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Argentine Mustard
I was finished with my two days work in Uruguay  and had decided to spend a long weekend in nearby Buenos Aires, Argentina, a city and country that I had not visited.  I booked passage Saturday morning on the high speed ferry from Montivedeo  which looked like a cross between the Starship Enterprise and a jet ski.  It was a smooth and pleasant two and a half hour journey across the Rio del la Plata that was troubled only by the fact that I had two heavy suitcases to carry and my getting up at 5:30am to catch the first boat had left me tired and in something of a haze.  I spent a good deal of time during the ride examining the map of Buenos Aires to determine the location of my hotel.  I was pleased to see that it was only a few blocks from the ferry terminal, in distance no more than one kilometer.

Upon landing, I found that there was no bank at the terminal.  Thus I was unable to obtain any Argentine pesos.  This and the apparent proximity of the hotel, led me to decide to walk from the terminal to the hotel.  This was a bad choice.  Although, I do not believe that Buenos Aires is any more dangerous than most large cities, certainly no more dangerous than, say, New York, it is not smart to be identified so clearly as a visitor/tourist lugging two awkward suitcases in a waterfront location with which I was not familiar.  I was asking for trouble.

My suitcases were a problem.  They were both carry-on wheeled cases with retractable handles.  Both were very heavy and one contained a load of electronic gear which made it particularly awkward.  I can handle one such case quite easily, but two proved to be a problem.  It was really quite comic.  Do I pull one and push the other?  Do I try to strap one on the back of the other?  The streets, themselves, did not help as the sidewalks were in poor repair so the small wheels got stuck in cracks and jammed in gravel.  It was, it turned out, rather a longer and certainly more awkward journey than I had originally imagined.

After crossing several wide boulevards that run parallel to the waterfront, I proceeded along another wide street with office buildings on both sides.  Being that it was Saturday, the area was fairly deserted although the automobile traffic on the boulevard was heavy.  I was trudging along with a suitcase trailing along behind me on each side.  It was warm and I was working up a sweat and did not really need the khaki Eddie Bauer jacket that I wore.

All of a sudden, I was accosted by two people, a couple, a man and a woman.  The woman was short, maybe 40 years old, and possibly looked Indian, with short black hair.  The man was also small and thin although I never got a good view of him.  They were pointing to me and my suitcases and jabbering away in Spanish, which I do not understand..  I looked back over the suitcases and they were spattered with a yellow substance.  My first thought was, some large bird has let loose on my suitcases.  The couple approached me with a tissue,  as if to help me clean up the cases.  It this point they started dabbing at the cases and wiping me.   I discovered that the back of my jacket, my pants, and even my hair were also covered with this yellow stuff.  I was sort of confused and was saying, “What is it”, “What’s going on”?, “Thank You...Thank you”.  It was all hands and tissues all over me.   I smelled the sharp order of mustard (and not very good mustard at that).   I could feel hands probing my clothing and my jacket.  Pat pat, feel feel.   I suddenly caught on (and this is no more than 5 seconds after I was first accosted), I was being robbed, or at least getting my pockets picked.  I didn’t let go of either of my suitcase and let out a bellow “Stop, dammit stop” and shook off the couple.  And they were gone.  

There is something about strangers.  You don’t look them in the eye;  you don’t even see them clearly.  And now, I was standing on the sidewalk, covered with a considerable amount of mustard.  And they were gone, barely a tactile memory.  I did a quick inventory, my wallet  was still tightly wedged in my right front pants pocket.  My instant camera was in the left jacket pocket.  My passport, ticket and other travel documents were still in the zipper pocket in one of the suitcases.  They didn’t get anything.  Relief, anger, humiliation, and ..... fear.

I took off the jacket and it was a mess.  I fortunately found a small rag on the sidewalk that seemed clean enough, I wiped off my cases, my pants and my hair.  I took off the jacket and wiped it down, but it quite well covered.  I rolled it up and put it under my arm and resumed my trudge to the hotel.  I was really feeling quite shaky.  People were looking at me, probably because I must have looked funny huffing and puffing with my two cases and still spattered with mustard.  I arrived at the hotel and got a good stare from the bell man.  As I registered, the desk clerk asked if I had been robbed.  I said no and asked how they knew about what had happened.  I learned that I was not the first person they had seen, the victim of a robbery, covered with mustard.  Most were not so fortunate as I.  Everyone at the hotel was sympathetic and concerned.  I was promised quick turnaround service getting my clothing laundered.  My first act, upon attaining the security of my room was to take a shower to get rid of that awful mustard small.  I don’t think I will ever again think of mustard as a benign condiment for the ball park.

The Jacket Switch
I am very careful of my possessions when I travel.  Although I am a person who tends to loose and misplace things in my normal life, when I travel, I am very cautious and deliberate about making sure that I have every thing I am suppose to have at each juncture of my trip.  Thus it was with some surprise when I found my self on the plane leaving Miami for San Paulo, Brazil, to discover that the blue blazer that I was wearing was not mine.  My gosh, I thought, the business class cabin crew on my flight from Los Angles to Miami had accidentally switched jackets and some other passenger who is now wearing my jacket.  My new jacket!  

Although, the jacket I was wearing seemed to fit well enough, I knew this was not the same jacket that I had stared off with this morning. Anticipating this business trip, I had decided to buy a new sports jacket since my favorite blue blazer, my defacto business uniform, was showing the wear and tear of a year of intense travel.  I had gone to my regular men’s clothing store and selected a new navy blue blazer with brass buttons.  And it did look fresh and crisp and very sharp.  The store clerk asked if I wanted the side pockets unstiched.  I declined, preferring instead that the pockets should avoid sagging by remaining stiched up.  The evening before my trip, I carefully arranged my clothing.  I inserted a new set of “wings” in the lapel hoping that the aeronautical customers whom I would be visiting, would be impressed with my status as a pilot.  All was in a state of readiness and organization.

So, my dismay was evident when I began to notice things that didn’t seem right.  First I noticed the thread hanging down from a button hole.  That’s not good for a new jacket, I thought.  Then I thrust my hands into the side pockets and discovered that the pockets were not stiched up as I had directed.  I need to talk to the store clerks when I get back!  Then there was the wrinkle in the left sleeve.  My, this fabric doesn’t keep a press very long, I thought!  Finally, I noticed that my gold wings were missing.  It dawned on me, this was not my jacket.  The fact that it fit fairly well had made me fail to notice that it wasn’t mine when they returned it to me.  Damn.  Damn!

When I reached my destination, I filed a “lost baggage” report with the airline.  The hard working baggage agent commiserated with me and said that this sort of thing absolutely shouldn’t have happened and that she would file a report with Miami to see if any other passenger had filed a similar report.  I was doubtful, since I knew my lost jacket was better that the one I was now forced to wear, so the other passenger would simply keep the newly updated jacket.  I was feeling very cross with the airline and was plotting my indignant complaint which would force the airline to cough up the cost of a replacement jacket.

After arriving at my destination, I called my wife, and since she wasn’t home, I left her a detained account of this unexpected mixup on the answering machine.  It actually seemed a bit humorous aside from the inconvenience.  

I was heavily involved in my work and did not have the chance to call my wife for several days.  I finally caught her late one evening.  One of my first questions was, “Did you get my message about the switch of my jacket?”.  “Yes”, she said, “And it amused me very much.  Especially since your new jacket is still hanging on the chair in the dining room”.

Christmas in Harrismith
Christmas in 1975 was unusual in every respect.  For the first time in my life I was not spending the holiday with my immediate family, which consisted of my daughter, my sister and her family in Connecticut, or my recently widowed father.  Instead, the holidays had taken a strange turn when I found myself in Pretoria, South Africa committed to a project that was moving very slowly.  I had invited my girlfriend (later my wife) Gayle to spend two weeks of summertime weather in South Africa during which we were planning to make a tour of pre-independence South Africa.  It didn't start well.  Maybe it was the weather.  But in spite of the pleasures we found in each other, we spent a morose Christmas Eve in Pretoria feeling separated from our respective families and decidedly not in the Christmas spirit.

The following morning, Christmas Day, we got an early start on our planned clockwise tour of South Africa.  Our Opel rent-a-car took us across the Eastern Transvaal through sprawling ranches and farms.  The rolling countryside was the color of honey. The odd stunted oak  and the occasional gum tree broke the immediate horizon.  It was hot, and on the many stretches of dirt road, very dusty.  We were feeling better than the night before, but both inwardly disappointed with this, our first Christmas together.  The experiment was lacking something.  At about noon, Gayle's stomach went on lunch alert.  In our short relationship together, I had learned one lesson: do not fail to feed Gayle. 

As we bumped through the farming country, our only immediate possibility for a meal was a small hamlet called Harrismith, not far from the border of Natal Province.  So we continued in that direction and arrived in the town center about half past twelve.  The fact is, there wasn't much more to the town than the town square.  It was a typical  South African towns away from the big cities.  Stone and stucco buildings looking either colonial Dutch (which they were) or slightly Mexican.  The corrugated rooves were painted blood red which made a colorful frame to the otherwise traditional town square.  The dominant structure on the square was the Central Hotel, which in fact, appeared to be the only business that made any pretense of being open.  Gayle, whose blood sugar level was only at the mildly unfriendly level, told me to check out the facilities.

"Why, sir.  Bein' that it's Christmas day, the restaurant isn't open for business", I was told by the plump and friendly lady who answered my ring of the desk bell .  My heart sunk.  I now had to face Gayle and perhaps another fifty miles of dirt roads before we had another chance to get some food.  "But we only want a quick sandwich",  I added.  "I'm, sorry.  We are just not set up today."  I was slightly annoyed, when she added , "But at two o'clock we are serving Christmas dinner and we've had a cancellation.  We could serve you then".  That's over an hour from now, I was thinking.  "And the cost is fifteen rand".  "Per person", she added, casting a glance toward Gayle sitting in the car.  I said I would talk to Gayle and returned to the car.

"You mean we have to wait over an hour?", came the expected rebuke.  "And pay thirty rand?" It's that or take to the road again heading for an uncertain destination, I reasoned.  I expressed the feeling that we didn't have much choice.  We could sit in the shade of the Jacaranda trees in the middle of the town square and wait for two o'clock.  Then we could have a quick meal and be off.  "OK", said Gayle.  But I could tell she wasn't happy.  We got out of the car and headed for the shade in the center of the square.

As we sat on the grass waiting for two o'clock, the town square underwent a definite transformation. Whereas we had been the only car in front of the hotel when we arrived, first one and then other vehicles drove up and disgorged well dressed families.  Sort of like church, I thought, not making any connection between the growing crowds and our situation. A few minutes before two o'clock, the front veranda was positively crowded with men women and children, all apparently waiting for something to happen.  We got up and entered the hotel lobby, equally full of persons and proceeded in the direction of double paned glass doors with the sign above: 

Dining Room

Europeans Only

We entered and the hot dusty world outside was immediately replaced with a tableau of an English/Dutch communal feast such as one would see in a Bruegal painting or something out of Dickens.  Streamers hung from the ceiling in pastel blue and pink.  The tables were placed together in a big U shape with seating for, perhaps seventy five.  Every place was set with silver and cut glass (maybe not crystal, but elegant).  Kitchen help and volunteers were busy bring in tray after tray of relishes, side dishes, and things that never graced either of our Christmas dinners at home.  We found a place with our names marked, "Mr. & Mrs. Paul" and sat down, suddenly quite overwhelmed and rather self conscious.  The mass of towns people outside filed in and the room was filled with the cacophony of joy and families and Christmas and food and fellowship.  A heavy gentleman, clanged his glass for order and gave a quick blessing, then he added   "And we are happy to welcome Gayle and Jonathan Paul who have come all the way from California in America to share this Christmas meal with us".   There was a moment of utter quiet as all eyes turned to us, and then a return to the joyful conversation of neighbors and friends.

To recount the endless array of succulent dishes that came to the table is impossible.  There were at least five main courses that included an enormous goose, roast beef with Yorkshire pudding,  and ending with a suckling pig, complete with the traditional apple in his mouth.  Bottles of  wonderful South African wine from the Stellenbosh Valley washed it all down.  We were engaged continuously in conversation by our table neighbors and others who came over to us to meet us and to ask how we happen to be in their town on this day.  Small shy children treated us like visitors  from another planet and once even showered us with confetti.  The final act was a flaming English plum putting, rich beyond comprehension, and just like my mother used to make, tasting like rum and garnished with the ultimate sweetness of hard sauce.  The hours passed like minutes.  All the loneliness, the separation, was forgotten. At seven o'clock we pushed ourselves away from the table, said goodby to our new friends, and resumed our interrupted journey.  

We had ignored Christmas, but the spirit of the day  had found us after all.

Kiwi Double Jeopardy (Twins)

Hair  Envy  in Japan
I was on the commuter train from Yokahama to downtown Tokyo.  It was just after the morning commuter rush but the train was still full and I was forced to find a place amid the standees hanging onto a chrome column.  The train was packed with late travelling business men, house wives and a cacophony of school children.  I watched with interest as the Tokyo suburbs streaked by in a seemly limitness panorama.  The gaudy and ubiquous signs and bill boards each called  out their message in in un-comprehended heiroglyphics.  The shops and apartment blocks seemed bland, efficient, and slightly sinister in their confirmity.  I examined the world outside and my fellow travelers (all clearly Japaneese).  I was the only foreigner in the car and imagined that the space around me was observably larger than around any other person.  I felt like the foreighner that I was but was not unduley uncomfortable in my uniqueness.  I sniffed the air just to make sure that my deoderant had not failed me in the warmth of the late spring morning.  Assured that I was not unduly offensive, I re-entered my my observant lethergy.  The children were all dressed in school uniforms.  The girls wore solid color jumpers, white blouses, knee socks and a kind of utilitarian Mary Jane shoes.  The boys wore navy blue trousers and white shirts without ties or jackets.  Every child tended a large book bag or heavy back pack.  The talked among them selves with animation.  I could see that often I appeared to be the subject of their conversation, and as I cast my eyes around the car, their voices would fall silent as I looked toward a particular group, replaced by averted eyes and embarrased giggles.  I was creating a small stir by by very presence.

Now let me describe myself for a minute.  I was, I believe, a perfectly normal looking North American of Anglo descent.  At the time, I was in my early thirties and had a Beatle-like haircut, ample side burns, and what was described as a mountain man beard.   In summary, my appearance was not unusual in the non-conforming spirt of that decade.   Compared to the average Japanese, I probably seemed every bit the foreign devil that I was.   As the train approached the center of the city, I was startled out of my reverie by the the gentle touch of a hand stroking the arm hanging at my side.  I turned to look into the upturned face of a school girl, perhaps 10 years old.  As our eyes met, she withdrew her hand from my arm and struggled for words.  As the desired phrase formed on her lips, a smile lit up her face.  “My,  my. You are wooly”, she said.

At that moment, an older grandfatherly type got up and scolded the young girl in stacattto Japanese.  I heard the word “gaigin” in his rebuke.  With downcast eyes, the young girl retreated back to her place on the other side of the railway car.

Under Arrest in Saudi Arabia

Polish Speed Trap
When Tory and I decided to drive from Prague to Krakow, we were told that driving in Poland is not for the faint of heart.  We were cautioned to  never to leave the car  unattended since newer cars had a tendency to disappear, never to be heard from again.  We also were advised to avoid leaving anything of value in the car since shady characters are always on the prowl for an easy burglary.  As it turned out our problems were real enough, but they came not from the criminals, but from the keepers of the peace, the Polish National Police.

The trip started well enough.  The wide autobahn-like motorways traversing the Czech Republic took us two thirds of the way to Krakow in less than four hours.  In Brno, we left the motorway and headed north east toward the Polish border.  The roads narrowed considerably  and the traffic, particularly of heavy Lorries, was quite heavy. Our first excitement began when we found ourselves stuck behind an enormous Soviet-era flatbed tractor-trailer on a winding narrow two lane road.  We would have called it an 18-wheeler in the US, but it actually has an indeterminate number of axles and wheels, designed to carry very heavy loads.  We could not pass and the pace of the truck, although not plodding, was slower than we wanted to travel.  The flatbed trailer was empty except for a large pile of  lumber the approximate size and shape of  railroad ties.  These items obviously had some useful purpose when the truck was loaded with heavy goods, but for now, they were just siting on the bed of the trailer.  That is until they started to fall off.  We noticed the pile migrating toward the back of the trailer and every few miles, one would reach edge and go plummeting off.  It would bounce, roll and tumble like giant majorette’s batons and then more often than not bound off the side of the road without hitting anything.  The problem was when one came straight back and ended up resting in the roadway.  We would have to jog violently to the left or right to avoid hitting it which surely would have wrecked our small rental car.  We kept our distance and, as if playing some full sized video game, we  managed to avoid the errant tree trunks.  We were relieved when the truck pulled over at a roadside tavern, undoubtedly for the Polish driver to quench some terrible thirst.   

At about this time, I had the bright idea that it was high time that Victoria learned to drive a stick shift, a skill that she had assiduously avoided acquiring throughout her young adult years.   She was very dubious with the notion, having found, in the past, it quite impossible to coordinate the clutch and gas in anything resembling balance and moderation.  Nonetheless, in the manner of a “throw the child in the swimming pool” teacher, I insisted that Tory take the wheel.  So with encouragement and pleadings we continued our way toward the Polish frontier.  I should have consulted the map with more care to ensure that Victoria had enough time to master the basics of the clutch before we actually arrived at the border.  As it turned out, we were still lurching and sputtering down the narrow roads when, there around the next curve, was the impressive border crossing.  We were waved summarily through the Czech side of the crossing and approached a bored and hostile looking solder guarding the Polish side.  He gestured to us to stop, at which point Victory made an abortive lurch in the general direction of the soldier and then stalled the engine.  He nimbly leaped out of the way and approached the drivers window, where Victoria, perspiring profusely, was trying to start the car which was still locked in 4th gear.  With each grind of the starter motor, we lurched  our way toward Poland with the border guard swearing in Polish and I offering unwanted and unheeded advice in my most restrained bellow.  Finally, the engine was started and the car put in neutral and all was momentarily quiet and calm.  The border guard reapproached cautiously and said some words in what was probably Polish, then Czech, and finally German (we had German licence plates on the car) to which we replied in equally unintelligible English.  A quick review of our passports confirmed why communications was not forthcoming, and, with a gesture of positive relief, he motioned us through barrier.  Victoria put us into jerky forward motion and we left the immediate vicinity of the border.  We had not gone 300 yards when Victoria brought the car to an abrupt halt, stopped the engine, and with tears welling and a fierce anger in her eyes, she jumped out of the car and positively ran around to the passenger side and announced “Out”.  I could not argue, and with sheepish recognition that the educational value of driving a stick shift in Poland was probably quite small, I resumed my previous duties as chief driver.

By this time, the mid Autumn evening was upon us and the and we resumed our journey toward Krakow, perhaps 75 kilometers away.   In the faint light remaining we could see small farms to left and right and the occasional house with lights within.  The traffic was heavy and the two-lane road narrow.  .But, in spite of these impediments, the general flow was fairly swift and we seemed to be making swift progress.  Too swift, it would soon appeared.  We were about midway in a convey of trucks and automobiles when we came around a curve and saw  half a dozen Polish police cars stopped by the side of the road..  A uniformed police officer signalled for the entire line of vehicles to pull over.  I could not help to notice, for the first time the speed limit sign with the big “60" on it.  Those were kilometers per hour, I recalled, not miles per hour.  That’s not very fast and we had been doing a solid 100 kph, like every one else, as we rounded the curve.  The realization hit me, “Speed Trap”.  

We sat in the gloom waiting for something to happen.  Tory looked worried.  We were, after all, in an exceedingly foreign country where we did not speak the language, nor did we have any local currency, nor did we have much knowledge of the local customs or legal system.  Not too many years earlier, Poland had been part of the evil empire.  Did a Stalin lurk behind every uniform?

“Yabis ka lomitiz officilava novdz” said the police officer who eventually appeared at our window out of the darkness of the evening.  Not being sure of what he was asking, I passed him my drivers licence and the car rental agreement.  He looked at them briefly and then demanded “Passport”, a word we understood.  I handed over the precious document and he disappeared into the night.  After a long wait, he reappeared and  gave a long harangue in Polish.  We showed our incomprehension by gesturing with the appropriately named Polish salute.  He looked exasperated.  Then he reached into his wallet and bulled out a wad of Polish currency.  Ah Ha!  A fine.... a bribe..... probably for speeding.  He pulled out a single bill and waved it in my direction.  It looked like a lot of money.  The zeros spread across the bill.  I took the offered example and saw that it was for ten Million.  Ten Million!  Whatever it was, it was surely a lot of money.  I repeated the Polish salute and opened my wallet and thumbed through the Czech and US currency therein.  He looked careful and not seeing a single Zloty (the name of the Polish currency, I later learned) he let out a burst of exasperated Polish, followed by the unmistakable gesture that meant “follow me”.

There were on an isolated Polish Country road, in the night, not speaking a word of Polish other than “bobci” (grandmother) and “kapusta” (sauerkraut), not having one kopeck of Polish money, my passport confiscated, apparently guilty of some crime against the state (speeding), and now being dragged off into the unknown.  Victoria was visibly shaken.  “Dad..... Where are you going......” she asked in a trembling voice”.  “Not sure.....I’ll be right back”, I countered.

I followed the form of the Polish cop back along the line of standing cars.  We arrived at a squad car and he motioned me to get into the passenger’s seat.  He got in next to me and flipped on the dome light.  He spent a few minutes thumbing through the passport, muttering to himself what I imagined were such phrases as “...dump assed Americans....” and the like.  After awhile he again displayed the ten million zloty note and gesture that I should give him one just like it.  I again opened my wallet and showed the sad inventory of Czech money and $20 US dollar bills.  I pulled out a succession of currencies and tried to offer him a pile of 100 Czech crown notes and then started piling on the $20 dollar bills.  As each bill was placed on the pile he gestured with exasperation and distain that only a ten million Zlotys would wind my release.  I think the pile had reached or surpassed one hundred dollars and I figured if that didn’t equal the fine, it at least would make a handsome bribe in the officer’s pocket.  But to no avail.  After awhile, stuck in this impasse, another officer came over.  Based on the stripes on his sleeves and the metal in his hat, he appeared to be my guardian’s superior.  The situation was explained.  They both examined the pile of offered currency (with obvious displeasure), and after a lengthy conference, my cop handed me my passport, swept the dollars back into my lap, and made the unmistakable gesture meaning “Get out of my police car NOW!”.  I took my travel document and scooped up the money, got out of the police car and walked (trying not to run) back up to Victoria sitting mournfully in our tightly locked car.

I rapped on the passenger’s window.  I could see Victoria start and then look greatly relieved.  She unlocked the doors and I got in on the drivers side.  We started the engine, and departed the scene as swiftly as we could..  I explained what had happened.  We both considered the seriousness of the situation and the apparent enormous size of the fine, where over $100.00 was dismissed as totally inadequate.  He drove slowly and deliberately on toward Krakow through the night.

The following day, we discovered that ten million zlotys was the equivalent of six dollars.

Aushwitz-Birkenau

Smiles en Francais (Algeria)

The Mens Room at Meteo Algerie
One of the most foreign countries that I have visited is Algeria.  My trip there in 1989 was to finalize arrangement for the installation at a new computer system at the Algerian National Meteorological Institute in Algiers.  I found Algiers a study in contrasts beteen French and Muslim influences, the charming and tasteless, ancient and modern.  For example the French influenced cuisine was excellent.  But the air was stagnent with the acrid smells of oil refineries.  But I was conditioned to observe and accept and not to be critical or disturbed by things that were different from my normal North American surroundings.

The Meterorologal Institute was, like the country as a whole, a study in contrasts.  The modern computer and telecommunications equipment was housed in buildings of uncertain origin, stability, and maintenance.  The meteorological Institute “campus” gave an overall impression of neglect and turn-of-the century amenities.  Piles of rubble, broken windows, cracked plaster, and dist and dirt were in evidence everywhere.  

My meeting on the first day of my visit were cordial and friendly.  The Algerians were, in every respect, welcoming and technically competent.  The pace of the meeting was slow due, in part, on reliance on the customer’s poor grasp of English and my even poorer French.  And considerable time was spent drinking coffee and discussing the affairs of the world.

Thus it was not surprising when a call of nature manifested itself after several hours.  I  politely asked for the location of the men’s room.  I was directed, by vague pointing, to the opposite side of the courtyard from our meeting room.   I walked in the indicated direction and after some uncertainty, I found an open door, the only one in evidence.  I went in and found a medium sized room quite empty.  The facilities could only be descrived as primitive consisting only of a hole the size of a saucer in the middle of the room.  I considered the apparent lack of privacy, toilet paper, and sit down comfort.  I was quite familiar with squat toilets found throughout the Middle East and Southern Europe.  But this was really quite primitive, I thought.  However, I was determined to adapt and not be put off by foreign customs.  I especially did not want to embarras the customer, my hosts, with the slightest indication of dissatisfaction or complaint.  So I said, “What the Hell”, and proceeded to divest myself of the several cups of coffee imbibed over the previous hours.

I arranged myself as best I could, made a mental note on the lack of washing facilities and started back to the meeting room. I took a slightly different route.  To my shock, as I turned the first corner, I saw the unmistakable sign of the door “WC Hommes”.  I have often wondered where that hole in the floor led to.

Betrechsgarten

A Change of Plans in India (delerius in bombay)

A Late Irish Evening

An Enchanted Evening in Maylasia

Exchange Rates

Islay Flat Tire

Gaining Face in Kamikura

Three Cities (San Francisco, Rio, Capetown)

Learning Whose the Boss, Masada

Please Point that Thing The Other way

The M-16 Instructor

Apartheid

(Experiences in South Africa in 1975)

Gayle’s Trip to Africa on Pan Am

“Sweet Dreams, Sir”

Down and Out in Shiraz

At Home on the Nile (Visit to the Delta)

Cheops’ Revenge
In 1976 I was charged with installing one of my company’s computer systems at the Egyptian Meteorological Instititute.  I remember the date well, since I spent a dreary 4th of July in a computer room in Cairo while my whole country celebrated it’s bicentenial.  While tall ship sailed up New York harbor and the liberty bell rang out, I struggled with bits and bypes half a world away.

It would be untrue to suggest that it was all work and no play in Egypt.  Although Egypt in general and Cairo, in particular, was without much charm, the antiquities that survived through the millenia are unparalleled anywhere in the ancient world.  This is especially true for the famous pyramids at Giza.  Visiting these huge relics was a dream from childhood which based on much reading of the relevent books on ancient history and Egyptology.  So it was with great anticipation that I hired a taxi one Saturday morning to visit the great pyramids.  In particular, I had a thought that I would like to climb to the top of the great pyramid, tomb of the pharaoh Cheops.   I had heard that it was not permitted, but I figured with a little greasing of palms, anything was possible.

I arrived at the site and was truly impressed with the size and bulk of these wonders.  I spent some time in the moderate heat of the early morning wandering around the base of the pyramids and admiring the familiar visage of the Sphinx.  The area was surprisingly devoid of tourist.  Maybe it was the time of day or the season, but I wandered around relatively alone.  I experienced no lack of attention from the local souvenier sellers and would-be guides.  Each time I was approached, I asked, mostly in sign language, if it was possible to climb up the pyramids..  I was answered with negatives and “It is not permitted” phrases in broken English.  But I was in luck, after several negatives, I was approached by a young man who indicated that it was possible.  He was about 20 and looked fit and tanned.  He wore loose cotton trousers and a white shirt open to the middle of his chest.   He wore sandles withouout socks and carried a small purse.   He rubbed his fingers together is if rubbing money (a universal sign that much cash was about to change hands).  I offered him ten dollars.  He laughed and with good english repeated the phrase :It is not permitted”.  He said the cost of such a dangerous and illeagle assent would be fifty dollars US.  I countered and without much haggling, we agreed on a fee of thirty-five dollars.

He walked around to the far side of the great pyramid which was away from most of the concession stands and the well travelde pathways.  In slow but well formed English, my guide, whose name I leared was Habib, explained that the assent was very dangerous and straying from the established path would surely lead to injury or worse.  I was told to follow exactly in his footsteps.  He spoke about loose rocks and long uncontrolled descents for the unwary.    I listened politely and followed along in his shadow as be walked along the base of the pyramid.

The mass of the pyramit towered above us.  The angle of assent is steep, a true 45 degrees.  The granit blocks forming the pyramid are large, approximately 3 feet in height, leading to the next platform level which was three feet wide.  As promised, each platform was strewn with rock and debris and the way upwards was not all clear.  At the bottom, my guide shed his sandals and with one quick motion lifted himself up to the next level.  I was dressed in a new pair of stiff jeans that restricted somewhat my leg mobility.  The stones came up to about the level of my belly button.  Lifted my self up to that I was belly down on the next level and then swung first one leg and then the other up till I was lying on the next level.  Then I got up and repeated the process at the next level.  It was hard work.  The sun was getting hot.  It was awkward and my 35 mm camera strung around my neck bumped and clanged and got in the way with every meneuver.  After ten minutes, I was gasping for breath and my legs were shaking from fatigue.  To my dismay, we seemed to be less than one fourth the way up to the top.  I occaisionally looked down and it seemed a sheer drop to the bottom.  I signaled a rest to my amused guide whos breathing seemed hardly labored.  He made words of encouragedment and offered to carry the camera, a welcome relief.  We resumed our ascent, which I tried to do at the fastest steady rate that I could manage.  My mind calculated that at about 500 feet in height, the pyramid was as high as a 50 story building and that there were about 150 steps that had to be clambered over with much huffing and puffing.  But we were making progress.  The length of each level got smaller and smaller.  The ground got further an dfurther below.  Our progress could be measured against the slightly smaller second puramid just a stone’s throw away.  After what seemed like the fifth or sixth rest stop, I could tell that we were actually looking down on the neighbor.  In fact, we were almost to the top.  With renewed vigor, I clambered up the last 20 or 30 steps and we were on the clightly flattened top.  It looked like 10 or more layers had been removed, by French soldiers in the 17th century, I recalled.  I stood on the top, doubled over with exertion and over come with a rising sense of nausea from my exertions.   I fled to the edge and puked out my hotel breakfast.feeling both relieved and rediculous.  My guide stood to the side, looking on with detached ammusment.  

I gradually recovered and began to feel much better.  I looked around, took a few pictures, and the guide took a few of me with the second pyramid in the background.  The sun was by now, intensely hot and after spending 15 minutes at the summit, i signaled a readiness to descend.  But my guide seemed in no hurry to start down.  He started telling me about the extreme dangers of the descent and the absolute importance of following the guide.  The he launched into a discussion of the nature of our bargain.  He reminded me that we had agreed that for $35 he would take me to the top.  There was, I was told and entirely different fee for the descent.  I felt quite taken advantage of, but was, at the same time, inwardly ammused by the cleverness of the guide and the lack of business accumen of the client, me.  I looker over the edge at the crumbled rock and rubble at the next level down and concluded that I had no chocie whatsoever but to negotiate.  After a short but friendly bargaining session, we agreed on an additional $16 US for the descent.  This was, after all, the opportunity of a lifetime.  A tail to tell my grandchildren.  Something to remember as i sat toothless and incontinent in the old peoples home.  So in a good humor, in pite of feeling conned, we started down.  The trip dow was both faster and much easier than the trip down.  We weaved back and forth down the “safe” route and with only one rest, found ourselves within 30 levels of the bottom.  As we descending, I noticed a small contingent of uniformed policement converging on the approximate spot whene we would reach the ground level.  The guide too noticed and commented that it would be wise, if I wanted to avoid trouble and especially if I did not wante to spend any time in the Giza jail, that these kindly and greviously underpaid public employess should also share in my American weath, which it was certain, I would hardly miss.  I inquired a to how much wealth we were talking about and he suggested $20 US as a fair figure.  Being that there were four policemen, this seemed a small price to pay for avoiding incarceration, so I handed over another twenty dollar bill to my, by now very self satisfied looking leader.  We reached the ground, and one of the policemen, upon hearing of my generous lnature, brought me a coca cola from one of the neighboring concession stands.  I sat there in the shade of the stand, sipping my coke while the police and guide settled their affairs.  I felt that I had just completed  one of life’s great adventures.  I am sure that my Egyptian friends thought they had achieved a great  victory over this young American tourist.  Little did they realize that I was much the richer for the experience.

Harmony in the Tomb

How not to Make Friends (Eqypt dinner with Tocacco Guy)

Street Circus (India)

Delirious in Delhi

New Zealand Delicacies (Pea Tea)

The Start of a Long Term Relationship (India)

Honeymoon in Scandinavia

Mozart Balls in Moscow

Zenia (Moscow, 1979)

On the Road in Bosnia

Istanbul (Touchy Feely in the Suk)

Incarcerated in Johannesburg

Cardiff Misunderstanding

A Fine Irish Evening

Poisoned in Milan

Timmons Ontario

Princess Di’s Funeral

Getting Fed (Greece and Czech Republic 20 years apart)

Tiger Camp (Nepal)

Honeymoon in Copenhagen

Saving 10 centimes in Neuschawnstein

Nudist Camp on Island of Krk

Old Bunny


(Reference to earlier story)

Taiwan Banquet

