,000 pounds (front) and 4,150 (rear).Nevertheless, I nearly wept as the
Whitmanesque romance of the open road was crushed under, well, the weight of all this
technical information.But Luhr and Sherwood burbled on, and such was their enthusiasm, such
their joy in overcoming my ignorance, that I morphed from flight trainee to heathen in the hands
of two chipper missionaries bringing my benighted soul into the fold.The convert, having been
catechized, was now to be baptized. I put theory into practice by hitching up the Globetrotter to
the Tundra. Herewith the procedure. The truck had to be backed up till its hitch ball was directly
under the trailer’s hitch coupler (lining them up was a tricky maneuver). Then the hitch jack,
electrically powered in newer trailers, manually operated in antiques like the Globetrotter, was



cranked, lowering the coupler over the hitch ball. The assembly was secured with a padlock
inserted through a hole in a lever, this to avoid becoming unhitched at, say, fifty or sixty miles an
hour. Two safety chains were shackled to a sturdy bracket on the Tundra as an added
precaution; should coupler and ball part company, the chains would keep the trailer and the tow
vehicle together long enough for the panic-stricken driver to pull off the road.The next step was
to attach the breakaway switch, a black box with a braided cable fixed to the Airstream’s A-
frame. The cable was clipped to the same bracket as the safety chains. In the event that
everything failed, causing trailer and tow vehicle to undergo a sudden divorce, the cable would
pop out of the box, activating the trailer’s brakes so it didn’t careen down the highway by
itself.Finally, the brake controller was plugged in. This device consisted of: (1) an electrical box
installed under the truck’s rear bumper and wired to its brakes, lights, and turn signals; (2) a
power cord and plug wired to the trailer’s electrical system. Connect (1) to (2) and the trailer
brakes would be activated when I applied the tow vehicle’s brakes. Also, the brake lights and
turn signals of tower and towee would operate as one.I drove out for a test run, under
Sherwood’s supervision, past the city limits into the desert, back again for some experience at
urban towing. The Tundra pulled the trailer so easily that I sometimes forgot it was there.“I
wouldn’t drive this fast,” Sherwood cautioned, diplomatically, as I zipped through a construction
zone. She spoke with a lilting Texas drawl that often caused me to not pay attention to what she
was saying because I was listening to the way she said it. “And remember when you’re changing
lanes that you’re about twenty feet longer than you’re used to.”After overnighting in the
Globetrotter, it was time to go. Sherwood came out of the house with Luhr and ceremonially
draped a set of keys on a cloth lanyard around my neck. I was now an Airstreamer. Then she
passed her palm across the trailer’s shining skin and said, “Now, Phil”—adding a syllable to my
first name—“I want you to treat her like a beautiful lady who bruises easily.”I thought of the great
distance the beautiful lady was going to cover, of the bruising time she was bound to have going
up and back down the Dalton Highway, and said that I’d do my best.3.I started on a shakedown
cruise, heading east on I-10 for the Florida panhandle. The plan was to leave the Globetrotter at
a friend’s farm near Tallahassee while I tied up loose ends at home in Connecticut.It was Sage,
the twelve-year-old English setter, who convinced me that I shouldn’t try the journey solo. Sage
was a spry elder but no longer able to jump into or out of the truck bed. Removal and reinsertion
had to be done four times a day—the morning walk, the evening walk, and two rest stops in
between. Each time, she writhed and kicked as if she thought I was going to toss her into a wood
chipper. Eight daily wrestling matches with sixty-four pounds of squirming dog was wearing, but
it did simplify my life by reducing my wants to a stiff nightcap and a motel room with a king-size
bed.So it went on the drive to Tallahassee, but without the martinis and the motel rooms. (On the
first night, in Las Cruces, New Mexico, I settled for a beer from the Globetrotter’s minifridge and
for its bunk—sized for a king provided he was as thin as a fence post.) On the morning of day
three, camped beside the Llano River in the Texas hill country, I was struggling to lift Sage into
the truck when a flock of fat, white domestic ducks waddled past. Instantly, she twisted out of my



arms and took off after them. Wild ducks would have flown; those barnyard degenerates ran,
fleeing into the dense rushes bordering the Llano, Sage in pursuit.“No! Sage, no!” I hollered,
pointlessly—she was deaf as a brick.I thrashed through the rushes to the riverbank and saw the
ducks swimming with the slow current, Sage paddling right behind, her pretty head held high
above the slate-green water. I ran downstream, keeping up with the procession, and noticed that
the ducks were more clever than they looked. They would swim at a leisurely pace for a few
seconds, allowing Sage to almost catch up; when she got to within a yard, they would take flight
and land ten or fifteen feet farther on. She would paddle faster to close the gap, then they would
fly again. Their plan became clear to me, though not to Sage: they were going to lure her on until
she quit or drowned from exhaustion.Stumbling along the bank, I shouted to her, waved my
arms, tossed rocks to get her attention. Several people from the campground had gathered to
watch this amusing spectacle. By now, she was about a hundred yards from where she’d leaped
in, and although she was tiring, she showed no signs of giving up, nor that she’d caught on to the
ducks’ tricks. English setters have three things in common with English aristocracy: they are
generally good-looking, love to hunt, and are not terribly bright. It looked as though I was going
to have to strip down to my underwear and plunge in after her. Instead, I flung another stone,
aiming for a point a foot from her nose. It wasn’t a major-league pitch; the missile landed on her
skull. It did no harm; in fact it did a lot of good. Distracted from her quarry, she turned and saw
me, frantically giving the hand signal to come. She swam across the river, clambered up the
bank, and vigorously shook herself off at my feet. I wanted to hug her but figured she’d regard
that as a reward for bad behavior, so I snapped a leash to her collar, jerked her toward the truck,
and scolded, “You goddamn, thick-headed, pea-brained moron, don’t ever do that again!” She
looked up at me with umber eyes that seemed to ask, “What are you so worked up about?”I
related this misadventure to my friend Guy de la Valdene when I arrived at his Dogwood Farm
two days later. He advised me to take Sky for companionship and leave Sage home with Leslie
or put her in a kennel.That was the sensible thing, but if I were sensible I wouldn’t even be taking
this trip. Sage was not a coddled pet; she’d been my hunting dog for a dozen years. We’d chased
grouse, pheasant, and quail everywhere from Canada to the Mexican border, from Montana to
New Hampshire. We’d shared hardships and occasional dangers; one time, lost in the Arizona
mountains on a night when the temperature plummeted to sixteen degrees, we’d huddled
together beside a fire and heard the menacing cough of a nearby mountain lion.We were
comrades, and I couldn’t imagine leaving her at home, much less incarcerating her in a kennel
for four months. Likewise, I couldn’t imagine taking care of her and Sky while towing an antique
trailer for thousands of miles. The solution was obvious. Still, I was reluctant to let go of that
knight-errant image. With my wife beside me, I would not be an adventurer but merely one more
senior citizen “seeing the country.” A tourist. On the other hand, it had occurred to me that
Leslie’s absence would make the lonesome road a bit too lonesome, and such a long separation
might put a strain on our marriage. I phoned her and asked her to join me, if she could swing it
with her employer. She could; intuiting that I would come to my senses, she’d already explored



taking a leave of absence with her boss, who, to her surprise, was all for it. She’d been with
Consumer Reports magazine for twenty years; she’d earned some time off. Soon, things were
settled. She arranged for a working leave: she would put in twenty-five hours a week, editing
stories on her laptop, staying in touch with the office by cell phone and e-mail. As for her
arrangement with me, she volunteered to look after Sage and Sky, conferring upon herself the
title “dog wrangler.”* * *I left Guy’s place on April 11. Late that afternoon, while bypassing
Charleston, South Carolina, I heard a lively radio debate about the city’s plans to commemorate
the 150th anniversary of the beginning of the Civil War. Someone argued that the ceremonies
were going to be too festive for such a somber occasion. Another person was incensed about
the “Secession Ball” that had been held four months earlier to mark South Carolina’s departure
from the Union: white men and women garbed in period tuxedos and gowns, celebrating their
forefathers’ defense of black slavery, he said. No, another voice chimed in, not in defense of
slavery but of states’ rights.That this discussion was taking place at all perplexed me. Issues that
I thought had been resolved ages ago still had the power to touch hot buttons.And not only in the
Bethlehem of the Confederacy. The following day, as I picked my way through traffic on the
Washington Beltway, I was listening to another talk show and heard “secession” once again. This
time, it came from both sides of the political divide. Out in the Arizona I’d left a week earlier, the
Republican-led state senate was considering legislation that would empower Arizona to
invalidate any federal law it deemed unconstitutional. If it passed (it didn’t), Arizona would for all
practical purposes have declared itself independent of the United States. The proposal had
upset people in Democratic Pima County, which includes Tucson and is as big as Vermont. Led
by a lawyer (who else?), the county’s citizens had started a movement to break away from
Arizona and form a new state, Baja Arizona.Baja Arizona? Oh, that was wondrously weird. And
unsettling. I’d lived through the sixties, but the divisiveness now, in these times of recession at
home and war abroad, seemed graver still. Secessionist balls and squabbles about states’ rights
in South Carolina, a separatist movement in Arizona. Did I hear, or merely imagine I heard, ever
so faintly, the great American rift creaking as it widened?4.Without a design, a journey becomes
aimless wandering. I spent days planning the trip in my Connecticut office and damn near went
blind, squinting at road atlases and Google maps. Plotting routes through western Canada and
Alaska was easy—there were only two or three—but the Lower 48, with some three million miles
of road and highway, presented bewildering webs of red, green, yellow, and blue lines
meandering all over the place. I felt like a shopper staring at a hundred different brands of
breakfast cereal, not sure which one to pick.Sitting on my desk was a copy of The Journals of
Lewis and Clark, edited by Bernard DeVoto. Once we were west of the Mississippi, we would
retrace, as much as was possible by road, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark’s voyage up the
Missouri River, across the Rockies, and down the Columbia to where it ended, on the Oregon
coast. From there, we would proceed to the Canadian border, then take the storied Alaska
Highway to Fairbanks, and, finally, the Dalton to Prudhoe Bay.That left east of the Mississippi.
Once again, Lewis and Clark guided me. While staring at the Rand McNally atlas, I noticed the



Natchez Trace Parkway, bordered by green dots to indicate that it was a scenic highway. It led
through Mississippi and Alabama into Tennessee, where, near the town of Hohenwald, the
words Meriwether Lewis Monument appeared in tiny red letters. I remembered reading that the
explorer had died on the Natchez Trace while on his way to Washington in 1809. The monument
marked his gravesite. Not far from it, U.S. 412 ran westward across Tennessee and over the
Mississippi into Missouri. That settled it—Lewis’s grave would be a waypoint.To get there, we
would traverse the Everglades via U.S. 41, head up Florida’s Gulf Coast, cross the Panhandle
into Alabama, hop into Mississippi, and join the Natchez Trace at Tupelo, birthplace of Elvis
Presley. This north-by-northwest route was intended to give the trip coherence. That said,
unforeseen circumstances, or a whim, were bound to take us off course.I had only one hard-and-
fast rule: avoid interstates. They are predictable and boring, and their uniformity somehow
erases changes in landscape; you can drive six hundred miles, from forests into desert, and feel
that you haven’t gone anywhere. In a sense, you haven’t. You have no idea about the lives of the
people in the towns and cities you’ve bypassed at seventy miles an hour.* * *On the afternoon
of May 19, Leslie, the dogs, and I pulled into a campground on Stock Island, split from Key West
by a mangrove channel scarcely wider than an alley. From Dogwood Farm, we’d made a two-day
haul down the Florida peninsula through squalls of flying ants called lovebugs. Hitched back to
back, they mate in midair, boiling out of the woods and marshes by the trillions. They went at it
on our side windows, entertaining Leslie no end, and splattered against the windshield till we
could barely see the road and had to stop at gas stations to refill the windshield washer. I liked
slaughtering them; after all, they’re so repulsive they can’t even look at each other when they’re
having sex.The drive down the Overseas Highway through the Florida Keys had been frustrating
—bumper-to-bumper traffic turned what should have been a two-hour trip into four—and more
frustrations attended our arrival in Key West. I couldn’t back the trailer into our assigned parking
space; with a single axle and a short hitch, the Globetrotter jackknifed at a twitch of the steering
wheel. That was one of the reasons I couldn’t back it in. The other was that I didn’t know what I
was doing, a deficiency overcome by finding another, more accessible space. There, I
discovered that the cap to the campground’s sewer line was frozen shut by encrusted salt and
sand. No amount of whacking with a rubber mallet would loosen its grip. A strapping young guy
from the staff answered my summons for help; he took a steel hammer to the cap as if he were
trying to kill something and it came free.Time to connect the sewer hose. In my eagerness to
escape swarming mosquitoes in the Everglades that morning, I had forgotten to close the valves
to the holding tanks; so when I knelt to open the outlet under the trailer’s back end, guess what
splashed into my lap? Another mishap cleaned me up. The onboard water tank needed to be
topped off. With one end of the water hose screwed to the camp’s faucet and the other end
shoved into the tank’s fill hole, I opened the spigot all the way. The water pressure must have
been set to fire hydrant standards, because the hose leaped from the tank, swayed in midair for
a moment, then writhed across the ground like a psychotic cobra, spitting all over me. This
wasn’t all bad; aside from its hygienic effects, it cooled me off—the heat and humidity were



Ebook Topsian.I’d no sooner recaptured the deranged serpent and reduced the flow to a trickle
than I heard a shrill squawking, accompanied by a shriek. The latter came from Leslie, the
former from the propane leak alarm, a device designed to protect the Airstream’s inhabitants
from asphyxiation or from blowing themselves up. I rushed into the trailer. How could there be a
leak with the propane tanks shut off and no appliances running? An answer came to me. Leslie
had brought Sage and Sky inside and switched the air conditioner to high to cool them off.
Suspecting a power surge, I switched off the AC, reset the alarm, then turned the AC back on,
setting it to low. The hideous squawk was silenced. Having shown so much ineptitude earlier, I
was perhaps inordinately proud of myself for managing this crisis. Nevertheless, I fumed.“Maybe
this trailer idea wasn’t so excellent. I’m spending all my time on this damned thing. I feel like
calling this whole trip off!”Familiar with my tantrums, Leslie gave me a knowing look mixed with a
little skepticism. “I told you that we should stay in motels.”From the moment she’d set eyes on it,
she hadn’t been one to rhapsodize over the Airstream: “Looks like a Jiffy Pop bag.” I’d christened
it “Nomadica,” after Erica Sherwood’s Web site. I really liked the exotic sound, but Leslie thought
the prosaic “Ethel”—after Lucy and Ricky Ricardo’s neighbor Ethel Mertz—was more
appropriate. Her rigged survey sample of friends preferred that name, and that was how the
Tundra, which I wanted to call “Gray Hawk,” was christened for Ethel’s husband, Fred.“And I told
you, we’re not staying in any goddamned motels,” I snapped.“Chill,” Leslie said.That’s no easy
thing when the air temperature equals body temperature, but I gave it a try, strolling around the
campground, which was really a resort. Palm trees, rustling in a languid breeze, lined tidy
avenues of crushed gravel. I confirmed an observation of Leslie’s: giant RVs with model names
and logos all wrong for the setting. The “Montana” bore a drawing of a snowy mountain range;
the “Teton” displayed another mountain range. In vain, I looked for a “Florida” with a picture of a
swamp. Couples of a certain age lounged in camp chairs amid their toys—jeeps and powerboats
on trailers hitched to their outsize motor homes. Our tiny, tinny, spartan Ethel distinguished Leslie
and me from these indolent, luxury-loving vacationers in their glossy land yachts, or so I
believed. We were road warriors, bound for the Arctic Ocean. And so, through self-inflation, I
restored my self-respect.Dripping sweat but figuratively chilled out, I returned and had a
reasonable conversation with Leslie about what to do next. Although we planned to stay in Key
West for a few days, we decided to launch the journey formally with a swing past Mile Marker
Zero and the Southernmost Point. That left us with a problem we were to confront over and over
in the next four months: take the dogs or leave them in the air-conditioned trailer? We
remembered the warning Bill Poppell gave us before we left Dogwood Farm.Bill is the caretaker
and all-around majordomo of the place. He’s an older man with a keen practical intelligence and
a Florida panhandle accent thicker than motor oil. Glancing at Sage and Sky, he’d asked
skeptically, “Y’all gone to bring them dawgs?”Leslie and I nodded.“Uh-huh. Fine-lookin’ bird
dawgs. Ya love yur dawgs?”Of course we did.“We all love our dawgs,” said Bill. “And they love us.
Never leave ya. Know of a dawg follered us once when we was takin’ a truckload of swine to an
auction, way off down a whole bunch of bad road. After we got there, there he come, a bigole



pot-licker dawg like yours there.”The moral of the story was soon in coming. “He dahd one day of
heat stroke. Y’all want my advice, ya leave them behind. Y’all be makin’ a mistake to take ’em.
The mistake would be, ya leave ’em in the trailer, and the ahr conditioner cuts out, and ya got
two daid dawgs.”Resolution: Sage and Sky went into the backseat atop a covered pile of gear,
and we drove into town, the AC blasting. And Leslie had learned a new adjective: bigole.When I
first saw Key West, thirty-five years earlier, it had the look of a funky, isolated Caribbean outpost,
especially in the summers, when there wasn’t much for tourists to do except sweat. Its vibe was
somewhere between raffish and decadent. A rowdy working seaport and navy town, home to
Cuban exiles and the descendants of Bahamian settlers (nicknamed “Conchs,” after the
mollusk), it was also a bohemian enclave for writers and artists, a refuge for homosexuals and
runaways—guys fleeing child support payments, good girls escaping bad husbands, bad girls
good husbands—and a haven for drug smugglers (as it had been for rumrunners, wreckers, and
pirates in earlier times), all crammed together on eight square miles. “Dodge City on the Gulf
Stream,” the novelist Thomas Sanchez called it for its outlaw ways, though he might have added
Greenwich Village to the mix.Almost all of that is gone now. The shrimpers and the navy sailed
away years ago, the gay population was ravaged by AIDS, the contrabandistas are dead, in
prison, or gone straight. Many Conchs left, too, unable to afford living in a destination resort. To
paraphrase a line from a David Allen Coe tune, Jimmy Buffett doesn’t live there anymore,
although there is a bar called Margaritaville, and other drinking establishments play that song till
you’re ready to sledgehammer the jukebox.Key West has become an imitation of its former self,
its eccentricities commoditized for sale to tourists. That “character” you see with a parrot on his
shoulder is about as authentic as vinyl siding, employed to provide local color. Gargantuan
cruise ships dock two or three times a week, disgorging passengers by the thousands to troll the
cheesy T-shirt shops on the main drag, Duval Street. And with all sorts of diversions to keep
visitors occupied, like parasailing and jet skiing, tourist season is year-round, clogging the
streets with autos, bikes, motor scooters, and pedestrians.I was losing my cool in the downtown
traffic, cussing and mumbling that tourist town was the terminal stage in a town’s life cycle. Yet—I
couldn’t deny it—the island retained a seductive beauty. Hibiscus and frangipani daubed their
colors along the narrow streets; bougainvillea draped like purple bunting over walls and
gingerbread verandas, and royal poinciana—the “flame of the islands”—displayed scarlet
blossoms against a sky of pure light, the empyrean.We turned off Duval onto Whitehead Street
and, at its intersection with Fleming, passed a green-and-white sign bolted to a telephone pole:
M.M. 0, it read, for Mile Marker Zero. Because Key West can be reached only by driving south, it
is thought of as the end of the road. In fact, it’s the beginning, for M.M. 0 marks the start of U.S. 1.
Maybe the island is the beginning and the end, the alpha and the omega.We proceeded up
Whitehead to a concrete monument shaped like a bell buoy and painted in bands of coral, black,
and yellow separated by white stripes.90 MILES TO CUBA, read the legend.Below it, in capital
letters: SOUTHERNMOST POINT. CONTINENTAL U.S.That made it official. I set Fred’s trip
odometer to zero. The four of us, a pair of humans, a pair of English setters, were under



way.5.The next morning, before the sun grew homicidal, we walked the dogs down a paved path
along Smathers Beach, on the Atlantic side. Sage and Sky were difficult to walk on lead; being
hunting dogs, they instinctively chased things, and all attempts to train them to trot along, like the
sedate suburban dogs owned by my Connecticut neighbors, had failed. Advancing age had
made Sage more manageable. Sky, on the other hand, was fifty-odd pounds of explosive energy.
If she spotted a bird or squirrel, or if her keen nose scented something interesting, she lunged
like a sled dog and could jerk you off your feet, sending you flying. Leslie had nicknamed her
“Wackadoodle.”Aside from their companionship, I’d brought Sage and Sky as ambassadors,
hoping they would attract attention and open the door to conversations with strangers. In a
moment, they fulfilled their diplomatic function.“Oh, they’re beautiful!” a female voice said from
behind us as we were about to load the dogs into the truck. “What are they?”We turned and saw
a middle-aged woman, her honey-blonde hair pulled straight back. She had extraordinarily blue
eyes and freckled cheeks, and she spoke in a voice that brought to mind high fiddle laments
echoing through shrouded hills.“English setters,” I answered.“May I?” Gesturing to pet them.“Go
right ahead. They’re sponges when it comes to affection.”Looking at the dogs, she asked, “May
I?” Then at us: “Got to get the permission of the babies, too.”Apparently, Sage and Sky granted it.
She tickled their ears and rubbed their bellies and accepted their slobbery kisses. “Oh, how I
miss my baby. A golden retriever. We had to leave him behind with my stepson.”“Where would
that be?”“Huntington, West Virginia.” The woman introduced herself—Jenita Meyers—and
asked where we were heading. I expected her to be impressed when I replied, “The Arctic
Ocean,” but she merely smiled and said, “That’s exciting,” as if I’d told her we were going to
Disneyland.“My husband and I are travelin’ cross-country, too,” she went on. “We walked
here.”“Walked? From West Virginia?”“Not all the way down to here. We walked as far as
Jacksonville, and we were worn out by then—I’m forty-four and Scott’s fifty-three—and I told
Scott, ‘That’s it.’ We hopped a bus to Key West. Scott’s dad is retired here. We’re camped out in
his backyard. We bought a couple of bikes, and when we’re through here we’re going to bike to
California.”It was about six hundred miles from West Virginia to Jacksonville, and a good three
thousand from Key West to California. No wonder she was underwhelmed by our plans.“Through
with what?… If you don’t mind my asking.”“We did ministry in the Universal Life Church back in
Huntington, and one day this spring, God just slapped Scott upside of the head and told him to
get rid of everything and to start walkin’ the country and helpin’ out people in need of it, and
that’s what we did. Left a five-bedroom house with a big kitchen and a Jacuzzi.”Here comes a
religious sales pitch, I thought, and composed the same polite but discouraging smile I put on
whenever Jehovah’s Witnesses appear at the front door. I was relieved when Jenita said that she
and her husband were not out to reap converts but to comfort the homeless and persuade
drunks and drug addicts to amend their lives.Their main field of endeavor was Higgs Beach,
about half a mile down the shoreline from Smathers. Higgs is a kind of derelict’s Riviera,
providing a target-rich environment for anyone seeking alcoholics and junkies.“People drinking
from daylight till dark,” Jenita told us, dismay in her voice. “You go there at eight a.m. and they’re



already drunker’n monkeys.”I wanted to point out that they were probably drunk from the night
before, but it seemed too fine a distinction.“One young woman panhandled us for food, and
three days later we saw her again, drunk!” Jenita said, shocked that she and her husband had
been hustled. “And women selling themselves for drugs or alcohol. We saw a man drive up to
Higgs, give a girl some money, and they walked out into the water and she looked like she was
sittin’ in his lap, but that’s not all she was doin’. I said to myself, I can’t look at this, and I can’t
listen to this, F-this and F-that, GD this and GD that.”Curious about Scott’s Pauline moment, I
asked if I could talk to him. Sure, Jenita replied. He was off with a young homeless man they
were trying to wean off weed, but he would be back in about an hour.* * *If Scott Meyers was a
missionary, he was one who’d adopted the native mode of dress: a baseball cap, mirrored
sunglasses, T-shirt, baggy shorts, and flip-flops. Lean and wiry, he wore a reddish-blond goatee
dusted with gray.The young man with him, Eric Walsh, was the homeless pothead, although,
tanned and well fed, with shrewd, alert eyes, he did not fit the image.We moved off the scorching
street to a thatch-roof ramada on the beach, where we sat at a picnic table. Jenita took rolling
papers, a plastic rolling device about the size of a can opener, and a pouch of “natural” tobacco
from a backpack.“Smoking is our one vice,” she said, and produced two filter cigarettes, each
one looking factory made. “Roll your own, you smoke less.”Eric bummed one from her. As she
turned it out, I asked Scott about the divine summons. His answer suggested that earthly
troubles had opened his ears to the call.“It’s this economy,” he said, puffing on the cigarette.
“Everything is down. I felt like I was gettin’ nowhere.”He’d grown up in a prosperous household.
His great-grandfather started a moving company that stayed in the family for three generations.
Scott was learning the business from the bottom up as a long-haul trucker in the eighties when
deregulation of the trucking industry enabled rivals to undercut the firm.“Things went south, and
we went out of business,” he said.His first marriage broke up. He went to work in construction
and later landed a job with a Huntington contractor. He and Jenita, also divorced, had married
six years ago. They were doing fairly well, renting the five-bedroom house with the Jacuzzi from
Scott’s employer, until the housing bubble popped and the Great Recession came crashing
down. Work was wherever Scott could find it, and he couldn’t find much.“This past March, I was
sittin’ at a bus stop, feelin’ like I was gettin’ nowhere, like I said, and that’s when God smacked
me upside of the head. He said, ‘What’re you doin’ here, miserable? You’ve got to sell everything
you have and start walkin’ the country, go out and lend a helpin’ hand to those who need it.’ That
night, I came home and told Jenita.”“I was in the kitchen, fixin’ supper,” she said. “And I said,
‘God smacked you upside of the head? Did you fall on your head?’”I tried to imagine your
conventional middle-aged, middle-class housewife listening to such an outrageous proposition,
much less agreeing to it. But Jenita, sweet and innocent in some ways, was as tough as a
hickory nut in others, and anything but conventional.“I was raised up poor in a real big family,”
she said, and then ticked off a roster of brothers, sisters, half brothers, and half sisters. “I was
born at the head of a holler in a house with no indoor plumbing. You wanted water, you went to
the well. You had to go to the bathroom, well, honey, go out the back door, bathroom is the



second tree on your right. I worked as a nurse for a while. I pumped gas and worked in
maintenance—honey, I can hang you Sheetrock smooth as a baby’s bottom. I can use a chain
saw, I can kill your supper, gut it, clean it, and cook it.”Scott removed his sunglasses, revealing
eyes that matched Jenita’s bright blue, and picked up the thread of their story.“We sold the car,
the silverware, our clothes, the furniture. We downsized again and again, and it felt so good to
get rid of material things, it was liberating.”“How do you get by? It must be tough.”“It was for me
at first,” Jenita said. “I’m a sweepaholic. After living in a big house, with no house to clean, I
started sweeping sidewalks.”Scott said, “We’ve got the money from the sale of our possessions,
and I’ve got skills. I drove a truck for a living, I know contracting work, I pick up odd jobs.”They
were not trained counselors, but they had experience ministering to the addicted. From the way
they described Huntington, I gathered that it’s not the West Virginia John Denver sang about.
Methamphetamine is the drug of choice in most of small-town and rural America, but crack is the
plague in Huntington.“The crack comes from Detroit,” Scott said. “Dealers from there sell it in
Huntington for five times what they’d get in Detroit. I’ve seen them with MONEYNGTON tattooed
on their knuckles. That’s what they call it, ‘Moneyngton.’”Jenita preached to the neighborhood
kids that it was a sin to use crack. They called her “Aunt Cheetah” for the time she ran down a
gang of punks who’d tried to break into her van. Another time, Aunt Cheetah caught a runaway
girl prostituting herself for crack.“Gave her a job cleaning our house. End of the day, she told me
she was goin’ out, and I knew what for, and I told her, ‘No, you ain’t.’ Then she said she had to
call her parents in Kentucky. She did, and then she took a shower, and while she was in there, I
hit REDIAL and talked to her parents, and told them, ‘I’m Reverend Meyers, and I’ve got your
daughter right here, if you want to come collect her.’ They did, and I still get postcards and letters
from them. She’s clean now, she’s got a job.”If you think the Meyerses have a pretty high street
IQ, you’re right. But, Scott said, Key West had introduced them to a whole new dimension.“I’ve
known social alcoholics, but these people are professionals. You think you know the world, you
get down here and know you don’t.”“We saw one young woman somebody said looked like a
man,” Jenita said. “Right there in the open, she dropped her drawers and said, ‘Do I look like a
man?’”She told tales of people down on their luck, way down, victims of the current economic
wreck: a couple from Ohio, both fifty-eight years old, who’d been laid off from an auto plant, went
through foreclosure, and were now on the street. A man who’d lost his wife and his job and had
come down to the Keys to drink himself to death.“Some of these stories just rip your heart out,”
said Scott. Then a skeptical expression played over his narrow, angular face. “But you don’t
know what’s a real story, what’s a hustle.”Eric begged another cigarette, and Jenita
manufactured it in her little machine. She and Scott then excused themselves for a moment,
leaving me with Eric, who so far hadn’t spoken a word beyond his cadging smokes.He was
twenty-eight, the adopted son of a well-to-do family in Rockford, Illinois, and, he declared,
“homeless by choice.”“I can go where I want, I’m a free man. I’m not like most homeless people. I
don’t panhandle. I do work. I’ve worked barges in New Orleans, I did house painting in Las
Vegas. Look at this”—motioning at the panorama of green sea and white sand and palm trees



—“People pay thousands, millions, to look at this. I do it for free.”“In other words, you’re kind of
an old-fashioned hobo.”“Whatever,” he said, shrugging. “I’ve been doing it for eight years, and it’s
hard. Not just finding something to eat and a place to sleep, but making sure your stuff doesn’t
get stolen. You lose your driver’s license or your state ID or your Social Security card, and you’re
done. And you’ve got to watch your health, physical and mental. Being homeless isn’t for the
mentally defective.”Here’s a sharp survivor, I thought, and asked if he’d benefited from Scott and
Jenita’s counsel.He gave me a canny look. “I’m teaching them a lot.”* * *The Meyerses went
off to spend the night in a homeless shelter on Stock Island to, in Scott’s words, “learn firsthand
what these people are going through.” I did not see them again. I admired them for turning their
backs on a culture that enshrined consumption and self-indulgence, knowing I wasn’t capable of
so radical a renunciation. Thinking of Scott at the bus stop, and the epiphany he experienced in
the moment of despair, I recalled a line from Tolstoy’s short novel The Cossacks: “Happiness lies
in living for others.” They seemed happy, this couple who’d tramped out of West Virginia with
nothing but what they carried on their backs and a zeal to aid the marginalized. They probably
would not rehabilitate many people with their ad hoc methods, but the attempt was what
mattered. Their mission, whether or not it had come down from heaven, restored to their lives
the purpose and meaning lost with the loss of Scott’s employment. In trying to save others, they
saved themselves.* * *Before leaving Key West, Leslie and I wanted to get a photo of
ourselves at the Southernmost Point and to see the Southern Cross.At the point, we joined a
queue of tourists waiting to take photos. When our turn came, a balding, fortyish man behind us
agreed to snap our picture. We posed beside the monument, he clicked Leslie’s Nikon, and we
returned the favor. Noticing his accent, I asked where he was from. He pointed seaward. “From
there, Cuba.”Mario Rodriguez wasn’t a tourist—a Cuban citizen has a better chance of getting a
ticket to the moon than permission to visit the United States—but another escapee from Fidel
Castro’s tropical Alcatraz and, as of last year, a citizen of the United States.I expected Rodriguez
to tell of a perilous flight by sea, but his tale showed that the hope of freedom did not dwell only
in the breasts of the desperate. He’d belonged to the Cuban elite, the beneficiary of perks
denied ordinary citizens, like foreign travel and permission to study abroad. At eighteen, he was
sent to East Germany to earn degrees in mathematics and business administration. There, he
met and married an Ecuadorian woman and worked in what he termed economic research until
East Germany, with the fall of the Berlin Wall, vanished from the map. He and his wife then
moved to her native country, where Rodriguez taught math at a university and later established
his own market research firm. His work, and vacations, took him all over the world, thirty-five or
forty countries, he told me.He’d heard about a U.S. law that allowed any Cuban who managed to
get here to obtain a green card if he stayed one year and a day; after five years, he could apply
for citizenship. In 2004, he got a visa from the U.S. consulate in Quito and flew to Miami. That’s
all there was to it.His undramatic departure made him an unusual Cuban immigrant. What draw
did the United States have on someone so privileged?“The situation in Ecuador was not good,”
he said in a boyish voice. “It was not secure. I was, you know, how can you say when somebody



takes you and asks for money?”“You were robbed?”“Yes, I was taken for two days…”“You were
kidnapped and held for ransom.”“Okay, yes.”“Do you know who kidnapped you and why?”“No,
and I don’t want to know. After that, I decided to come to the United States. I love Ecuador, it’s a
nice country, but the situation there isn’t right, so I came to this country because it’s the
opportunity country.”“And your wife came with you?”“No. She died in Ecuador. Of cancer,” he
replied flatly. There was a whole other story, but I sensed it was not one he cared to tell.Now
Rodriguez was living near Fort Lauderdale, a substitute math teacher in a high school, hoping to
qualify for a university teaching position. He did not, unlike Cuban émigrés of an older
generation, feel the slightest moral obligation to liberate Cuba. He was just happy to be here.“I
traveled all around the world, but I always say this is the country where I want to live, because
the freedom we have here, you know, we never have that freedom in other countries. To develop
your self-realization. There is crisis, I know, economic crisis, but the United States is the best
country in the world. I think so.”* * *Someone had told me, years ago, that Key West’s latitude
was the northernmost from which the Southern Cross was visible. I had glimpsed it just once, in
1980, while on a night swordfishing trip in the Gulf Stream. It hung a hand’s width above the
horizon in the southwest—four stars like the points of a crystal kite.On our last night, looking for
the asterism, Leslie and I walked on Higgs Beach, where Scott and Jenita Meyers did God’s
work. Somewhere underfoot the bones of nameless slaves lay in a mass grave unmarked except
for the brass plaque that told the story of how three U.S. Navy frigates had rescued them from
Confederate slavers and brought them to Key West. The slave ships were captured out in the
Caribbean, with more than a thousand Africans on board, in conditions so wretched that 264 of
them died of disease within days of breathing the air of liberation. You can only wonder who they
were, cast into a ditch and covered with sand beside the sea looking eastward toward the
continent they’d left in chains.
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Barry, “Achieves a goal of all great journalism. So I bought this book because of two Amazon
reviews. The first panned the book because the reviewer wrote the author was "too liberal;" the
second was certain the author was a Republican, which I took to mean "conservative." When
two people reading the same material disagree so basically, the only possible conclusion is that
the author is a good writer and about as objective as you can get when it comes to interviewing
others and describing them to the reader. In short, a good journalist.I'm guessing those who
expected a book about RVing might be disappointed, and perhaps those who looked to read a
travelogue might also find this book wanting. It's actually a bit of both, but more than both, it's a
book about the people who live in our wonderful country, how they think and behave, and
perhaps surprisingly, all get along.Finally, I'd have given it five stars except the author is clearly
an Airstream snob.”
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