In search of America

&0

‘WHEN 1 wAS VERY YOUNG AND THE URGE TO
be someplace else was on me, I was assured by ma-
ture people that maturity would cure this itch.
When years described me as mature, the remedy
prescribed was middle age. In middle age I was as-
sured that greater age would calm my fever and now
that I am fifty-eight perhaps senility will do the job.
Nothing has worked. Four hoarse blasts of a ship’s
whistle still raise the hair on my neck and set my
feet to tapping. The sound of a jet, an engine
warming up, even the clopping of shod hooves on
pavement brings on the ancient shudder, the dry
mouth and vacant eye, the hot palms and the churn
of stomach high up under the rib cage. In other
words, 1 don’t improve; in further words, once a
bum always a bum. I fear the disease is incurable.
1 set this matter down not to instruct others but
to inform myself.

When the virus of restlessness begins to take pos-
session of a wayward man, and the road away from
Here seems broad and siraight and sweet, the vic-
tim must first find in himself a good and sufficient
reason for going. This to the practical bum is not
diffcult. He has a builtdn garden of reasons to
choose from. Next he must plan his trip in time
and space, choose a direction and a destination.
And last he must implement the journey. How to
go, what to take, how long to stay. This part of the
process is invariable and immortal. 1 set it down
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My PLAN WAS CLEAR, CONCISE, AND REASON-
able, I think. For many years I have traveled in
many parts of the world. In America I live in New -
York, or dip into Chicago or San Francisco. But
New York is no more America than Paris is France
or London is England. Thus I discovered that I
did not know my own country. I, an American
writer, writing about America, was working from
memory, and the memory is at best a faulty, warpy
reservoir. I had not heard the speéch of America,
smelled the grass and trees and sewage, seen its hills
and water, its color and quality of light. I knew the
changes only from books and newspapers. But
more than this, I had not felt the country for
twenty-five years. In short, I was writing of some-
thing I did not know about, and it seems to me that
in a so-called writer this is criminal. My memories
were distorted by twenty-five intervening years.

Once 1 traveled about in an old bakery wagon,
double-doored rattler with a mattress on its floor.
I stopped where people stopped or gathered, 1 lis-
tened and looked and felt, and in the process had
a picture of my country the accuracy of which was
impaired only by my own shortcomings.

So it was that I determined to look again, to try
to rediscover this monster land. Otherwise, in writ-
ing, I could not tell the small diagnostic truths
which are the foundations of the larger truth. One
sharp difficulty presented itself. In the intervening
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twenty-five years my name had become ?easonably
well known. And it has been my experience that
when people have heard of you, favorably or not,
they change; they become, .thrgugh' shyness or Zthe
other qualities that publicity inspires, something
they are not under ordimary circumstances. This
being so, my trip demanded that I leave my name
and my identity at home. I ha@ to be Pen‘%:»amtm
eyes and ears, a kind of moving gelatin plate._ 1
could not sign hotel registers, meet Reaple I kglew,
interview others, or even ask search.mg guestions.
Furthermore, two or more people disturb the eco-
logic complex of an area. I had to go alone and I
had to be self-contained, a kind of casual turtle
ing his house on his back.
Caw;gxgall this in mind I wrote to the head office
of a great corporation which manufactures trucks.
I specified my purpose and my needs. I wanted a
three-quarter-ton pick-up truck, capablf: °of gomg
anywhere under possibly rigorous cond{tmx}s, an
on this truck I wanted a little house .buﬂt; like the
cabin of a small boat. A trailer is difficult to ma-
neuver on mountain roads, is impossible an@ qften
illegal to park, and is subject to many restrictions.
In due time, specifications came thr_ough, for a
tough, fast, comfortable vehicle, mounting a camper
top—a little house with double bed, a four»%.)umer
stove, a heater, refrigerator and lights operating on
butane, a chemical toilet, closet- space, storage
space, windows screened against insects—exactly
what I wanted. It was delivered in the summer to
my little fishing place at Sag Harbor near the end
of Long Island. Although I didn’t want to start be-
fore Labor Day, when the nation settles back so
normal living, I did want to get used to my turtle
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shell, to equip it and learn it. It arrived in August,
a beautiful thing, powerful and yet lithe. It was
almost as easy to handle as a passenger car. And be-
cause my planned trip had aroused some satiric
remarks among my friends, I named it Rocinante;
which you will remember was the name of Don
Quixote’s horse.

Since I made no secret of my project, a number
of controversies arose among my friends and ad-
visers. (A’ projected journey spawns advisers in
schools.) I was told that since my photograph was
as widely distributed as my publisher could make
it, I would find it impossible to move about with-
out being recognized. Let me say in advance that
in over ten.thousand miles, in thirty-four states, I
was not recognized even once. I believe that people
identify things only in context. Even those people
who might have known me against a background I
am supposed to have, in no case identified me in
Rocinante,

I was advised that the name Rocinante painted
on the side of my truck in sixteenth-century Span-
ish script would cause curiosity and inquiry in some
places. I do not know how many people recognized
the name, but surely no one ever asked about it.

Next, I was told that a stranger’s purpose in mov-
ing about the country might cause inquiry or even
suspicion. For this reason I racked a shotgun, two
rifles, and a couple of fishing rods in my truck, for
it is my experience that if a man is going hunting

or fishing his purpose is understood and even ap-

plauded. Actually, my hunting days are over. I no
longer kill or catch anything I cannot get into a
frying pan; I am too old for sport killing. This
stage setting turned out to be unnecessary.
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It was said that my New York license plates
would arouse interest and perhaps questions, since
they were the only outward identifying marks I
had. And so they did—perhaps twenty or thirty
times in the whole trip. But such contacts followed
an invariable pattern, somewhat as follows:

Local man: “New York, huh?”

Me: “Yep.”

Local man: “I was there in nineteen thirty-eight
—or was it thirty-nine? Alice, was it thirty-eight or
thirty-nine we went to New Yorke”

Alice: “It was thirty-six. I remember because it
was the year Alfred died.”

Local man: “Anyway, 1 hated it. Wouldn't live
there if you paid me.”

There was some genuine worry about my travel-
ing alone, open to attack, robbery, assault. It is well
known that our roads are dangerous. And here I
admit I had senseless qualms. It is some years since
I have been alone, nameless, friendless, without any
of the safety one gets from family, friends, and ac-
complices. There is no reality in the danger. It’s
just a very lonely, helpless feeling at first—a kind
of desolate feeling. For this reason I tock one com-
panion on my journey—an old French gentleman
poodle known as Charley. Actually his name is
Charles le Chien. He was born in Bercy on the out-
skirts of Paris and trained in France, and while he
knows a little poodle-English, he responds quickly
only to commands in French. Otherwise he has to
translate, and that slows him down. He is a very
big poodle, of a color called bleu, and he is blue
when he is clean. Charley is a born diplomat. He
prefers negotiation to fichting, and properly so,
since he is very bad at fighting. Only once in his ten
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years has he been in trouble—when he met a do

vsf'ho refused to negotiate. Charley lost a piece of hi%
right ear that time. But he is a good watch dog—
hgs a roar like a lion, designed to conceal fr%m
n%ght-?vandering strangers the fact that he couldn’t
bllté? his way out of a cornet de papier. He is a good
friend and traveling companion, and would riher
travel about than anything he can imagine. If he
occurs at length in this account, it is beca.use he
contpbuted much to the trip. A dog, particularly an
exotic like Charley, is a bond between stmngers

Many conversations en route began with “Wha£
degree of a dog is that?”

The techniques of opening conversation are uni-
versal. I knew long ago and rediscovered that the
?)est way to attract attention, help, and conversation
is to be lost. A man who seeing his mother starvin
to death on a path kicks her in the stomach to clea%
the way, will cheerfully devote-several hours of his

time giving wrong directi
/ing ctions to a total stran
who claims to be lost. -




